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Introduction 
 
      
 
    Lady Eliza Ashton, daughter of the Earl of Bexley, had always thought her life would be a straight pathway to happiness. Engaged to be married to the devastatingly handsome Miles Gainsborough, she could never imagine how easily happiness could turn into disaster. When her father confesses that she is the only hope of saving the family from financial ruin, she finds herself set to marry a man she cannot bear to love, the Duke of Lytton. 
 
      
 
    Daniel Winchester, an accomplished and successful attorney, finds his simple existence at Lytton Hall turned upside down by the arrival of the Duke’s young bride. Determined to think of her as a young title-hunter, he is surprised to find himself drawn to her and her brave conduct. Daniel’s ego, bruised by the realization that the beautiful young woman will never love him, becomes increasingly aggressive. He is the only man with enough courage to defend her. 
 
      
 
    But when the old Duke dies, will Eliza allow the threat of a scandal and the fear of condemnation to turn her away from the only man she has ever truly loved? Will Daniel ever find a pathway to the heart of the young woman who invades his dreams and occupies his every thought? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why are you telling me this, Papa? What can I possibly do to aid the fortunes of Bexley Hall?” Lady Eliza Ashton studied her father closely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martin Ashton, the Earl of Bexley, was clearly uncomfortable. Eliza could not remember ever seeing him so before, and it was most unsettling. It seemed to Eliza that her father could only meet her eye every so often before looking away again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something there she could hardly recognize, and she wondered if it was something he was ashamed of. Whatever it was, it was making her feel even more nervous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To be told that Bexley Hall, her father’s fine estate, had been ailing for years was no real surprise to her. She had heard both her parents speak aloud their worries on the subject many times over the nineteen years of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she had never truly realized the extent of the worries her parents had, more often than not, they tried to contain as best they could. She realized now that all she had heard in the preceding years was just the tip of a very large iceberg, one that had suddenly grown out of all proportion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “At a time like this, all members of a family must pull together, Eliza, must they not?” He looked into her brown eyes and hurriedly away again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had first been ushered into the Earl’s study for a private conversation with her father, Eliza had certainly been taken aback. The household at Bexley Hall was comfortable in that it was relaxed, and anything her father had to say to her before then had simply taken place during tea or breakfast or any number of moments in the day when the family were together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing so formal as being asked by the butler, Eames, to attend her father in his study had ever happened before, and her senses were already heightened before she entered the dark, austere little room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, Papa. But we are the only ones here. Mama is not here, and Henry is not here.” Eliza began to feel suspicious, and the physical sensation that accompanied her disquiet seemed to grow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We all must do what we can.” Her father looked away again, staring at some point on the deep oak skirting board over by the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what is my part in this, Papa? For it is clear to me that I must have one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear Eliza, perhaps you have the greatest part to play of all of us.” He smiled at her hopefully as if willing her to be proud that she could somehow make a difference. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This time, Eliza was the one to look away. She could not bear for her father to see her fear or worse, her unwillingness even before she knew what it was he wanted of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Papa? I would rather you came straight to the point because you are making me afraid with your tiptoeing.” She continued to look down, studying the tiny green flowers which had been carefully embroidered onto her ivory gown. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear Eliza, our financial straits are now worse than they have ever been. The estate is losing money by the day, and I have no means by which to pay back the loans I have been forced to take to keep life here at Bexley Hall going.” He paused and sighed, and she realized he saw this as a personal failing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But as you told it to me, you were bequeathed an estate that was already ailing for years before it was yours. You ought not to look so responsible for it all, Papa,” she said kindly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite her own fears, Eliza Ashton loved her father dearly and could not bear to see him suffering. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I have never been able to find a way to rescue it, and that was my responsibility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what are we to do now? Is it so very bad?” Eliza already knew the answer to her question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are on the verge of losing the estate. Everything. And with no estate, I am sure the title will be useless, perhaps even bestowed upon another family altogether.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Eliza said breathlessly. “I had never imagined it was so far gone. But what shall we do then? Where shall we go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no idea. There is nothing left of my personal inheritance, and any money your mother brought into the estate when we married is long gone. We would have to find somewhere to rent, but where and with what I cannot imagine. I will need to find some sort of occupation, employment. But again, I have no trade, obviously, and no clerical skills.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earl looked utterly crestfallen, and Eliza felt her insides suddenly cold and taut at the idea of her father, a man who was not in his first flush of youth, having to seek traditional employment in a world that was not his and never had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then we are doomed, are we not? There is nothing we can do.” Eliza thought suddenly of her engagement to Miles Gainsborough and felt a guilt-ridden stab of relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever the fortunes of her family, she was due to be married to the son of a Baron. Perhaps all was not lost, and yet she could not see how it would be possible for Lord Gainsborough to help the rest of her family. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have but one course of action available to us, Eliza.” Her father spoke in a voice that sounded almost unrecognizable to her, and she realized that he was not yet finished; there was worse to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what is that?” she asked with trepidation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have received an offer of urgent financial assistance from the Duke of Lytton,” he said and seemed to study his daughter for her reaction to the news. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But if you cannot pay the loans you already have, forgive me, but what good is another?” Eliza had never discussed matters of business with her father before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was an intelligent young woman for whom common sense was no stranger, so she did not find the concepts in any way difficult. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the conversation was, and she felt that her father’s revelations to her specifically had somehow changed everything; she could almost feel the old, solid ground begin to shift beneath her feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This would not be a loan,” he began quietly. “And it would be enough money to raise us all up from this dreadful uncertainty and keep the Earldom and estate in the Ashton family for generations to come. It would see off all our loans and return Bexley to a former glory I cannot remember seeing since I was a child myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would the Duke of Lytton do such a thing? After all, you are not a very close friend of his, Papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I cannot claim to be a close friend, but I am reasonably well acquainted with the man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But being reasonably well acquainted does not secure the sort of money you need, Papa. And for it to be a gift and not a loan? There is more to this, I am sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she studied her father’s face, Eliza was sure that he was greyer and gaunter than she had ever seen him. He truly looked like a man whose cares were wearing him down, but it was the guilt in his eyes she was finding the hardest of all to witness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is more to this, I am afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which has much to do with me if this meeting here is anything to go by.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, the Duke has made me a very specific offer.” Before he had even finished his sentence, Eliza knew exactly what that offer was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, if she was honest with herself, she had already known the only sort of assistance a daughter could provide her family with from the moment it had been mentioned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa, the Duke of Lytton is an old man,” Eliza said and felt suddenly hot and sick. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is in his middle years, it is true. But he is not old. He is but five-and-fifty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am but nineteen. Surely you do not think that I should marry this man, whatever is at stake.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I said, when a family is in our sort of trouble, it is incumbent upon us all to pull together and do what we can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the family is not expected to throw away their lives. Only I am expected to do that. Only I am expendable in the Ashton family. How is my sacrifice an example of a family pulling together?” She felt a well of anger spring up in her chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because it will cause the rest of us great pain to see you go into a marriage you did not want. But there is no other way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you have not forgotten that I am due to be married to Miles Gainsborough. Do you now demand that I put an end to our engagement? Do you demand that I turn away from the man I love so that I might be married to an old man I have no feeling for?” She knew she was beginning to punish her father but could not stop. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Why was it down to her to solve it all? Why should she make her family safe and happy at the expense of her own heart, her own life even? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know that I would not demand it.” He seemed a little angry himself. “You know that I have never treated you that way in all your life, and I am a little insulted that you would speak to me so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is true that you have never treated me badly for a single day, Papa. But you must look at what you ask of me and feel the fear and pain that I am feeling before you allow your own feelings to be hurt. You cannot be more insulted than I am at this moment. I am no more than cattle to you now, however well you have treated me in the past. In the end, you would see me sold off at the market, and so now you have an idea of my own feelings of insult.” Tears began to roll down Eliza’s face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would never have wanted to hurt you.” Her father’s own eyes shone with tears, and she felt the true weight of the impossibility of their situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why can Henry not marry someone else, someone who would bring in more money by way of a dowry than his current choice? Why must it be me?” she said, feeling the great gap in the rights of a son and daughter and resenting them more than she had ever had cause to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Idly, she picked at the raised little embroidered flowers on her gown and knew that she could not do what her father wanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She loved Miles Gainsborough with all her heart and had always known that he was the only man she could ever share her life with. He was so handsome and had such maturity and intelligence beyond his five-and-twenty years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, she could not entirely pinpoint her reasons for loving him, she just knew that she did and that she had since she was a girl of sixteen, and he had seemed like an impossible wish.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Henry has his heart set on Penelope Arlow, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I have my heart set on Miles Gainsborough, so that is no argument at all.” She felt a stab of anger once more. “Surely any number of wealthy fathers would be happy to bestow an enormous dowry for the knowledge that their daughter would one day be a countess. Can you not capitalize upon that and request that Henry be the one to make the sacrifice? Why must it be me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not making your brother more important, Eliza. I am just being practical. No amount of dowry any father in the county could provide would come close to a quarter of what the Duke has promised me. The estate could not be saved with that, so there is no sense in making Henry miserable too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But every practical sense is making me miserable. And repulsed, Papa, for I cannot bear to think of a married life with an old man I cannot bear to look at.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I said before, I am not making a demand of you. In the end, it must be your decision.” He looked sad and a little helpless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite her father’s kindness over the years, still, she had always played second fiddle to her brother, as all young women did. And it was true to say that she had resented Henry for it at times, and with good reason.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He had always seen his elevated status as his right. Not that he was an unpleasant or arrogant man, it was just that he never questioned his sense of entitlement. In that, he was likely little different from any other young man in such a hallowed position. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the thing which angered her most was that she knew Henry would not even think to question it now. He would think his sister’s sacrifice right and proper because she held no power and did not entirely matter to the Earldom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was just a spare part, one who would come in useful, even though she knew her brother did love her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her brother loved her, her father loved her, and her beloved mother loved her too. But that love would do nothing when they stood to face an uncertain future. And rather than weather the storm together, as a family, they were each of them willing to let her shoulder the burden so that they might continue to enjoy the life they had always had.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And for that reason, Eliza found that she felt suddenly very differently about them all. She had lost something inside herself, some feeling of home and love that would never, ever come back, whatever she decided to do next. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have made this my decision in the hopes that I shall buckle under the weight of the responsibility, Papa,” she said and held up a little hand to stop him when he drew breath to speak again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know how I love you all, and you are certain that I will end my engagement to Miles and marry the Duke to save you all. And by making it my decision, Papa, you have released yourself from true guilt. You can always reassure yourself that it was my choice and be satisfied. But I want you to know that is not truly the case. You have laid the responsibility of the entire family’s fortunes on my shoulders, and I think you are confident of a positive outcome. Positive for the three of you, at any rate. Perhaps it would have been better if you had ordered me, for I think you should at least suffer a little if I am to suffer entirely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, please …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not decided what I shall do, but I know that I will never forgive you for this day, no matter what the outcome of it all. I shall never forgive any of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, your mother need not hear you say that,” he said beseechingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see that I am to sacrifice my own feelings but spare all of yours.” She laughed mirthlessly. “Well, I would beg you to release me now, Father,” she said, choosing not to call him the more endearing Papa for the first time in her life. “After all, I have much to think about, do I not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, Eliza,” he said with a sad nod. “But I would beg you to put such feelings aside and look at it all in a practical way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is no practical way to look at a heart unless one is a surgeon and intends to cut it out,” she said, wincing at the brutality of her own words before silently leaving the room and closing the door behind her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is all so awful, Eliza. I have thought and thought, and I still cannot imagine what I would do if I were in your position,” Ariadne Holloway said as her eyes shone with tears, and not for the first time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How would I manage without you, Ariadne?” Eliza handed her dearest friend a crisp white handkerchief from the pocket of her gown. “But you must not upset yourself so. I cannot bear to see you with tears in your eyes. It makes everything seem so final.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me.” Ariadne dabbed her eyes and looked around the drawing room of Tarleton House, the fashionable home of Lady Dearborn. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two young women were attending their standing invitation to play bridge with Lady Dearborn and her large circle of friends, just as they did every Thursday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That long-standing engagement meant so much to Eliza, for it was where she was first properly introduced to Miles Gainsborough almost two years before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had admired him from afar for so long that she could hardly believe it when he asked their hostess for an introduction to the shy, dark-haired young daughter of the Earl of Bexley. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed like such a long time ago to Eliza now. She had long since been at ease in the company of Miles and his family that the transition into marriage and becoming a part of the Gainsborough household would have been the most simple and seamless thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, they had met only once a week in that very drawing room at Tarleton House, every time trying to spend as much of the afternoon together as possible without leaving themselves exposed to gossip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as the weeks and months had moved on, they began to take little walks together on other days, meeting here and there as if by chance. Eventually, they had each introduced the idea of the other to their own families, and it was a move which had proved pleasing to all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Gainsborough was more than happy that his son was to make a fine match in the daughter of an Earl, and the Earl himself found much to admire in the son of the Baron. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, there had never been a moment’s hesitation from either father in the developing courtship of their offspring. And for Eliza, that simply served to make the whole upset so much harder to bear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you speak to Miles? Did you tell him it all?” Ariadne said in a whisper as the pair kept themselves apart from the rest of the room on a small couch just large enough to accommodate them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed very unlikely that either one of them would partake of a game of bridge that day; there was simply too much to talk about, and neither woman could have concentrated fully in any case. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I sent a message to him immediately to tell him that I wanted to meet him at Bagley Wood the very next morning, and that was when I told him everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what did he say?” Ariadne said, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was wonderful; he really was so calm and poised. He displayed every quality that I love about him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miles certainly is a very steady sort of a man.” Ariadne nodded furiously in agreement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He said that I would be understandably upset, that my father had given me a terrible burden, one that I should never have been handed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I can only agree with that,” Ariadne said sagely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he was not cruel about my father, not for a moment. I have to admit that I was rather relieved about that, for as angry as I am with my entire family, I cannot help feeling that old loyalty and love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is to be expected, my dear. As awful as it all is, I cannot think that your father came to this conclusion lightly.” Ariadne sniffed. “Which is not to say that I think you should consider his request.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do love you for your fierce loyalty, Ariadne,” Eliza said and meant it. “Miles made it all seem very much easier as if something would turn up. He said that he could not manage without me, that he would not let me go without a fight. I must say, I truly felt loved at that moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, how wonderful.” Ariadne’s gaze had softened, and Eliza, who knew her of old, instantly recognized her descent into the romantic. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He told me that it was not for me to put an end to my family’s troubles. And he said that if my father had never had a daughter, he would have to find another way. I must admit, I had never thought of it like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that certainly does make a good deal of sense. It is clear that he loves you, and he would never let you go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did walk away from our meeting with much more certainty in my heart than I had felt previously. I know that I cannot marry the Duke of Lytton, an ageing man I know nothing about. It is too much to bear to be sold off, for that is what it all boils down to, does it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hate to say it, truly I do, but yes, it is very much the same. And worse still, it is far from unusual in our society, is it? Even in the finest of families, a loving and caring family such as your own, in the end, the daughter counts for very little, does she?” Ariadne said and shuddered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared off into the distance, and Eliza realized that Ariadne was imagining herself in a similar situation, the victim of her father’s burden of guilt with her family’s entire fortunes resting on her word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very true. But at least I mean more than that to Miles,” Eliza said as she closed her eyes for a moment and remembered how it felt to be in his arms as he held her tightly and soothed her before she had made her way back to her father’s house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where is Miles?” Ariadne said and looked all around the room. “The afternoon is all but over, and there is still no sign of him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, you are right. I had not realized how the time had flown. But I wonder where he could be; he never misses,” Eliza said and began to feel a little concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot think that he will come now, there is but half an hour of today’s games left.” Ariadne looked as concerned as Eliza felt. “Perhaps we ought to take the carriage now and go over to Cherry Trees to see if he is unwell. We really ought to enquire, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think you are right. I shall not settle if I think he has come to some harm on the road here.” She was already rising to her feet. “Come, let us make our apologies to Lady Dearborn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cherry Trees was a sprawling estate encompassing a large manor house which was the fine home of the Baron, Lord Gainsborough. And yet, despite its stately appearance, it always felt very homely to Eliza. Perhaps that was because she felt so very at home with its occupants. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I shall wait here in the carriage for you,” Ariadne said as the driver helped Eliza down. “We need only be here long enough for you to be sure that all is well. If I come in with you too, the family will feel a need to go to some effort, and I really would not have that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, Ariadne. I shall see to it that I am brief,” Eliza said and smiled nervously at her friend before darting towards the front of the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler was already opening the door as she reached it, and he smiled at her as he pulled it wider and allowed her admittance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, is Mr Gainsborough at home?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is at home, Lady Ashton. Perhaps you would be so kind as to wait here whilst I let Mr Gainsborough know that you have come to see him?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course,” she said, relieved that her beloved Miles would seem to have come to no harm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler returned in no time and asked her to follow him towards the drawing room. He announced her presence before backing away and closing the door behind him, leaving Eliza and Miles alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miles, forgive my sudden appearance, but I was so worried when you did not arrive at Lady Dearborn’s,” Eliza said and smiled broadly as she hurried across the room to where he stood at the side of the fireplace. “Are you quite well, my dear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza could see that Miles looked rather anxious and pale. He had one hand leaning against the stone mantle of the fireplace and seemed to be absently tracing the small, ornate scrollwork with his finger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at her briefly and then looked away again, reminding her for an awful moment of her father just days before in his study at Bexley Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am well, Eliza. Physically well,” he said and finally turned his handsome dark eyes on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miles, whatever it is, you must tell me,” Eliza said and felt suddenly a little faint; she almost knew what was coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hardly know where to begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you must try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have discussed your situation with my father. I was sure that you would not mind, given how well the two of you get along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, of course, I do not mind. I have no secrets from you, Miles. And I have none from your father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we ought to sit down. You look a little pale,” he said as he gently took her elbow and led her to the small couch covered in grey velvet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He settled her into her seat and sat at her side, reaching out to take her hand in his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miles, what has happened?” Eliza’s mouth felt dry, and she could hardly say the words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know how to say this, but it appears that your father is not the only one with financial concerns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would seem that my father was rather relying on the dowry that your father had promised him in the event of our marriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it was not so large, was it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but it seems that it was necessary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so what now? What does that mean?” Eliza asked, knowing the answer, knowing she did not want to hear it, and yet knowing that she must ask. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid that I will not be able to marry you, Eliza,” he said and could not meet her eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For goodness sake, did the dowry mean that much? Was that all I was worth?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father has insisted that I choose a bride elsewhere now that it seems unlikely that your father will be able to pay any dowry at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But just days ago you said that you would never give up on me. You said that you would not let me go without a fight, and now it seems that you will not even stand up to your own father. Miles, I love you. And you led me to believe that you loved me too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I love you, Eliza. You know I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You love me, and yet you have given up so easily? It is bad enough that my father has given up on me, but at least he is about to lose everything. Surely your father is not in the same situation; I cannot think that he is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but every estate needs new money to come into it. That is how they survive, my dear. It is no good me inheriting an estate from my father that is not thriving. It would do neither you nor I any good whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish you would not tell me what would or would not do me good, Miles. I do not expect such riches. All I ever wanted was you. I would make any economy I needed to so that you and I could be married, and I am sure that you are clever enough to find some other way to bring money into this estate as time goes by.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But do you not see that it is a risk I cannot take?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I see that it is a risk you will not take, and there sits the difference,” she said angrily, utterly tired of the deep sense of self-pity the most important men in her life had displayed in the recent days. “Because that would take courage, would it not? And perhaps only a little courage at that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish you would not argue with me on the matter, Eliza, for I find it extraordinarily painful. You cannot think that I am happy about any of this; you cannot think that I have not suffered unending sleeplessness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But your sleeplessness will end when you find a wife of means, will it not? It seems that mine will never end, but what of it? What man in my world would give a care for anything that I suffer?” She rose to her feet, hardly recognizing her angry tone. “I will never again believe in the courage of men, that much I can promise you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She began to march angrily towards the door, determined that she would be away from the house before the first of her devastated tears began to fall. She would have to maintain her anger, to nurse it and hold onto it to give her at least that much dignity in the face of so complete a humiliation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, please,” he said, echoing her father’s own plea in the face of her anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” she said, her voice cold and her heart aching. “It is not men who need courage in this world, it is women. And why? Because we are the ones who are treated no better than pieces on a chess board. We simply come with purses attached to us, or not as the case may be, and we are served accordingly. You may have suffered a sleepless night, perhaps even two, but if this is as strong as you are, you would never be able to manage the fate which I will have to accept with dignity,” she said and opened the door, dashing out of it at speed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she reached the carriage, tears were welling in her eyes. She looked over her shoulder briefly, fearful that he would be following her. When she saw that he did not follow, Eliza realized that she felt worse still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miles really had meant it, he would not marry her. Perhaps it had served his purpose well that she had been quick to anger and removed herself from his presence before he had to take on board any more guilt before his future sleep was threatened any further. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The driver, somewhat taken aback, jumped down from his seat and quickly helped her into the carriage, driving away without awaiting her instructions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear Eliza, whatever has happened?” Ariadne said, already becoming upset before she even knew what had passed between Eliza and Miles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The worst, Ariadne.” Eliza began to sob. “The very worst.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel Winchester had already been waiting in the Duke’s study for more than half an hour by the time his employer arrived. It was not uncommon for Daniel to have to wait for him; it just seemed to irk him today where ordinarily it would not have done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was because the Duke had insisted that Daniel attend his forthcoming nuptials to the daughter of the Earl of Bexley. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, there was not much in this world which fed Daniel a larger dose of boredom than attending somebody else’s wedding. For one thing, he could hardly believe the match to be a natural one, born of the deepest regard of one person for another.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, how could it be? The Duke was an unfit man who had run to fat and looked very much more than his five and fifty years. And as for the bride, she was reported to be something of a beauty, and at just nineteen years, entirely unsuitable for his employer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something about it all irritated Daniel Winchester and made him glad that he was simply a man of middle-class with education, a well-developed intelligence, and a sense that the people who behaved in such a way were most certainly not his betters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst Daniel had the greatest respect for the man who had become his sole client over the years, he had never felt cowed before him. He did not consider himself to be a part of the household staff, for he was not.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He was a successful and skillful attorney of many years standing. But he did not cower and simper before the Duke as so many other professional men did, and certainly all his staff. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In his heart, he knew that that was precisely why the Duke always treated him with respect, and he had never suffered as a result of one of his occasionally capricious moods. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had to admit that the idea of the Duke marrying such a young woman somehow diminished the man in his eyes. He thought it rather made a fool of him to harbour any idea that a young woman who was barely more than a girl would find any attraction for him whatsoever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, there you are, my dear fellow.” The Duke blustered into the room on a wave of jolly well-being that he seemed to have enjoyed for several days already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No doubt he was excited by the idea of some feminine company after so many years of living without. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Your Grace,” Daniel said and tipped his head dutifully without overdoing it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you must forgive my tardiness this morning; I have been giving my housekeeping instructions on how to lay out my chamber henceforth.” The Duke gave Daniel a wily smile as if to insist that he acknowledge the fact that the older man would soon be sharing his bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Your Grace.” Daniel smiled. “You had some matter of business for me, I believe?” he went on, hoping to steer his employer away from the excitement he was finding so distasteful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, it is simply a matter of a little banking,” he said and began to rifle through a pile of papers on his desk, keenly searching for something. “Ah, here it is,” the Duke said with a hint of triumph. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke had handed him the sheet of paper, and Daniel immediately realized what it was. It held the details of the Earl of Bexley’s own attorney and there, beneath that, was written down a sum of money so large that Daniel almost drew in his breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, the Duke was going to pay handsomely for his bride. To Daniel, it made the man’s excitement all the more pathetic and unseemly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You wish me to arrange a payment to be made to the Earl of Bexley’s attorney, Your Grace?” Daniel said pointlessly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the very same, Winchester. I should like it to be completed the morning before the wedding. I know it is perhaps jumping the gun a little, but I should like to show a certain amount of good faith with my bride-to-be’s father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel had had no hand whatsoever in the procurement of the Duke’s bride. Whatever deal had been struck between the Duke of Lytton and the Earl of Bexley, it had been done privately between the two of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If he was honest, Daniel was glad of it. He was an attorney and a man of some principles, and he could not have supported the idea of presiding over the business side of such a tawdry arrangement. There were such elements of the upper-class society that Daniel could not abide, and matrimony for financial reasons was chief among them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew, of course, that such weddings, such unions, existed within the middle classes, especially those who sought to climb and claw their way further up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he was of the opinion that the upper classes had most certainly mastered the art, and whilst looking down on all around them, they still managed to loosen and bend the rules for themselves where they would not for others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, it was the Duke’s affair. Daniel was just his attorney and the Duke just his client and that was all.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke was, in fact, his only client, and more than once Daniel had wondered at the sense in that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the years the Duke, a man who was seemingly unable to make a decision unaided, had leaned upon his attorney more and more, treating him as an overseer, a steward, even a confidante, as well as being his legal adviser. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no denying that it paid well, but Daniel had often suffered the impression that he had put all his eggs into one basket, and by letting his private client base diminish year by year, had perhaps tied his own fortunes too closely to those of the Duchy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And in any case,” the Duke went on, “I should like you to be entirely free for the day of my wedding. I cannot have you tearing about the county making final arrangements for a transfer of monies, can I?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, indeed, Your Grace,” Daniel said and groaned inwardly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “After all, I should like you to be there,” the Duke said and smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Daniel realized that the Duke of Lytton was attempting to treat him as a friend of sorts. Perhaps he did not realize it himself, but Daniel knew that the Duke had very few close friends. He had more acquaintances than Daniel could count, but none he would confide in with the sort of matters he had often confided in his attorney. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a brittle smile, Daniel wondered if that was a position that he truly wanted. And yet, at the same time, the idea of his employer’s determination to have Daniel at his wedding made him feel a little sad. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All in all, Daniel knew that a firm list of private clients in the county would see him free of such unwanted feelings and dubious responsibilities. Perhaps it was something that he would be wise to work towards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza’s wedding was due to take place in the Duke of Lytton’s own private chapel. As far as she was aware, there was a very small list of attendees, not that she could have cared less. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her own family had made a great effort with their appearance on that morning and perhaps even more so with their determination to lift her spirits. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even Henry was being excessively kind, and she could not bear it. Why could they not have been kinder in making their plans than they were on the day they were sacrificing her for the sake of themselves? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, just as her father had said, the final decision had rested with Eliza herself. But with her heart fully broken by Miles Gainsborough and her feeling of abandonment almost complete, Eliza could see no other option. If she stayed with her family, she would join in their ruin and feel their growing hatred for her forevermore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as they claimed to love her now, and she was sure they truly did, that love would turn into something else altogether when they were all living much more impoverished lives. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bit by bit, they would each come to blame her for their misfortunes, never once wondering how it was the family had come to be in such a position in the first place. But that would not matter, not when they had looked upon her as the only person who could solve it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, in the end, Eliza had given in. She knew that she would find no suitable husband for herself now, not when word of the Earl of Bexley’s downfall had spread through the county. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once that was known, no young man of note would approach her. She realized now how the world worked, how it turned on an axis built entirely of money, and she could have no hope for future happiness for herself whilst her mind was firmly fixed on the cold reality of life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had visited the Lytton Hall estate only once prior to her impending marriage, spending only one afternoon with the man with whom she was intending to spend the rest of her life. And, as far as she was concerned, that was enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was never going to devote herself to getting to know a man she could not love. Why should she? 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, when her father’s carriage drew the silent Ashton family onto the Duke’s estate, it was only the second time she had ever seen it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage ride from the entrance gate to the hall itself took almost fifteen minutes; the estate was so vast. The outer reaches of the estate seemed to be a wall of dense woodland, so lush and green that Eliza forgot her cares for a moment. Perhaps she would be able to find some solace in such a beautiful place when her day-to-day life came to be lived out at Lytton Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You really do look beautiful, my dear,” Eliza’s mother said, her voice breaking with emotion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Eliza said in a voice that seemed to be devoid of all feeling, even if her heart was breaking beneath her cool exterior. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the moments when she had realized that she would never be able to appeal to either Miles or any member of her family, Eliza had decided to deny them everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They would not have her tears and her sadness; they would not have her fear. But they would not have her love and kindness either. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had intended to withdraw every shred of emotion and feeling that she had ever afforded them for it was the only thing that was keeping her sane. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the only little matter over which she had control in this world, and she intended to keep the reins of her heart firmly within her own grip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And her new husband, the man who had paid so handsomely for her, would suffer little better himself. She would do as she was told; she would behave, and she would conform. But she would never let that man have one ounce of her emotion, never let him see a single feeling escape from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as Eliza Ashton was concerned, they were all one and the same person; her father, her brother, her mother, the Duke, and Miles Gainsborough. And none of them would ever, ever be close to her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they finally arrived outside the intimidating, immense stone walls of Lytton Hall, Eliza allowed her father to help her down from the carriage. The moment that her feet were on the gravel, she hastily shook her arm from his grip and began to walk towards the small chapel alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could hear the hasty footsteps of her family hurrying along behind her, keen to catch up and thwart any little scene that might be about to take place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Little did they know that there would be no little scene; there would be nothing for them to worry about, no embarrassment for them to bear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza simply did not want them with her, even though she knew that her father must give her away. But even then, she did not intend to take his arm as they walked down the short aisle to the altar. She would simply walk at his side and never again look upon his face once. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she walked numbly through the open door of the chapel at her father’s side, Eliza was immediately aware of a man who was hovering at the back of the chapel itself. He had stared at her so intently she could not help turning her head and looking back at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was tall and broad and very well-dressed. She could not imagine that he was a member of the Duke’s household staff but rather that he must be a friend or acquaintance, perhaps even a relative. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His hair was very fair, a sort of silvery blonde, and it was cut very short. His eyes were rather striking, given that they were so pale a shade of blue that they almost looked unreal, reminding her of the impossibly angelic little eyes in her favourite porcelain doll when she had been a child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But there his angelic appearance ended, for he was not a typically handsome man. He had a broad, strong chin, and his nose was wide and a little crooked. He almost looked as if he had, in his younger years, been involved in a fight or at least had come off worst in a school boxing competition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was older than Eliza, being perhaps two and thirty years, but he looked well-kept; he looked fit and healthy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All in all, she would have found something of interest in that man had he not looked at her so levelly before turning to gaze back towards the altar. There was something almost dismissive in the action, and Eliza thought it would be much simpler to just add him to the list of people she had chosen to care nothing for, to think nothing of. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, she looked ahead to where the Duke of Lytton was waiting for her. So much shorter, older, and fatter than the man she had just studied; she felt her stomach lurch at the very sight of him. If only this day had never come; if only she had had the courage to say no and put up with her family despising her forevermore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps she ought to add herself to the list. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they finally reached the altar, and Eliza found herself at Augustus Tate’s side, she heard her father lightly clear his throat. She knew that he wanted her attention, that he wanted her to turn and look at him one last time. But Eliza would not do it; if she was to suffer, then he was to suffer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without either looking at the Duke or her father, Eliza stared straight ahead and patiently waited for the Reverend to begin the service. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dear Ariadne, 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have been here but a fortnight, and already I miss you more than I can say. But I am pleased to say that I shall not need to feel this dreadful loss for very much longer, for it appears that my new husband has no objection whatsoever to my continuing to attend our standing bridge afternoon with Lady Dearborn. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, I am bound to say that if Miles Gainsborough still attends, I should much rather that you and I met somewhere else altogether. Perhaps you would be able to tell me one way or the other how things now stand with Lady Dearborn. I should very much like to see her again, but not if Miles is there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I still cannot quite control the feelings of my own heart, and I know that it would crush me to see him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But I do not mean to make you feel sorry for me, my dear Ariadne, for I am perfectly well in most, if not all, respects. My husband continues to treat me well, even though I cannot say that I particularly enjoy his company. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He is tolerable throughout the day, and even the evenings, but it is true to say that my stomach clenches almost painfully every time the night draws down and it is time for me to go to bed. That is almost more than I can bear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At times, I feel rather sorry for Augustus. He knows that he does not and never will hold any attraction for me. It is not just the great difference in our ages, for he is not a well-favoured man in terms of his appearance. But I am also certain that that is rather more his own fault than not, for he seems to indulge himself in every manner possible. He eats and eats until I worry that he will burst at the dinner table. In truth, I have never seen any man eat as much, and the result is that I feel full in the act of watching him alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He drinks a little more than I would imagine healthy, for I can often smell it on his breath, and when I am forced to look at him closely, I can see so many little red lines on his face, the broken veins that speak of a life that has not been led well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But still, he is kind enough, and I cannot say that my life is as frightening or as appalling as I had imagined that it would be. That is not to say that I am happy, nor even content, simply that I am safe. My husband is not an ogre, and even if I know I can never be happy with him, at least I am not afraid. I daresay I am not the first wife to find consolation in that thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lytton Hall itself is a very fine building and I find that I can almost tolerate living here. It is easily three times the size of Bexley Hall, and the grounds would swallow my father’s estate several times over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke’s servants are attentive but almost mute. They are not like my father’s servants with whom one could strike up a little conversation here and there when our paths crossed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even my lady’s maid, Nella West, cannot be drawn into much conversation beyond the very mundane. I cannot help thinking that the woman does not yet know whether or not she ought to be afraid of me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Or if not that, perhaps it is simply that she does not yet trust me, for she is a very pleasant young woman in all other respects. Of all the servants here, I should like to find a little sympathy between the two of us, a little common ground and perhaps a little closeness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But I have found the other servants much the same, and so I will not yet firmly state that my husband is not an ogre to them, despite the fact I have not witnessed anything to suggest that is so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And again, I have only been here for a fortnight, and it is impossible to know very much about one’s husband and his household in so short a space of time. Well, time seems to be all that I have now, so perhaps I shall make my study of them all my hobby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There is one other member of the household whom I cannot decide upon at all. His name is Daniel Winchester, and I understand that he is the attorney to the Duchy of Lytton, and yet his purview seems to run very much more than that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as I can tell, my husband is his only client, although I daresay that he is client enough for he seems to need to speak to this Daniel Winchester on every possible subject. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel Winchester is not silent and furtive as are the household staff. He is very straight-backed and well turned out and seems to be very comfortable with himself. He is a little older than us, Ariadne, and I imagine him to be perhaps two and thirty or a little more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr Winchester is difficult to describe in that he is not necessarily handsome and yet is rather attractive. I can imagine you laughing now, my dear Ariadne, for I realize that makes no sense.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But I am afraid it is true, and so I shall describe him quite simply as tall and broad, well-dressed, fair-haired with the palest blue eyes I have ever seen. He is a large man with large facial features, and it is true to say that his nose could never, ever be described as aquiline. It is rather that of a pugilist of many years standing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Quite why I am describing him to you at all is beyond me, for I cannot say that he is of any particular interest. And yet, at the same time, he is. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not of interest to me personally, but just interesting from the point of view that I cannot work him out. Although I am bound to say that I am quite certain that Daniel Winchester does not like me at all and that he had already decided upon it before the two of us had ever met. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For example, on my second visit to Lytton Hall, the day of my wedding, I entered the chapel to find Daniel Winchester staring at me in a most disdainful fashion. I did not know then who he was, of course, and thought him so very upright and fine that he must surely be a relation of the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And, although his glance irritated me, I am bound to say that it was that irritation which got me through the dreadful wedding ceremony so admirably. I am not in the habit of thanking people who do not necessarily deserve it, but I have to admit a begrudging gratitude to Daniel Winchester for his disdain, for I spent the entire service contemplating it and deciding to be annoyed with him forever more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As silly as it sounds, it worked very well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anyway, since my new hobby is the study of everybody who lives at Lytton Hall, I have found myself adding Daniel Winchester to the list despite the fact that he does not live here at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He is not a part of the household, and there is something in his manner which makes that very clear. I cannot quite say what it is, perhaps a little something in his bearing, or even a sense of aloofness, but whilst he is here almost every day, he is very much apart, very separate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet I see him with such regularity that I think I must include him. After all, what else is there for me to do? I must find solace in something, even if it is only the study of the lives of others. But I am drifting again and feeling sorry for myself, and if I am not careful, I know that I shall upset you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, before that happens, perhaps I shall tell you of a strange little encounter I had with Mr Winchester when I had been here at Lytton Hall but five days. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I must start by admitting that I am finding the geography of so large a home very trying and a little daunting. I find myself lost if I stray too far from the area containing the drawing room and the dining room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had already been shown the morning room and must say that it is a morning room in the truest sense. It is set up beautifully in an orientation of the great hall which enjoys the very best light in the mornings. I had only been in the morning room once, and following a breakfast with my husband in which I was forced to watch him overeat for more than an hour, I decided to make my way there to sit in silence for a while and gather my thoughts in the brilliant sunshine of that room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, it is some distance from the dining room, and I had wandered down several corridors before I realized that not only was I nowhere near finding the morning room, but I also had no idea how to make my way back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then a door opened suddenly, and Mr Winchester marched out of it with a very stern look on his face. He came out so quickly that I gasped, but he made no apology whatsoever for startling me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace? Have you come to look for me in particular?” he said in a tone that reminded me very much of the stern classics tutor my father had employed in the summer months when Henry was back from Eton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I must admit, something about it made me feel like a child, as if I had done something naughty and that I ought not to have been in that part of the house at all. Despite the fact that by dint of my marriage, that house was now my home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I have not come to look for you, Mr Winchester,” I said with a little polite aggression of my own. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was determined, you see, not to stutter and blush before him. I suppose these last weeks have changed me, Ariadne, and I am not quite as sweet-natured as I once was. In truth, I am a little angry at the world, and I find that the only people I can think of in the same way, with the old love, are you, of course, Lady Dearborn, and Eames, my father’s butler. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not a very great list, is it? Especially when I used to have such great care for almost everybody. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anyway, to return to the unusual Mr Winchester, he looked a little taken aback with my firm stance although he did not speak and instead chose simply to raise his eyebrows in question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was trying to make my way to the morning room, Mr Winchester, but it would appear I have taken a wrong turn, or indeed several wrong turns. Perhaps you would be so good as to direct me a little better.” I was polite, but still, I did not allow any concession in my tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I suppose I was neither friendly nor unfriendly, and I have determined to remain that way until I have a better idea of the man himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Your Grace,” he said and gave me the very briefest and tightest of smiles. “But it is rather a convoluted explanation, so perhaps I should walk with you.” He came fully out of the room he was in, a room I assume now to be his own little study or office, and he closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We walked in silence for what seemed like an eternity, and it was clear how very wrong I had got my bearings when I had set off in search of the morning room in the first place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking at Mr Winchester’s side gave me a great sense of his size, and he is so upright in his bearing that he reminded me a little of a friend of my father who was a Colonel in the British Army at the time of the war with France. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I can hardly explain what I am about to say to you next, so you must make of it what you will. There was something about walking at the side of that man which gave me a deep feeling of safety, of security.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But how can that be, Ariadne, when he has not been particularly friendly, and I have not felt myself once to be in any kind of danger? It makes no sense, does it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, at least I will have something to think about to take my mind off my situation. Instead of feeling sorry for myself, I shall devote my time to trying firstly to befriend my maid, Nella West and secondly to solving the riddle of Mr Winchester. If, indeed, he is a riddle at all and not simply a standoffish man of no particular interest. Only time will tell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    You must write back to me as soon as you can to let me know if we are safe to meet at Lady Dearborn’s. Now that I know I am free to come out on Thursday, I should very much like to. I think it will make the unreality of the last fortnight a little easier to manage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My dear Ariadne, I cannot wait to see you again and hear all your news, and I dearly hope that I shall see you on Thursday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love, 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel had spent a long and uninteresting morning going over the finer details of the contracts for the Duchy’s tenant farmers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lands of the Duchy were widespread and spanned more than just Hertfordshire. The Duchy also owned great swathes of land in the Midlands and the North, much of which was rented to farmers and small industries. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The turnover from the rent yields alone was immense and the Duke’s own funds so vast that they earned interest daily. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel did not have an opinion on the matter and had never felt envious of the Duke and his ilk who were born into so much wealth that it could never be spent in a lifetime, not even recklessly. He simply looked upon the Duke as another client, even though he had, as time had gone by, become his only client. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And if he was honest, Daniel enjoyed his work. Not necessarily the work he did for the Duchy, but the fact of being an attorney in the first place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The law had always appealed to him, and he had an innate understanding of its inner workings, even the most convoluted twists and turns that English law could provide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In many ways, it was like a puzzle, something that could be enjoyed in its figuring, with a satisfaction that could be gleaned from its solving. He would not have traded his place for that of a wealthy, titled man with no real purpose or necessary pursuits. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel sat back in his chair and wondered for a moment if he would pull the bell rope in the corner of the room for tea. Since he had worked at Lytton Hall for so long, he had been afforded certain privileges, and he had long since grown comfortable with the idea that the household staff would provide him with either sustenance or a warm fire if he asked for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was always polite, and the servants liked him well enough. The ageing cook was particularly fond of him, and she often sent up little extras, small cakes or savoury pastries, when he had requested nothing more than tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Daniel realized that he was not particularly hungry or thirsty, he simply needed a change of scenery for a while. He rose from his desk and made his way out of the room, pulling the door up behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a fine late spring morning, and he decided he would take a small turn around the grounds to get some air and clear his mind in preparation for an afternoon spent reading through the arduously boring tenant farmer contracts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With his mind made up, he set off in the direction of the morning room, intent on making his way out through the French windows and onto the little terrace beyond. It would give him just enough time to blow away the cobwebs, and he was certain that, given that it was almost midday, there would be nobody in the morning room at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, when he opened the door to the morning room and peered inside, it was to find the Duchess of Lytton peering back at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was not seated but standing by the French windows and had seemingly been looking out across the sun-drenched terrace. He could see a small tray with a tea setting for just one person and realized that she must have spent almost all of her morning in that room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, she was very nicely dressed in a gown he had not yet seen her in. It was an ivory gown with small green flowers embroidered all over it, and it was somehow simpler than the gowns she had worn every day since arriving at Lytton as its new Duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was certainly not brand-new as the other gowns were, and yet somehow it seemed to suit her better. He could see that a dark green velvet cloak and matching bonnet lay over the back of one of the armchairs, and he instantly formed the idea that she was getting ready to go out somewhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Your Grace,” he said and bowed his head. “I had thought the room would be empty and had decided to make my way outside for some fresh air through the French windows.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By all means continue, Mr Winchester, for I am only waiting here a little while until the carriage is ready,” she said and looked at him in that curious, studying way of hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a woman who was not yet twenty, there was a good deal of self-possession about Eliza Ashton, or Eliza Tate as she now was. If he was honest, Daniel was not entirely sure if he found her inscrutable attitude annoying or attractive. He sincerely hoped it was the former and not the latter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could hardly say why it was he found her presence at Lytton Hall so unsettling. He had been determined not to like her very much before she had even arrived, if only for the nature of her marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel thought that he would have perhaps felt sorry for the young woman who had been set to marry a Duke who was easily old enough to be her father if she had not seemed so very at ease with it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could only imagine that a woman as young as she was in her circumstances would display signs of obvious upset if she were not entirely happy with the situation she now found herself in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But of course, amongst women of her class, quite often status and wealth came very much higher up the list than love and respect. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel knew he had no way of knowing what she truly felt, but he could only imagine that a young woman who was as poised and seemingly neutral as the new Duchess of Lytton must surely be of the type who did not care for anything but wealth, title, and physical comfort. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And the fact that he found her so very attractive with her shining dark brown hair and wide, golden brown eyes, served as something of an annoyance to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you are quite sure, Your Grace,” he said and made his way further into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am quite sure, Mr Winchester.” She smiled at him benignly before continuing, “I find the little terrace at this part of the house a very fine place to take the air on a nice day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it is, Your Grace. I must admit that I often come through this room to make my way outside. Ordinarily, it is quite deserted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do not think that the Duke uses the room. But I like it very much, and I hope that you will not mind my presence here in the future when you come to make your way outside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I shall find another way out of the building; I would not disturb you,” Daniel said and wondered at her curious friendliness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her tone had not changed, not grown in warmth, but she seemed sincere in her words nonetheless. He had to admit that it unsettled him a little, or at least had taken him unawares. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That really will not be necessary, Mr Winchester. I will not be at all disturbed by your passing through the room.” She smiled at him again, only now he was sure that he did see a little warmth in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But no sooner had he perceived that tiniest of connections than her countenance returned to its neutral, unreadable aspect. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Daniel Winchester bowed politely at her and made his way out of the French windows and into the terrace beyond, Eliza remained standing where she was and peered out at him as he slowly walked away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He really was an unusual man, so very guarded. She knew, of course, that her being the new Duchess of Lytton was not only something that she would have to get used to, but those around her would have to also. And yet she did not think that his manner was in any way connected to a lack of trust or any ideas of uncertainty of her own character. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something about Daniel Winchester which suggested that he would never be afraid of anybody of any rank at all. He was not arrogant, she was sure, but there was something about him which made him most unusual. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was not a grovelling man, that was certain, but he was not overly proud or begrudging either. He just seemed to be very much contained within himself, a man at ease with life who seemed to have no particular need for companionship or approval of any kind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She laughed quietly to herself and wondered if her new hobby of studying people had not taken on a little life of its own; perhaps her imagination was being too readily employed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    One thing had changed, she was sure, and that was that she no longer actively disliked the man. Or at least not as she had done on that day in the chapel when he had looked at her so disdainfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she was equally sure that she was not always going to be able to hold the world at arm’s length as she had determined to do, as she had claimed to Ariadne that she would. In those few moments of dubious companionship, Eliza had wanted Daniel Winchester to stay. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had heard herself quite determined that he should not stop using the morning room as a through route to the outside world. Why had she done that? If she did not like the man at all, Eliza knew that she would have much preferred him to find a different means of exit just as he had offered to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she knew that she had smiled at him with her old warmth, albeit only for the briefest of moments. But his eyes had widened just a little as if he had noticed, and it was as if he had seen that tiny chink in her armour. She had, of course, immediately drawn back and made herself as aloof as Daniel Winchester, if not more so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she continued to peer out, she could see that he was now some distance away, although still clearly visible. He turned slowly as if to look back towards the house, and Eliza instinctively stepped to one side to hide behind the long curtain which fluttered at the side of the still open door, caught on the very faintest of breezes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned away again and stood with his hands clasped behind his back and seemed to be staring off into the distance towards the dense woodland on the edge of the estate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All in all, Daniel Winchester was an unusual figure, a man who would certainly take some deciphering. But why on earth should she of all people want to decipher him? After all, he was nothing to her. He was her husband’s attorney, not hers, and someone she would likely never be particularly familiar with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet still she stared out at him from behind the cover of the curtain. He was, as always, immaculately dressed in tan coloured breeches and black knee boots over which he wore a waistcoat and tailcoat of olive green. The colour suited his fair hair very well indeed, and even his strangely pale blue eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He certainly looked as fine as any young man she had met in Lady Dearborn’s drawing room, Miles Gainsborough included. Whilst it was true to say that he was not as young as Miles, nor as classically handsome, his appearance altogether marked him out as equal to any man of any class. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But whereas Miles had always seemed to her an open book, a man so very easy to read, Daniel Winchester was surely his opposite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And there was something about the attorney’s height and broad build that seemed to mark him out as a man and make Miles Gainsborough, in comparison, seem rather more of a boy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is ridiculous, what foolishness is this?” she whispered quietly to herself before finally turning away from the window. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she pulled her cloak around her shoulders and tied it at the neck, she knew that there was little point in comparing her old love with her husband’s attorney. It was like comparing apples to fish in that it was utterly without point. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What upended her more than anything was the idea that Daniel Winchester, a man who should have been of no importance or interest to her, was now somehow in her life whereas Miles Gainsborough was not and never would be again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only she had not thought of Miles, even with the idea of making a comparison. Eliza had spent weeks doing everything in her power to divert every thought of him, every image which sprang to her mind, in any way she could. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She simply could not allow herself to remember a time, just weeks before when everything in her world had felt so sure, when she had known herself to be on the right path. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not have imagined then how greatly her world would change, how it would be everything she would never have suspected. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every so often, it truly hit her that she was married to an old Duke, one she cared nothing for, and the greatest love of her life was out there in the world having abandoned her to her fate. It was that, more than anything, that still tore at her heart. It was bad enough that her father had sacrificed her, that her whole family had, but she had never believed for a moment that Miles Gainsborough could so easily turn his back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she pulled on the green bonnet, careful not to disarrange her shining brown hair, Eliza felt the familiar hurt, the hurt that was still so great that she almost dared not face it. And with it came the tears that she had been so determined not to shed ever again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she tied the ribbons of her bonnet, Eliza’s sudden sense of desolation almost floored her. Her breathing was growing ragged, and she knew that she was in danger of her few tears turning into a sensational bout of heartfelt weeping. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trying to master her emotions, Eliza furiously dabbed her face with a handkerchief and slowed her breathing as best she could. When she looked up, it was to see Daniel Winchester much closer to the house than he had been, determinedly making his way back to the morning room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something about that self-contained man drew her up short, and her tears ceased immediately. Once again, a little sense of annoyance at him took over, and she was able to use it to take her mind off the things which were hurting her the most, just as it had been that day in the chapel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, if nothing else, Daniel Winchester would serve that much of a purpose. And yet, at the same time, she was certain that there was very much more to him than that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning to make her way out of the room before his imminent return, Eliza decided to think no more of any of it for a while. She would just enjoy her afternoon of bridge for what it was and concentrate fully on the company of her dearest friend, Ariadne. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how do you find yourself settling in here at Lytton Hall, Eliza?” Augustus had joined her in the drawing room after dinner and seemed intent on making conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had been the Duchess of Lytton for almost three months now, and she realized just how little time she had spent with her new husband.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Throughout the day he seemed to always be absent, and she had very little idea what it was he did with his time in between breakfast and afternoon tea, sometimes even dinner if she did not see him in the afternoon. And she was not at all upset by that arrangement, preferring to have the day to herself if she was to spend all night at his side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have settled in well, Augustus,” she said simply, never wanting him to think that she was happy for a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst he had never treated her badly, he had still purchased her from her father, and for that, she would never forgive him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as she pitied him at times, sensing that he would have given anything to feel even the slightest attraction on her part, still Eliza would never lose sight of the fact that he was the man, alongside her father, who had taken control of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not want to be at war with him for she knew it would be a very long life at Lytton Hall if that were the case, but she did not want him to feel a great deal of comfort in her company either, he did not deserve it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you are pleased with Lytton Hall?” he went on, his words seeming to run into each other a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you have a very fine home, Augustus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is your home too now my dear, is it not?” he said and frowned a little before swallowing down the rest of his brandy and reaching out for the decanter immediately to pour himself another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It seemed to be his way of doing things. After dinner, Augustus Tate, more often than not, retreated to the drawing room to his armchair, alongside which was a small table already set with a full decanter and a single glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not that Eliza would have thanked him for a glass of brandy for she did not like it, even the smell as it made its way across the room was unpleasant to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some nights he drank more than others, and it was easy to see when she allowed her gaze to flicker to the decanter to note the degree to which it had been depleted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking again, she could see that Augustus had already made his way halfway down the beautiful crystal container and also that he showed no signs of stopping. That at least accounted for his slurred words and his heightened colour. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course,” she said and gave him a light, brittle smile. “I daresay it takes a little time to get used to such things, Augustus. After all, every day of my life has previously been spent in my father’s house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is not your home anymore,” he said, and his voice was low and dull. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is not my home anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would have hoped by now that you would be settling into your new life,” he went on, and she could hardly tell if he was saddened or annoyed by her seeming lack of commitment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Augustus, but I am still coming to terms with the sudden change in direction,” she said, wishing she could simply let it go but knowing that was impossible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could not demand that she show every enthusiasm for the dreadful changes that had taken place in her world, and she certainly did not want him to think that she would ever display any true signs of pleasure at either being his wife or living at Lytton Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Meaning what, precisely?” There was something in his tone which made her suddenly feel a little cautious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had never been cruel before, and so she continued in the same vein. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must surely know, Augustus, that I was already engaged to be married to somebody else when you and my father came to your arrangement. I am sure that you are in no doubt that I had little say in the matter unless, of course, I wished to see my entire family in financial penury.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem a little annoyed that I rescued your family, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not annoyed that you rescued my family, Augustus. I am just trying to adjust to a sudden change in circumstances as I said before. I had expected my life to move in a certain way, and it did not. I hardly think that it can be expected of me to be instantly enthusiastic when I am still coming to terms with some very great losses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not instantly enthusiastic, but you could certainly be a little warmer than you are.” He put his brandy glass down on the small oak table rather heavily, and the noise it made startled her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can only be as I am, Sir,” she said and thought that really ought to be explanation enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was fighting the old anger, the old sense of injustice that she had felt from the moment her father had laid his own burdens on her shoulders. Not only was she expected to ignore her own heart and her own wants, but now she was expected to display gratitude and warmth at the same time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was all so insufferable, and yet she knew she must exercise a little caution now. After all, she had never seen her new husband in such a mood before, and she knew she did not know him well enough to either know how it would end or to find some way of counteracting its effects. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked over at him and smiled as warmly as she could manage. Once again, she tried to engender that feeling of pity as she looked at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He really was so far away from being a fine figure of a man with his somewhat short stature, overly thickened middle, and thinning pale hair that she could not quite decide was red or blonde. It was just a washed-out sort of colour which clung in tufts around the sides and the back of his head, deserting the front and the top almost entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was only a little older than her father, and yet, in terms of physical health, they could not have been more different. It was true that her father’s hair was almost entirely grey, and yet the rest of his physique had not followed in its wake. He was still an upright man who had not allowed himself to run to fat as the Duke had done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was well aware that the Duke’s first wife had died many years before, and she realized that his life must surely have been very lonely ever since. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst he had many acquaintances who visited Lytton Hall often, they were of the sycophantic variety, the sort that one could never truly call friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps that was why he kept Daniel Winchester so close to the hall, giving him work that was clearly outside the remit of any other attorney. It struck her that he deferred to Daniel so much that he treated him almost as a confidante, and for that she really could feel pity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can only be as you are, can you?” he said gruffly, gaining her attention fully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I am sure that I will settle in time.” Again, she spoke without commitment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps your ability to only be as you are would explain why it is that you are not yet with child, Eliza,” he said and reached for his brandy glass again, this time draining its entire contents in two gulps. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was so taken aback by the question, the whole thing seeming to be so sudden and out of place, that her cheeks immediately flushed, and she felt curiously humiliated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon, Augustus?” she said, her voice high and querulous like that of a child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have been here for three months, Eliza. I would have expected some news from you by now. After all, you must have realized that there would be more to being the Duchess here than simply a fine home and excellent gowns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I …” Eliza was so taken aback that she could hardly find her words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her first instinct had been to tell him that his fine home and the excellent gowns he had provided for her meant less than nothing to her. She was almost as furious at his insinuation that she found anything about her circumstances to like as much as she was furious at his sudden intrusive questioning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you know, I had no children with my first wife, and the idea of me continuing with no heir is insupportable. That is why I chose such a young bride this time, someone whose father had assured me was in the peak of physical fitness and an exceptional candidate in terms of childbearing.” His countenance had darkened to such an extent that she barely recognized him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time since she had arrived at Lytton Hall, she wondered if there truly was an ogre of some kind beneath the seemingly mild manners. Perhaps she was not as safe in her world as she had assured Ariadne she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But her fear was quickly tempered with anger once again at the very idea her father had discussed her in such terms. What a fool she had been to save the estate of a man who would, in the end, discuss his daughter as if she were no better than cattle, breeding stock. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You sit there with such a haughty look, Eliza, and yet I see you have no answer for me,” Augustus said, clearly perceiving her annoyance. “Well?” he spoke loudly, startling her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid that I do not have an answer for it, Sir. It is impossible for me to say when such a thing might happen, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I realize you do not yet know me well, Eliza, but I feel I ought to inform you that I do not suffer belligerence in women.” He lifted the decanter once more and filled his brandy glass to the very brim. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something dangerous in his manner, something she could not have described to anybody. It was not a tangible thing; it was just a feeling, an instinct. It unsettled her so much that she hardly knew how to proceed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Sir, I did not mean to give offence,” she said, almost choking on the words but knowing that she must capitulate for her own sake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said, and she breathed a sigh of relief when it seemed that his sudden flash of anger had been quelled. “But I expect you to try a little harder in future. I do not want too many more months to go by with no sign of my heir, do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said, wondering how on earth she could possibly do anything to influence such an uncertain outcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, now that we understand one another, you may go to bed,” he said and looked away from her as if he was doing no more than dismissing a servant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still a little light outside, and something about it made her feel diminished, like a child who had been naughty and was being sent to bed early. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, she rose to her feet and nodded in his direction without letting her gaze fall upon him. She walked noiselessly from the room, and by the time she had closed the door to the drawing room behind her, tears of fear and shame were rolling down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He really had frightened her, perhaps almost as much as he had angered her. The maelstrom of feelings, all of them negative, seemed to be having an almost physical effect on her, and she was by turns so furious that she clenched her fists, and so afraid that she wanted to do nothing more than run out of Lytton Hall and keep running until she was far away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She began to move at speed, not wanting to run into any of the household staff in such a distressed state. She was still so shocked by the turn in the conversation and realized that she had never once, since becoming his wife, contemplated the idea that she would bear him a child. It had been ridiculous, of course, to ignore such a notion, for it was not beyond the realms of possibility. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she had always wanted a child so much, that was true. But she had always imagined that child to be the product of the love between herself and Miles Gainsborough, not the product of awkward nights spent with a man who repelled her so utterly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was suddenly so much to think about, another shift in the earth beneath her feet that she had not been expecting. Drying her face as she went, she kept her head down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she collided with somebody in the corridor just beyond the grand staircase she was aiming for, she cried out in surprise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel had not been expecting to meet anybody as he made his way out of Lytton Hall for the evening. He was still working on the dreadful tenant farmer contracts, and keen to have the whole thing over and done with, Daniel had worked a very long day, much longer than usual. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked down at the Duchess with every intention of apologizing, even though the collision had surely been as much her fault as his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as she raised her head to look at him, Daniel could see that her ordinarily flawless peachy cream skin was red and blotchy and looked a little damp, and her eyes were shining with tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Mr Winchester,” she said and made to walk around him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hardly knowing why he did it, except that it had been some sort of reflexive instinct that he had no time to control, Daniel took a firm hold of her upper arm as she passed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew that his action was nothing short of outrageous and that he would have to find some explanation for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace are you quite well?” he said in a firm tone, decidedly firm so that he would not appear too familiar or too friendly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If he was honest, at that moment, Daniel was all at sea. As much as he had made his own determinations on the character of the young lady whose arm he still held, he knew that he had been deeply affected by the sight of her tears and the idea that she was so upset. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am quite well, Mr Winchester,” she said and the assertion clearly seemed ridiculous even to her. “Perhaps just a little under the weather, that is all.” She smiled at him but could not meet his gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This time, however, he did not put it down to her coolness of character, but rather he sensed a little embarrassment there in the turn of her head and the slight slumping of her shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is there anything that I can do for you, Your Grace? Perhaps I could call your maid for you? Miss West, is she not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very kind of you, Mr Winchester, but you need not go to the bother. I am going to retire to my chamber, and I shall ring for Nella when I need her.” She was fighting so hard to regain her ordinary composure that Daniel could not help feeling sorry for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew that she was keen to be away from him, keen to nurse her embarrassment in private. He knew he must let go and allow her that much privacy at least, and yet there was something in him which wanted to know more, to get to the bottom of what was truly upsetting her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was in no doubt that she had come from the Duke, but what on earth could have passed between them to have her so upset? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, in the end, Daniel knew that it was none of his business. He was nothing more than the attorney to the Duchy of Lytton, not a relative or a family friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His conduct in keeping her there was entirely inappropriate, and he knew it, although he noted that she did not pull away from his grip or seem as angry with him as he would have expected she might. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you are sure, Your Grace,” he said and gently released her arm as he fought to keep his tone nothing more than polite and professional. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you kindly,” she said and looked down before walking around him and hurriedly making her way to the staircase. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel continued on his way, looking back only once to find that she had stopped halfway up the stairs and had looked back at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They locked eyes for a moment, and he found himself trapped, unable to look away. But Eliza broke the momentary spell, turning and hurrying away until she disappeared out of sight entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Remaining still, Daniel stood for some moments and tried to come to terms with what he had seen, and even more so with what he had done. He hoped that his little indiscretion would not find its way to the ears of the Duke, for it would undoubtedly cause him some problems. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet there was something about the moment that had passed between them that was strangely intimate, private almost. It was as if they had both witnessed that tiny gap in the wall between them, and he was sure that it would not be something that either one of them would ever care to discuss with Augustus Tate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Realizing that he would likely never know the source of her anguish, Daniel turned to make his way through the long corridor which would lead to the side entrance of Lytton Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It would do him no good to think any more of the matter, and it would certainly do him no good to allow his feelings for his employer’s new wife to change in any way from what they had initially been. However tempting it was, it could only ever be fruitless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza stared down at the unopened letter on the tea tray. She had been in the morning room since breakfast, at which she ate very little, and now that it was nearing midday, she knew she must either read the letter or discard it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had recognized her mother’s handwriting as soon as the butler had approached her in the dining room with it laid regally on a silver salver. She had been so surprised to see it, for she had been expecting a letter from Ariadne, and when the distinctive copperplate script drew her eye, she felt her eyes immediately well with tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite having every intention of never forgiving any member of her family, still, Eliza could not deny the feelings of her heart. She missed them, most particularly her mother, who was a gentle soul, and prior to seeing her daughter married away without a fight, a very fine mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So fine, in fact, that Eliza could hardly believe where it was she had ended up. She supposed that she had thought that her mother would always fight for her like a lioness with her cub. When that had not happened, Eliza had felt truly betrayed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though she knew that her mother had very little power, just as was the case in her own life, still, Eliza had somehow expected more from her. She had expected to hear arguments, to witness anger, to see Lady Bexley railing against her husband’s dreadful plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Eliza had seen none of those things, and so she was determined to harden her heart. Even if it meant hardening her heart against the mother she had loved so very much and, in truth, still did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But however much she had decided to harden her heart, Eliza knew that she was not quite the coolly detached young woman she was trying so hard to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea of opening and reading her mother’s letter terrified her because she knew that it would, without a doubt, set loose a maelstrom of emotions that she did not feel strong enough to experience. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Better she not read it at all and continue with the pretence of self-control, of self-containment, of self-possession. After all, that was something that she could at least have a little pride in, something that was entirely within her power. It was little enough, but at least it was something. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza drained the last of her tea and set her cup back down on the tray, hurriedly scooping up the letter which lay there and tearing it open before she lost her courage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Darling Eliza, 
 
      
 
      
 
    How many times I have begun this letter and how many times I have needed to abandon my attempt and to begin again in the hopes of finding some better way to address you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But after everything that has happened, I know that there is no possible way I can address you and have you believe how very sorry I am for the way your life has been so thoroughly disrupted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I daresay disrupted hardly covers it, does it? Perhaps I should say ruined, decimated, any number of awfully descriptive words that would be more fitting given the circumstances. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had hoped in these last weeks that the first time I write to you might be in response to one of your own letters. I suppose it was simply cowardly of me, hoping that you would be the first to speak, the first to reach out a hand in the form of a letter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know, however, that I had no right to expect such a thing from you. After all, so much has been expected of you of late that you ought now to be able to live forever without ever suffering the weight of the expectations of another again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have been thinking about you every day since you left, and I miss you more than I can say. Bexley Hall is not the same without you here, and I cannot help nursing the tiniest hope that you might one day consent to return here and spend just a little time with me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But even as I wander the corridors or sit alone on the terrace where once I used to sit with you, my dear, I realize that I am only here at all because of your sacrifice. And because of that sacrifice, for me, life simply cannot go on as ever it did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How I wish I had spoken out against it all. How I wish I had demanded that we all suffer as a family instead of putting the stone walls and the green lands of Bexley first. You may not believe me, my darling, but it means nothing to me now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the very earliest days of my marriage to your father, Bexley Hall had felt like home. And in all the years since, I have been happier here than I could ever have imagined. When Henry was born, it seemed my happiness was complete. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although your father and I had not chosen one another, the match that was made for us by our parents was made well, and love came over time. By the time I had given birth to my first child, your dear brother, I already loved your father as if I had chosen him myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Little did I realize then that my happiness was not complete. I was so very pleased with my life that I could not imagine that it would ever, could ever, be any better than it was. But then you came along, my dear, and my heart soared into the sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had never realized what a wondrous comfort a daughter could be until you came into my world. As soon you were able to walk, you followed me everywhere. You were a great distraction to your nurse, but never to me. I was just happy to have a daughter to share my life with, and you have always been the closest person to me in all the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know that I let you down, Eliza, even though I know that no action of mine could have changed anything. We are but women after all, are we not? In the end, the real decisions are not made by us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But still, I cannot help thinking that had I at least made my feelings known to your father, had I demonstrated my objections more clearly, at least I might not have lost you as completely as I seem to have done now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At least you would have known that this would never have been my choice, for I would rather we had no home, I would rather we had slept together under the stars as a family without the comforts we had always known if only I could have saved you from the heartbreak. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And I know that you must be experiencing the very worst kind of heartbreak, for I know precisely how much you loved Miles Gainsborough. Of everything that has happened, I cannot help thinking that that is the cruelest of all things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Try not to think so badly of the boy, my dear. In the end, we are all at the mercy of our fathers’ wants and wishes, even young men like Miles. And to so many fathers, money, status, land, and reputation, are falsely placed at the top of the list of priorities which really ought to look very different. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But men and women are not the same, and matters of the heart are always left to us, are they not? 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, despite our differences, I can see your father’s own sadness. He had been managing tolerably well until that day in the Duke’s Chapel, your wedding day when you refused to take his arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew that that was your way of detaching from him forever, of telling him that it was not really his right to give you away in matrimony. Even though he performed that task, he knew that you had refused to acknowledge it, and he has been unable to speak of that day ever since. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, he finds it so very difficult to talk about you at all, and I know that is because his own heart is breaking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He, like me, wanders the hall of Bexley looking like a very different person these days. I know that when a daughter marries, her father loses her to some extent. But I can see that he knows he has lost you completely, that he had already lost you before you had spoken your vows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know that you are undoubtedly still angry with your father, but I cannot help expressing a desire that the two of you will one day be reunited. My dear daughter, Bexley Hall is always open to you as I am sure you know, and you would be a very welcome visitor here. More welcome than you could possibly imagine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And given that there are but a few short miles between us, your absence is all the more painful. I had always imagined, once you were married, that you and I would see one another with such regularity it would hardly be as if you had left at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But now Bexley Hall is so devoid of you, your beautiful face and your shining character that it is almost as if you were never here in the first place. It is as if you were just a wonderful dream, the yearning of a mother to have a daughter, nothing more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have twice now driven past the great gates to the Lytton estate, wondering if I really could find the courage to call upon you without invitation. After all, the Duke made no secret of the fact that your family would always be welcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But it is not the Duke’s disdain that I fear, rather it is yours. And so, once again I lack the courage and I return home to Bexley Hall berating myself for not instructing the driver to turn in through those gates and make that long journey down the driveway to Lytton Hall itself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My greatest fear, of course, is that you will not see me. I imagine myself standing in that great hallway as your butler returns to tell me that you are either not at home or that you are not receiving visitors. It is a scene I revisit over and over, and I know that I cannot simply arrive without warning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And not only for my own sake, but for yours. I shall not put you in the position of having to turn me away if it truly is your heart’s desire never to see me again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, I must leave it to you, Eliza. If I would be a welcome visitor to your home, I should be very glad if you would reply to this letter and tell me as much. And please know that the moment I receive your blessing, I shall lift my cloak and bonnet and make my way directly to you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I will never truly be able to apologize enough for what has happened and can only hope that life for you improves so that you may find a pathway to peace. Even though there is such a great gap in age between you and your husband, perhaps there is still some common ground between you, something that you can build on to make a life that is, if nothing else, content. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But perhaps you think it too late now for a mother to offer a daughter such advice? Perhaps you will never again see me as your confidante or trust me to guide you well in times of crisis. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If I can impress nothing else upon you, allow it simply to be this. That I love you, my darling daughter, and I always shall. And your father and brother love you too, whatever you might think of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Please write back to me, Eliza. Even if it is only to tell me that you do not yet want to see me, at least that little contact from you will give me some measure of peace. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Take very good care of yourself, my dear, and know that I never stop thinking about you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With all my love, 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she had finished reading, Eliza was crying openly. The tears ran down her cheeks unchecked and landed one after the other onto the lap of her gown, darkening the pale blue material noticeably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was so much in her mother’s letter which had broken her heart and made Eliza miss her all the more. But there was much which had angered her also, and she knew that her tears were not simply the result of sadness, but of that same old sense of injustice that would not leave her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What good would it do to see her mother and keep that anger and resentment alive? Of all the feelings she experienced, the loss, the heartbreak, none of them could match the life-changing effects of bitterness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In playing her part at Lytton Hall, in holding on to the idea of self-control, her character was so detached that she felt beyond hurt. For the most part, at any rate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she knew there were still times she had yearned for her mother, that calm, loving voice of reason who was always ready to advise Eliza to the very best of her ability. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How much she had wanted her mother when the Duke had taunted her with her failure to conceive a child. And how her mother would have made her feel so very different about it all. She most certainly would not have been left with the notion that it was her fault alone that no sign of being with child had made itself known.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Bexley would have pointed out the Duke’s advancing years and poor state of health and not given in until her daughter’s confidence and sense of worth had returned to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But what good was any of that now? It would not change what had happened, nor would it take her off the path which had been set for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes and blindly dug her hand into the pocket of her gown for a handkerchief. She would find a way to let go of her grief and return to herself as if she had never read that letter at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But just as she began to dry her eyes, the door to the morning room opened inward, and Daniel Winchester peered into the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel knew he should walk away. He could do so without any concern, for that would have been the proper thing to do in the circumstances. To venture any further into the room would be inappropriate, and he knew it. Who would not know such a thing? 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he also knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he could not walk away. He could not shrug his shoulders and leave without ever thinking of her distress again. Surely nobody could do that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace,” he said and, despite every instinct urging him to the contrary, Daniel Winchester walked into the morning room and closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beyond addressing her in the correct manner, he could not think of a single word to say to her now that he was in the room with no sensible way of taking back his actions thus far. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked up at him miserably, her humiliation at being found in such a state clear to him. For all that she was so much younger than him, a woman of just nineteen years, he realized that she possessed a dignity that he could have only imagined at her age.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes told him how she wished he had not discovered her at that moment, and the letter laying open on her lap told him that she must surely have just read something which had upset her greatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive my intrusion, but I did not want to leave you here in such distress,” he began awkwardly. “If you have received some upsetting news,” he said and nodded significantly at the letter, “I can seek out His Grace and tell him for you.” He raised his eyebrows in question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, no. I would beg you to say nothing to my husband. It is not bad news at all, just something I did not yet have the stomach to read.” She looked down at the letter before taking it up and folding it over and over again until it was no more than a tiny, crumpled thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is there nothing I can do for you? Can I not at least find Miss West?” He knew he could not leave her but was at a loss as to how he might help. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without knowing what she had read or what had upset her, it was hard to find the right course of action, the right person to send for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would rather Nella not know of my upset,” she said quietly and began to dry her eyes in earnest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why?” Daniel took a few steps further into the room until he was standing almost in front of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked like a young woman who was fighting hard against being utterly forlorn, and he felt a newfound respect for one he had previously judged without evidence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot be sure she will not inform my husband. Not out of spite, but out of fear or duty or some other such similar sentiment.” She laughed mirthlessly. “But then, I cannot be sure you will not simply do the same thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not. And I am not in fear of anybody, Your Grace. If you wish me to say nothing and to fetch nobody to help you, then that is what I shall do. And if you wish me to leave because you fear I am not truthful in my words, then I shall. You need only say it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked up at him with those golden-brown eyes, and he was reminded of those few curious moments when their eyes had locked before she had run away up the stairs to her chamber just days before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He remembered how he had held onto her arm and how he had thought he would hear something about it from the Duke himself in due course. But that conversation had never come to pass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had kept it to herself, and Daniel realized that there was so much more to her than he had thought. She was not a flighty young woman with ideas of impressing society with her new wealth and title. At least, she did not strike him that way any longer. In truth, he wondered why he had ever thought it. Perhaps his own prejudice had marred his thinking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you need not leave.” She smiled just a little. “After all, I did say you might cut through this room for your midday walk, did I not? I would not have you think I would go back on my word.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think it.” He smiled back and felt himself to be heading into a place he could not get back from. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel imagined himself raising a foot and placing it firmly on a path which ran in a very different direction from the one he had always been on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish you had not found me here, Mr Winchester, but it is entirely my fault that you did, so I do not blame you for anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not like to think of you suffering whatever has upset you alone, however much you would wish I had never come in.” He knew he should not be saying it but could not stop himself. “If His Grace cannot assist and Miss West cannot, perhaps you might permit me? After all, I am here now and am more than willing to help you if I can.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    She was silent for some moments, and Daniel knew he had stepped over that invisible line. Whilst she might only be a young woman with few of life’s experiences behind her, she was still a Duchess, and he knew the boundaries of such a position in life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a letter from my mother, Mr Winchester,” she began a little uncertainly at just the moment he had prepared himself to apologize for his impertinence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is she well?” he said with concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is quite well; I thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And your father? The rest of your family?” he said and lowered himself down into the armchair opposite the couch on which she sat when she indicated that he should sit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father and brother are well also, Mr Winchester. In fact, they are all in the very peak of health and will no doubt resume life as normal very soon.” She spoke with a little bitterness which took Daniel aback somewhat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid I do not understand,” he said, wanting her to go on but very careful not to question her directly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are my husband’s attorney, Mr Winchester, and so I am sure that you will have been given the task of transferring a vast amount of money from the Duke to my father.” She smiled again when he shifted awkwardly in his seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not asking you to confirm it, so you need not fear that I would seek to have you betray the Duke’s confidence. But I know you must realize that my father was paid very handsomely for the sale of his only daughter.” The bitterness had vanished only to be replaced by a look of utter desolation and the deepest sadness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sale?” he said and wished he had not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that you know that it is always a sale, Mr Winchester. A transaction between men of which women play no part and have no say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said, knowing it to be true. “But not all young ladies would see it as such.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, they would not. They are either conditioned to expect it and see no wrong in it, or they are pleased to be elevated in some way. In a way, I envy the latter. In their own way, such women actually do have a little say in it all, albeit nothing that would be acted upon. But they become a part of the transaction then, a part of the process in that they see ways in which they might benefit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe that to be true,” Daniel said and suddenly felt a great wave of guilt wash over him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That was, he knew, exactly how he had seen Eliza Ashton. He had mistaken her cool behaviour for complicity in her new circumstances, and now he could see that it was anything but. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now that my family lives in perfect safety once more, Bexley Hall saved from loss, my mother would seek to excuse their treatment of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that is why you are upset?” he spoke gently and wished there was some way for him to soothe her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am angry, Mr Winchester. I am furious that my mother would explain it all away with words I had never expected to hear from her. Ideas that women have always been treated thus and should, therefore, find some means of learning to live with the idea. That matters of the heart are always left to us, never once affecting the men in our lives.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so very sorry.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “But her words are an excuse that I shall never accept, for it is no proper excuse, is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is not.” Daniel could feel his admiration for her growing by the minute. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How brave she had been to have been able to fool him into thinking she was like so many others in her situation who did not feel it greatly, who did not rail against it. How much it must cost her every day to hold it all inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was more than anger in her, and he knew it. He could almost feel it. Even though he knew he ought not to ask, he had already come so far, had already crashed through the barriers that were in place for some reason he could hardly remember now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you are more than angry, are you not? You are hurt, I think.” He studied her face for any signs of annoyance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am hurt in more ways than I can possibly tell you, Mr Winchester. You see, I had never expected that my family would ever do such a thing. I never thought they could ever do anything for which I would never forgive them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They had always been kind beforehand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they had always been kind. There was never any possibility that my father would choose a husband for me. I had never any cause to doubt that it would be a choice I would make for myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Until hard times made themselves known,” he concluded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Until then.” Her tears had all gone, but her eyes were red and sore, and her perfect skin blotchy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And your mother misses you,” he ventured. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Or at least she claims to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not believe her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I scarcely know what to think. And so, I choose not to think about it at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot see how such a thing can be pushed from your mind.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is hard, but I must do it. I cannot let my emotions swallow me whole as they have done today. If I do, I shall never find a way through this life I no longer cherish. I cannot let them in. I cannot forgive them for this, even if it is the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Even if it made you feel better to have your family in your life again?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can I look at them and know what they have done to me? How can I ever let them think that it was right?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is too early to try to find the answers to such questions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, perhaps it is,” she said and straightened in her seat. “But I am keeping you from your midday fresh air, Mr Winchester.” She smiled so brightly that he knew she was returning to her old self; putting on her brave face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall leave you in peace, Your Grace,” he said and rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you kindly, Mr Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He opened the French windows and stepped out into the warm midday sunshine. Before he closed the door, he looked back in at her, staring until she raised her head to meet his gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And have no fear that I shall betray your confidence, for I shall not. Ever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so relieved that we still have our Thursdays, Eliza,” Ariadne said as the two of them, fresh from their victory at the bridge table, sat down on a couch. “Oh, yes please.” Ariadne turned her attention to an approaching maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A tea tray, ma’am?” the young woman said brightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be wonderful, thank you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am glad too. I do not know how I would manage my isolation without the respite of seeing you every week. I have that to be grateful for, and I am.” Eliza smiled warmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been looking forward to her regular excursion all week, even though she felt the same old sense of trepidation as she walked into Lady Dearborn’s drawing room; the snap of fear that Miles Gainsborough would be there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had never made an appearance at the bridge from the time he had turned his back on Eliza. She secretly assumed that he would be too afraid to turn up and have strips torn off him by dear Ariadne. As sweet as Eliza’s friend was, she was almost fierce in her protection. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Ariadne said and brought Eliza back into the present. “You look amused, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me.” Eliza laughed. “I had just imagined Miles staying away from his regular engagement here for fear of you, my dear Ariadne.” Eliza tried to look apologetic rather than amused but failed miserably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And he would have every reason to fear me,” Ariadne said firmly, making Eliza laugh all the more. “Believe me, he will rue the day our paths ever cross again. He cannot avoid me forever. There will come a day, a ball or a buffet, a play in town or a musical recital.” She looked utterly distracted by her own plot. “And then I shall have him where I want him. He does not yet know the meaning of discomfort, I can assure you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ariadne! My goodness!” Eliza was struggling not to draw attention to herself. “I always knew you were my closest friend and ally, my most ardent supporter. But I never realized you could become so fearsome!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot bear betrayal,” Ariadne said simply and smiled as the maid returned with their tea tray. “Oh, thank you kindly.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome, ma’am.” The maid, who was smiling as broadly as Ariadne, curtseyed before leaving them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a nice young woman. She is always smiling,” Ariadne said sweetly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rather like you,” Eliza teased. “I wonder if she too hides the heart of a lioness beneath that sweet composure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is always the quiet ones.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ariadne, how you cheer me! I could never have believed I would laugh again after these last days. But in no time, you have me smiling. I was right; I could never manage without you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, you could. You could manage anything; it is just that you should not have to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will grow tired of hearing me talk about my woes one of these days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will not. And you must always tell me what is happening in your life, every bit of it. I shall never turn my back on you.” She eyed the tea tray. “Do you mind a strong cup? I thought I would let it brew a while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be lovely. And thank you, I know you would never turn your back on me. You have shown yourself to have more courage than the rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of the Duke?” Ariadne lowered her voice to something just a shade quieter than a whisper. “Has he said any more about the whole business of, well, an heir?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not a word about it.” Eliza peered around the smart, well-appointed drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Many acquaintances there were her own and certainly not a part of her husband’s circle of sycophants. But still, Eliza understood fully that gossip knew no bounds, and if one of the guests overheard something she said it could very easily find its way to the Duke’s ears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not even to apologize?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Certainly not,” Eliza said with a scowl. “I have come to realize that he would not apologize for anything. I have been taken in a little, lulled into a false sense of safety. But I know now that I cannot trust his easier moods, for all they do is hide the angry little monster beneath. The monster who is set free when he drinks too much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear, you must be careful. Men who take too much strong liquor can become violent.” Ariadne was barely mouthing the words. “You must always keep your wits about you when he is in drink. I do not mean to frighten you, but I must say it in the hopes you will keep yourself safe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. And I am not afraid; I know I must hear these things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what more do you have to tell me about the mysterious Mr Winchester?” Ariadne’s eyes had widened a little with interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mysterious? Goodness me, he is hardly that.” Eliza laughed. “But you must pour the tea before it is too strong even for you.” Although she was still laughing, Eliza knew she was playing for time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the days following her rather candid conversation with her husband’s attorney, Eliza had found herself thinking of him more and more. He really was attractive in a way that she could never have imagined he would be when the two of them had regarded one another so coolly that first day in the chapel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she knew there was a little more to it than that. Beyond his irregular, surprising handsomeness, there was a feeling of safety that had come upon her more than once in his presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had thought it to be his broad build and impressive height, but she wondered if it had more to do with his calm nature and his upright bearing. Who would not feel safe in the company of a man who never cowered? 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then there were her worries, the concerns that she had given away a little too much of herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well? Mr Winchester? Have you spoken to him since your conversation in the morning room?” Ariadne was clearly not going to let it go. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not seen him,” Eliza said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The truth was that she had avoided him altogether. Although he had been a great comfort to her on the day, Eliza now felt embarrassed whenever she thought of how he had found her crying with her mother’s letter open on her lap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is he not working at Lytton Hall?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is. But I have not been in the morning room for some days,” Eliza admitted. “That is where our paths cross most regularly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And why have you not been? Had the Duke said something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I would be surprised if Augustus even knew I spent my mornings there. He never goes in there himself, and of late, he hardly rises before noon. He has been drinking very heavily recently, and it keeps him in bed nursing a headache more often than not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you have avoided Mr Winchester?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose I have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why, when he would seem to be such a nice man?” Ariadne seemed curiously disappointed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I fear I gave away too much on the day I received my mother’s letter. If only he had not come in at that moment, we could still be on our old footing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But your old footing was one of mutual suspicion and aloofness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which is probably how it ought to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must surely trust him, though? He did not give you away to anybody, did he? You asked him to keep the matter to himself, and he did. I would say that makes him very trustworthy and a little excellent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A little excellent?” Eliza laughed. “You do say such things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think his discretion and care most excellent,” Ariadne spoke a little in his defence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am grateful for him keeping his word. But I wonder where our acquaintance can go from here onward. I mean, I feel we have suddenly become a little too close, even though I know very little about him, and he knows very little about me. But those few moments in conversation were so unguarded as to almost be … intimate.” Eliza felt her cheeks warming and hoped Ariadne would not see her blush. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is a little awkward. But it was a matter out of your control, and his also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what purpose can there be in our continued alliance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, there is friendship, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think it appropriate that I encourage a friendship with my husband’s attorney?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you put it like that, no. But then I do not think it appropriate that an old Duke marry a young woman and expect her to be pleased about it. And so, when I put it in my own terms, yes, I think such a friendship would be highly appropriate.” Ariadne sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need a friend in that place, Eliza. If your maid, Nella, will not open up to you, then you must look elsewhere. And it is clear to me that Mr Winchester has offered the hand of friendship on no less than two occasions now. Occasions when you very much needed a friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness knows that is true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not dismiss things based on the rules. The rules are all very well, but when they have been used against you in your own life, you must not consider that bending them a little yourself is such a great crime.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are very wise, Ariadne. Very sensible.” Eliza felt suddenly relieved as if all she had really needed was the approval of her dearest friend. “I shall stop hiding myself away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good,” Ariadne said with a smile. “That is settled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is settled,” Eliza agreed with a light laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what other news do you have for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing so very great,” Eliza mused. “Except that Augustus is hosting a large dinner tomorrow night. I am a little nervous, for I have never met so many of his friends at once. Well, I should say acquaintances rather than friends. I do not think my husband has any true friends. But I daresay I might find out something to the contrary tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must write to me the very next morning,” Ariadne said with excitement. “I want to hear all the names, what they were wearing, and if that dreadful man has a true friend anywhere in this world. You must study them all closely, my dear, and give me a full account. Do not forget your hobby of studying people!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If only for your sake, Ariadne, I shall pay very close attention.” Eliza shook her head and laughed. “Well, what do you say to another game? Do we have time?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We most certainly do,” Ariadne said and looked around the room for any sign of a space at one of the tables. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel sat in his study staring down at the last batch of tenant farmer contracts and sighed. Would he never be finished this painstaking, dull task? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Since he had not put pen to paper all afternoon, he guessed not. But he had been unable to concentrate on his work at all after seeing Eliza from his window as she made her way out to the waiting carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He understood that she had a standing engagement of some kind every Thursday, and he often saw her as she made her way out. She always looked so much lighter and younger as she set off, leaving behind all that bothered her there at Lytton Hall. Whatever that was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel realized that he still knew so little about her. Even though they had shared those moments of what he thought of as closeness, still he did not know how she truly fared at the hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For one thing, he still had no idea what had upset her when the two of them had collided in the hallway. It very likely was not her mother, for Eliza had not received her letter until some days later.  
 
      
 
      
 
    What Daniel could not come to terms with was the idea that he wanted to ask her. He was sure that the Duke had upset her that day, he could just sense it somehow, but he knew it was none of his business. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, he felt as if it were. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is ridiculous,” he said and picked up the uppermost paper on the pile and made some attempt to study it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he read blindly, not taking in a word as his mind filled with the image of her outside his window earlier. She had looked so lovely in a pale blue gown with a narrow satin band beneath the bust and her dark hair swept up to look both neat and full at once. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been able to almost read her lighter mood in her gait as she hastened to the carriage, and he thought it such a stark contrast to her misery of just days before. How keen she must have been to be away from the place if only for a few hours. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And if only he had seen her just once in the preceding days. Daniel had passed through the morning room at midday every day since and had never once seen her there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, he had been disappointed until he realized that he was nursing a hope that the conversation, the revelations, and the moments of vulnerability, would somehow bring them closer together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was then that he realized this must stop. What good would any of it do him? And why on earth should he want to get closer to the Duchess of Lytton? She was another man’s wife, after all, and not just any man, but the man who employed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only Eliza did not interest him so. Even when he had determined to treat her coolly, he had been drawn to her; he knew it. Even that day in the chapel when he had silently registered his disapproval only to see it mirrored in her face and sent right back to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it had been her defiance then which had secured his interest, whether he liked it or not. Whatever it was, the interest was growing daily, and he found himself spending more time at his desk lost in his thoughts than working. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a grunt of annoyance, Daniel slammed the paper back down onto the desk. He had never been so distracted in his work before and knew it could not go on. To spend so much time at Lytton Hall was to make matters worse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was time to nurture the few private clients he had begun to court and make a world for himself that existed largely outside of the Duchy. It was the only sensible move he could make, and Daniel knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he knew it as well as he knew he would stay in the study until it came time for Eliza to return, if only to catch the merest glimpse of her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza put a good deal of care into getting herself ready for dinner that night. Even though Augustus had been his old self, still she knew that he was not as pleasant as she had once thought him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not that she had ever held any finer feelings for him, but Eliza knew that she had not always viewed him quite as she did now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had previously been something of a pitiable character to her, a sad old man who had tried to convince himself that a young bride would find him appealing. And it was true that he had seemed despicable to her at times when she thought of the mode of their marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But now she viewed him as an angry bear who was dressed to look as a sheep. Better still, she knew she would do better not to provoke him in any way for Ariadne’s words had hit their mark, and she had decided to be consciously cautious from that moment on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was that she had Nella West help her into the finest gown she owned, one of the many that the Duke had had made for her the moment she became the Duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fabric of the gown was largely satin, a beautiful deep wine colour that suited her dark hair, eyes, and pale skin very well. The gown was nicely fitted and had short sleeves which did not puff too heavily at the shoulder. And the immaculate long white gloves she wore with it provided a dramatic contrast. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With such fine, blemish-free skin, Eliza had no need of the lead powder, nor the powdered rose which so many other ladies used to enhance their appearance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she did use a little charcoal for her eyebrows, anything to make herself look a little different, to mark out to her husband most decidedly that she had put in the effort that he was no doubt expecting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will I do, do you think?” Eliza turned to smile at Nella. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look very nice, Your Grace,” Nella West said in the same noncommittal fashion she seemed always to use when speaking to her mistress. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if I do, it is down entirely to you, my dear.” Eliza was determined to make some headway with the young woman but still could find no way in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been as pleasant and conversational as she could with her lady’s maid, but Nella’s stoic refusal to take the comfortable hand of friendship that was offered on a daily basis was beginning to make Eliza a little suspicious of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was nothing at all unpleasant about Nella, and her manners were certainly not lacking. But she seemed to be determined to remain aloof, standoffish, and Eliza wished that she could choose another maid altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, if she did well at the dinner and managed to secure her husband’s approval for a while, she might even ask him if she could do just that. Perhaps another maid would be a little more open, and Eliza would have more opportunities for friendship than just Daniel Winchester. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza shook herself a little, not wanting to think about the unsettling man when she had so much else she knew she must concentrate upon. Nella looked at her curiously, but Eliza simply smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If the maid was going to withhold her confidence, Eliza was going to do just the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time the first of the guests arrived and were greeted in the drawing room by Augustus and herself, Eliza’s nerves were beginning to settle a little. She had taken two glasses of sherry already, and she thought that the warm, comforting liquid had played a large part in making her feel better. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she chased away any thoughts of taking a third, not wanting to join her husband on such a slippery slope. She could see that he had foregone the sherry altogether and had decided to take brandy before dinner. Worse still, she could see their early guests noticing it too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As more and more guests arrived, Eliza wondered how she would study them all as she had promised Ariadne. In the end, more than twenty people arrived to take dinner with the Duke and Duchess of Lytton, and Eliza quickly formed the opinion that the vast majority of them were not very well acquainted with her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ones who were, of course, made it all very obvious. Lady Caroline Harker, for instance, was puffed up with pride as she held court with the Duke for many minutes. It was clear from the way she looked around that she had hopes of gauging the envy of the other guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And her husband was little better. Lord Harker, a Baron, was someone that Eliza recognized as having previously visited Lytton Hall, although she had only seen him from afar and had not been introduced to him at the time. But he was equally obsequious, framing his every comment for the ears of all around, showing himself in the most favourable light at all times. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you settling in here, Your Grace? I always think it must be a most daunting thing to start a new life with a new title and such different responsibilities.” The woman standing next to her was, she judged, a little older than her mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is indeed very daunting, Lady Hanbury,” Eliza said warmly, barely remembering the woman’s name at the last minute. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been introduced to so many people in such a short space of time that Eliza had thought only the most annoying of them would stand out. But Lady Hanbury had stood out for the warmth of her introduction and her kind eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have come from a fine home yourself, I realize, but does this not seem so very large?” Lady Hanbury was whispering a little conspiratorially and Eliza found herself warming to her all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Hanbury, I cannot tell you the number of times I have lost myself in this place. I had always thought my father’s house had many rooms, but I am still to learn the skill of navigating my way from place to place with confidence,” Eliza admitted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, goodness me,” Lady Hanbury said and laughed. “I must admit, this is the first time I have been to Lytton Hall. My husband is not very well acquainted with His Grace. They have met once or twice, and so I was very surprised when we received the invitation. But delighted, of course,” she added. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am very glad that you came, Lady Hanbury,” Eliza said truthfully and looked to where Lord Hanbury was chattering happily with some of the other guests who he clearly knew far better than he knew her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Why on earth would Augustus need to invite people he barely knew? After all, should a man of his standing not have more acquaintances of longevity than had arrived on that evening? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza could not help wondering just how many of the other guests could easily admit to the same surprise as dear Lady Hanbury at receiving an invitation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the party was ushered into the dining room, the large table immaculately set out and decorated, Eliza felt her nerves become overexcited afresh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down to the opposite end of the table where Augustus was lowering himself down awkwardly into his chair, and she realized, with horror, that he was already drunk, or very nearly drunk at any rate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza could see that Lady Caroline Harker had been seated near the head of the table, close to the Duke, and that she had been put opposite a quiet-looking young man, whose name she could not remember, who looked most nervous to be perched so close to his host. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could immediately see that Lady Caroline had struck up some conversation, exclusively with Augustus and effectively ignoring the young man opposite, although Eliza could not hear what she was saying. She only hoped that, whatever it was, it would not irritate the Duke whilst he had so much liquor already in his system. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As platter upon platter was delivered into the dining room by more footmen than she realized existed at Lytton Hall, Eliza realized that she had very little hope of eating much of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first course was a spicy soup served from immense tureens, and it was so hot that it made Eliza’s eyes water. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She would have struggled to maintain conversation had it not been for the fact that the lovely Lady Hanbury had been seated as close to Eliza as Lady Caroline had been seated to Augustus. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, this is lovely,” Lady Hanbury said encouragingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must admit, Lady Hanbury, that it is a little spicier than I would like,” Eliza said in a near whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is so much food here, Your Grace. Did you arrange the menu yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, and I am bound to say that I would not have requested so much.” Eliza looked at the side table that was already crowded with silver platters of fish, potatoes, and seasonal vegetables for the next course. “Which is probably why my husband did not ask me to take any part in it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see,” Lady Hanbury said, kindly masking her surprise. “I must admit, I usually let my own cook get on with it. She has much more of a talent for putting together a menu than I, and so I let go of my ego and, as a result, always very much enjoy my meals.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a wonderful way of looking at things,” Eliza said sincerely, hoping that this would not be her one and only meeting with Lady Hanbury. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the second course was served, Eliza could see that Augustus was not only a little slumped in his seat, but that he was glaring at her down the table. As glad as she was not to be sitting at his side, Eliza felt instantly embarrassed by his very obvious disdain for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could see Lady Caroline Harker continuing to chatter incessantly, her head tilting this way and that as if she were asking the Duke question upon question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Children?” the Duke said so loudly that the entire table of guests fell silent. “Children, Lady Caroline? Now that is a very good question, a very good question indeed,” he said and his volume increased. “Yes, a very good question, do you not think?” he said, turning his attention fully upon Eliza. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza opened her mouth to speak but could come up with an answer at all. She could feel her cheeks blushing violently, and she wondered what on earth it was that Lady Caroline had said to upset Augustus so.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever it was, Eliza certainly hoped that her own private business was not about to be aired loudly and drunkenly while she could do nothing but sit and bear witness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As always, nothing to say. No explanation to give to your husband for your failings.” He leaned his elbows heavily on the table, knocking his plate and sending the small, round potatoes rolling across the immaculate white tablecloth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My … my failings?” Eliza said and could feel her mouth opening and closing and every eye in the room upon her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not make any answer, my dear,” Lady Hanbury whispered hurriedly into her ear. “I beg of you, say nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the absence of any other advice, Eliza could do nothing but heed the words of the kindly woman who had secretly reached out and taken her hand under the table. For all the world, Eliza wanted to rise to her feet and run, and it was clear to her that Lady Hanbury had perceived that she would want to do just that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the ageing lady held fast to her, keeping her in her seat. And Eliza knew it was not out of unkindness, but a sense of protection. Eliza was the Duchess of Lytton, and she could not simply get up and run away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have told you before, it is time you concentrated a little better on your responsibilities. Any other young woman would have been with child by now,” Augustus slurred, and whilst he spoke with less volume, the absolute silence of his guests made every word audible to all. “What on earth is wrong with you? Why are you not like other women?” he said, and Eliza could have dissolved with humiliation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, she hated him more than she had ever hated anybody. If she had been any closer to him than she was, the temptation to take a knife from the place setting and plunge it into his heart would have been one she might well have given into. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Almost all the guests looked desperately uncomfortable, clearly horrified by what they had seen and heard. After all, who would imagine that a Duke, a man of such title and responsibility, would allow himself to get so drunk and say such vile, crude things? 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, what man at all, title or no, would humiliate his wife in such a fashion and in front of so many people? 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as she looked down the table, her cheeks flaming and her eyes shining with unshed tears, Eliza realized that Lady Caroline Harker looked rather satisfied by it all. She bore a little smirk on her face which did not disappear until Eliza caught her eye and stared at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Caroline immediately looked down, not keen to hold the gaze of the Duchess, and Eliza was left in no doubt whatsoever that it was Lady Caroline’s interference which had precipitated this vile outburst. Whether it had been intentional or otherwise was something Eliza might never know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the Duke leaned forward and rested his head in his hands as if it pained him greatly, Lady Hanbury turned to her once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that he is quiet, you must strike up conversation with the others. Simply comment upon the soup or ask their opinions on the fish. It need not be much, just enough to get them speaking again.” Lady Hanbury squeezed her hand tightly once again and reassured her with those kindly eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Harrington, tell me, is the fish to your liking?” Eliza said as brightly as she could manage, regretful that the poor man looked horrified to be expected to be the first of the guests to speak. “I am very fond of trout myself, Sir, but I find this a little earthy,” Eliza went on, looking at him intently and hoping against all hope that he would play along. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am glad to say, Your Grace, that the earthier the better for me. I do like a nice strong tasting trout,” he said, and Eliza could have thrown her arms around his neck and kissed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment he responded, the little murmurs of conversation struck up once more, and within just a few minutes, it was as if the whole sordid episode had not happened at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as relieved as she felt, Eliza knew that there would be nothing that could erase such an appalling incident, not from her own mind, nor the minds of her guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you kindly, Lady Hanbury,” Eliza said and turned to look at her rescuer, blinking hard so that her tears of gratitude did not fall. “I could not have managed at all had you not been here,” Eliza spoke in a whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you managed very well, very well indeed.” Lady Hanbury smiled. “And if you ever need a friend, my dear, you must consider me chief among them. You are always welcome at Hanbury Hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall never forget what you have done for me,” Eliza said and hurriedly turned her attention back to the fish she knew she would never be able to eat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, Daniel had not done a single stitch of work all morning. It had been but three days since the Duke had hosted a dinner at the hall, and already Daniel was well aware of the dreadful circumstances of it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gossip in the town was nothing if not thorough, and he thought that he had heard every bit of conversation that had passed that night through one source or another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He thought it little wonder now that Eliza kept herself out of the way. There had been no sign of her in the morning room, and in truth, he had not expected to see her there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had not seen her anywhere, not in the corridors, not heading for the drawing room, not coming out of the dining room or breakfast room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was understandable, of course, for the entire household staff would also be well aware of every excruciating detail. It was reported that the room had been liberally sprinkled with footmen at the time of the Duke’s outburst, and so it seemed that Eliza was to have no respite from the wagging tongues of all around her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, apart from a bit of gossip, a Duke could more or less get away with anything, even berating his wife in front of a dining room full of guests. But to tackle her over something so personal was unforgivable. It was all unforgivable as far as Daniel was concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If he had thought that Augustus Tate had diminished in his eyes when he had been foolish enough to take a young bride, it was nothing in comparison to what Daniel felt for him now. He could hardly believe that he had worked for the man for so long and not known for a moment that he could behave in such a way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew he was bad-tempered, he had seen it before in the punishments meted out to his servants. But this was not simple bad temper, it was cruelty, and Daniel felt less and less inclined to remain faithful to one client in the future. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At midday, he rose from his desk and looked down scornfully at the papers he had barely touched all morning. With any luck, a little air would solve his concentration problems. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As usual, he decided to make his way out through the morning room. He only gave the door a light and cursory tap before opening it in and striding in, not expecting that Eliza would be there. But when she looked up at him startled, Daniel stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me,” he said and bowed. “I had not expected to see you here; I hope I did not startle you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Only a little,” she said with a smile. “Not so much that I will never recover.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that is reassuring,” he said and returned her smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He wanted to ask how she was, how she was managing with the shock and humiliation, but he knew he could not. He wanted to tell her that she could speak to him, unburden herself, and that she could rely on his discretion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But how could he tell the Duchess of Lytton that she could be assured of his friendship? How could he tell her that she could lean on him and it not be inappropriate? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can see that you are feeling a little awkward, Mr Winchester,” she said and fixed him with her golden-brown eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, yes. I am afraid I ought to have considered that you might be in here, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is more than that,” she said quietly. “I can tell that you have already heard the details of the dinner that Augustus held the other evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not go in for gossip. I never have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am already convinced of that, Mr Winchester, and I did not suspect you. But just because one does not go in for gossip does not mean that one does not hear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright, you have me,” he said and shrugged and was pleased when she began to laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the first time I have sat in the morning room for days. I could not face being here or in the drawing room or anywhere else I might be seen. I have been haunting the library like a ghost, for nobody ever seems to go in there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you would rather I did not continue to use the morning room as a route to the terrace, you must say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I have not been hiding from you, Mr Winchester. Well, not this time, at any rate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you have hidden from me before?” he said and had that sense once again of stepping onto a path he ought not to be on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Apart from slightly puffy eyes which told of a little sleeplessness, there really was no way of telling how Eliza felt about this latest trial. Her skin was as radiant as ever and her hair glossy and full of life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was wearing the ivory gown with little green embroidered flowers on it; a gown he had come to realize was her own favourite. And it was his favourite too, for its simplicity complemented her beauty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but through no fault of yours, I can assure you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why?” It was not his place to question her, and yet he could not stop; he needed to know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I felt a little embarrassed. After all, the last time we spoke, I was tear-stained and emotional, and I am bound to say that it is not a state I am often in with anyone to bear witness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have no need to be embarrassed. I understand why you were so upset, and I cannot think there are many who would not be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then, of course, I have been so embarrassed by my husband’s behaviour. But then I realized that if I gave into my feelings of embarrassment, I might never come out of the library again, and it is one of the dreariest rooms I have ever entered in my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is a very dull room,” Daniel said with a laugh. “But I am afraid that it is one that nobody goes into.” He stopped short of saying that Augustus Tate was not a particularly learned man, despite his advantages and his education. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But it was true that the Duke had always struck him as being something between a buffoon and a boorish sort of man. An idiot and a pig all at once, although it would appear that his piggish tendencies had become exacerbated of late. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can tell that by the books which are in there. There is nothing modern, not even vaguely modern. I cannot think that the collection has been added to in fifty years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not be at all surprised.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester, would you mind sitting down?” she said suddenly, taking him by surprise. “It just feels rather strange to have a conversation like this, with me sitting and you standing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said and sat down on the armchair opposite her, perching on the edge as if ready to hasten to his feet at the slightest noise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke never comes in here, Mr Winchester. And the truth is he has hardly spent much time out of his bed these last few days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is unwell?” Daniel asked, despite being fairly certain of the diagnosis. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is still suffering the effects of the strong liquor he took the other evening. Largely because, in a bid to feel better each day, he medicates himself with yet more strong liquor. But it only works for a little while and then he is back in bed again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Liquor is a terrible affliction when it takes hold of a person.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which is why most people do not let it get that far, Mr Winchester,” she said a little shortly. “Forgive me, but I shall struggle to find any sympathy for my husband currently.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And with very good reason,” Daniel agreed, knowing that he ought not to take sides. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was one thing to provide a listening ear and quite another to pass judgement. But given how he felt about his employer at that moment, his response was certainly subdued. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, how long have you worked for the Duchy?” she said, changing direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Almost ten years now, I suppose,” he said and thought about it for a moment. “Yes, ten years. I had not been in practice for very long, and I was very pleased when His Grace offered me the opportunity to deal with several of the Duchy’s legal issues. There were two attorneys working for the Duchy previously, but one had retired, and the other had sadly passed away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the Duke only took on one attorney? Just you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, although I had always imagined that he would take on another. And so, as time went on, I found myself here more and more and with my private clients becoming fewer and fewer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And do you have any private clients now, or do you solely work for the Duchy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “One or two private clients, but the larger part of my work is here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you first saw me, Mr Winchester, you did not like me very much did you?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel hardly knew what to say and wondered if she was changing conversational direction so suddenly as a means of tripping him up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I did not know you,” he said, not wanting to lie to her but not wanting to tell her the truth either. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is alright, Mr Winchester, I did not like you very much either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does it matter very much what our first impressions of each other were?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Out of simple curiosity, yes,” she said a little mischievously. “But in terms of being friends now, no, not at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then we are friends?” he said and stared into her eyes, almost challenging her to look away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope so. I am very short on friends here, Mr Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a daunting place, Lytton Hall. I think the servants might be friendlier if they were not so cautious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, I think they are afraid of my husband. At first, I could not fathom it. Whilst I have never found his company particularly inspiring, he had never done anything or said anything to make me afraid. And I must admit, I could hardly imagine him upsetting the household staff either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now I have seen enough to know that I was very wrong about that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I could have advised you on the matter, but I had never imagined either that His Grace would behave in the way he has done in these last days. I am quite surprised by it myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think he is a bad man, Mr Winchester?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know if he is truly a bad man or if he is just behaving badly. But I daresay the distinction is neither here nor there when you are on the receiving end of it. In short, I think his behaviour towards you was despicable.” Once again, he was making a judgement out loud when he knew he ought not to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As much as I despise him for what he did, I think I agree with you. I do not think Augustus is a bad man; I just think that he had expectations of this marriage that were unrealistic. Perhaps that is the source of his anger.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, perhaps he feels a fool.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I would never have wanted him to feel that way. I have never had any fond feelings for him, especially given how it is I came to be here, but he was kind to me in the beginning. And he has never made a prisoner of me, declaring that my family may visit whenever they wish.” She shrugged as if that hardly mattered. “But I see my friend every week and am glad of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is where you go on a Thursday?” Daniel said as his curiosity piqued. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have had a standing invitation to a bridge afternoon for a few years now, and it was a place I always went with my dear friends Ariadne and Miles.” She suddenly looked a little taken aback as if she had said something she had not intended to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it must be a comfort to you to see them both every week,” Daniel said, angling for more information. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I only see Ariadne now.” The look of pain that suddenly took over her beautiful face told Daniel everything that he needed to know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If she did not love this man Miles now, then she certainly had done at one stage in her life. Perhaps they had even been close; Daniel had no way of telling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the idea that she might love another man was quietly devastating to him. Quite why that should be, he could not say, for it was not as if she was a free woman. She was a married woman, a Duchess, and whether or not she loved somebody else ought not to matter at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel knew that he was allowing himself to hope where there could be none. He was beginning to fall for this beautiful woman who was both young and wise, both warm and cold, both self-contained and vulnerable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea of it, the sudden knowledge, brought him up short. He could not do this; he could not let himself continue to seek out ways into her heart. It was not fair to her, and it was certainly pointless as far as Daniel was concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it really was time to move on, to return his practice to the town and have a vast array of clients whom he left at the office door, never knowing the ins and outs of their lives. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is always nice to have somebody to confide in, is it not?” he said, knowing he must speak soon or risk embarrassing her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He felt suddenly as if his thoughts were clouded, obscured, and he knew that he was fighting himself, trying to resist falling for the young woman who could never be his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I am very grateful to have Ariadne. And I am very grateful to you too, Mr Winchester. You have been very kind to me these last days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are welcome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he finally set foot outside the French windows and into the warm midday air, Daniel knew that he would have to find a way to get Eliza Tate out of his system. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dear Ariadne, 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know I only wrote to you but two days ago, but after receiving your reply this morning, I am bound to write and tell you that I am feeling very much better and insist you not worry about me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Please forgive the tone of my last letter, the fear and desolation, for I can only imagine what havoc that wrought upon your very tender feelings.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst everything I told you was true, I should very much like you to know that I have recovered a good deal, and I am determined not to buckle under the pressure of my husband’s bullying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And you will be pleased to know that I have hardly seen him these last days. He keeps to his bed in between bouts of drinking, and I truly think he is seeking to make himself well, but in the process of doing so, is making himself more unwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even at night, I simply lay at his side and listen to him snoring and snorting until I myself fall asleep. If only I could have a chamber of my own, if only he would allow me that much, I would be very glad of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he is so determined in his quest to sire an heir that I would not dare to broach the subject. Even though the greater part of his night is spent in deep sleep, still he would see it as an insult, I am sure. I could not even make a tale of it all; tell him that I cannot sleep whilst he snores, but I know he would not believe it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He already mistrusts me and has made it very clear, as you already know, that he blames me entirely for not yet being with child. But when he drinks and sleeps all the time, I do not know how it is he thinks I can be at fault. Still, that is the way of things, as my mother would say. We are but women, and we cannot argue when a man’s ego rides roughshod over his common sense. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hardly know what to wish for if I am honest. The truth is that there seems to be very little in this world to interest me, a child included. I am terrified that I will not conceive and yet, at the same time, I think I am even more terrified that I shall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, how can I bear this dreadful man a child? But how shall I go on if I do not? It is all so very complicated, is it not? I find it harder and harder to deny my own feelings, to be as strong and as stoic as I had determined to be on the day of my marriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I am in no doubt that his vile slurs towards me that were given so publicly have done much to undermine my confidence, but I am sure that I will soon return to my old self. After all, the bad behaviour was all his, not mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I must admit, though, that the upset of these last days has done much to make me wish for my old life again. I have done everything in my power not to think about happier times, not to concentrate upon what I have lost, but to fall into old reverie seems currently irresistible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was thinking just this morning of a time, not so long ago, when Miles and I were out walking. We had no chaperone, for we were only out in the gardens at Cherry Trees. But we had wandered away, crossing the boundary of his father’s estate into the little wilderness beyond. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was such a beautiful day, and Miles held my hand as we walked along, even taking the opportunity to kiss me once whilst we had such freedom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then, foolishly, we ran onto Mr Ayton’s estate, only as far as the orchard. Like two children, we stole pockets full of apples and ran away again, laughing and gasping for breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the time, it was just a silly, enjoyable little folly. But today as I write this, I would give anything to relive that afternoon, to feel Miles’ warm skin as he holds my hand and to have that wonderful sense that I was on the right path and everything in life would be right, my future being set so to speak. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only I had appreciated the feeling of rightness that such certainty brings. And if only I had realized at the time how suddenly that could be taken away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have tried very hard not to think of Miles, for when I do I always imagine those last moments when everything came crashing down. It still breaks my heart, and that is why I try to remain aloof, even to myself. But there are those times when I love him and miss him more than I can say, and his name is there on my lips, ready to be called out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But there is no sense in calling out, is there? For Miles will not come now, and he never would have. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For heaven’s sake, I am becoming melancholy again. I am not doing much in this letter to assure you that all is well, am I? But it really is, Ariadne. I still have you, and you will be pleased to hear that I have relented in terms of Mr Winchester and have returned to spend time in the morning room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I think it is true to say that we are friends now; we have even spoken of it. There is something about Mr Winchester which speaks of strength, and I think that is why I find myself so drawn to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I thought our first meeting again in the morning room would be uncomfortable, but we very easily fell into conversation. I even admitted to him that I had been hiding in the library, and yet I had not meant to say it. There is so much that I say in his company that I do not mean to utter, and yet out it comes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I must admit, as bad form as it is, I have even complained a little about my husband from time to time. I can picture your face, your concern as you urge me caution, and you would be right. But, at the same time, I know that I can give my confidence to Mr Winchester. There is something about him which makes me very certain that he would never betray me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But then again, I had once thought that about Miles Gainsborough. Perhaps trust ought not to be so easily given after all. But I shall see, for as you have said yourself, I need a friend here at Lytton Hall. I can still get nowhere with my maid, Nella, and I am not inclined to trust her at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I may be doing the young woman a disservice, but since I have extended warmth to her on more than one occasion, I no longer care if I speak of her unjustly. She is neither here nor there to me, and I admit myself to be very glad that Mr Winchester, a man I had once thought so standoffish and aloof, even arrogant perhaps, is very far from it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We now have a habit, it seems, of meeting in the morning room every day. I know that he used it as a route to the terrace already, but we have taken to sharing five or ten minutes’ conversation before he takes his leave again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I ask him little questions about himself and his life, although I must admit it is almost always about his work. I suppose I am cautious of becoming too personal, although I do not see why I should be. We are only friends, after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anyway, I am sure that you will be pleased that I have taken your advice and allowed myself a friend here. I know how well you like it when I take your advice, Ariadne, and I can almost imagine you smiling as you read this. Perhaps even quietly saying “I told you so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And I have more news still, for I received a letter from Lady Hanbury, that dear woman who supported me so well on that dreadful night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She must be a very wise and shrewd lady indeed, for she handed the letter to Mr Winchester to give to me, rather than sending it to the house. I have no doubt she did not want to risk Augustus seeing it, for he might have been annoyed if he did.  
 
      
 
      
 
    That excellent woman sent the briefest of notes to assure me that I would always be a welcome guest at Hanbury Hall, even confirming that her husband is of the same mind. And she stated that I would be welcome under any circumstances whatsoever. I can only think that it was that part of the letter that she did not want my husband to see; for I think it is clear that she intends me to see her home as a place of refuge in difficult times. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was so touched by such kindness from a stranger that I must admit I almost wept. I had to blink hard, at any rate, for I felt so emotional. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I should have realized on the night that her assertion that I might consider her a friend was a genuine one. I daresay I am luckier than I realize at times, am I not? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, I should be very glad if you write back to me. I know we shall be seeing each other on Thursday, but still, I look forward to hearing from you. Our letters feel like conversation to me, and it is very fortifying. But I understand that you might be busy, my dear, and you know that I would never want to put any pressure upon you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There, I have already rambled on for too long, have I not? If I continue, there will be nothing left to say to you on Thursday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Take very good care, my dear Ariadne, until I see you again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love, 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    With her letter finished and carefully sealed, Eliza made her way out of the drawing room, now rather dull in the pale light of the late afternoon, to find the butler and ask that her letter be taken down to the post. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as she came out of the drawing-room, she almost collided with her husband who seemed intent on making his way in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, forgive me,” she said with an instinct of self-preservation that was still riding high. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She tried to smile, even though she could not look at him without thinking of his cruel, humiliating words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I ought to have given more attention to where I was going,” he said, and she thought he seemed a little quiet, crestfallen almost. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was just going to find the butler.” She looked at the letter in her hand by way of explanation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A letter? Is it to your mother?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is to my friend, Ariadne. I had just wanted to remind her of our engagement on Thursday.” She smiled with as much warmth as she could manage, not wanting him to enquire any further about the letter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was already regretting not stowing it in her pocket the moment she saw him, especially when she thought of the contents within. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If, in a mood of irrationality which she knew him capable of now, he tore it from her grip and chose to read it, there would be nothing that she could do to stop him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And with such mentions of his own behaviour, their private business, and especially her new-found friendship with his attorney, the result would be absolutely disastrous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza felt suddenly nervous, her palms beginning to perspire, and an unwelcome warmth brightening her cheeks. She only hoped that Augustus, who still seemed a little unsteady and unwell, would not notice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite well, Augustus?” Eliza said with a tone of concern that she hoped he would not recognize as forced. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was determined to change the subject, to take his mind off the letter in her hand which seemed to have drawn his attention and made him a little vague as he stared at it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am well,” he said and finally looked up at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, you look a little pale,” she went on, determined in her self-preservation. “When I am seeing the butler, would you like me to have some tea sent up?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that would be very nice. And nicer still if you would join me, my dear.” He gave a brittle smile that was part resigned and part embarrassed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not for the first time, Eliza felt a little sorry for him. Even though he had behaved despicably, perhaps Daniel Winchester was right. Perhaps he was not so much a bad man as a man who had behaved badly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And believing herself to see embarrassment and regret on his face now, she wished that the whole thing had never happened, not only for her sake but for his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps he had continued to drink these last days not only as a way of curing the sickness which came with unwanted sobriety but perhaps as a way of forgetting his own shameful outburst. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said with a bright smile that was almost genuine, given the sweeping sensation of relief with regards to the letter in her hand. “Well, I will be no more than a few minutes, and I shall join you, Augustus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said and smiled before turning to slowly make his way into the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she watched him go, Eliza thought he walked as if every joint in his body was stiff. He seemed somehow unbending, and she wondered if he was truly ill. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A part of her wished that she would cease to feel sorry for him. But a larger part of her knew that it was her pity, her mercy even that would keep her human. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She wandered slowly away herself, her mind racing as she made her way below stairs. Her feelings seemed to run in one direction before stopping altogether and turning to run in another, and it was an aspect she was finding most confusing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    One moment she despised her husband and the next she felt sadness and a great sense of pity for him. And then she would miss Miles terribly, wishing that she had him back in her life and all the happiness he had given her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But in the next moment, she would remember his final words, how much he had disappointed her, and her feelings would be off on a path to anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then there was Daniel Winchester. She knew that there were feelings somewhere in her heart that ought to be faced, but not knowing what they might be, she found she was a little too afraid to inspect them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, as was becoming her custom of late, Eliza decided to think of none of it, to free her mind from the constant whirring, and to concentrate on the mundane and the every day. At least for now, at any rate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13  
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time a maid came in with a tray laden with tea, bread-and-butter, and cakes, the Duke of Lytton had already poured himself a small measure of brandy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had distinctly asked for plenty of food to be sent with the tea as a means of fortifying Augustus, settling his stomach perhaps and making him feel a little healthier. Foolishly, she had thought that such a thing would stay his hand and stop him reaching for the decanter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But still, he had only poured himself a very small measure, and she could do no more than let herself believe that he had only done so as a means of quelling the illness that came as the liquor began to leave his system. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she had only ever known him to indulge himself entirely, Eliza was sure that Augustus had not been quite such a heavy drinker when she had first arrived at Lytton Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not help wondering if his disappointed expectations in their marriage had something to do with it. Perhaps he had faced the reality that a young bride was never going to truly love him. But was that enough to see a man take to drink the way he was doing? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza busied herself pouring tea for them both and setting out small plates. She set his tea on the table at the side of his armchair next to the decanter of brandy and the now empty glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you like bread-and-butter or cake? Or perhaps you would like both, Augustus?” she said and was surprised to hear her own hopeful tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just bread-and-butter, please,” he said with an expression that suggested food was the very last thing he wanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There,” she said with a smile as she handed him his plate with two pieces of thickly buttered bread. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said and again gave her a smile that looked a little rueful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had not given the cook any particular instructions for this evening, Augustus, so I hope you do not mind taking potluck at dinnertime?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not mind,” he said quietly. “In fact, I am not very hungry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you are unwell, Augustus, for I am sure that I know you to have a very healthy appetite.” Eliza hoped that by appearing to care for him she could keep his temper on an even keel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst he looked as if he did not have an ounce of shout in him, she realized now that she was afraid of the man. She had not expected his outburst at dinner, and so she knew that she could never fully trust the mood he appeared to be in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only she could keep him drinking tea and eating bread-and-butter, perhaps he would not take another drink that afternoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I am a little unwell, Eliza. I know I have felt better, at any rate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would it be wise to call out the physician?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am sure that I will recover in a day or two.” He raised one of the pieces of bread and butter to his mouth but then returned it to the plate without biting it. He looked over at her and was suddenly very serious and intent. “I think I have been feeling unwell for a little while. Perhaps it has put me in bad humour, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said quietly as her emotions suddenly changed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst she felt sorry for him in his embarrassment, she could not believe that he would expect such an excuse to suffice as an apology. After everything he had said to her, after the way he had acted so cruelly, so ungentlemanly, did he really think that to blame his physical malady would be enough? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you realize that I did not mean to speak to you in such a fashion in front of our guests.” He was still studying her, and she began to feel uncomfortable. “I should not have given into my illness in such a way.” And still, there was no apology, just a very poor excuse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, Eliza would rather he had never mentioned it again at all, not even in an attempt to make things right. For in doing so, he had made her feel much worse somehow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as if she did not even warrant a thorough apology and worse still, he was staring at her as if he fully expected her to tell him that he need not think of it, that there was nothing to forgive. She knew she would never do that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said again, not knowing how else to go on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You see, do you?” he said as he narrowed his gaze. “And what do you see?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see just as you have said, Augustus. That you felt unwell and were in poor humour. I see that you did not, as you have just said, intend to speak to me so roughly in public.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that is all you see?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is what I see, Augustus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I note that you do not forgive me,” he said and reached out for the brandy decanter, pouring himself a very large serving. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that I have said nothing to give you offence, Augustus.” Eliza was absolutely determined not to forgive him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly her fury was back, and she could have stamped on her own foot for feeling a moment’s pity for this dreadful man. He was a coward of the first-order, one who could not take responsibility for his own behaviour, his own actions, and one who was certainly not man enough to apologize properly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have apologized to you, and you do not even have the good grace to accept it,” he said after draining the entire glass and reaching out to pour himself another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza could feel her panic rising, knowing that she should not goad him with her refusal to forgive him but feeling her humiliation as keenly as she had felt it on that evening at the dinner table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt hot and sick and wondered how it was that she could feel fear and anger all at once and not know which one of them should take the lead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have explained your behaviour, Augustus … you have not apologized for it,” Eliza said and was surprised that her voice was so steady. “But I did not ask you for an apology, and I did not expect one. I had just hoped that we could sit together and take tea without any upset. Beyond that, I have no expectations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder if you have higher expectations of me than I have come to have of you, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, whatever expectations I had of you in the days before our marriage, surely they are all blown away now, are they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot think what I have done to upset you, Augustus. I have enquired after your health and willingly chosen to spend time with you. How can that possibly make you angry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because you have not done so willingly, Eliza. You have done so to appease me and nothing more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And in my position, Sir, what would you do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In my position, what would you do? If you had been spoken to so roughly … if you had been made to feel afraid and told that you might not speak your mind because that would be belligerent, what would you do? Would you not seek to appease and do anything in your power to keep peace in this house?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You act as if I have done something so terrible to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you act as if you have not,” she said and glared at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have told you before that I will not be spoken to in this manner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet you ask questions of me that you expect to be answered. I am answering you truthfully, and that is all. I am doing what you ask, am I not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think that your father really ought to have told me beforehand how very clever you think yourself, Eliza. But let me tell you, clever women never do well in this life unless they do what they can to hide it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said, not wanting to argue with him any further, not wanting to risk making things worse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But her response only angered him further, and she could see it immediately. Her heart began to pound, and she knew that this was not going to end well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The only thing that would have worked was her complete supplication, her full and gracious acceptance of his apology, whether she truly accepted it or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, any attempt to appease him would anger him as much as any attempt to speak her mind. Eliza realized that she had walked headlong into a situation in which she could not win, and she was certain that she had perversely done so knowingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you utter the words I see once more, Eliza, so help me God I will strike you,” he said and furiously gulped down another glass of brandy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would beg that you do not do that, Sir. I am very sorry for offending you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet you do not look sorry, Eliza. You look as cold and as aloof as you always look.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot help the way I look, Augustus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think you can. You are so determined to be against me, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have done nothing to you, Augustus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you have done nothing for me, have you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had thought that I had done everything a wife was expected to do, truly I had.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, you spend time in my company, you listen to my conversation and respond, you lay at my side at night. But you make it very clear, albeit silently, that you despise me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not despise you,” she said and could do nothing to make the sentence sound true. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that is why you have failed to conceive? If your heart is not in it, I daresay it has done something to halt the natural process.” He stared at her, and she could think of nothing to say. “Yes, that will be why!” He spoke a little louder and seemed momentarily pleased to have alighted upon such an idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will have to try to think and feel a little differently, Eliza, if you are ever to be even vaguely satisfactory as a wife. Perhaps you need a little more time to concentrate your efforts on the thing, rather than continually writing letters and going out to play bridge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I go but once a week, Augustus.” Her throat felt tight as she began to feel her tiny freedoms about to be ripped from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet you find the need to write in between to that friend of yours. You are giving too much energy away, Eliza, and I will not have it. There will be no more bridge, no more going out to see your friend, and no more letters. It is time you concentrated your efforts on your duties here. It is time you took responsibility for your failure to provide me with an heir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My failure? My failure?” Eliza could hear her voice rising with anger, and she knew that she was playing the most dangerous game of all. And yet she could not stop. If she was to lose Ariadne too, she was to lose everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her old life, her home, her family, her beloved Miles, and now Ariadne. It was far too much. “I am not the one who sleeps through every night so soundly after too much liquor, am I? I am not the one who makes himself unhealthy, unfit in every way. I have done everything you have asked of me, even though I can truly tell you that it gave me no pleasure. And why would it, Augustus? Your expectations of me were too high, you were right. How could you think that you would bring a young woman into your home and have her be happy about it? I had a life, Augustus, I had a man of my own age I was set to marry, and yet you think that I should be thrilled to lie in your bed. Well I am not, and I make no apology for it. And as for my failure, you would do well to look at yourself, for I cannot think that you will ever father a child whilst your greatest love in this life is that decanter!” By the time she had finished, Eliza was shouting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke stared at her throughout, his eyes wide and his mouth agape as if he could not quite believe what he was hearing. But Eliza knew that his senses would soon come back to him, and he would not sit static for very long. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have never, in all my days, heard any woman speak that way to a man. How dare you suggest that I am not fit to father a child? How dare you insult me in such a way in my own home? I was right to tear you down at the dinner table; you are fit for nothing else. But I will not put up with any more of this; I will not have you indulging your own haughty ways for another minute.” Finally, he began to rise to his feet, and Eliza knew that she could not stay there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If she hesitated for a moment, he would be upon her, and there was no telling how far he would go. And so she was off and running as fast as her legs would carry her, tearing out through the drawing-room door and hurtling her way along the corridor outside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was too afraid to look back and see if her husband followed her, and so she just kept running and running. She turned this way and that and very quickly realized that she was, once again, entirely lost. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She silently cursed Lytton Hall for its size and complexity. She would rather live in a tiny cottage of two rooms than spend another night under that enormous roof. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After some minutes, Eliza thought that she had likely doubled back on herself in some way and was suddenly in fear that she would come face-to-face with the Duke. She paused for a moment to catch her breath and turned to look behind her. She listened intently, but there was no sound, and so she stood still as a statue and wondered what on earth she would do next. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just when she thought she could not be any more afraid, a hand seemed to come from nowhere and grip her upper arm firmly before pulling her into one of the rooms and closing the door behind her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel had been just about to call an end to his working day when he heard the sound of running footsteps outside the door of his study. He sat back in his chair and stared thoughtfully at the door as if he could see through it if he tried hard enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time he had risen to his feet and opened the door a little to peer out, there was no sign of anybody. Perhaps it had been one of the servants, and yet why on earth would they be running? Why on earth would anybody be running through the corridors of Lytton Hall? 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, he sat back down again, and yet he knew he felt a sense of disquiet as if there was something to be concerned about. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had barely a few minutes to think about it before he heard the sounds of those same running footsteps returning, seemingly coming back from the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This time he got to his feet quickly and made his way to the door. He listened intently, and although the footsteps had ceased, he could hear the sound of somebody breathing heavily outside, trying to catch their breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He opened the door a crack and peered out and could see Eliza, just feet away, with her back to him leaning forward slightly with her hands on her abdomen and her breath screeching in and out of the lungs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For just a moment, he stood and stared with no idea what he ought to do next. But in no time at all, he came back to his senses and very quickly realized that Eliza had surely been running from somebody, and it could only have been her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not wanting the Duke to finally find her if he really was in such a state that she had taken to her heels, he quietly stepped out of the room, reached out and took her arm, and quickly pulled her into the study and closed the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her nerves must have been so rankled, her sensitivity so heightened, that she filled her lungs to scream the moment he touched her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he pulled her into the room quickly and held out a hand in front of her face to beg her to remain silent. Whilst he had heard no sign of the Duke in pursuit, a scream would certainly have provided a greater chance of Eliza being discovered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is alright, you are safe. Please do not scream, Your Grace,” he said firmly as he stood in front of her, gripping her shoulders lightly to steady her. “Just take a few deep breaths.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst her face was ashen, there were two bright spots of colour in her cheeks which spoke of fear and exertion. Her breathing was ragged, and he could see that she was in shock. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s right, just breathe slowly. You are safe; you must trust me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness, I thought he would kill me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “His Grace? Was it he who chased you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know if he gave chase in the end or if he remained in the drawing room. But I knew that if I did not run from him, he would most certainly have hurt me if not worse.” She was still trembling, and he could feel it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What on earth happened?” This time, Daniel did not care that he was overstepping the mark. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I said too much. I argued back, and I fear I have sealed my own fate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Argued back?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I can hardly think straight, but Augustus made the most pathetic attempt at an apology for his behaviour the other evening at dinner. So pathetic, in fact, that it was not really an apology at all. I did not outrightly refuse it, but I did not accept it either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And he grew angry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He began to, but I made things so much worse. My own pride would not let me sit there and have him take away every single right that was once mine without saying a word. “She paused and continued to breathe deeply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You see, he has forbidden me to leave Lytton Hall again. I am not to see Ariadne anymore, nor even write to her. And when he blamed me again for there being no sign of an heir for him, I turned it back on him, and I told him that the failure was his own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes as if remembering all that she had said, and he could see the deepest regret on her face. “I said things I should not have said. They were things that I meant with every fibre of my being, but I should have had more sense than to say them. I have done this to myself; I have only myself to blame.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is only one person to blame; you must not look at yourself for this. And I daresay it was foolhardy to accuse your husband of such a failure, but given his behaviour of late, you cannot be blamed for it. He has pushed you too far.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, he has, but I have nowhere to run to. I realized that the moment I set off along these dreadful corridors that seem to lead to nowhere. I was so lost, Mr Winchester, I could not tell in which direction I was heading in the end. How glad I am that you found me when you did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute,” he said and tipped his head to one side listening intently. “I can hear footsteps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness, he has come for me,” she said and began to tremble so violently that Daniel feared she would collapse altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will keep you safe; I will not let him hurt you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are such a good man, Mr Winchester. This is not the first time you have made me feel safe. But I cannot let you do this, in truth, I cannot,” she said and turned as if to make her way from the room. “I must face him sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then let it be later,” Daniel said and increased his grip on her, pulling her towards him a little. “Let it be when the drink has worn off, and he is better in control of his senses.” With a sudden idea in mind, he began to usher her through the study. “But for now, you must simply hide.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But where?” she said, and he could sense her panic rising again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but you must crouch under the desk. It is the only way; he will not be able to see you at all from the door,” he said, and as she stood staring mutely at the space he indicated, Daniel gently began to push her, urging her to hide herself sooner rather than later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as she was hidden away, Daniel sat down again and drew his chair as close to the desk as he could safely manage without colliding with her. He lifted one of the papers he had been studying and tried to look as natural as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel strained to listen and could hear the footsteps going this way and that and doors opening and closing loudly. The Duke was mounting a very extensive search and would likely do so until he tired of it, and sick with drink, take himself off to his chamber to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Augustus Tate had become the very worst expression of himself, and Daniel knew that he did not have a single shred of respect left for the man he had once thought well of. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shuffling and slamming outside and the wait for the Duke to make his way into Daniel’s study was dreadful, and he could sense the toll it was taking on Eliza as she crouched fearfully under his desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What sort of man could have his wife so terrified that this was her only course of action? What an appalling, vile way to behave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Daniel was beginning to work himself up into anger, the door flew open, and there stood the Duke of Lytton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace?” Daniel said, tilting his head to one side in question and doing a very reasonable job of believable surprise. “Is everything alright?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has she come this way?” the Duke said in a slur. “Well, has she?” he went on when Daniel stared at him nonplussed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon, your Grace, but who?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duchess. I am looking for her, you see, and I cannot find her anywhere.” As he spoke, spittle flew from his mouth and clung to his chin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel stared at him wordlessly for a moment, wondering how it was that Augustus Tate could have let his standards go so very badly. He was never a fine figure of a man, and it was true to say that his previous standards had not been particularly high. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as Daniel looked at him now, all he could see was a sad shell of a man, a fat drunk whose waistcoat was only partially buttoned over an immense belly, whose shirtsleeves were no longer white but stained with spilled brandy and God alone knew what else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His face was redder than Daniel had ever seen it, and he assumed it to be not only the drink but the man’s own fury and exertion. Although it was clear that he had not run as Eliza had, the Duke had moved at a speed he was unlikely to have moved at for some time. For a moment, Daniel could not help but harbour a secret wish that the man would drop to the floor, his heart giving way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though he knew that such a wish was wrong, he could find no way in his heart to take it back. The Duke had treated his wife appallingly, and he did not deserve any mercy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If she has come this way, Your Grace, I have not heard her.” Daniel was surprised at how sincere he sounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, perhaps she will come this way soon. If she does, you must bring her to me.” As he spoke, the Duke’s head lolled a little to the side, and he appeared to be suddenly exhausted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Daniel said brightly, giving no hint that he saw anything amiss in the Duke’s request. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you must bring her to me, do you understand? Do not simply tell her to come and find me or that I am looking for her; bring her to me in the drawing room,” he said and roughly wiped his wet mouth with the back of his grubby sleeve. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Daniel repeated, fighting an urge to come around the table and give the vile old man the beating he so richly deserved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What fortitude Eliza had shown until now, and how little Daniel had seen it. As he regarded the Duke, he saw what Eliza saw. That such a young, perfect woman should be confronted with that day upon day was an offence and that was certain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, very good. Very good, carry on,” the Duke said and looked vague, sick, and drunk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He left the room without bothering to close the door behind him, and Daniel sat where he was silently until he could no longer hear the dragging footsteps. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He rose to his feet once again and hastened to the door, peering out to see that the Duke had disappeared out of sight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are safe to come out now, Your Grace. And you must forgive me for leaving you there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive you? Goodness me, but you have saved my life, I am sure of it.” She said, and he could feel as he helped her up that she was trembling more than ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No doubt she had thought herself about to be discovered at any moment, and yet she had done everything to stay silent in her hiding place and keep her breath as steady and as noiseless as possible. She really was the most courageous young woman Daniel had ever met. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, let me help you into this seat,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But no sooner had he spoken than she pitched forward a little and fell against him. Instinctively, he wrapped an arm around her to steady her, but she suddenly dropped her head onto his chest and tried to get her breathing steady once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not want to move her; he did not want to try to seat her, not just then. He wanted to hold her, to comfort her, to feel her in his arms. As he wrapped his other arm around her and held her close, she did not resist at all. Rather she continued to lean against him, even as the trembling began to cease. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After several silent minutes, Eliza finally began to straighten up. He released her, but not entirely, keeping his hands protectively on her upper arm in case she should fall again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he could see that she had gathered herself, that she had fought for control of her emotions once again and was almost winning. But still, he kept hold of her, albeit lightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr Winchester,” she said with quiet dignity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to thank me for, nothing at all,” he said, and for a moment the two of them simply looked into one another’s eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Irresistibly, Daniel began to lean forward, feeling certain that he could not fight the sudden urge to kiss her. But as he continued to regard those beautiful golden-brown eyes, he knew that he could not do it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She was afraid and vulnerable, and he would not take advantage of that. If he did, he thought he would be no better than the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, he cleared his throat and helped her into the seat he had vacated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will be quite safe here, I promise,” he began and realized that his voice was hoarse. “I will quietly make my way to the drawing room and peer inside to see what state he is in. He looked so drunk, so exhausted, that I think he must surely be asleep very soon. But you wait here, and if you hear footsteps, take caution and hide yourself again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will, I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I will return to you soon as I can. Believe me, I shall not leave you alone. I will keep you safe, whatever happens.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr Winchester. I shall never be able to tell you how grateful I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled at her before turning to leave. As he slowly walked along the corridors of Lytton Hall, Daniel wondered how on earth he would ever extricate himself from that place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day when Daniel could find no sign of her in the morning room, he began to fear the worst. If only he had not let her stay there, but what else could he have done? 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he had returned to Eliza after his search for the Duke, she was her old self again, composed, dignified, and self-contained. There was no hint of the trembling or the fear, or at least it had been replaced with determination and resolve. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he had told her that her husband was passed out cold on one of the couches in the drawing room, she had smiled with relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had besieged her to pack a bag for the evening so that he might deliver her to either her friend Ariadne or Lady Hanbury, that kind and steadfast woman who seemed to have taken a great interest in the young Duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He would even have taken her to his own home, although he knew that such a foolish act would help nobody, least of all Eliza. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she had been adamant that she would not go. Now that her husband was in a dead sleep, she had somehow convinced herself that everything would be well when he awoke. Daniel could not believe the same himself and urged her to reconsider. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Eliza had told him that if the Duke made his way to his chamber later that night and she was not there, it might very well excite his anger once again. She would try to behave as normal, to say nothing, then perhaps he might calm down and be contrite, just as he had been prior to her antagonizing him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was nothing that Daniel could do to convince her otherwise, and it was clear to him that she had made up her mind in the time he had been gone from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For himself, Daniel had hardly slept a wink all night. He was torn between his anger at a man who could terrorize his wife in such a way and regret that he had not been firm in his determination to remove her from the premises for her own safety. He should have insisted; he should have brooked no argument. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the whole thing was so impossible, all of it. He was, after all, just her husband’s attorney, an employee of the Duchy. And yet he had declared himself to be her friend, and she had been glad of it. But what good would any of this do him in the end? He knew he had fallen for her and fallen for her with such speed that he was already without hope of recovering from it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet he knew he could not stay there at Lytton Hall, working there day after day, in hopes of spending a few minutes with her here and there. She was married; she would never be his, and yet he could not stop thinking in those terms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But could he leave her now? The Duke had become so unpredictable that her safety was not even guaranteed. He was sure, however, that she would never speak to the Duke with such accusations again and had no doubt learned that lesson, albeit one that she should never have been presented with. After all, none of this was her fault. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But even if Eliza did what she could to manipulate her husband’s good mood, his drinking and his ego would not stop him from saying such spiteful things, and now that he had determined that Eliza could not leave the hall, surely, she would be more isolated than ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What sort of friend would Daniel be if he thought only of his growing client list and left her to her fate? 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only there was a simple answer to it all – if only he had never allowed his feelings to develop in such a way. Then he might have stayed easily, he might even have been able to befriend her and help her without the hindrance of other feelings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel stepped out through the French windows and onto the terrace and stared out across the lawn. He wanted to look for her, to search Lytton Hall from top to bottom until he set eyes on her and knew that she was truly safe. But where would he begin? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel took a deep breath and strode out across the lawn, almost marching as he went, his eyes fixed upon the woodland in the distance. He hated the feeling of having his hands tied, of being unable to take any action that would benefit either him or Eliza. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the first time in his life that Daniel did not know what to do, and that knowledge was making him agitated, angry even. But years of calmness had taught him that anger was no sensible standpoint from which to think, and so he continued to march and march, determined to keep walking through the woodland until he returned to his old self. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Eliza made it into the morning room, she already realized she was too late to see Daniel. She hastened to the French windows and saw him disappearing into the distance, speeding towards the woodland. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She needed to speak him, to show him that she was safe, and if she was going to do so, she would need to do it now whilst her husband was still fast asleep in his bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Choosing not to waste any time or draw attention to herself, Eliza stepped out through the French windows and began to hurry after him without either bonnet or cloak. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She hastily looked around before she set off across the lawn, and seeing no sign of anybody, nor any face at any window, she began to hurry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could hardly think of how she had escaped Augustus and been saved by Daniel Winchester without her heartbeat quickening and her breath growing ragged once more. It still filled her with fear when she thought of how close she had come to harm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she had hardly slept a wink all night, laying terrified in the bed as she wondered if her husband would ever wake up and make his way from the drawing room to his own chamber.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But she was sure that she had chosen the right course of action. When Daniel had suggested she go to Lady Hanbury, she had almost given in. How nice it would be to be comforted by that wonderful, warm woman, somebody who truly understood what sort of life Eliza was leading, even though she had witnessed so little of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But that would surely have to be a last resort, a move she could only make when she truly feared for her life. For there would be no easy way of coming back to Lytton Hall afterwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Knowing her husband’s ego as she was coming to, if he thought that she had told anybody of his behaviour, Lady Hanbury included, his temper would be wilder than ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All she could do was keep quiet, behave as if nothing had changed, and hope for the best. In truth, she was hoping that her husband would sober a little and come to feel some of that shame that he had clearly felt for his first bout of appalling behaviour. She was sure that that was the only thing which could put life back on an even keel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Eliza had darted into the woodland, she held onto her gown, lifting the hem a little as she broke into a run. She needed to find Daniel, speak to him, and hurry away again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was already risking a great deal by seeking to speak to him away from the house. Although Augustus had looked dead to the world, she could not guarantee that he would not awaken. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had, in the end, climbed into bed beside her in the early hours of the morning. She could hardly breathe for fear, but his snoring, which began almost immediately, was enough to tell her that she was at least safe until morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had risen to silently tiptoe into her own dressing room, Augustus had stirred, and opening one eye, had regarded her without any emotion at all. Eliza had stood frozen to the spot for a moment, looking back at him fearfully. But the eye soon closed, and she wondered if he had truly awoken at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she finally caught a glimpse of the back of Daniel Winchester, she slowed a little. She was out of breath and knew that she would soon catch up with him even if she did not run. And, within a matter of moments, he turned to see who was walking behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank God,” he said and looked so relieved that she thought for a moment he would embrace her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he did not, he just smiled and kept himself still. As he stared at her, she was reminded of how he had looked into her eyes the day before, and she was reminded of how certain she had been that he would kiss her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But in the hours which had passed since, and with so many other worries in her heart, Eliza convinced herself that she had been mistaken. It would do her no good to contemplate such a thing, not even out of idle curiosity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester, I must speak with you,” she began to speak in a hurry, conscious of the need for haste. “But I must first thank you for your kindness yesterday. I could not have managed at all had you not been there, and I am truly grateful for your protection.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not think of it, Your Grace,” he said and seemed to relax. “Everything was alright last night?” He raised his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was quite safe.” She smiled reassuringly. “And he is still asleep, so I can only hope that he sleeps well and sobers, at least then he might be able to think a little more rationally. But I am safe, I thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What will you do now?” he said and shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will try to go on much as before, only this time I will be careful not to poke an angry bear with a sharp stick.” She laughed and was pleased when he did the same. “However much I might want to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is the wisest thing, I think, although I suspect it is not truly just.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is not just. But I must be sensible and not allow my pride to rule my head as I have done. I shall just take a little convincing that it is a gift to myself and not to my husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever it takes to keep you safe, that is the most important thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I shall bear that in mind in future.” She smiled at him and suddenly remembered how it had felt to be in his arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had felt safe with him before, almost inexplicably safe, but that instinct had been true. He had declared that he would do anything to keep her safe at that moment, and she knew that had the Duke walked in and found her there, Daniel would have defended her absolutely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she could not spiral into such thinking; she could not allow the attraction that was deepening every time she saw him. It just would not do; it would not help. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may come to me any time you need, Your Grace,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, thank you so much. And when you have done so much for me already, I am embarrassed to ask you to do yet one more thing,” she said and bit her bottom lip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may ask anything of me,” he said, his fair hair looking silver in the dappled sunlight that forced its way through the thick foliage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was an immaculate man, so tall and broad and well-tailored. She could never imagine Daniel Winchester with filthy shirtsleeves and buttons missing from his waistcoat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could never imagine his skin red and roughened from too much strong liquor nor his eyes watery and rheumy as they struggled to focus, fighting against the insobriety of the rest of his body. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Daniel Winchester was a man who was in control of himself whereas her husband was not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I realize it is a dreadful imposition, but would you be so kind as to take this to the post?” she said and pulled a crumpled letter from the pocket of her gown. “I would not normally ask you to do such a thing, but I do not think that I can trust any of my husband’s staff to do it. And since I am no longer allowed to leave myself, I cannot do it either.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, you may ask me any time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it will only be this once, for I simply needed to inform dear Ariadne that I will not be at bridge on Thursday, nor any other Thursday. I did not want her to worry, you see. Even though I have given her the rough circumstances, if I do not appear at all, I rather fear that she would make her way out to Lytton Hall to see me, and I would not put her through that. Not when I cannot guarantee that the Duke will behave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall see that it is posted today,” he said and smiled at her sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must continue to see me as a friend,” he said with sudden urgency. “I would not like to think that you have nobody to confide in now that the Duke has forced you to sever your ties with the outside world. You must not allow yourself to be completely isolated, not as you did the last time. You need not hide from me in the library.” He smiled to lighten the moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are my friend, Mr Winchester, and I thank God for that. And I shall not hide from you again, I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But now I must leave you. I have already risked too much time and do not know how I will explain myself if I am caught going back into the house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. I shall continue to walk through the woods, just in case.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, you understand my situation so very well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Take good care,” he said with such gentleness that she felt that strange draw once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a nod, she turned to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she did not run from the woods, Eliza certainly made haste. She could not imagine that Augustus would be awake yet, but she could not risk it either. The nearer she drew to the edge of the woods, the better she began to feel. She would be back inside the morning room in a matter of minutes, and then she could relax. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But out of the corner of her eye, she caught a movement some distance away. Eliza stood stock still for a moment and looked intently until she saw what she was sure was the figure of a person darting away into the cover of the dense foliage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was suddenly gripped with panic but knew that she must discover the identity of the person. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, they might not have been watching her, but why else would somebody be out in the woodland in the middle of the day? Surely Augustus was not yet fit enough to have walked so far and to move with such speed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But if one of the household staff was about to give her away, Eliza at least wanted to know which of them it would be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She quickened her own pace until she broke into a run, veering off the path and heading in the direction she had last seen movement. But when she reached that place, the foliage was so thick that she could see very little in front of her. And the undergrowth slowed her down terribly until she finally reached a clearing and was able to move at speed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But by the time she had reached the edge of the woodland and looked out across the lawns, she could see no sign of anybody. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She walked smartly across the lawn, her eyes narrowed, and her focus absolute. And it was then that she saw somebody disappearing down the side of the house, somebody heading towards the servants’ entrance. And, seeing the billowing of a dark gown, she knew that somebody was a woman. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had been unable to settle to anything for the rest of the day. She had tried and tried to draw the image of the fleeing woman to mind so that she might decide upon her identity, but it was no good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Most of the female staff wore dark gowns, and she could not find a way to move forward. Except that she was almost certain that she had not seen the brilliant white apron ties at the back and thought it could not be one of the maids of all works.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But a lady’s maid would not wear a white apron, would she? She would just wear her dark gown for the most part unless she was dealing with her mistress’ laundry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she had been at the Hall for some months now, it was true to say that she did not know many of the household staff by name. Not because she had any objection herself, it just did not seem to be the way Lytton Hall was run. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There had been no sign of Augustus in the main part of the house all day, not even when dinner was served. Making her way into the dining room and seeing a place setting for just one, she realized that the Duke must have informed the housekeeper that he would not be coming down for dinner. Perhaps he would have a tray sent to the chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So much seemed to be uncertain, and as she looked down at a full plate of food, she knew she could not eat – she realized she still did not know what reception she would get from her husband when they finally came face-to-face properly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was aware of the footman standing awkwardly in the corner of the room ready to attend her should she need him. She would have given anything to simply dismiss him, but she did not want to draw any more attention to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, she had already come to somebody’s attention in that house, and she was beginning to feel certain that she knew exactly who that might be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally giving up on her meal, Eliza decided that she would make her way to bed early. She did not want to spend more time than she had to with Augustus, but she needed to have a few minutes with her maid to decide whether it was Nella West who had spied on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, with a feeling of dread, she slowly made her way up the stairs as if she were taking the final steps up to the gallows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was tempting, at that moment, to feel sorry for herself again. It was tempting to mourn the loss of the life she had once had, the love she had once been sure had radiated from Miles Gainsborough’s heart into her own, and the certainty that her future would be whatever she wanted it to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But self-pity would not help her now. If Eliza was going to survive this world, she would need more than an air of detachment and a perpetual feeling of angry injustice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was true that those feelings had not yet run their course, but Eliza knew that it was time to replace them with something more practical. She would, instead, choose to be alert, to be watchful. She really would make a study of the people around her until she knew exactly who she could trust, and more importantly, exactly who she could not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza walked quietly into the chamber and could see that Augustus had barely attempted the meal that sat on a tray on a small table at the side of the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was nothing more than a great lump under the bed linens, and all she could see of him were the sparse tufts of faded red hair that clung to the back of his head. She stood still for a moment to regard him, waiting for him to turn around. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But it seemed that he had not heard her at all, and was more likely than not, asleep again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so she hurried on into her dressing room and closed the door behind her. She pulled the bell firmly for her maid to be sent up to her and waited. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as a sense of nervousness began to creep over her, Eliza squashed it. She would not cower before one of the staff; it simply would not do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In no time at all, Nella West appeared, a tight smile on her face as always as she immediately set about laying out her mistress’ nightgown. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has been a very fine day today, has it not, Nella?” Eliza said, knowing that she must begin somewhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very fine indeed, Your Grace,” Nella said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you have managed to enjoy some of it and not been cooped up the whole day, my dear,” Eliza went on and could see by the look on her maid’s face that her conversation was being taken as anything other than casual. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nella West was not very much older than Eliza herself at perhaps five and twenty. She was a very small woman, not much taller than a child, with small hands and a face that would have been pretty did she not look so perpetually dissatisfied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was true that Nella had never been anything but polite, but Eliza had come to mistrust her lack of warmth after so many attempts to show her kindness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And in her heart, Eliza was absolutely certain now that it was Nella West who had watched her in the woods. But why? What could she possibly gain from it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not mind where I work, Your Grace. Inside or outside, it is as good to me,” the maid said evasively. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is only that I rather thought I saw you out by the woods. Did you take a little walk today?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do hope that I did not do anything wrong in taking some exercise, Your Grace. I did not think that you would need me for a while, and once I’d finished my mending work on one of your gowns, I thought that nobody would mind if I took a little fresh air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course nobody would mind, my dear,” Eliza said and did not believe her maid’s attempt at innocence for a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even as Eliza sat at her dressing table and allowed Nella to un-pin and brush her hair, she studied her face in the reflection in the mirror. Nella’s hair was almost jet black and her skin very pale. Her eyes were fiercely blue and stood out brightly, almost disconcertingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Much less than looking crestfallen or as if she had just been dealt a small injustice, Nella West simply looked cold and expressionless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It struck Eliza that her maid was not at all a nervous woman. It did not bother her if a great silence opened up and it appeared she found no need to try to fill it with small talk.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She realized then that that was why she had found the young woman so difficult to warm to, however much she had tried. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she was predominantly blank in her expression, Eliza wondered if the fierce-eyed little maid did not despise her just a little. But what on earth had she done to deserve such a thing? She was sure that she had only ever been polite to Nella and had never made excessive demands of her in terms of her dress and her hair.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as she was aware, Eliza had always shown pleasure and gratitude for her work, so the idea that she was disliked seemed a little unjust. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Eliza had been about to feel sorry for herself again, she drew in her breath. What did she care if the tiny, disagreeable young woman did not like her? She was here to do a job, and if she did not like it, there were other houses she could work in. Eliza was not going to dance around her any longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, why did you follow me into the woods?” Eliza said suddenly, hoping to take Nella West off guard. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I went into the woods, Your Grace. But I only went for a walk; I did not follow you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It seems rather too coincidental to me that you and I be in there at the same time.” Eliza could feel herself wavering a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nella West was very sure of herself, delivering her lines with quiet confidence and a certain amount of superiority. For an awful moment, Eliza wondered if she were not being just a little over-sensitive herself. Something about Nella’s flat delivery made Eliza feel a little ridiculous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid I have no answer, Your Grace. I cannot imagine why you think I would follow you.” There was something condescending in the maid’s tone that put Eliza back on her feet again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it was the way you ran from me when I saw you. I made haste, my dear, and so I am perfectly well aware that you would have needed to run to make it to the servants’ entrance by the time I broke out of the woods.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nella simply gave a small smile and said nothing as she continued to twist her mistress’ hair into a tight, neat plait. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot say that I think very much of your behaviour, Nella. I am the mistress in this house, and I do not care to be followed. If I choose to take a walk in the afternoon, I am perfectly at liberty to do so. I do not like spies, and you would do well to remember it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I cannot say that I think very much of a woman who chooses to disrespect her husband with one of his employees.” Nella continued to work on her hair, looking up only once into the mirror to hold Eliza’s gaze firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Eliza said, her mouth dropping open; she was absolutely horrified. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You went to meet Mr Winchester,” Nella said, and everything seemed to be upside down suddenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza felt as if she were the one being chastised, playing the part of the maid to Nella’s mistress. It was clear to her then that Nella West had gone into the woods with intent.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not simply gone out for a walk and happened to see her mistress talking to Daniel Winchester. She was too bold for something so simple, and Eliza began to realize that far from ever making that young woman her friend, she had very likely only ever been her foe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But why? To what end? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I spoke with Mr Winchester for nothing more than to ask him to complete a little bit of business for me. He is an attorney after all, and my business was rather urgent,” Eliza said and was proud of the way she had regained her composure. “Not that I should feel any need to explain myself to my maid,” she added for good measure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say, Your Grace.” Nella’s determined politeness was beginning to irritate Eliza. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How dare you speak to me like that?” Eliza got to her feet and snatched the brush out of her maid’s hand. “Perhaps we would do better apart, Nella. Perhaps you would prefer to return to your job as a maid of all works? I am sure that there are many other young maids, hardworking women, in this house who would jump at the opportunity to be a lady’s maid instead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must do what you think right, Your Grace.” Nella fixed her with those dreadful little blue eyes, eyes that Eliza had never realized were so unsettling before. “And I must do what I think is right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Meaning what, exactly?” The hair on the back of Eliza’s neck stood up, and she realized immediately that she was being issued with a threat, an ultimatum. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As much as you might feel the need to return me to my old duties, I might feel the need to seek out His Grace and speak to him about my concerns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You vile little creature,” Eliza spat angrily. “What right have you to interfere in my life in any way and come up with your own, evil little assumptions? You have simply kept your eye on the main chance in hopes of finding something that you know you can twist quite successfully in your favour. I will never trust you again, Nella. You may have won this time, but I shall watch you very closely in future,” Eliza said unconvincingly, knowing it was nothing more than an empty threat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, she felt like a tiger without teeth. Angry, vehement, and utterly useless. Was there nobody in this dreadful house that she could trust beyond Daniel Winchester? And, knowing that things would go very badly for them both if this hateful little maid kept her word and approached the Duke, Eliza began to seriously fear the loss of the only friend she had left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may leave me now; I will finish getting myself ready for bed,” Eliza said and felt utterly defeated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you will ring the bell for me in the morning, Your Grace?” Nella asked in a sweet and sickly tone that made Eliza despise her all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will ring the bell for you in the morning.” Eliza sighed and turned her back, not turning around again until she heard the maid leave and close the door behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she opened the door to her chamber and peered in at the sleeping body of her husband, Eliza wondered if life could possibly get any worse than it was at that moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong, Nella?” Eliza asked crisply some days later when her maid was putting up her hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing is wrong, Your Grace. I just wanted to fix this piece of hair a little more firmly; it seems to keep coming loose. But not to worry, I shall put some more pins in it.” Nella smiled her customary tight little smile before turning her full attention back upon her mistress’ hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as if nothing had happened, as if nothing had changed between them. From the very first morning after Nella’s shocking confrontation, Eliza could see no sign that the two of them had crossed swords at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On her easier days, Eliza began to wonder if it had ever happened. But on the other days, the vast majority of her days, Eliza knew that this small, self-contained woman was capable of absolutely anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza’s first instinct had been to discuss the whole thing with Daniel Winchester. After all, it affected him as much as it affected her. And to be forewarned was to be forearmed surely. But every time she thought to seek him out, something stopped her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza knew that she had formed a most unusual relationship with her husband’s attorney, and despite the fact that it was as innocent as the day was long, it was still something that would not be easy to explain to anybody else. Well, not to her husband, at any rate. And apparently not to one of the household staff either. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not for the first time, Eliza spent a large part of her day in the dreary old library of Lytton Hall. As much as she had wanted to retreat to the morning room, that sunny, welcoming space, she knew she could not risk it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza could not be found there with Daniel Winchester for she knew that it would do neither of them any good. And with Nella as sneaky and shrewd as she appeared to be, Eliza began to wonder if she already knew of their almost daily meetings in the morning room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Either way, Eliza did not want to find herself in a trap of her own making, and so she determined to keep to the library for now and not give Nella West any ammunition against her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There, Your Grace, your hair is finished,” Nella said politely, appreciatively surveying her own handiwork. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Nella,” Eliza said and smiled with false warmth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps, if she did not mention the thing again, it would simply disappear from her maid’s mind. And if she remained as warm and as friendly as ever, perhaps Nella would change her mind about the whole thing and realize that her mistress spoke the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza knew that she was burying her head in the sand with such comforting thoughts, but she was already certain her maid knew that there was nothing to report concerning her friendship with Daniel Winchester. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She needed to be ready for whatever it was that Nella West wanted, for her cynical, sensible self told her that it would be coming. If it was simple loyalty to her master, Nella would have already sought an audience with the Duke and told him all about it. No, this was self-interest and nothing more, and Eliza knew that she would have to be ready for the day when Nella’s demand showed itself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will there be anything else, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, thank you, Nella,” Eliza said with another full smile that almost hurt her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well.” Nella curtsied primly and disappeared from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Eliza left her dressing room and made her way back into the chamber she ordinarily shared with her husband. But the Duke was not currently there, having chosen to spend the last two evenings in another chamber altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had said very little to her since the day he had chased her through the corridors of Lytton Hall. Certainly, he had never mentioned the incident at all, although Eliza thought that it was his poor state of health which stopped him rather than any rational thought that had overcome him in the days since. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had spoken to her for long enough to suggest that his current malady might well keep her awake through the night. Initially, Eliza had been a little taken aback by his seeming selflessness until he said that he could not stretch out comfortably with her there either. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But whether it was selflessness or selfishness, Eliza cared little. She was grateful for the opportunity to lie in her bed without her husband laying next to her, snoring and smelling of stale brandy, tobacco, and any one of a dozen other odours she could not identify. It was a relief, and she would make the most of it as long as it lasted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, Eliza knew that it would not do to leave her husband languishing in a room without visiting him at all. And when it came to the Duke of Lytton, it was not even duty which would lead her to enquire after his well-being, but rather it was self-preservation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She needed everything that had passed between them on that dreadful day to be forgotten if she was to have any hope of a little peace in her life. It was clear that happiness was going to evade her, but after the dreadful events of that awful argument, Eliza was still in a frame of mind where simple safety would do just as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had decided to visit her husband before she went down to take her breakfast. That way she would have it over with and could relax a little and eat properly for once, not having to give in to uncertainty or nerves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood outside the door to the chamber where he lay and took a deep breath. She hoped that he was not asleep for she wanted him to acknowledge her effort, her presence. But if he was asleep, she would not want to wake him, not given the unpredictability of his every mood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza tapped lightly on the door and immediately began to open it. She stepped in noiselessly, closed the door behind her before turning to look at him in the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Augustus was lying on his back, his immense, hard belly jutting up from the crisp white bed sheets like an iceberg rising from the ocean. His mouth was open, and as if to confirm her worst fears, he was snoring and clearly asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Undeterred, Eliza continued to move silently into the room, stopping only at his bedside. When he still did not murmur, she gently sat herself down on the edge of his bed. The movement was only slight, but it was enough to wake him from his slumber. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” he said through lips which appeared to be somewhat puffy and darker than normal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He blinked rapidly as if trying to focus on a world he no longer understood, and Eliza stared at him for a moment and realized that she had never seen him look quite as unwell as he did at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was true that he had never been easily described as a fine figure of a man at any time throughout their marriage, but now he truly looked ill, and Eliza felt that old, unwelcome stab of pity as she looked down at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Augustus, I did not mean to wake you,” Eliza said and forgave herself the little lie. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here, Eliza?” he spoke breathlessly as if he had just undertaken some rigorous physical activity and stopped only to speak to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see you have not yet been delivered any breakfast, Augustus. Are you hungry?” Eliza wanted to keep the conversation out of the argumentative and so decided not to try to appease him with an answer to his question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I could not eat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But could you not manage some tea? Or even just a little water?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps just some water,” he said in a tone of voice that reminded her a little of her father when she had been just a girl and he had been appeasing her over some matter or other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza reached out to the bedside table and lifted the water jug, pouring a little into the glass which stood next to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you sit up?” she said, knowing that she could not tip the water down his throat as he lay prone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think so,” he said and tried to lever himself up on arms that were too tired to hold him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With an inward shudder, Eliza realized that she would have to help him. Reaching across him, she took two large feather pillows from the other side of the bed and set them against the headboard behind him. She then wrapped her arms around his chest, wedging them firmly under his arms before pulling him up to sitting with all her might. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was surprised both by the sheer weight of the man and by her ability to move him. She must surely be stronger than she had imagined. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Augustus settled back into the pillows she had propped up around him, Eliza reached for the half-full glass and sat down on the edge of his bed again. He reached for the glass, and she was relieved that he had at least the strength to do that. If he had not, she would have felt a terrible sense of duty that she should stay with him all day and see to his every need. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But if he needed nothing more than to be handed things and moved a little, the maids would manage without her. However much pity she felt for him at that moment, Eliza did not forget how he had treated her and how frightened she had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Augustus only took a few sips of the water before letting out a great sigh, dropping his head back onto the pillows, and holding out the glass for her to take from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that is enough? Your colour is not good, Augustus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is all I want,” he said with some exasperation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you are sure that you could not manage a little something to eat if only bread-and-butter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I told you before, I do not want anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Eliza said and was careful to keep her own tone from a tendency towards waspishness. “But I think, perhaps, the physician ought to be sent for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, what do you care, Eliza?” he said and turned his head slowly to look at her, not raising up from the pillows at all. “What do you care if I live or die? I do not understand why you are here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am here, Augustus because you are clearly unwell,” she said and realized there was a small amount of truth in that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you have come to gloat, my dear. After all, I am the one who has slouched away from the marital bed. You very likely think that your accusations of my failure are absolutely right now. After all, here I lay, and now you have your proof.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand that you do not know me very well, Augustus, but I am not given to acts of such spite under any circumstances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not? I would be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am very well aware of that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have already answered that question,” Eliza said with a sigh. “And I would much rather avoid any conversation between us that will end in an argument. Not only do I think you are too ill for such things, but I have had enough of it. I do not want any more of that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does that mean that you will try a little harder in the future?” he said and stared at her with eyes so pale they looked washed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have already tried, Augustus. It is just that you have failed to see it,” she said and felt her anger being prodded once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even as he lay there in such a state, and even as she had come to him to try to help despite his unreasonable treatment of her in the past, still he wanted to be right. He had identified with his position and was determined to defend it no matter what. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we shall just have to see.” He attempted a shrug but even that seemed like too much effort for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, as to the physician, may I send for him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not want Dr Ellis pacing around this room reminding me that I eat too much, and I drink too much. That will not make me feel better; that will make me feel worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There might be something that he can give you, a tonic or a draught.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is only one thing that seems to cure this ill, my dear, and it is not something that Dr Ellis provides.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is only a temporary measure when one seeks to cure oneself with another drink, Augustus,” Eliza said and kept her tone as neutral as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would seek to lecture me on my habits?” She could not read his mood from his tone of voice, and yet there was something in his eyes which made her feel fearful once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not seek to do that, Augustus. I am just aware that it is not a cure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you will not run downstairs and bring me the decanter?” He was eyeing her with curious intensity, and she was left wondering if there was any possible way she could answer that question that would please him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If she ran to get the decanter, she would be gladly helping him to make himself worse. And if she did not get it, she would be defying him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Augustus, I will not bring you the decanter. I will ring the bell for you if you wish and you may demand that one of the maids bring it for you. But I will not help you make yourself sick.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not? You would be done with me then, would you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you think that of me?” Eliza kept her tone gentle, remembering how her husband did not like to be argued with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think from everything you said the other day it is clear that you despise me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then think of everything that you said to me before that day, Augustus. If either one of us made our dislike known first, it was you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are angry because I blamed you for not yet being with child.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I am angry; it is not a part of life for which people should apportion blame. And I include myself in that,” she said and realized that she meant it.

“I know that I should not have said to you the things I said the other day, for it is not right to speak to one another in such a way. But at the risk of sounding like a petulant child, it all began with you. You have blamed and blamed, and you have humiliated me, and I struck back. I did not choose to strike back at you, it overtook me, and I could not stop it. But now is not the time for this, is it? Can we not forget any idea of blame and simply get on with the matter of living?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I think that would be best,” he said and turned his head away from her as if he could not look her in the eye whilst he agreed with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well,” she said and patted the back of his hand before hurriedly rising to her feet. “Well, I am going to have some tea and bread-and-butter sent up anyway, just in case you think you might be able to manage a little something. And perhaps I will call in a little later to see if you have changed your mind about Dr Ellis.” He turned back to look at her, his face both repulsive and pitiful, and she did her best to smile at him reassuringly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and she nodded before turning to leave the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the Duke in his sick bed and making none of his usual demands, Daniel was free to spend a little time in the study he kept in his own home in town. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was awaiting the arrival of Adrian Fitzmaurice, a wealthy man of industry who had made it known he was looking for a new attorney to deal with his affairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the last few days, not having seen anything of Eliza, Daniel had quietly decided to go ahead with his plans to increase his list of private clients and start to turn his attention towards his own future. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as Daniel was aware, there was nothing of note to keep Eliza out of the morning room. When they had spoken in the woods, they had certainly parted on good terms, and just by dint of the fact that she had asked him to post her letter to her friend, Daniel had felt them as much allies as ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst he was sure that he had done nothing to change that, he could hardly imagine that the Duke had either. After so many weeks of indulgence the likes of which even the Duke of Lytton had never risen to before, he hardly thought the man was in any fit state to cause his wife too many problems. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, as he had heard it from the butler, the Duke had not come downstairs for days on end. Surely it would be easier than ever before for Eliza and Daniel to have a few minutes conversation in private. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a groan, Daniel rose from his seat behind the heavy oak desk and crossed his study to peer out of the window. He lived in a nice part of town, a very wealthy street, and he always gained a little satisfaction from looking out onto his surroundings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His townhouse was large and well-appointed for a single man living on his own, and he even maintained a small household staff of a housekeeper, a maid of all works, and a houseboy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel knew he had much to be satisfied with and yet, of late, he had felt himself to be more discontented than he had ever been in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew, of course, that he had let his imagination run away with him more than once regarding Eliza Tate. How often he forgot that she was the Duchess, a married woman, unavailable to all but her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet his mood seemed to swing wildly, one moment common sense taking over and telling him that he must build his life away from the Duchy and forget her, and in the next moment, his heart telling him he could not leave her there alone to suffer at the hands of a man who had finally shown himself to be a drunken brute. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel checked his pocket watch and turned back into the room. It would be at least another twenty minutes before his potential client arrived. It would do no good to have his housekeeper set up a tea tray now; the whole thing would be cold and useless by the time Fitzmaurice arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as he was thinking that he would have to find some way to spend his waiting time, other than thinking about Eliza, there was a tap on his study door and his wonderful housekeeper, Mrs Arklow, popped her head around it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, my guest has arrived, Mrs Arklow?” Daniel said brightly, pleased that he could get on with his afternoon without losing himself in further thoughts of Eliza. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Mr Fitzmaurice is not yet here, Sir.” Mrs Arklow stepped into the room, her ageing face and rotund figure always something of a comfort to Daniel. “There is a young lady to see you, Mr Winchester. I did tell her that you had a client coming soon, but she said that it was urgent, and it would only take a few minutes.” She winced and raised her eyebrows in question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, Mrs Arklow, show her in,” he said and felt a sudden, ridiculous hope that it was Eliza herself. “By the way, who is it?” he whispered hurriedly before his housekeeper disappeared to collect his guest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a Miss West, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel did not respond; he simply nodded. He was certain that he did not know a Miss West, or at least he could not place her if he did. But when his housekeeper showed in the small, dark little woman, he recognized her immediately as Eliza’s lady’s maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss West,” Daniel said a little uncertainly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His mind began to race with possibilities as he wondered why on earth Eliza’s maid would have come out of Lytton Hall and down into the town to see him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No doubt Eliza had sent her on some mission, and he began to nurse the hope that she would want to see him after so many days separation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr Winchester.” She gave him a brittle smile and fixed him with bright, fierce blue eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what can I do for you today?” He smiled at her and waved his hand to indicate that she should sit down in the chair opposite his desk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said as she settled herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Miss West, I do not wish to hurry you, but I have a client due in a matter of minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, your housekeeper said as much, Mr Winchester. And so, I shall get straight to the point.” There was something clipped in her manner, something that he had never heard in any other maid before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no hint of the customary deference, the shy, self-conscious mode of speaking. Instead, Nella West seemed to be a very forthright young woman, and something about her demeanour unsettled him a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said and nodded as if to hurry her along. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem surprised to see me, Mr Winchester, so I can only assume that the Duchess of Lytton has not spoken to you about the conversation I had with her some days ago,” she began in a surprisingly bold voice for one so small. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything about her was so dainty, almost like a little porcelain doll, and Daniel had quite expected her to speak with the voice of a child. But to hear her speak with the voice of a woman, and a very confident one at that, upended him somewhat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her Grace has not mentioned anything about a conversation. But I cannot imagine why she would discuss such a thing with me. It is not her custom to tell me every little detail of what passes between herself and her maid.” Daniel shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am surprised, given that the two of you seem to be so very close.” She stared at him intently, and he realized that she was trying to gauge his reaction to her comment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he saw the faintest of smiles cross her lips, he realized that he must have given her at least some satisfaction in his response. And why would he not? Her words had all but turned him upside down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Why on earth would she suggest that there was any closeness between the Duchess and himself? And how would she know it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without speaking, Daniel studied Nella West for a moment. She was smoothing out the black fabric of her austere maid’s gown in an unconcerned, almost bored manner. It was as if she was waiting for him to catch up somehow, and something about her conduct annoyed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what you wish to convey with such a declaration, Miss West, I strongly suggest that you explain yourself immediately.” Ordinarily, Daniel would never have used such a tone on anybody, least of all a servant of his employer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, although she had said very little yet, Daniel felt curiously exposed, as if every detail of his heart had been opened up and laid bare before this woman so that she might inspect it. He knew, of course, that it was ridiculous, and yet he still suffered a hunted sense that he did not like at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nella West was a young woman, not very much older than Eliza herself, and yet she suddenly appeared to him like a force to be reckoned with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I have discussed with my mistress, I have witnessed the two of you together and am more than prepared to seek an audience with His Grace and tell him of my concerns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what concerns could you possibly have? Seeing two people under the same roof hardly constitutes an intrigue of any kind. I cannot begin to imagine what it is you hope to gain from this, young lady, but I would urge you to be cautious. As much as you might choose to seek an audience with His Grace, you must remember that I have his ear already, not to mention his trust, whereas it would be unlikely that he would even know your name.” He regretted his last comment, for Daniel had never been a pompous man under any circumstances. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet he knew that he must make his position decidedly clear. He needed her to fear him, and he knew it. “And so, I do not rate your chances very highly being believed in this little tale of yours. You are overreaching, Miss West, and I believe you know that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester, I am not talking about a simple conversation, an accidental crossing of paths of two people under one roof. I am talking about the clandestine meeting between the Duchess of Lytton and her husband’s attorney in the woods. Now I think that would take a little more explaining to His Grace than you think, even for a man who has his ear, as you put it.” She gave him a brief and very self-satisfied smile before her pale face returned to its ordinary, unreadable expression. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel was aware that his mouth had opened a little and yet no sound came out. He felt as if he had been pushed from the edge of a tall cliff and was falling through the air, his arms flailing as he tried uselessly to grab anything that might save him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you witnessed nothing more than a little bit of business. Her Grace had asked me to see to a small matter for her, a matter that I do not intend to explain to her maid.” Although his voice had retained its authoritative quality, he could see in her eyes that she did not believe it; she already knew herself to have won. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you really care to put it to the test, Mr Winchester?” she said and continued to smooth out the black fabric of her gown. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Presumably you want something, Miss West. People of your kind always do.” He knew it would not do him well to insult her, and yet he could not help it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My kind?” she said and stared at him blankly. “Oh, you mean poor? Hardworking?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not mean that. I mean devious and sly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, very well.” She shrugged. “And yes, I do want something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that is?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What you have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” he said and looked around his study in a confused manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want a different sort of life, Mr Winchester. You see, I do not enjoy my work for a minute. I am good at it, yes, but it means nothing to me. I am tired of seeing to people who do not have the sense or the backbone to see to themselves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you want money?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Mr Winchester, I do not want money,” she said and shook her head vehemently, almost as if she had been offended by his suggestion. “As I said before, I want a different sort of life. I want a life in a fine house. Not a grand hall like Lytton, you understand, but a very respectable house like this one.” She looked speculatively around the room. “Obviously I have not seen the rest of it, but I daresay it is as well presented as the rooms I have already seen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You want to live in my house?” Daniel said incredulously. “Miss West, I already have a housekeeper and a maid, I do not need any more staff.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I have no intention of working for you, Mr Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then how is it you think you might live in this house and not work here? It is not a boarding house, young lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not want it to be a temporary arrangement. I want this to be my home.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how on earth do you think such a thing is to be achieved?” Daniel could feel the hair on the back of his neck standing up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something very wrong with this woman; he was certain of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want a respectable life in a respectable home with a respectable husband,” she said, marking off each of her demands on the fingers of one of her tiny hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You want what?” Daniel said, utterly dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Surely this strange little woman was not demanding that he marry her? He could not possibly have that right; it made no sense. If she asked him for money, that would have been more like it. But this was so unusual, so unexpected even in the conversation they were having that he could not believe it to be true. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not so out of the ordinary for a man of your class to marry somebody in my class. I am educated enough, as you can tell, and I would do a very fine job as your wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I know nothing about you, Miss West. And what I have seen of you so far, what you have shown me of yourself today, would mark you out as a woman I would never consider marrying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you will lose your position at Lytton Hall,” she said with confidence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So be it, Miss West. I have other clients and will easily find more. I will not be threatened by you, young lady. I most certainly will not, under any circumstances, marry you. The idea is simply absurd.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I was wrong, Mr Winchester, forgive me. You are not in love with the Duchess at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which is what I have already told you,” he said and wondered where this new turn in the conversation was leading. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had never imagined that you would turn your back on her and leave her to her fate. After all, her husband chased her through the house for simply insulting him verbally. What on earth do you think he will do to her when the details of her adultery are disclosed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The full impact of her threat hit him like a boulder. He leaned back in his chair and gripped its arms, looking down to see his knuckles turning white.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When he heard Nella West’s light, cynical laughter, he knew that she was perfectly well aware of his feelings for the Duchess of Lytton. But how on earth could she be? How had she seen that part of him, the very thing that even Eliza herself had not perceived? 
 
      
 
      
 
    But then she seemed to know enough of the discord between the Duke and Duchess that it was clear she was of the type who made it her business to find out about the lives of others, the sort of woman who would eavesdrop and creep about the place unnoticed. A little devil and nothing more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not an unreasonable woman, Mr Winchester,” Nella said and began to rise to her feet as she unfastened then re-tied the ribbons of her bonnet “I do not expect your answer immediately; I realize you have lots to think about. But please do not think about it for too long, Mr Winchester. It would help neither you nor Her Grace for you to do so.” And with that, Nella West performed an elaborate, almost sarcastic, curtsy before turning to show herself out of his study. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel did not move for some minutes. He simply sat in his chair and wondered what on earth had just happened. It was all so bizarre, and it was clear to him that as bright and sharp as she appeared to be, there was something important, something fundamental, missing from that young woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And that something, he thought, made that tiny creature more dangerous than he could ever have imagined. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a night spent entirely without sleep, Daniel made his way out to Lytton Hall very early the next morning. He went directly to his study and remained there for more than an hour, waiting for any sign that the Duke had improved in health and had made his way downstairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Daniel could do no more than pull the bell rope for tea and ask the maid who attended him how her master was faring. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid His Grace still keeps to his bed, Mr Winchester. I have not seen him myself, Sir, but the maid who attends him thinks one minute that he is getting better and the next that he is getting worse. But he will not have the physician sent for, Sir, and so we are all very worried.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see, thank you,” he said and nodded gravely, marvelling at the fact that he and the maid could both put on such a good show of being desperately concerned for the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will there be anything else, Sir?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, thank you,” he said and smiled at the maid before releasing her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, the Duke was still upstairs in bed and very much out of the way. He knew he must speak to Eliza at the earliest opportunity, but he would have to do so with extreme caution. Even with the Duke in bed, it was clear that Nella West’s capabilities could not be underestimated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel already realized that Eliza had once again kept out of his way on purpose, although he knew well that it was very likely the fear of the influence the maid might have upon her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thinking it very unlikely that she would return to the morning room and risk Nella West knowing of it all, Daniel remembered that the last time she had sought to keep away from him, she had done so by spending her time in the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, he would make his way there and wait for her. It was early yet, and with luck, Nella West would still be attending to her duties. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was that Daniel left his study and hastened through the corridors of Lytton Hall until he found himself outside the library. He opened the door a little without knocking and peered in. Seeing it empty, he stepped inside and hurriedly closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel made his way to the far corner of the room, away from the windows, and sat down. Anybody peering into the room would not immediately see him, Nella West included. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How that tiny woman had vexed him, and how he realized that, without even trying, she had outwitted him. Beyond himself, Nella West was the only person in the world who had any inkling of his feelings for the Duchess, and she had used those feelings against him to very great effect. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza’s visit to her husband that morning had been very brief. He had been in and out of sleep, and she had not been inclined to keep him awake. She had done her duty by him, and there was none who could say she had not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some days, that was all that mattered. On other days, she truly felt for him and wished that there was something more that she could do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But today was not such a day, and she was glad that he had been so drowsy and that she had been free of him after no more than a few minutes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, Eliza realized that she was doing nothing more than hurrying out of his room so that she might spend a long and lonely day in the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had begun to read a little out of desperation, but there was not a modern book in the place, and she was finding her occupation as tedious as simply sitting and staring into space. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only she could write to Ariadne once more, that would give her an occupation of some interest. And not only that, but she could beg that Ariadne at least send her a more interesting novel, a romance or something Gothic. Anything but the boring collection of essays and old plays on offer in her husband’s library. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If she had trusted any member of staff, Eliza would have written her letter to her friend whilst her husband was still in his sick bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But following all that had been revealed about Nella West, Eliza knew that it would be unwise in the extreme to trust any other member of staff. The only person she could trust was out of bounds to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as she knew the strong, steady Daniel Winchester would have her letter sent in secrecy, she could not risk seeking him out and giving Nella West anything further to use against her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, when she let herself into the library and headed for her customary seat, she almost screamed in surprise when she saw Daniel Winchester already seated in an armchair in the corner of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Mr Winchester, but you startled me dreadfully,” she said, the palm of her hand flat against her chest to steady the pounding of her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not mean to startle you, but I am afraid it was necessary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not understand, Mr Winchester; you cannot be seen to come into this room.” Eliza felt suddenly panic-stricken and wished that she had found some way to tell him all about Nella’s behaviour before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She would have to start at the beginning, and it would take too long. She simply did not have the time to go through every bit of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need have no fear; I have been in here for more than an hour. I was very careful on my approach, and I was certain that Nella West would still be very much engaged in her duties for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nella West? Then you know …?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know all of it, and very likely I know some that you are yet to hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza dropped down into the armchair nearest to him, feeling unsteady and not knowing if it was the stress of the last days or the shock of seeing him there which had rendered her a little unwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as she looked at him, she felt a strange sense of relief. He already knew everything that was worrying her, and as always, his presence was as a balm which smoothed over her disquiet and uncertainties. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought it best that I keep away from you, Mr Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that what you wanted?” he said, and she felt his question burrow deep into her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She thought for a moment, not really knowing how best to answer him, and so she simply stared at him for a few moments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His light blue eyes looked more ethereal than ever, and his fair hair had grown a little beyond its ordinary close-cut shortness, giving him a curiously carefree appearance despite the circumstances. He was, as always, immaculately turned out in a dark blue waistcoat and tailcoat with a brilliant white shirt and spotless clean breeches and black boots. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she looked at him, Eliza compared him, not for the first time, with the ageing, balding man who lay upstairs in his bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man who had not been properly washed for days and smelled so musty that she could barely keep her countenance straight as she had sat on the edge of his bed that morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In truth, all she had been able to do was feel grateful that she was not suffering at his side night after night. While she could not wish the man ill forever, she could not help her relief every time she climbed into that empty bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, and I would not have wished to offend you, Mr Winchester,” she said, thinking it the most sensible answer she could give him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am bound to admit that I feel more isolated than ever. So isolated, in fact, that I almost considered writing to my beloved Ariadne and asking one of the staff to post it. But, of course, I know I cannot trust any of them, and it will do me no good to write her anyway, for I cannot risk her writing back to me here at Lytton Hall.” She sighed, feeling the weight of that isolation once more. “But I daresay I am not isolated in this moment, Mr Winchester, and admit that I am very glad to see you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am very glad to see you, Your Grace,” he said in a low tone. “But I wish you had come to me the minute Nella West had made her approach to you. For I can only imagine she made her approach in as bold and brazen a fashion as she did to me in my own home yesterday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, she came to your house?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am easily found; that is true. I have a growing list of clients and have begun to see them in the study of my home again as I once did. But yes, she did appear in my own home to make her demand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She has made the demand? But she has made none of me, not yet. I have been terrified these last days waiting to hear it, knowing that it must surely come, and yet each day has passed with nothing, so much so that in the end, I began to believe I had imagined the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can quite believe it for she is a most unusual little woman,” he said, and Eliza realized that she already felt better. There was something so deep and resonant about his tone; he was such a capable, clever man. “And a very dangerous little woman at that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so, she threatened you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She most certainly did. She claims that if I do not accede to her request then she will seek an audience with the Duke, and I am bound to say that I believe her capable of doing just that. There is nothing about that woman which shrinks; there is no uncertainty and no lack of confidence at all. I truly believe that she would march up the stairs to the Duke’s very chamber and tell him whatever tale she chose without any hint of fear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe that myself.” Her mouth went dry as she recognized all her own perceptions of the woman which Daniel now gave voice to. “But what does she want from you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She wants me to propose marriage to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Propose marriage?” Eliza said and both hands flew up to her face. “Nella West wants you to marry her? For goodness sake, I could never have guessed that that was her plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was utterly amazed, it is true, and worse still that unsettling little creature saw it. And I truly think it amused her to see me so upended by her curious demand. She enjoyed it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As she has enjoyed attending me these last days, Mr Winchester. She is so strange. She acts as if nothing is different, taking the greatest care of my appearance as she has always done, and giving no hint that we ever had a cross word between us. I believe it is that, more than anything else, which frightens me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is something about that woman which unsettled me, I must admit. But I cannot remember when it was she came to Lytton Hall, nor do I know anything else about her. I am loath to question any of the staff for the very reasons that you would not ask them to pass a letter to your friend. I am not entirely sure which of them I might trust, and so I cannot find out anything about her as easily as I might otherwise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what is to be done?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, let me first tell you that I will not, under any circumstances, marry her,” Daniel said and smiled broadly for the first time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens, I would not expect it,” Eliza said and laughed, enjoying the feeling of respite for just a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I think there is more digging to be done, as it were. I intend to find out where that woman has come from and what her story is. There is clearly more to her than meets the eye, and I intend to discover it before she comes back to me for her answer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how long do you have?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no idea; she did not say. But I cannot think it will be long, and so I must get to work immediately.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you, Daniel, for I myself could think of nothing that could be done. And even if nothing can be done, at least I am not alone in all of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you are not alone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I still would not dare to venture into the morning room for a while. I cannot escape the feeling now that Nella West is watching me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” he said and nodded wisely. “If I have anything to report, I shall do as I have done today and sneak into the library here very early whilst I am still sure she is about her business.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But she could be anywhere now, Mr Winchester, so you must be very careful how you leave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” He nodded. “But if you would wish to write to your friend, then do so, and I shall return here tomorrow morning to take your letter from you. And you may give her this,” he said, taking a card from his breast pocket.

“It has my address on it. Your friend may write back to you at my address, and I will find a way to get her letters to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hardly know what to say, Mr Winchester. I cannot think that thank you even begins to cover it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not feel quite so isolated, Your Grace. And I shall ensure that your letters are absolutely secure, so you may speak to your friend as you wish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said, believing and trusting him entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I ought to leave you now,” he said and rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you would be so kind as to have a brief look outside to be sure that there is nobody there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dear Ariadne, 
 
      
 
      
 
    You must forgive me for writing to you daily, but I have never lived through such times as these. How I wish I could still see you and tell you all of this in person if only to see the look of incredulity upon your face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    These last days have seen so curious, unreal almost, and at times everything is so normal that I cannot believe I am in the middle of such intrigue. Nella West continues as always, never giving any hint of this dreadful business which lies between us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot imagine how it is she is able to behave as normally as ever she did, for I struggle every day in seeing her. I would give anything to be able to dismiss her from my presence and to take the services of another maid in the house, but I am already very clear of the consequences of such an action. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How nice it would be, though, never to see her again. She really is an unsettling creature, just as Mr Winchester says, and I still can hardly believe that she has made such a curious demand of him. I cannot think that she knows him well enough to be in love with him, but who can truly say what goes on in the heart and mind of a young woman such as Nella West? 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she is such a secretive creature who can clearly move around the house unnoticed that she might well have watched him in the past and developed some sort of infatuation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He is not without his attractions, although as I have said before they are not immediately apparent. But there really is something in his bearing that one cannot ignore, and once one is drawn in that way, his handsomeness finally shows itself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps a man of standing and bearing as Daniel Winchester really does provide a draw of some kind to my maid. Or perhaps she is just keeping an eye on the main chance, seizing an opportunity to have a different sort of life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I suppose, if she is a young woman of common sense, to ask for money alone is not a long-term plan of any kind. After all, she must surely realize that she could not ask for any amount from Daniel Winchester that would keep her for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But a marriage would, would it not? She would have that elevated status as the wife of a successful and accomplished attorney, not to mention what I am sure is a very fine home in town. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever his circumstances, they are undoubtedly preferable to a life spent fetching and carrying for the Duchess of Lytton. And yet she never shows any particular displeasure in seeing to my day-to-day needs. All in all, she is a most curious person, and I think I could study her for the rest of my days and never get to the bottom of who she truly is. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only I had another friend here, members of this household whom I could trust in the way I used to trust my father’s servants. As Daniel Winchester says, it would be a simple thing to gather their opinions of Nella West or any little knowledge they might have of her background. But it is not a thing to be risked, so I shall not waste too much time in discussing it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although we are both being very cautious, I have seen Mr Winchester almost every morning in the library for just a few minutes. I have the greatest hope that we are not being watched, for he has taken every care. He tells me that his enquiries are progressing, and it is clear that he is throwing all of his attention into this little problem at the moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He seems already to be making some headway and is currently investigating something of an anomaly in her work history which he thinks might be of interest to us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As tawdry as it seems, I daresay what we are both hoping for is to discover something in her past with which we can threaten her instead. I can hardly imagine myself a part of such a thing, and yet I know it is necessary, and when the time comes, I am certain that I can see it through without a hint of compunction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps I am becoming a little too used to the idea of people getting their just rewards. I would hope that it is not changing me as a person and yet, at the same time, I am certain that it can do no other. But I intend to survive, Ariadne, and I console myself that you would give me the very same advice were you standing before me now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I will be very pleased to have another letter from you, although you must be sure to continue to address them care of Mr Winchester at his home address. It is the safest way, and he easily managed to get your first letter to me without incident. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot help wondering where all of this is going to lead, and I wish that there were areas of my life in which there was at least a little certainty. It is not even certain that Augustus will keep to his bed for very much longer, for some days I think I see an improvement in his colour, and I find myself a little ashamed when I regret that improvement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My solitary nights have been a great relief to me, although I have not been able to enjoy them entirely as I might if I had not such a great weight of concern hovering around me. If only that dreadful maid had never seen me tearing off into the woodland to speak to Mr Winchester. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only she did not have such a mind as would turn an innocent event into something very different, for I am sure that she would be most convincing in my husband’s presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, if it were not for Nella West, I think that my own nerves would be greatly settled currently. I have, as I have mentioned to you before, been playing a very wise game in visiting my husband daily and enquiring, as genuinely as I can manage, after his health. And some days I truly am genuine in my concern, for I cannot help feeling sorry for him as he lays there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His need for strong liquor is clear, and since he has taken none for some time now, he shakes and shakes until he can no longer hold a glass to drink nor even a spoon with which to feed himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It is as if his entire body is objecting to the deprivation, and I am certain as I can be that as soon as he is well enough to be downstairs again, he will not be able to abstain as he has been forced to do in his illness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He still will not accept the presence of Dr Ellis, and I have stopped asking him. It is clear that he does not want to hear the man’s judgement of his mode of living, and I suppose, in his situation, I might feel the same. After all, the thing is done now, is it not? He has ruined his body with his excesses, and even if he chooses never to take another drop, I am sure that some of its effects would be irreversible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He is an appalling colour, a horrible mixture of grey and yellow. I cannot help thinking that the jaundice speaks volumes about his internal condition, and there are times I wonder if he will ever completely recover at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps he will never be well enough to move from that chamber and come downstairs again. Perhaps he will never be well enough to return to the chamber that we share. And how grateful I would be for that; may God forgive me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But I never asked to be here and never wanted this life. I did not want to spend my married years with anyone other than Miles Gainsborough, and so I am loath to entertain the guilt which tries to overwhelm me from time to time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps the only good thing to come of all my current concerns is the fact that it has distracted me from my old thoughts of Miles and the love we once shared. After all, my every waking moment seems to be taken up with thoughts of what will happen if the worst comes to the worst, and when I am not involved in such catastrophic thinking, I am devising ways in which I can defeat Nella West. But it is all to no avail, and it is exhausting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And when I do think of Miles from time to time, I realize that my feelings for him have not changed. I would give anything in this moment to go back, to have these last months erased from existence and to be the same young woman who walked hand-in-hand with her love and looked forward to the rest of her life with him. I cannot picture his handsome face, his thick dark hair, and those wonderful eyes, without being hit afresh with everything I have lost. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps that is why I divert myself constantly; I turn my back on the very thought of Miles as he turned his back on me in reality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But this perpetual diversion does nothing to free me from my bindings, and I wonder if I will ever be set free from my love for him, my want of him. I daresay that at some point I will need to face all of it, to truly sit down and feel my feelings in order to let them go finally. But I am afraid that there is so much of concern in my life currently that I do not have any spare strength with which to attempt it. And so, I must be subconsciously bound a little longer, must I not? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps I only maintain this bond for the fear of something else entirely. I am almost afraid to commit this to paper, but I cannot help admitting my growing feelings for Mr Winchester. I know that you will be rolling your eyes as you read this, my dear Ariadne, for why on earth would I add to my ever-lengthening list of problems by admitting such a complication. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And when I think of it, perhaps the closeness I feel for Mr Winchester is nothing more than my reliance upon him. He is currently my only link to the outside world, the only channel through which I might converse with you, my dear. And inside this house, he truly is my only friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps that is why I come to see him as more handsome each day; taller, broader, and stronger. Perhaps that is why I am loathe to let him go after the handful of minutes we spend in each other’s company every morning in the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In terms of a friend made physically manifest, he is all I have in the world at the moment, and I wonder if that is why I find myself thinking of him for the rest of the day, conjuring his face and his physicality every time our few minutes are up and he secretly makes his way out of the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But these are not things that I can dwell upon, are they? I have greater issues at hand, bigger fights to be fought and won, and I must put all my energy there, must I not? Daydreaming like a carefree girl will not serve me well, and I shall, instead, find a way to concentrate on what is coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With luck, I will have something greater to report to you when I write tomorrow, for I am sure that I shall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr Winchester has arranged to meet with an employer of Nella West, although there was not time enough this morning for him to give me much by way of detail. But I hope to be able to report the matter to you in full as soon as possible, and more than that, I can only hope that he finds something that can free us both from this nightmare. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My dear Ariadne, I hope that you remain well and do not grow tired of my constant complaints and the terrible drama of my life. I miss you more than I can say and wish that I at least had you to counsel me as once you did. But in the meantime, I must content myself with our letters and be grateful to have that much at least. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love, 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was so keen to hear what news Daniel might have that she had to fight against an urge to forego her breakfast entirely and make her way directly to the library where she knew he would be waiting.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But to do so would be to break her routine and draw suspicion to herself. Instead, she ate as normal, appearing as calm as ever she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had finished her breakfast, Eliza made her way demurely to the library, surreptitiously peering all around her. Feeling as if she was constantly being watched had become exhausting to her, and although she knew that Nella could not possibly follow her all the time, the idea that she had done so successfully in the past was never far from her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she finally reached the library and closed the door behind her, Eliza let go of the breath that she had not realized she had been holding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Daniel said and rose to his feet, tipping his head politely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mr Winchester,” she said and hurried to that far corner of the room where he had begun to sit by custom. “Forgive me for getting straight to the point, but how did your meeting proceed yesterday?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had hardly slept for wondering what, if anything, Daniel had been able to find out from Nella West’s previous employer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I said yesterday, I had managed to trace the household in which Nella West worked before coming here to Lytton Hall. Her employer was a Mrs Humphries, and her home is clear across the county from here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you had something of a journey to contend with yesterday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but it is a fortunate thing that the Duke is currently unwell. As uncharitable as that sounds, I could never have afforded this time if he was up and about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have thought the same thing myself, for all manner of reasons,” she said and smiled at her new admission. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anyway, when I asked Mrs Humphries if I might speak to her about Nella West, she did not seem entirely surprised. It was almost as if she had been expecting that somebody would, one day, come to her with such a question.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how long is it since Nella left Mrs Humphries’ establishment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has been more than two years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so that is how long she has worked for Augustus?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not entirely, there was a gap of two or three months in which I have no idea how she lived and how she spent her time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Eliza said, feeling a little excited by the idea that there was something to tell about the young woman who had caused her so many sleepless nights. “And how did Nella West get on with Mrs Humphries?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For the first two years, I understand that she was an excellent employee.” He shrugged. “I suppose just as she has been here. Anyway, that all changed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? What happened?” Eliza said urgently, willing him to continue. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “At first, I did not think that Mrs Humphries would tell me for she looked most uncomfortable. In the end, I had to give her a little idea of my own concerns before she would say anything. Anyway, it appears that Miss West treated Mrs Humphries in very much the same way she has treated you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She threatened her?” Eliza said, her eyes wide with interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She did indeed. She threatened to go to Mrs Humphries’ husband with the idea that there was some romantic intrigue between the lady of the house and the gardener.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens,” Eliza said aghast. “And what happened? Did Mrs Humphries have to pay her off?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It appears that is what Nella West demanded, but Mrs Humphries did not do it. Apparently, Mr Humphries is a very reasonable man, and his wife did not think that he would believe such a thing for a minute. In fact, Mrs Humphries went directly to him and told him exactly what their maid of all works had threatened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so Mr Humphries dismissed her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he dismissed her on the spot, throwing her out of his house without references.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then how on earth did she manage to get employment here? How could she go from a reasonably small establishment to Lytton Hall, the home of a Duke, without a very fine reference indeed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It appears she did have a reference from Mrs Humphries.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I thought you said her husband dismissed her without?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Mrs Humphries did not write any reference for Nella West.” He paused for a moment and ran a hand through his silvery blonde hair in a way which made Eliza hold her breath. “But a reference was sent here to the Duke’s housekeeper in Mrs Humphries’ name.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A forgery? Well, well I never,” Eliza said and smiled at him brilliantly. “But how does Mrs Humphries know of all this? Has she seen her since?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Mrs Humphries has never laid eyes on Nella West since Mr Humphries ejected her. But some months after she had seen her for the last time, Mrs Humphries received a letter from the Duke’s housekeeper, Mrs Norwood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what did Mrs Norwood have to say?” It was true to say that Eliza did not particularly warm to her husband’s housekeeper, and much as the rest of the staff, she did not trust her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She thanked Mrs Humphries kindly for such a fine reference and stated that Nella West was turning out to be every bit as industrious as her former employer had claimed her to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And did Mrs Humphries not write back to enquire after the circumstances? Did she not even tell Mrs Norwood that the reference must surely be a forgery?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In the end, she chose not to. In part, I think she was simply glad to have the young woman out of the way, clear across the county. She did say that she felt a little sorry for her, that she worried that the girl might need something so badly that she was prepared to stoop to blackmail for it when she had ordinarily been a very fine employee.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem a little sceptical, Mr Winchester,” Eliza said and was surprised that she was able to read his expression so well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She realized then that she had come to know Daniel Winchester bit by bit, that he was a very firm presence in her life, one she was growing very used to. It struck her for a moment that she could never have imagined such a friendship on that first day when he had regarded her so coldly in the chapel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She could never have believed then how much she would come to rely upon him. And nobody seeing how the two of them glowered at one another on that day could ever have hoped to successfully convince the Duke that there was a single fond feeling between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sceptical, Your Grace,” he said and nodded firmly. “There was something in Mrs Humphries’ manner which made me believe that she was glad to be rid of Nella West, relieved that she is now somebody else’s problem. In short, I think Mrs Humphries found herself a little afraid of that young woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so, she chose to simply forget all about it, to live out her life and hope she never saw or heard from her again,” Eliza said. “As much as I would like to be annoyed with her for her oversight, I cannot say that I entirely blame the woman. There is something about Nella West that is rather frightening. I think it is her extreme composure at all times, the fact that she never seems to be rattled by anything. It is almost as if she is not real, somehow. She is not quite human. I suppose that sounds ridiculous, but there it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I have perceived myself that there is something rather vital missing from Nella West. I do not know if it is a conscience or a soul, perhaps, but she is most certainly not like other people. And I daresay Mrs Humphries was right to fear her a little. I think it is true to say that there is no telling what she would do if driven to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But now we have something against her, Mr Winchester. I think we should confront her with it immediately and let her know that we have enough proof that she has attempted such a thing before and that my husband would never believe her. And you know what the Duke’s temper is, Mr Winchester. The minute he discovers that she is working in this house on the say-so of nothing more than a forged testimony as to her suitability, I am sure that he would throw her out without a reference too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I still think that we need to exercise a certain amount of caution.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why? We have everything we need. We have everything you searched for and more,” Eliza said and was suddenly keen to have the whole thing over and done with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a very long few weeks with the threat of Nella’s spurious exposure hanging over her, and Eliza had a sense of urgency, a feeling that she wanted to leave the library that minute, hunt down her little maid, and have it out with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At least then she could replace her with one of the other maids, and even if she did not expose her forgery and have her dismissed, at least she could reduce her own dealings with the woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If we are to threaten Nella West with the idea that we will tell the Duke everything, then we must be absolutely ready to tell him. I cannot help thinking that the minute we threaten her, she may become unpredictable. We need to have a very clear plan for how we will approach your husband, Your Grace, for we are not only dealing with one unreasonable person but two.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked down at his large hands as they rested in his lap before looking back up and straight into her eyes. “Forgive me for speaking so of your husband, but I do not think that now is the time for sensitivity. I can do no more than be completely honest in my assessment of the Duke, despite the fact that I know my words to be insulting. It is not my place to say these things, I know, but given the events of the last weeks, I think I must say them anyway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester, you have nothing to fear from me,” Eliza said and held his gaze as easily and steadily as he held hers. “I could not have managed my time here in this dreadful place without your friendship, and that is the truth. I realize that it is a little unconventional, and I very much doubt that there are many people in this world who would understand it, but I cannot help that. And if, in helping me, you must tell me things that you think I need to know, whatever they might be, then you must know yourself to be absolutely free to say them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said and nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was once again assailed with a very deep sense of attraction to him. There was something so strong and reassuring about him, that familiar feeling of safety that he had always provided even when they had not been particularly friends, that made her want to go to him, to reach for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The feeling was so sudden and so strong that she felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment, almost as if he had the ability to read her mind and her heart and know the secret feeling she held for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she was also very well aware that he had, once again, provided some means by which to rescue her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Whether it was to enquire after her welfare and discreetly keep her confidence when her feelings had been so disordered after the letter from her mother, or to hide her in his study and be utterly prepared to defend her if need be, he always seemed to be the person who ultimately solved any little crisis that came her way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew she could not rely on the feelings of excitement that came to her when she thought of him, for she knew how difficult life had been for her since coming to Lytton Hall and that those feelings could not be trusted. They were undoubtedly one set of feelings dressed up as another; relief and gratitude dressed up as attraction and the beginnings of love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And even if they were not feelings in disguise, what good could the true acknowledgement of them do either Eliza or Daniel? Eliza was a married woman, and that was all there was to it. She could never consider for a moment betraying the vows that she had made, even though she had made them under duress. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her life was truly unfortunate, she knew that, but it did not give her the right to reach out and snatch a passing pleasure. She could never be the woman that Nella West, with her nasty insinuations, had suggested that she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not only for her sake but for Daniel Winchester’s also. After all, he had been good and kind and stoic, and that would be no way to repay him, not really. He did not deserve to have his own feelings played with in such a fashion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And, of course, he had never given her any sign that he felt the same way. He was a gentleman, a truly strong man who would never leave her isolated and friendless. But that was it, that was all of it, and to dwell upon the subject a moment longer would be utterly fruitless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think we should do, Mr Winchester? You are a very sensible man, and I shall be entirely guided by your advice,” Eliza said and shook herself out of her silly, romantic notions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we should spend the next few days coming up with a form of words that we should use upon the Duke should the need to speak to him truly arise. We might even decide that we should go to him first before we even say a word to Nella West. But I cannot yet say what I think the best course of action to be, and I think there is something to be said for a little time and a little thought.” He straightened up in his seat, and Eliza knew the time for him to leave was drawing near. “And then, once we have decided upon that matter, I shall approach Nella West myself and speak to her about everything I have discovered. Perhaps we should give her the opportunity to take back her threat and live quietly in future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think she would?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, in truth my first instinct is that we should, in the end, make everything known about her and see to it that the Duke dismisses her. She is sly and untrustworthy, and I do not think that you will be able to rest easy as long as she resides under the same roof.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, both Eliza and Daniel were startled by the sound of footsteps outside the library. Daniel was the first on his feet, and he tore towards the door, ripping it open and looking out to see who was there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Eliza could already hear that the footsteps were running away, and she knew with certainty that her deceitful little maid had been listening at the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where did she go?” Eliza said, joining Daniel in the doorway and standing at his side breathless as if she had run for miles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was gone by the time I reached the door, Your Grace. I cannot tell which direction she went in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What should we do now? Should I run straight up to the Duke and tell him everything?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not before we have worked out what it is we ought to say,” Daniel said and laid a steadying hand on her shoulder. “I think we must first track down Nella herself and speak to her, reason with her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall go below stairs immediately and find her, Mr Winchester,” Eliza said and took a deep breath to steady herself and emulate a little of Daniel’s calm assuredness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should come with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, there will be enough raised eyebrows at the sight of me below stairs. You stay here, Mr Winchester, and I shall bring Nella back to the library.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said and did not look at all happy with the plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester, I will be quite alright, I promise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Eliza had reached the servants’ quarters, she was breathless and a little dishevelled. She had run all the way from the library, little caring how it looked to others. She needed to find that young woman before she took it upon herself to seek an audience with the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But what on earth they would say to her when they finally had her in the library she could not begin to imagine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace?” The cook was the first person she happened upon below stairs, and the poor woman looked at her with a mixture of shock and incredulity. “Is everything alright?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am searching for Nella West. Which way did she go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now?” The cook looked at her and shook her head. “Your Grace, I thought Nella was with you. Forgive me, but I have not seen her come this way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps she did not use this staircase,” Eliza said as much to herself as to the cook. “Perhaps she went around the side of the house and came in the other door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She might have, Your Grace, but I cannot see any sense in it. Why on earth should she run out of the front of the house only to run around to the side?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have to find her,” Eliza said with such firmness that the cook’s eyes opened wide. “I have to find her this minute.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then let me help you look for her,” the cook said and set off immediately through the lower level of Lytton Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst Eliza looked down corridors and into boot rooms, the servants’ dining area, drying rooms, and other such similar places, the cook ran off to the quarters where the servants slept to check Nella’s room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the two of them reconvened in the kitchen, the look on the cook’s face told Eliza immediately that there was no sign of the maid anywhere below stairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall I ask the others to go in search of her?” the cook said and looked as confused as she had been in the beginning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I will check outside myself. Thank you for your help, really,” Eliza said and nodded curtly before setting off to run again, tearing up the servants’ staircase and out through the main entrance hall. Just as she had been about to run out through the great door at the front of the house, she heard such a commotion coming from upstairs that she immediately realized where it was Nella West had run to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke was bellowing, and it was absolutely unmistakable, albeit that it was far louder than anything she had heard before. Even when he had chased her through the house intent on finding her and punishing her for her harsh words to him he had not shouted as he was doing at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was paralyzed for a moment, rooted to the spot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could hear the soothing tones of a woman and knew it to be Nella West feigning concern for her master as he allowed himself to become apoplectic with rage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza put a foot on the bottom step before she stopped herself. Could she really go up there and try to explain to him about the lies and the forgeries of her lady’s maid? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Would she manage to get anywhere at all with him or would he simply let his rage and irrationality overtake him as she had seen him do before? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Knowing full well that the last time he had been angry with her he would very likely have struck her had he caught her, Eliza retreated from the bottom of the stairs and ran through the house once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She careered through the corridors until she found herself back at the library. The door was already half open, and Daniel stood there expectantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you find her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not find her, Mr Winchester, but I know exactly where she is,” she said and began to shake uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She went to him?” Daniel said incredulously. “She went straight from the library to his very chamber without properly seeking an audience with him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is up there with him now, and he is furious, Mr Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have seen him? Surely you did not go up there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but I could hear it all from the bottom of the stairs. I have never heard him shout so, and I cannot help thinking that he is coming. As sick as he is, I think his rage will propel him down the stairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Try to steady yourself, Your Grace,” Daniel said and placed his hands on her shoulders, looking at her with such firm encouragement. “I think we should await him in the drawing room and be ready to receive him as calmly as possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is already beyond the point of reaching him, Mr Winchester, I am sure of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But we must face him nonetheless, and we must tell him everything we have learned.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But his rage,” Eliza said and felt as if she was trembling from head to foot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have nothing to fear. Whatever happens, whatever is said, I will not allow your husband to hurt you. He will not get past me. He will not find a way to you whilst I am in the room. And I will not leave you with him, not if there is no way to make him see sense. You must trust me.” His face was just inches from her. “Do you trust me?” His voice was low and calm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he looked at her, and she looked back at him, it was as if none of this was actually happening. She felt as if the rest of the world been halted for a moment as if it had stopped turning and only she and Daniel Winchester retained movement and speech. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I trust you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then we must make our way to the drawing room and wait for him there,” he said and gently took her arm to lead her away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza and Daniel waited in the drawing room for what felt like an interminable length of time. Although she felt safe with Daniel, although she knew that he would protect her no matter what, still she trembled and feared what would happen next. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel kept the door to the drawing room open and stood looking out, ready to usher in the Duke when he finally made his way downstairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here he comes now,” Daniel said in a hushed tone as he looked over his shoulder at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza could hardly believe how calm he looked, how unruffled he was by so much drama and uncertainty. She knew that she had never met anybody like Daniel Winchester in her life, and she foolishly wondered what he would have done had he been Miles Gainsborough presented with the same thorny problem that had turned her old love away from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pointlessly, she rather thought that Daniel Winchester would have remained stoic, would never have turned his back as Miles had done. But that was useless thinking, she was diverting herself from the imminent horror of her unreasonable husband bursting into the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is she with him?” Eliza said, almost hoping for it so that she would have somebody to fix her own fury upon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, he is alone. And it looks as if he has dressed himself, so I do not think he has called for any of the other servants.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose that is something at least. Perhaps there is still a way to contain this disaster.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have courage, Your Grace, and remember that I shall not leave you,” Daniel said finally before the Duke of Lytton stormed into the room, pushing past his attorney roughly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see the two of you are together. So, you are not trying to hide it then?” Augustus addressed his question directly to his wife, turning his back on Daniel altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For goodness sake, Augustus, you cannot believe what Nella West tells you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how do you know that it is Nella who came to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because she has already threatened to do so, Augustus. This is part of her plan, just as she told it to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And when did she tell it to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I have been aware that Nella West has sought to blackmail the Duchess and myself some weeks,” Daniel interjected. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You lie, Winchester. You are protecting yourself, and I will not have it. Look how the two of you wait here together ready to concoct your little stories and make a fool of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not lie, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why did you not come to me with this before?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Augustus, we had hoped to avoid all of this. You have not been well and …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not pretend anymore, Eliza. I have known these last weeks that you only come into my chamber each morning in the hope that you will find me dead and not a trouble anymore. Do not make more of a fool of me by citing your concern for my health. You are a liar; a liar and an adulteress, and I will have the whole county know it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza is not an adulteress, and I will not have you speak to her like that,” Daniel said and strode through the room placing himself between the Duke and Eliza. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza? Eliza, is it?” The Duke was so furious and agitated that his spittle gave him the appearance of frothing at the mouth. “You dare to address the Duchess by her Christian name? Only a man who had too much knowledge of a woman would do that, and I know you now to have too much knowledge of my wife. And to think how I have employed you all these years, how I have trusted you with every bit of business imaginable. And this is how you repay me, you churl! By having your way with my wife, my property!” The Duke stumbled a little, and Eliza watched in horror as she thought he might pitch forward and fall to the floor.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel reached out to steady him by instinct, but Augustus swatted his hand away and looked at him murderously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever the two of you have done, the Duchess is mine. However much you might want her, Winchester, you will never have her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If only you would listen to reason, Your Grace,” Daniel said in a tone that was so calm Eliza could see that it was making her husband all the more agitated. “I have proof that Nella West is lying to you. I have proof that she has tried the very same thing in another household before this one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is mine. You will never lay a hand on her again,” Augustus continued as if he had not heard a word that Daniel said. “You may spend the rest of your life wanting her, Winchester, you shall not have her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have the thing all wrong, Your Grace,” Daniel said, and it was the first hint that he was at all exasperated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are telling me that you do not want her? You are telling me that you have not coveted my wife from the very moment she arrived here in this house?” The Duke was breathing hard, snorting with rage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His clothing was entirely disarranged, and he looked every bit like a man who had just pulled himself from his sick bed and made a savage attempt to dress himself. There were two of the brightest spots of colour Eliza had ever seen in his cheeks, and yet the rest of his face remained jaundiced and grey. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The effect was entirely garish, almost as if Augustus was an actor in a play, his identity changed by hastily applied greasepaint. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Daniel did not answer, she looked at him urgently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, tell me that you do not want my wife,” the Duke said as if to taunt him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your wife has never done anything to dishonour you, Your Grace,” Daniel said angrily, and Eliza realized that he could not answer the question. He could not declare that he did not want her. “You have been taken in by a liar and a cheat, and I have no way to convince you of the truth of it all unless you listen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will convince me of nothing, Winchester. You will leave this house today, and you will never work for me again,” the Duke said in a manner that was so grand and arrogant it was almost amusing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no intention of working for you again, Your Grace, you need have no fear of that,” Daniel said, and his calm manner returned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you will never lay eyes on my wife again, never,” the Duke said and turned to glare at Eliza in a way which frightened her completely. It was a look so murderous that she knew if Daniel left her alone with him now, he would surely hurt her. “You will never lay eyes on my wife again, nobody will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza gasped and knew then that she could not stay. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Where would she go? What on earth would she do now? All she knew for certain was that if she did not leave Lytton Hall at that moment, her husband would do her great harm, perhaps the greatest harm of all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke was breathing hard and looked as unwell as ever he had looked. He sat down heavily on one of the couches, and Eliza turned to look helplessly at Daniel. Without a word, Daniel took her by the arm and hurried her out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Winchester!” the Duke roared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? But where …?” Eliza said fearfully as she looked at Daniel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is not time now, Your Grace. You must trust me. You cannot stay in this house, not today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And with that, the two of them hurried out of Lytton Hall, leaving the Duke of Lytton bellowing behind them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few minutes seemed to pass Eliza by in a blur of fear and excitement. Daniel left her for a moment outside the stables as he ran in and took his horse. When he returned, he put his hands on her waist without explanation and lifted her with ease until she was perched on the side of his saddle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel climbed up and sat behind her, holding her firmly to keep her on the saddle as he set off at speed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They raced out of the immense Lytton estate without passing a single soul, and she wondered exactly what was happening now behind her in the Hall itself. Was the Duke roaring with impotent rage, too sick and unsteady to give chase to his fleeing wife and the attorney he had just dismissed?  
 
      
 
      
 
    Had he called upon his servants to have them run out in pursuit of them? Eliza imagined him dragging himself over to the fireplace and pulling endlessly on the bell ropes which hung there.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She imagined the sound of bells ringing without cease in the servants’ area until someone had finally made their way to the drawing room to attend their master. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Or had he simply remained in his seat, sitting there speechless and drained, the effort of his rage finally taking its toll upon his desperately unwell body? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although they were travelling at speed, Eliza had that wonderful sense of safety once again. Daniel was a big man and very strong, and she did not fear at all that he would loosen his grip on her and let her fall. Instead, she closed her eyes for a moment and felt the wind rushing through her dishevelled hair as his strong arms held her tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza knew that she had so much to think about, so much to fear, and so many questions. And yet, at that moment, she could feel nothing but the most inappropriate exhilaration. The dreadful argument had whipped up her nerves to a point she could almost no longer cope. But the escape was something altogether different.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was simply the relief of being away from Augustus, knowing herself to be safe from harm for now at least, that had made her feel this way.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But whatever it was, Eliza simply cleared her mind of all other worries and allowed herself to enjoy it. For those few moments, much apart from being saddened by the past or afraid of the future, she was enjoying that moment as it was, and that moment was nothing short of exhilarating. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they were finally some distance from the Lytton estate, Daniel slowed his horse and walked them into the cover of a small, patchy woodland. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they were somewhere close to the middle, he drew his horse to a halt and jumped down from behind her, reaching up to put his hands on her waist once more and lift her down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive the urgency of our flight, Your Grace, but I thought it for the best,” he said and sounded a little breathless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, Mr Winchester. I know that had I stayed in that house, my husband would have done me some harm, and I thank you for perceiving the same and keeping me safe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you managing?” He looked at her with such concern that she wanted to reach for him, to put her arms around his neck and have him pull her in close. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, she was assailed with the same old feelings, the knowledge that she was, for better or worse, still a married woman. And she would not, under any circumstances, give the world any reason to suspect otherwise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As it was, Augustus could very easily have her condemned as an adulteress up and down the county. Suddenly, the exhilaration of the last moments left her, and all her old worries, along with some new ones, came to her with full force. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My nerves are rather jangled, Mr Winchester, but I am managing. Unfortunately, my mind is so full of what it is I ought to do next that I can hardly think straight. I know it was the right thing to leave; I just do not know what I should do next. All I know for certain is that I cannot come with you,” she said and held his gaze. “Otherwise, everything my husband is about to say about me to the world will be proved true in their eyes, will it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would do nothing to put you in that position. I wanted only to keep you safe.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, Mr Winchester. I know.” Without thinking about what she was doing, Eliza reached out and took his hand, squeezing it gently before she released it again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If only I had realized that Nella West was volatile enough to run directly up the stairs to Augustus. If only I had got there in time, all of this might well have been avoided.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would not have been avoided, for she was most determined. It would simply have been worse because you would have been trapped alone with him in that room as that vile little woman gave voice to her lies. You must not think of all the things you could have done because it is done now, nothing can be changed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is only for me to make a move now, is it not? I must think of the future. Or at least if not of the future, then at least of the next few days. Perhaps that is all that will be required in the end. Perhaps that will be enough time for Augustus to come to his senses and realize that Nella was lying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Daniel said with very little conviction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder if I can go to Ariadne,” she said quietly. “But would I not be putting her in a dreadful position? Her family might well feel embarrassed to house me in case it is seen as going against the Duke himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are they really so weak?” Daniel said, and she saw a little of the old disdain on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, she almost laughed. It reminded her so much of the first time she saw him and seemed to take her out of her worries again for the briefest moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A family would not need to be particularly weak to suffer that anxiety, Mr Winchester. Not everybody is as courageous as you are.” She looked at him and smiled, meaning every word of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel smiled back and then looked away, clearly made a little uncomfortable by such praise. “But I do not know what else to do. I have only Ariadne to lean on in this circumstance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about Lady Hanbury?” Daniel said and raised his eyebrows. “Did she not help you once before when the Duke was being unreasonable?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, she did, of course,” Eliza said and felt another wave of relief. “And that letter she handed you for me, how could I have forgotten?” She lightly tapped her forehead with the palm of her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Hanbury sent me a letter to tell me that I would be welcome at Hanbury Hall under any circumstances whatsoever. It struck me at the time that she was most determined to have me know there was someone I could go to in a time of crisis.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know where Hanbury Hall is, and I can take you directly if that is what you want,” Daniel said. “And what I know of Lady Hanbury leads me to suspect that you are right, that she would take you in without a second thought.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps if I just explained to her that it is only for a day or two until Augustus calms down. After all, she has seen him behave badly at the dinner table and likely knows that this will blow over in time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you remember when you said to me that I might speak freely to you, Your Grace? That even if I was about to say something you did not want to hear, you would have me say anyway?” He looked at her levelly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I remember,” she said and began to blindly do what she could to tidy her hair. She did not want Lady Hanbury to see her in such a dishevelled state. “And it still stands, Mr Winchester. You of all people may say to me whatever you wish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think as you do, I am afraid. I do not think for a moment that a few days is all the Duke will need to see sense. If he was inclined to see sense at all, he would have listened. He would have waited until I had provided him with my evidence of Nella West’s previous lies and disreputable behaviour. But he was determined not to hear it; I could see it in his eyes. Any other husband would be desperate for any lifeline, any little scrap that might prove his wife innocent of such a betrayal. The Duke did not strike me in that way, not for a moment. It was as if he did not want to hear reason; he wanted to have his rage, to have his excuse to rant and rail and strike out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why? Why would he want to do that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he has begun to see himself through your eyes finally. Perhaps he has come to see that the accusations he first levelled at you truly do seem to fall squarely at his own feet. And if he has come to that realization in these last days as he has lain in his sick bed, then he has done so quite soberly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is true he has not taken a single drop of strong liquor for some time that I know of, Mr Winchester. As ill as he is, I am bound to say that he is completely sober.” Something about that idea made her feel terribly uneasy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In every aspect of his past poor behaviour, Eliza had been able to convince herself that the brandy had played the larger part. And it seemed to win out in that he was always more contrite in the daytime when, if not entirely free of the effects of the liquor, he was certainly not quite at its mercy as he generally was in the evenings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, she had believed that life might go along a little easier the less he came to rely on the decanter. But his outburst and his unwillingness to listen, his determination for rage as Daniel had put it to her, spoke of something that could not be solved by simple abstinence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It spoke of a mind that was made up, and an anger that was deep-seated, a furious frustration that would have its way no matter what. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though he had not said it outright, she knew that Daniel was referring to the business of an heir. She knew that he had such great perception, such a quiet, almost silent understanding of human nature, and she knew well that his words could be trusted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke had finally come to realize, in horrible sobriety, his own failings. He had reached a point where blaming his wife for her childlessness had become ridiculous and he could see it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he was the sort of man who could not look at such a thing square on and allow the blame to settle upon his own shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He would have to divert it, transmute it, make it into something else altogether, and what better way to punish his wife for his own failings than to accuse her of adultery? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace? Your Grace?” Daniel said and reached out to touch her elbow. “You have gone quite pale. What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He will not see sense, will he?” she said quietly, her voice breaking with fear. “You know why he is angry with me, and you know it is because he is angry with himself. He cannot face it, can he? And now all that is left for him is to punish me in some other way, some way that would make him right and make me wrong. Anything so that he does not need to look at his own failing, is that not so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot say for certain that it is, all I can tell you is that is what I believe. Forgive me, I do not wish to frighten you any more than you have been frightened today, but I cannot be a part of letting false hope have its way. I will not lie to you, not now, not ever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then he is going to do it, no matter what I do or say; Augustus is going to ruin me. He is going to take the lies that Nella West has concocted and make them his own. He is going to lay it all out for anyone who will listen, and there are plenty who will until he has my good name rubbished from one end of the county to another. And then what? I cannot go home, or at least I will not,” she said with sudden defiance, determining that she would never set foot in Lytton Hall if her husband allowed his own insecurity to demolish her. “But I will be a pariah, an adulteress, even though I am not one. I will have nothing and nobody. Who will have me in their home? Even Lady Hanbury could not be expected to entertain me for any length of time under such circumstances. What is to become of me, Mr Winchester?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, please do not upset yourself. I know it is my fault for speaking so, but I can do no other. But even though I speak my mind, there is nothing to say that it will come to pass. You can do no more than take it one day at a time, live moment by moment, and face challenges only when they present themselves and not before. If you try to outrun something that has not yet happened, you will be exhausted before you even begin. Let us simply start at Hanbury Hall. At least, if nothing else, you know that fine lady will listen to what you say from one end to the other before she makes a judgement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am sure that she will. And given that it is all I can hope for at this moment, I will not give my energy to anything. So please, Mr Winchester, I must beg you to take me directly to Lady Hanbury.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without another word, Daniel gently lifted her back up onto his horse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear child, have you slept at all?” Lady Hanbury said the following morning as she crept unbidden into Eliza’s chamber. “I know it is still early, but I had to come and see how you are managing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lady Hanbury, how kind you have been to me,” Eliza said and felt her tears returning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had cried on and off ever since she had arrived at Hanbury Hall. Daniel had stayed with her only long enough for the explanation to be made, and then the moment Lady Hanbury had declared that Eliza could stay for as long as she needed, Daniel made ready to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He understood, as Lady Hanbury did, that he would need to limit the time he spent with the Duchess of Lytton. If there was any careless discussion, even from Lord Hanbury’s own fine household of staff, it could do nothing but add to whatever it was the Duke chose to say about his wife in the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she watched Daniel leave, Eliza began to realize just how much she had come to rely upon him. She had always known, for as long as they had been tentative friends, that he had extraordinary strength in every way, and that she had been able to lean upon him and hardly even realize it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was more to it, she was sure, and she felt bereft when she realized that, by necessity, they would not meet for their few minutes every day. In truth, they might never meet again, and she could hardly think of it without that old familiar feeling of loss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How could life be so full of loss so early on? 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had tried her hardest not to cry immediately in front of Lady Hanbury for she would never have wanted that dear woman to think that she truly was harbouring an adulteress after all. But, a mixture of her loss and Lady Hanbury’s kindness very quickly reduced her to tears, and she found herself hurrying to explain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Hanbury, you must not think that it is true. Mr Winchester has been very kind to me for as long as I have been at Lytton Hall, but it was no more than kindness. There is no truth to Nella West’s insinuations or my husband’s current belief, really there is not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Although I have been in your husband’s company but rarely, my dear, it was certainly long enough for me to realize what an irrational, boorish creature he is. And I can assure you that I would not take any assertion of his, whatever it might be, to be the truth.” She paused long enough to smile and hand Eliza a clean handkerchief. “Even if the dreadful man told me that the sky was blue, I should never believe him, so you need not fear that I will ever lend any credence to such an accusation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hanbury had spent the rest of the day consoling her and trying to take her mind off thoughts of the future. Lord Hanbury, although a quiet man, had certainly not hidden away from the distraught woman, seeing to it that endless trays of tea were sent for to keep his wife and her guest well looked after. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After refusing any idea of dinner, Eliza had been shown up to her chamber early and Lady Hanbury personally provided her with a white nightgown and the assistance she needed to get herself changed for bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her kindness reduced Eliza to tears once more, reminding her of the wonderful closeness that had once existed between her and her mother in the days before her life had been irreparably changed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How she wished that none of it had ever happened. How she wished she had never been married away, had never lost Miles, had never found herself in the awful position of preparing to defend an honour which should never have been called into question in the first place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she could not escape the idea that had none of it happened, she would never have met Daniel Winchester. Even now, she knew that such thoughts would do her no good. She was not a free woman, even if her husband turned his back upon her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even then she would not be free to give her heart to anybody else, for it simply could not be done. She was married, and she always would be. Even if she was alone and penniless, she knew she could not let go of that old, deeply engrained principle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she could never expect such a thing of Daniel. He had already lost the larger part of his business that day purely and simply because he had stood up for her. He had protected her, and in doing so, had lost so much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If the county came to believe the lies, he might even stand to lose more. At least in the beginning, at any rate, nobody would be queueing up to secure the services of an attorney who was being so roundly berated by none other than the Duke of Lytton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And to expect him to take her on, to look after her in any way, shape, or form, now that the thing was done, would be the ruin of him, and Eliza knew that she owed him too much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could never expect it of him, and she would never, ever ask him to make her his own responsibility, even though she had finally seen his deeper feelings for her and had heard his refusal to declare he did not want her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must not upset yourself again, my dear,” Lady Hanbury said gently a she perched herself on the edge of the bed, bringing Eliza back into the here and now. “And I can tell just by looking at you that you have had no more than an hour’s worth of sleep. Perhaps you could try again? Just close your eyes and see if you could drift?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have tried and tried to sleep, Lady Hanbury, but my worries have truly caught up with me,” she said and thought for a moment of that curious exhilaration as she and Daniel had raced along, his strong arms around her as she felt the wind in her hair and experienced the sort of momentary freedom she had never expected to feel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was so relieved to escape my husband, fearing the worst, fearing that he would hurt me or even kill me, Lady Hanbury. But now my worries poke and prod me to such an extent that I am beginning to wish that I had simply remained there and accepted whatever punishment Augustus chose to bestow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, you cannot mean it. You cannot wish yourself so harmed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But at least it would be over, one way or another. Perhaps he would have done enough to get the whole thing out of his system, to satisfy himself that he had taken his revenge without the necessity of ruining the rest of my life. For what life can I expect to live now? I will not be welcome in any house in the county; nobody will want my society again. And for what? For simply finding myself so isolated that I made a friend of a kind man?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever happens in the future, Eliza, you will not be alone. Lord Hanbury and I are not people to be bullied, not by society’s little expectations, and certainly not a drunken brute of the Duke. I can promise you now quite faithfully, my dear, that it will be nothing to us to stand firm against such things. You will remain here at Hanbury Hall forevermore if that is what it takes to keep you safe and housed and fed. Whatever else you have to worry about in this life, whatever insults might be levelled at you or injustices thrown at your feet, at least you need not worry about keeping body and soul together. You can leave that to me, can you not?” Lady Hanbury reached out and gently touched her cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza realized that she had truly found another fine friend in Lady Hanbury and felt her emotions swaying once more as gratitude enveloped her in a warm embrace. She knew, of course, that her fear would be back in no time, but for the moment, she had Lady Hanbury’s kindness and the safety of knowing that she at least had somewhere to live if the worst came to the worst. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know how to … I really cannot tell you how much I … Oh, Lady Hanbury, I …” Eliza said before reaching for her handkerchief and weeping into it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, my dear, too much has happened to you of late, too much that ought not to be. And if anybody is to blame for all of it, it is the Duke himself. These ridiculous men and their idea that they might take any young woman they choose. It is archaic and a disgrace in this day and age, and yet I am certain that such a thing will persist in perpetuity. But it is their vanity that is perhaps the most unforgivable, the idea that they might allow their rage and ego to take over at the first sign that the unwilling wife does not truly want them. That is at the root of all of this, Eliza,” Lady Hanbury said, and Eliza found herself relieved, grateful even, for the humanizing use of her Christian name. “As with so much that goes wrong in this world, the pride of man is at its root.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are very sensible, Lady Hanbury, very wise.” Eliza sniffed and gently dabbed the red raw skin around her eyes. “Mr Winchester is the same; he sees things just as they are. He sees that Augustus is determined to believe some wrongdoing on my part so that he does not have to contemplate his own failures. As you know he blamed me for, well, you were at the dinner and you saw it all with your own eyes and heard it all with your own ears. But he was blaming me for his own failures, and now he has gone too far to let himself go back. He cannot now apologize for all that has happened, for it is too late. I am sure now that he has reached a point where he must believe in the position with which he has identified; otherwise, he is admitting defeat entirely, and Augustus would never do that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester is a very sensible man indeed, and I am grateful to that young man for having the courage to step in where other men would not have dared to. How glad I am that he brought you to me safe and in one complete piece, my dear. He is to be congratulated; he is to be applauded. Such courage does not come along every day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it does not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you do not have a mind to sleep, then at least you must eat something,” Lady Hanbury said and was suddenly all business. “I will have a jug and bowl sent up to you. I am sure you will feel a little better for putting yourself to rights and being up and about again. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think you are quite right. I would do myself no good to lay here in self-pity. And you have been so kind to me, I rather think that I could eat something now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that is wonderful news, my dear,” Lady Hanbury said and rose, gently kissing the top of Eliza’s head before she left the room to make the arrangements. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hanbury had been right. Eliza really did feel better for getting washed and dressed and making her way down to the dining room for breakfast. She could already smell such wonderful aromas as she descended the stairs that her stomach began to roll. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She realized that she had not eaten a thing since the breakfast she had taken the previous morning, just before she had met with Daniel in the library and all hell had finally broken loose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come in, my dear, and help yourself. We have it all laid out on the side table, and there is plenty of it, so no standing on ceremony,” Lord Hanbury said in such a bright manner that Eliza could not help being lifted by it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she helped herself to bacon, kidneys, and a thick slice of pound cake, she realized that, despite it all, she still had a good deal to be grateful for. Life had certainly not turned out the way she had planned, but the last day could have gone so much worse for her had she not had the good fortune to meet Lord and Lady Hanbury at her most disastrous dinner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How strange it seemed that had her husband not humiliated her so publicly, Lady Hanbury might never have been moved to write her such a letter and to be ready to receive her in any crisis. What a curious thing the world was, how interwoven all of life’s twists and turns. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Eliza settled down, she realized that some of life’s saving graces could never occur without its dreadful misfortunes. It perplexed her for a moment, and she could hardly work out if that was a good thing or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me pour you a little tea, my dear,” Lady Hanbury said, smiling to see Eliza tucking into her breakfast. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, there was a knock at the dining room door, and Lord Hanbury’s butler walked in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, My Lord, but you have a visitor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens, but it is early,” Lord Hanbury said and laughed as he reached into his waistcoat pocket and withdrew his watch. “I hope whoever it is does not expect breakfast.” He laughed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Eliza said suddenly, thinking it must surely be Augustus. “Oh, my goodness,” she said again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have no fear, Eliza. You are safe here,” Lady Hanbury said with the sort of calm that Daniel always displayed as she reached out and laid a hand on Eliza’s own. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who is it, by the way?” Lord Hanbury put down his knife and fork. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is Mr Daniel Winchester, My Lord. He extends his apologies but says that it is urgent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes indeed, please do show him in,” Lord Hanbury said and cast a look at both Eliza and his wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder what it could be. I wonder what is so urgent,” Eliza said, already panicking before she knew what was to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Daniel Winchester, My Lord,” the butler said, returning in no time with their visitor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do come in, Mr Winchester, take a seat,” Lord Hanbury said with such warm politeness that Eliza thought she liked him almost as much as she liked his wife. “Have you had any breakfast yet, Sir?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not, Lord Hanbury, but I am afraid I have some rather grave news,” he said and looked for all the world as if he could not manage a single bite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dear me, whatever is it?” Lord Hanbury went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have just received word this morning,” he said and paused for a moment before turning his eyes upon Eliza. “Forgive me, Your Grace, but I have just received word this morning that the Duke of Lytton is dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    With her austere black gown and cloak, Eliza felt as if she were somehow trapped inside a dark prison from which she could not escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last few days had seemed like a dream, everything was so unreal. Even on the day of Augustus’ funeral, the light was of that strange quality which seemed only to exist in the subconscious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had not spoken a word during the church service, feeling alone in the family pew even though she stood at the side of Dixon Musgrave, the new Duke of Lytton, and his wife, Cecile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But they had only met just two days beforehand, and she most certainly did not yet consider them to be family. The truth of it was, she very likely would never consider them to be family, even though, thus far, they appeared to be rather pleasant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But it was also true to say that Dixon Musgrave, a man Augustus had never wanted to inherit the Duchy, was finding it very hard to conceal his pleasure at such a sudden and fast inheritance, not to mention his new title. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Given that his minor title was simply Baron, his new-found status as a Duke was something which gave him a glow that could not be disguised, even at the funeral of the man who had had to die for him to inherit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had kept her eyes to the front throughout the service, and having been amongst the first to arrive, she did not realize the presence of her family until the mourners, preceded by the pallbearers, began to make their way out to the graveyard for the body of Augustus Tate, fourth Duke of Lytton, to be committed to the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was her mother she saw first, her eyes flying to her immediately. Although her mother had been walking away from her towards the great, black hole in the earth into which Augustus would soon be laid, Eliza had recognized her immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And more than recognizing that her mother was there, she felt it. It was a most curious sensation of sudden fear and disquiet, and conversely, relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, she wanted to run into her mother’s arms and cling to her, although a few deep breaths and a gentle reminder of how it was Eliza came to be there in the first place was enough to divest her of such a notion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was aware also of her father and brother, although she did not see her father’s face until they were all around the graveside. It was only then that she realized the great change in him, how much it was he seemed to have aged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He still looked tall and slim and fit, but his greying hair looked greyer still, and his face was more drawn and lined than she ever remembered it being before. She could hardly believe that it had only been a year since she had last seen him, he had changed so much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the Reverend began to give his last words on the life of the man who had caused Eliza so much fear and concern, she was unable to concentrate fully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood flanked by the new Duke and Duchess of Lytton as if they had decided that they would come on that day and at least protect her. But she wondered what life would be like from that moment onward. She would be moving immediately into the Dower House, of that she had no doubt. But just how much the new Duke and Duchess might influence her day-to-day life, she could not even begin to guess. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, she had the greatest hope that she would see very little of them. She was not a family member, nor the mother of the current Duke as most Dowager Duchesses were, and so she could only imagine that her visits to the main hall would be very few and far between, all based upon invitation only. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea of it gave her a sense of relief, for she had truly had enough of being at the mercy of an entitled Duke. Life in the Dower House would, surely, be a time of peace for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But at only just twenty, she wondered how long such peace would be welcome. These were, of course, thoughts for another day. And yet she could not keep her mind on the final moments of her husband’s burial service at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She only looked occasionally at the coffin as the thought that her husband’s lifeless body lay in it, just feet from her, was too much to contemplate. She was both afraid and made guilty all at once, even though she knew in her heart that she had not caused her husband’s death. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was only one person with whom that dubious achievement lay, and that was Nella West. And since Eliza had continued to stay with Lord and Lady Hanbury in the days which followed Augustus’ sudden demise, she had no idea how the situation now sat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Was Nella West now the personal maid to Cecile Musgrave? And if so, would spite lead her to one day tell her new mistress of her former suspicions of her old mistress? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza shuddered visibly, and Cecile Musgrave gently lay a hand on her arm. It was a kind act, but one that would have been better coming from somebody Eliza knew well and cared about. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She allowed her eyes to stray to the other mourners, searching for any sign of Daniel. He was some rows back from the graveside directly opposite her, and when Eliza finally found him, she could see that he was already studying her intently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza wanted to smile at him, to acknowledge him in some way, but she was just too terrified. She had not seen Daniel since the morning he had arrived in the breakfast room of Hanbury Hall to inform her that her husband had died. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beyond the usual run of questions, mostly from Lady Hanbury herself, there had curiously seemed very little for them to talk about. Lady Hanbury had done no more than ask for the briefest details; who had told Daniel the news? And what had happened? 
 
      
 
      
 
    But once Daniel had parted with his information, telling them that Lady Caroline Harker, her eyes full of excitement, had given him the news that the Duke of Lytton had died very shortly after suffering a severe seizure the previous evening, there seemed to be nothing left to discuss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The truth was, of course, that there would have been much to discuss if the two of them were alone. She would have admitted to her fears that her husband, seeing his wife running from Lytton Hall with his attorney, had risen to his feet to give chase and immediately fallen to the ground in the grip of a seizure that would, moments later, take his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She still did not entirely know the details of it all and wondered if she ever would. And the fact was, had her husband not treated his own body so badly and for so long, his anger would never have ended fatally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A change in the Reverend’s tone brought Eliza back to the here and now, and following the direction of his gaze, she realized it was time for her to take a handful of the small mound of prepared earth to throw on top of her husband’s coffin as it was lowered into the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reaching out for the fine, dusty earth, Eliza could see that her hand was shaking violently. So much had happened of late that she could hardly pinpoint the thing which had made her feel so anxious, and in the end, she simply had to settle upon the idea that she was still so shocked that Augustus had died. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Throwing the earth onto the coffin with a little too much haste, she rose to standing again and watched as the new Duke and Duchess of Lytton performed the same little ritual. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly thereafter, the service came to a merciful end. Eliza stood staring blindly down into the hole, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the earthen walls and not Augustus’ coffin. She was aware of people moving away and the gentle rumble of conversation as her fellow mourners came out of the trance that seemed to traditionally affect people at a graveside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Was it very awful, my dear?” Ariadne Holloway was suddenly at her side, her little hand quickly gripping Eliza’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can hardly believe the last days have happened at all, Ariadne.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is shocking, my dear, but I do not think that it is entirely surprising. From everything you have told me about the old Duke, he was never going to live a long and healthy life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you know the rest of it, Ariadne,” Eliza said in a whisper. “You know what happened. You know what really caused it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know what happened before he was taken ill, my dear,” Ariadne also whispered. “And I am bound to tell you that I burned your letter. There is nothing in my possession to give any hint of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I just had to tell you. I had to say it, if only in a letter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But everything you told me still does not add up to this,” she said, and her eyes darted briefly in the direction of the grave. “Augustus did this to himself, Eliza. You have suffered enough this last year without adding erroneous guilt to it all. He was the one who chose not to listen to reason. He was the one who chose to let his emotions flare out of control. And he was the one who chose to drink himself unconscious night after night. I will not have you turn yourself inside out with questions that can never be answered.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what I would do without you,” Eliza said truthfully, her eyes filling with tears. “And I know you might not believe me, but I am sad. I am sad that Augustus did not live a better life, and that he died knowing that I had never loved him and never would.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, but that was something he knew well himself before he even married you. Never forget his part in all of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are quite right. This is not the life I asked for, not the life that I had chosen for myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, your mother and father are peering over. I do not think you can let them leave without at least having a few minutes conversation with them. Forgive me, but I think you must.” Ariadne squeezed her hand firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course,” Eliza said and nodded gravely. “Will you wait here for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I shall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza slowly walked the short distance to her family, aware of the eyes of her mother and father on her the whole time. Her brother Henry was standing at the side of his love, Penelope, looking embarrassed as if he could not quite meet her gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, my darling.” Her mother was the first to speak. “What a very awful day for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Eliza said neutrally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are so very young to have suffered so much.” Eliza could see the tears welling in her mother’s eyes, and for a moment, she wanted to put an end to her misery and discomfort. “I wish there was something I could say to make it better. But I think that there is no right thing to say in this circumstance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay it is awkward,” Eliza said in a tone that was so flat she sounded utterly exhausted. “After all, how does one commiserate with a widow who never wanted to be married in the first place? How does one say they are sorry for such a loss to the person who could never have loved the man she was sold away to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, this is hardly the time, my dear,” her father said in a tone which reminded her of the hundreds of other times he had gently chastised her in her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then when is?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps your father and I could call upon you? You will be in the Dower House now, I suppose?” her mother went on nervously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I shall be in the Dower House when I return to Lytton Hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Return?” Her mother raised her eyebrows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have been staying with Lord and Lady Hanbury. I do not think you are acquainted with them, but they have been very kind to me since I went to Lytton Hall.” Eliza had been hoping to hurt her mother’s feelings with such a declaration, and looking at her, could see that she had done just that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, she was not as gratified by it as she had thought she might be and had been on the point of apologizing when she saw her brother hold out his arm for Penelope to take. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She realized then, without a doubt, that the two of them must now be engaged to be married. She turned her head sharply to look at them both, and Henry, once again unable to hold her gaze, looked down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something about it rekindled the fire of her betrayal and anger; it reminded her that men seemed to always have their way in everything, that they would always get whatever it was they wanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry had not been compelled to marry for money, even though he would be the one to take the title of Earl when the time came. She realized then that her marriage had, ultimately, been for Henry’s benefit. Her father had chosen one child over another, and she knew that she could not forgive it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall be in my period of mourning for the next year,” she said hastily when her mother did not speak. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you shall be allowed visitors, close family, and friends, at the Dower House, surely?” her mother went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot think of it at the moment, Mama. There is too much else in my mind which currently demands my attention.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you will write to me, my dear? Perhaps just a few lines when the time is right, you will write to me and tell me that I can come?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” she said and nodded her head with almost vicious firmness before turning to leave them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza bit back tears as she walked away, hardly knowing why it was she felt so sad. After all, they had treated her so badly. They had identified her as the only member of the family who was completely expendable, whatever the circumstances. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although she did not turn back, she knew that her family could do no other than leave, make their way back slowly to their own carriage. All she wanted was to be back at Ariadne’s side and take whatever comfort her dear friend could provide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, I was terribly sorry to hear of your bereavement.” Recognizing the voice, Eliza stopped dead in her tracks and looked to her side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seemingly from nowhere, Miles Gainsborough had appeared. She had not seen him during the service, although it was true to say that she had not made a thorough study of all present. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To have him suddenly there returned her to the peculiar dreamlike feeling of earlier, the idea that nothing was quite real. After all, there was no reason for Miles Gainsborough to attend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not only had he not been a friend of the Duke of Lytton, but she was certain that he had never even been introduced to the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said, unable to tear her mind from memories of that last, fateful meeting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you are managing,” he said and seemed embarrassed as if casting about for something to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she said, wondering how it was that she could think of nothing more to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as she could remember when they had been together, conversation had always been a very easy thing to find. There was always something for them to laugh at, something for them to talk about. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I really am very sorry, Eliza, but I am pleased to see you again nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said again and simply stood looking at him, willing the words to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he had taken her so unawares, and she felt shocked to her core. To look up into his handsome face after a year was suddenly too much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked as if he had not changed a bit, dressed in dark clothes with his dark hair and eyes, so tall and handsome, she was transported back to that day as if there had been no time in between. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And, the more she studied him, the more she remembered her heartbreak and that jangle of feelings she had been ignoring for so long. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have startled you, have I not? I am terribly sorry, Eliza, for I would not have wished to add any further upset to this day. I hope you can forgive me,” he said and bowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had better make my way back to Ariadne.” She was suddenly desperate to be away from him, not trusting herself at that moment not to fling her arms around his neck and beg him not to leave her there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only he had not come. If only she had not felt herself back in time as if none of it had happened, her handsome dark-haired love standing in front of her with the promise of their life together untouched, unsullied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course,” he said although it was clear to her that he did not yet want to release her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she was at her husband’s funeral, and she knew she did not have the time or the privacy in which to formulate easier conversation with the man she ought to have married. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel had been thinking about the upcoming funeral for days, knowing in his heart that it would be the next time he saw Eliza. After he had delivered the awful news, there had been nothing for it but to leave Hanbury Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No pressure had been brought to bear by either Lord or Lady Hanbury, but he suddenly came up hard against his own place in things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been her husband’s attorney and was doing no more than delivering the news that the man had expired. With the news imparted, his function was complete. There had been nothing left to say, especially not in front of Lord and Lady Hanbury. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had disturbed him a great deal that he had found himself looking forward, in a perverse way, to his old employer’s funeral. Not that he had any desire to see the man finally planted in the ground, but he did want to know how Eliza was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    More than once he had thought to call upon her at Hanbury Hall, but he knew that such a thing was impossible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was already in mourning, albeit not in her own home, and for a man to call upon her so early on, before her husband was even buried, would be seen by all as disgraceful, possibly even by Lady Hanbury herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had watched as Eliza clawed her way through the service, keeping her eyes to the front in the little chapel in which she had been married just a year before. And, as all the mourners had taken their place around the grave in the family plot, he had seen how she could not quite look at the coffin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What a country England was when a woman was forced to stand with strangers on such a day. She should have been permitted to stand with her own family, her mother and father, and brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although he knew that there was a great rift between them, surely, they would have been more comfort to her than the new Duke and Duchess of Lytton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And he could see throughout that Ariadne Holloway had been anxiously biding her time, waiting for the moment she could join her dearest friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, more than anything, Daniel knew that he wanted to be the one to comfort her. He had been her friend, her only confidant at Lytton Hall for so long. And he had comforted her before, had he not? 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew, of course, that no such thing could take place. He had only comforted her in absolute privacy, and it would be a foolish thing to attempt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel knew that nothing could pass between them on that day beyond a brief nod and a hasty expression of condolence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched with relief as Ariadne made her way to her the moment the service was complete. And he watched with consternation the awkward conversation with her parents, the look of devastation on her mother’s face as her only daughter had walked away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How he wished that things could be different for her. How he wished she could find some way to forgive her family so that she had them, at least, in the twelve months of mourning that was to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as he had been about to work himself up into anger at the idea of a young woman of twenty being locked out of the world for a whole year for the sake of a man who had treated her so cruelly, his eye was drawn to a handsome, dark-haired young man he had never seen before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing the look of shock on Eliza’s face told Daniel exactly that the young man in question could only be the one she had been set to marry before she had been thrown onto the Duke of Lytton’s path. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And Daniel, for his part, could not take his eyes off the pair of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Only a week later saw Daniel Winchester cautiously making his way to the Lytton Hall Dower House. He had been riding back down the long driveway from the hall itself, and as he had done more than once in the preceding days, had let his eyes stray to the little glint of white stone behind the tall foliage of the small gardens. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This time, however, he gave in to his own want and drew up his horse. He climbed down and walked it in through the large, wrought iron gateway, and quickly found himself at the front of the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A stable lad he did not recognize from the hall came out to take his horse from him, and he wondered if the new Duke had secured Eliza staff of her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When a smiling housekeeper opened the door to speak to him, he realized that Dixon Musgrave must have kept the household staff in their entirety at the hall and really had employed new servants for the Dower House. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the housekeeper showed him into the drawing room, leaving the two of them alone, he smiled at Eliza tentatively. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked as beautiful as ever, her dark hair loosely secured at the back of her head and looking full and soft. Despite the grave, black gown, she still looked wonderful to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester,” she said and rose to her feet, bowing her head a little before the two of them took their seats. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you?” he said and looked into her eyes, keen to know that she was doing well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It all seems a bit strange, to be honest. But I must admit, I already sleep better here in this little house than ever I did at the hall. It is very peaceful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and so far away from the hall that you cannot even see it,” he said with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester, please forgive me for am a little nervous about your visit,” she said and fixed him with a steady gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nervous? Please believe me I would do nothing to make you uncomfortable,” he said and felt suddenly as if he ought not to have come at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked around the drawing room, its muted green upholstery and its white panelled walls having something of a calming effect. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am not made nervous by you, Mr Winchester.” She gave a light laugh, but she was clearly not relaxed. “For heaven’s sake.” She shook her head, and he took the opportunity to laugh along with her, albeit feeling a sense of disquiet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am made nervous by your visit. There is still so much that I do not know of my husband’s last day, Mr Winchester. And I cannot help wondering who else might be aware of my final moments in the hall before I fled at your side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are worried about Nella West?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I am. If she tells the new Duchess about everything that happened, she is bound to tell her husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nella West is no longer at the hall. Nobody has seen her since the morning after Augustus Tate’s passing. It seems she packed her things very early and fled. Perhaps she was worried that she would be blamed for the Duke’s seizure, given that she had caused the entire fuss in the first place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine her being so nervous. In truth, I had thought that she would still be there, safe in the knowledge that I would never mention a thing about it for fear that people would believe it to be true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that is why my visit was making you nervous?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In truth, Mr Winchester, it still does. Whilst I am relieved that Nella is no longer at the hall, there is no telling where she is or what lies she has spread. I believe her capable of anything, and I am bound to say that every day I fear hearing of some gossip. Every day I think it is the day that I will discover that she has spread her lies to the county just as my husband had intended to do on that awful day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I have heard nothing at all. And I have been up at the hall myself, for it seems that nobody there knew of my dismissal. The new Duke sent word to me immediately that he would be requiring my services, albeit to work alongside his own attorney. But still, I cannot think that he would continue to have me at the hall if he had any suspicions at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I am very pleased that you did not lose your place there. You went out of your way to help me on that day, and I was so distraught by the idea that you had lost everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have been building my own list of clients for some time now, and I have more work outside the Duchy than I have in it these days. I wish you had not worried so much, for I would never have you worry about anything.” He smiled at her, and for just a moment, she seemed to relax. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled back at him, and he found himself mesmerized by her eyes, narrowed like a cat at that moment, and her lips so full and rosy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But still, Mr Winchester, I am in mourning currently,” she said, and it seemed as if she had come to a decision, straightening her back, her face wearing a look of mild determination. “Although I have few staff here, I cannot yet say that I trust them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are all new, are they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, just a housekeeper, a cook, two maids, and a stable boy. It is such a small house that there is not a need for any more than that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I do not think you necessarily need to fear them as you feared your husband’s servants. I understand entirely why you did not trust them, why you might have thought them loyal to their master and not to you, but your own staff are just that; your staff. You are their mistress. Why on earth would they gossip themselves out of good jobs?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, I know. It all sounds so ridiculous, Mr Winchester, but this last year has taught me to be cautious at all times. Not only did I learn that at the hands of my husband, but his staff also. Well, Nella West really, but you take my meaning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do take your meaning,” he said and began to rise to his feet. “You would rather that I did not visit you here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You make it sound very final, Mr Winchester, but I would beg you to remember that we are still friends. I will never forget everything you did for me at Lytton Hall, not as long as I live. But you must humour me for a while, for you know better than anybody what my nerves suffered in that place. And I am very concerned about any gossip that might be out there in the world, even just a hint of it. If you are seen here so soon after my husband’s passing, I cannot think that it will go well for either one of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But we are still friends, you say?” Daniel said, holding onto that small shred of hope as he fought a deep sense of disappointment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What else he could have expected, he could not say. Everything she said held water, everything made sense. There was not a single part of it that was unreasonable or irrational, even if fear was at the root of it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even without the threat of Nella West out in the county causing trouble, if he was seen at the Dower House too often, an inference might well be drawn by an outsider looking in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then, in its own right, the whole thing would cause its own gossip, and people would begin to wonder if a man who called upon a woman who was so fresh in her mourning did not know her better than he ought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course we are.” She rose to her feet also and stood before him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was reminded of the time he had embraced her in his study and wished for all the world that he could do that again. But he knew, this time, that he would have to be led by her. She was the widow in mourning, not him, and he would have to take everything that followed at her pace, not his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They stared into one another’s eyes for a few moments, neither moving, and he began to wonder if she would make some little move that would let him know she needed him, she wanted him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, in the end, she said nothing. And what else could he have expected at that very moment? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I daresay I ought to leave you now,” he said, almost as if the words were physically painful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I daresay,” she said quietly. “You will take care, Mr Winchester, will you not? You will look after yourself.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said and bowed. “And you must take care of yourself also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he walked back out into the weak sunshine, Daniel felt utterly bereft. She had been right, he knew she had.  
 
      
 
      
 
    What a foolish thing he had done in calling upon her just weeks after her husband had been buried. But he could not have managed another moment without setting eyes on her, the woman he had come to love more than any he had ever known. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now all he would need was patience. But with several months of mourning left for her to observe, he felt sure that his patience was going to be stretched to its very extent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And even then, there was no assurance that Daniel Winchester would get what he wanted in the end. There was no agreement between them, not even the vaguest understanding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet there was something there, and he was sure that she felt a little of what he felt at least, if not more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever the case, Eliza was well worth waiting for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it is absolutely lovely. What a charming little Dower House,” Ariadne said enthusiastically. “But I do wish you had thought to have me over sooner. I know you are trying to do everything properly, my dear, but you need not have waited three full months. I am your closest friend, a sister in the absence of a real one, and I cannot think there would be anyone in all of England who would have objected to you seeing me before now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, how I have missed you telling me off, Ariadne.” Eliza laughed and took Ariadne by the hand to draw her through the entrance hall and into the neat little drawing room. “But you are right, I did leave it too long. I suppose writing letters to you since I have been here at Lytton Hall has become something of a habit. I cannot think I ever wrote so many letters in my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And whilst I do enjoy your letters immensely, my dear, I would much rather see you in person,” Ariadne said, clearly determined to have the final word on the matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall bear that in mind. And I must admit, I would be very pleased to have you here as a guest whenever you have a mind to come, my dear. I am only five months into my mourning, and I have begun to feel like a prisoner here.” She laughed lightly, but the fact of the matter was it was true. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, what a beautiful little drawing room and such a calming shade of green. And to think, it is all yours, you need not share it,” Ariadne said. “Oh dear, I suppose that sounded rather insensitive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not at all. And it is not as if I have not thought the same thing myself. If I am honest, I felt the relief from the first moment. That first evening I spent in here alone, no Augustus, no decanter of brandy in my sight to make me feel nervous and unsettled.” She smiled a little at the memory. “I sat in this very chair until it was almost midnight. Despite the pangs of guilt, I felt free for the first time in a long time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is peaceful here, Eliza. In a way, I must admit to a little envy. You truly do have a house all to yourself. I know it is not terribly big, but even the largest of houses seem to shrink somehow when you are sharing them. It is a sort of quiet little pleasure that most of us will never know. For instance, my father’s house is large, but my family are always in it. Wherever you go, there always seems to be somebody there already. And then one day, no doubt, I shall marry and move from my father’s house into my husband’s house and find the same set of circumstances exist. I think I would like a little time to myself as you now have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I daresay I ought not to complain about it. I truly am very comfortable here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But?” Ariadne said knowingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a strange thing, but I suppose I am a little lonely at times. Lonely in a way that I was not at Lytton Hall. I know that sounds ridiculous, for I was terribly isolated there, especially after Augustus chose not to allow me to leave the house at all. But I was not entirely alone in there.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you had Mr Winchester to confide in,” Ariadne said and nodded. “You must miss his company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I do really,” Eliza said airily, feeling certain it was a little more than that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not spoken to Daniel in the months since he had last visited her. But, of course, he was only doing what she wanted by not coming, and so she knew she did not really have cause to feel aggrieved. But still, she did just a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And her solitude at the Dower House had given her plenty of time to study his comings and goings until she had a very good idea of which days he visited his new employer at Lytton Hall and even the approximate time of his arrival and departure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst that knowledge only afforded her a few moments of watching from afar as he rode his horse past the Dower House and up the long driveway to the hall itself, still she rarely missed the sight of him. And when she did miss him, when he did not come, or she had misjudged his own schedule, she always felt a little bereft. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She supposed, in the end, brief moments in time absolutely characterized her friendship with Daniel Winchester. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had never been able to have more than a few minutes in each other’s company, and so it seemed fitting now that she put equal effort into catching a glimpse of him here and there for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about your mother?” Ariadne said gently. “I am cautious in saying such a thing, for I know how she let you down. But perhaps the time has come for a little reconciliation. I am sure that the next few months of your mourning would fly by if you had somebody other than me to visit you. Perhaps for your own sake, a little variety in the company you keep would be very welcome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand entirely what you are saying, and I understand exactly why you are saying it. And I do appreciate your kind care of me, Ariadne,” Eliza said, and an image of her mother came to mind unbidden. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I am afraid that I still cannot think of my mother, even the happier times, without my mind immediately searching for the details of everything that came after the happiness. I know the right thing to do now would be for me to forgive her, perhaps even one day to forgive my father. But I am not sure that I could yet say the words, much less mean them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not explain, not for a moment. I understand, and I shall not push you. After all, only you will know if and when you are ready to take them back into your life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think the thing which tore at me, which made it all so very fresh in my mind again, was the idea that my brother Henry is engaged to the woman he loves. I know I ought to be more charitable and be pleased for him, for we were never enemies. But it made me see how important it was to my family that my brother be happy and have what he wanted in life, and for me to have anything but as long as my mode of living provided them with the funds to keep my happy brother in a most happy situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you put it like that, it makes my own blood boil, and they are not even my family. But do not rule them out entirely, keep the idea that you might one day want them back again tucked away somewhere in your heart, just in case.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall do just that, Ariadne if only to please you,” Eliza said. “Now then, would you like a little tour around the place first, or would you like to do that after we have had some tea?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, tea please,” Ariadne said, and Eliza rose to her feet and crossed the room to the bell rope. “I think I have talked my throat dry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is always the way when we two are together, is it not?” Eliza laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We always seem to have so much to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness knows, that is true.” Eliza made her way back to her seat. “But I suppose our separation always makes it worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then we shall not be separated like this again, shall we?” Ariadne said as if to remind her that there was no reason for the two of them to converse by correspondence anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, we shall not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And hopefully I can do something to take the place of dear Mr Winchester. Although I am sure that I shall be a very poor substitute.” Ariadne laughed mischievously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course you will not be a poor substitute. You will not be a substitute at all; you are my very dearest friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, I have no doubt. But I also have no doubt that Mr Winchester holds something of a special place in your heart too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I do not know about that. He is a very pleasant man, obviously, and he did a great deal to help me which I shall never forget.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes,” Ariadne said airily. “But you are not fooling me for a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, whatever do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, you know you may tell me anything in the world. At least you always did know that you could.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course. And nothing has changed, Ariadne. I know that I could trust you with the deepest, darkest secrets of my heart and never have a fear that you would do anything other than keep them close to you.” She shook her head. “You must forgive me, for fear and secrecy became as second nature at Lytton Hall. Another thing that easily becomes a habit, I daresay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay but let us get back to the subject of Mr Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright, if we must.” Eliza knew that it would be easier to simply give in to Ariadne. “And as I have already said, I do miss the little conversations we used to have over at the hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you never seen him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He called upon me here not long after Augustus died. I am bound to say that I was feeling a little nervous about it, given the concerns I had about Nella West and any idea that she had told her lies to anyone other than my husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is understandable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so, I did not allow him to stay for long. I could not even enjoy his company because of my nerves. I told him that he could not really call upon me whilst I was in mourning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For the whole year?” Ariadne said and seemed astonished. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know what a serious business mourning is for widows. And believe me, for the widow of a Duke, one cannot help feeling the eyes of the county fiercely on you at all times.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand that, but the county cannot see you. You are in this tiny Dower House on the edge of a vast estate, some miles even from the hall itself. Who is there to know if you have a friend call in? And who is there to say that you do not have some business with Mr Winchester? He is an attorney after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose so. And it would be nice to speak to him again. But I was most firm about my period of mourning, and so I cannot think that he will call upon me again whilst it continues. And even then, he might not. A year is a long time, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not so long if feelings run deep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Deep?” Eliza said in a strangled squeal that made Ariadne laugh. “He is an acquaintance, a friend, why on earth have deep feelings suddenly fallen into this conversation?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I have long suspected, my dear Eliza, that you have fallen in love with this man a little bit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he was Augustus’ attorney.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, and I am not suggesting, as Nella West did, that there was anything inappropriate between you, for I know you better than that. And you know me better than to suspect that I am casting aspersions.” Ariadne’s tone had regained its familiar admonishment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there was a little closeness there. Not a physical closeness, obviously, but a good deal of understanding between the two of you. My dear, he was always something of a central theme in your letters to me, always there to help when you needed him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he rescued me more than once, and I am still grateful to him. But to say that I have fallen in love with him is to stretch the facts. I have a very high regard of him, that much is true, but nothing more.” Even as Eliza spoke the words, she knew that they were not entirely true. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never contemplated the idea that she might love Daniel Winchester. After all, it was a complication that she had never been foolish enough to entertain when Augustus had still been alive. And even in the months since he had died, her nerves had not entirely settled down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was always the fear that Nella West might suddenly reappear, ready to spit venomous lies and disrupt Eliza’s new-found peace completely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then there was Miles, for she had still not quite forgotten him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Eliza? Have I upset you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, of course, you have not. You never upset me, Ariadne, and you must always speak freely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why do you suddenly look so sad?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can hardly tell if it is because I miss Daniel Winchester or if I am still saddened by my loss of Miles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You still think of Miles?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not very often, for I have never encouraged myself to do so. I have always done my best to divert my attention away from any thoughts of him when they occur. But I suppose because I have done things in that way, I have never truly been able to let go of him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay it did not help to see him at the Duke’s funeral.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it did not really. And yet hardly anything of worth passed between us. He simply gave me his condolences, and I thanked him. It was as if there was nothing else to say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you have let him go more than you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I have. And yet I cannot help thinking I was simply startled to see him there and the whole thing had taken me off-guard at a time when my heart could take no more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot help feeling I should not have begun this conversation. I have forced you to think about things that you are not yet ready to think about, and I daresay that all you need is a little more time to decide what it is your heart truly wants. Or who it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is nobody at all. Perhaps all my heart really wants is peace and contentment, not excitement and fear with the ever-present threat of loss hanging over everything. If you do not give your heart away, you do not risk losing it, and you do not risk having it broken.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, as with the idea of your mother, I should leave you to think about it at your leisure. I shall not pursue it anymore. Especially not now that tea has arrived,” she said with a bright smile as the door to the drawing room opened and the housekeeper bustled in with the tray. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few weeks later, Eliza was out on the edge of the Dower House grounds when Daniel Winchester rode slowly by on his way up to the hall. She was, of course, there by design, feeling certain that he would be due to attend the hall on that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had set herself up with a little trivet and some scissors and was making a pretence of clipping some of the wildflowers which grew just outside the boundary, hoping that their paths would cross at some point as she did so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the sound of hooves drew her attention, she looked up and was pleased to see Daniel looking back at her. He slowed his horse, although he looked at her a little cautiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was in the eighth month of her period of mourning, a time when such strict observance to its rituals seemed naturally to lessen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mr Winchester,” she called out to him and was pleased when he drew his horse to a halt and smiled over at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not seen him at such close quarters since that day so many months before in the little drawing room of the Dower House. He seemed more handsome than ever, with his pale hair and blue eyes and the commanding way he rode a horse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he jumped down from the horse, Eliza felt her heartbeat quicken and allowed herself to enjoy the anticipation for a few moments. After all, she was the one who had waited for him. She was the one who had contrived to be in just the right place at just the right time so that she might see him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, the old feelings of fear seemed to be dancing around the corners of her mind. She did what she could to ignore them, but she knew they were there all the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” he said as he led his horse over to where she was standing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been so long since she had seen him close that his height and the broadness of his shoulders struck her afresh.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He really was such a strong-looking man with such a steady, calm manner, that it was little wonder she had felt that feeling of safety with him from the very first. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So many memories came to her that she could hardly pick through them. There were flashes of images, one after the other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel sitting opposite her in the morning room, his handsome face kind and caring as he listened to her upset at her mother’s letter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then Eliza running for her life, only to find herself suddenly safe in his study, protected by the man who would have fought the Duke with his bare hands if it had been necessary. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you are well, Mr Winchester. You certainly look as if you are in good health,” she said and felt suddenly a little shy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am very well, thank you. And I hope that you are managing nicely here?” he said and peered around her and the thick foliage to the Dower House beyond. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am managing very well. It is very peaceful here. There is never any drama of any kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am sure that you are very glad of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, very glad,” she said and wondered if it was even possible to attain the old feeling of familiarity and closeness that they had experienced at the hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The circumstances had been very different, of course, and they had seen one another almost every day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But not too quiet, I hope?” he said as if he too were feeling a little gap that time and distance had opened between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have lately begun to receive guests, Mr Winchester. Well, two really. Just Ariadne and Lady Hanbury.” She laughed. “But I am sure that you might have easily guessed who it would be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am only glad that you can meet your friends without any concerns to cloud the time you have together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is a great relief to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure it must be.” He stared at her for a moment, so intently that she was almost made uncomfortable by it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And work continues to go well for you, Mr Winchester?” she said, suddenly afraid of her own feelings and determined to draw back a little, even though they had done no more than exchange the most meaningless pleasantries. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am here now only twice a week, which means I have been able to expand my business with a number of other clients. I daresay it was never a good idea to keep all of my eggs in one basket, as the saying goes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I understand that entirely. But is the new Duke less demanding than the old one?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is not only less demanding, but he has a far better idea of the duties of an attorney. He does not ask me to step outside my ordinary bounds and deal with little domestic matters, which is a relief to me. The new Duke is simply a client, whereas the old Duke was much more of an employer, taking up every spare moment I had and seeing to it that I did not spend any attention elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose he was like that with most people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, he was. I would not say this to anybody but you, but I do not miss him for a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And neither do I, even though I still pity him for the suffering he heaped upon himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very generous of you given his behaviour, especially towards the end.” For a moment they were both silent, both clearly reliving the last day they had been at Lytton Hall together. “It seems like such a long time ago now, and yet it is not even a year, is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is just eight months. But yes, it almost seems like a lifetime ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it seems so long to me because I have missed you greatly,” he said and suddenly the conversation had been plunged into very deep waters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester, please,” Eliza said quietly, although wondering what on earth she was doing there if not to hear him tell her such things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew why she watched out of her window for any sign of his passing. She knew why she had spent days coming up with her little plan to happen upon him on the edge of the Dower House grounds. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza had missed him greatly, and she thought about him every day, whether or not she admitted the importance of such a thing to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But now that he was before her, her fear began to take over. Now that he had told her what she wanted to hear, she wanted, perversely, to turn and run from him. She despised herself at that moment for being so contrary, so ridiculous, but there was nothing she could do to control it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but it is true. I do not miss Augustus Tate, but at least when he was alive I could see you. Even if it was only for a few moments in the day, even though at the time it was never enough for me, now I would give anything to go back.” He took one step towards her, and instinctively Eliza looked around for any sign of a witness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that you know how I feel about you. And if you did not want to hear anything about it, you would have waved, smiled, and disappeared back into the Dower House the moment I rode by.” His voice seemed deeper and richer than ever, and his eyes refused to set hers free. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have to understand, Mr Winchester, that I am very afraid of gossip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So afraid that you would let it ruin your life? So afraid that you would choose not to take your own path now that you are free to do it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I am not free to take any path, not yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In just four months, Eliza, you will be free to do whatever you wish. That is all I need to hear from you now, that is all I ask. I would not come here every day and make things difficult for you, you know that. I have stayed away, even when I could easily have called upon you and have nobody know of it. For heaven’s sake, did we not used to manage exactly the same thing at the hall?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You make it sound as if Nella West was right all along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nella West was not right, nothing will change that. She did not see what was really there; she saw what she wanted to see. She saw the very worst, the tawdriest, and there is not a person in this world who could accuse you of such a thing. But there was something there, whether you like it or not. It does not matter about some imaginary ideas of what other people might think of it; it has nothing to do with them. It was not something that was done; it was something that just was. The feeling existed, and I am certain that you felt it too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you were my only friend, Mr Winchester. And you helped me greatly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you telling me that I was nothing more to you than a solution to your problems? Nothing more than a rescuer on hand whenever you needed?” He was not angry, just intense. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The conversation was getting away from her, and she knew it. At first, she had feared their separation had pushed them apart a little. And now, as she looked at him, she was afraid that it had done quite the reverse. It had loosened his tongue, and he seemed determined to declare his feelings for her quite openly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, that was something that Eliza had never experienced in her entire life, not even with Miles. Miles Gainsborough formed that part of society where a thing was only ever hinted at or put most genteelly at best. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was something earthier about Daniel Winchester, something so much more real, and the sudden intensity of it, the surprise of a thing most unexpected, was making her tongue-tied and nervous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, that is not what I am saying. But I am sure that such a thing builds a certain regard of its own. That does not mean that there is anything more to it than that.” She could hardly believe what she was saying; she knew it was not true.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure that it does build a regard of its own, something quite separate. But just because it does, it does not mean that love does not exist by its side. It does not mean that attraction does not exist. You are taking two very separate things and treating them as one. Life is not like that, Eliza. Life is not always so simple.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And do you think my life has been particularly simple, Mr Winchester?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not the circumstances of your life,” he said and finally seemed to be growing a little angry. “And for heaven’s sake, after everything, can you not call me Daniel? Do we not have that much understanding between us at least?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean the circumstances of my life were not simple?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What I mean is that I understand how hard it was for you. I understand how isolated you were, how afraid you were of your husband, how much you did not want to be there. I understand that you lost the man you were intended to marry. None of it was simple, I am sure.” He paused for a moment as if ordering his thoughts. “But you have a very determinedly simple way of looking at things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How so?” she said in such a haughty manner she was reminded of the earliest days of their acquaintance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You turn your back on feelings instead of looking at them. And when you do look at them, you mix them up with others as if to lessen the effect. I know that you feel something for me, Eliza, and yet you choose to mix it with fear as if to water it down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Feelings do not exist in isolation, Daniel, they cross over one another, back and forth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is not an excuse for denying them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you think I am denying my feelings for you, do you?” She was beginning to grow angry herself, but at least it was preferable to her fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what else to say to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then let us stop this arguing and talk about the future. Eliza can there be nothing for me to hope for when your period of mourning is finished?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are asking me to make a decision in the future, and I do not think I can do that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I should have guessed,” he said and sighed. “But if you had any inclination to be with me, thinking about it now instead of thinking about it in a few weeks’ time would make no difference. Perhaps you have other reservations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Other reservations?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I realize that you were not happy with Augustus Tate, but he was a Duke, and I am an attorney.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you think that I am a title hunter? A woman who looks for wealth?” She gave a sharp, mirthless laugh. “Goodness me, and I had thought that you had let go of such ideas as we came to know one another. But it seems likely that you have thought that of me all along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nurse your anger if that is what suits you, Eliza. I am perfectly prepared to admit that I may not be right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How very gracious,” she snapped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is something else altogether. Perhaps it is Miles Gainsborough,” he said and glared at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miles Gainsborough? You think that I have seen Miles Gainsborough?” She was suddenly furious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not of late. But he attended the funeral, did he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was eight months ago, Daniel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I can see from the look on your face that the very mention of his name still has the capacity to upend you. And so, I can see that I have, for a very long time, been labouring under a misapprehension.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hardly shared two words with Miles Gainsborough on that day,” she said a little defensively. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you do not still love him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I …  I …” she said, not knowing how to answer him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then we have been speaking at cross purposes, Eliza.” He paused for a long time and looked at her with such longing that it hurt her heart. “Forgive me, there is not a single part of this conversation that I would not take back if I could,” he said and bowed at her. “I am very pleased to know that you are settling in here and are content. Take very good care of yourself.” And then he turned his horse and walked back towards the gravel driveway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he climbed back into his saddle, Eliza stood and stared at him. She knew that she wanted him to stop, to climb back down from his horse’s back and to stay a little longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But her feelings were so raw. She was afraid, she was angry, she was confused, and she was suddenly so very tired. In the end, she could say nothing at all, not even to bid him farewell, and she watched in silence as he heeled his horse and slowly began to make his way to the hall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Obviously I am very grateful to you for your hard work these past months.” Dixon Musgrave smiled with genuine warmth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    More than once, Daniel had wondered what the last few years might have been like had he worked for Dixon Musgrave rather than the previous Duke. The two men, albeit cousins, could not have been more different, and it was true to say that he had much preferred working for the new Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dixon Musgrave was a much steadier man, one of common sense who was not at the mercy of his own emotions. And, of course, Dixon Musgrave had arrived with a wife.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He was already married, and seemingly, the match was a much more suitable one than the previous Duke had made. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If Daniel had only ever worked for Dixon Musgrave, he would likely never have felt the need to walk away. He would never have met Eliza, and he would never have reached such a crossroads in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel knew that this particular crossroads had been in sight from the first moment he had met Eliza. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even that day in the chapel when he had been so determined to be disdainful, he had not been able to deny her beauty. How quickly he had overturned his own determination to see the young Duchess as complicit in her circumstances. And how quickly he had seen beneath the self-contained, aloof exterior to the woman beneath, the woman he had fallen in love with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And that, as far as Daniel could see, was his biggest mistake. He should never have allowed things to get so far, and yet he could not see how any of it could have been avoided. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Augustus was always going to terrorize Eliza with his insecurity and bitterness, and Daniel was always going to be the only one there with the strength and courage to help her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the idea that it was somehow fated was not a comforting one. He could do no other than link his fate to unrequited love and a discontented life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had never been particularly discontented before Eliza arrived at Lytton Hall. It was true to say that he had not been particularly happy either. But he had been comfortable in a life that seemed to follow a straight path and emotions which followed suit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel Winchester had never experienced such highs and lows before, and whilst they were a great break with tradition and even a little exciting, of late, he had come to realize that his life had been much simpler without them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has been a great honour to work for the Duchy all these years, Your Grace, and I hope that you will believe me when I tell you that I am sorry to leave. But I have such a great list of clients, people I could hardly attend to when your cousin was still alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can only imagine that Augustus was very demanding, Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I certainly did spend a good deal of my time here, Your Grace. And I think the time has now come for me to be at home more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel knew that he was doing the right thing, even though it hurt him to do it. How many times he had thought to break ties with the Duchy when Eliza was still at Lytton Hall, still the wife of the Duke and everything had seemed so hopeless, so pointless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he realized now that he had not begun to understand the meaning of hopeless back then. Hopelessness was reaching the oasis only to discover that it had been nothing more than a mirage all along. To get so far only to finally realize that the woman he loved would never be his, not even now that she was free to be just that, was the worst of all feelings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a true ending, the finish of the story. However sure he had been that Eliza felt at least some of what he felt, he knew now that he had either been mistaken or that her fear of society at large was strong enough to hold her apart from him forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Either way, he could not stay and wait. He could not live in the hope that he had nurtured for so many months. He could not even stay for the final two months of her period of mourning, knowing in his heart that it would make little difference. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On some days, he regretted how they had argued on that morning just weeks before. He regretted how he had left things, how he had walked away from her. But when he looked at it all sensibly, he knew that he had done all that he could do and walking away had been the only response in the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And now he was walking away for good. He was walking away from Lytton Hall and the Duchy and the woman he loved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But life was to be lived, and if he did not soon realize it, he would find himself nothing more than an old man like Augustus Tate, one who searched for a young woman hoping that she would fall in love with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, thank you once again, Winchester,” the Duke said, snapping him out of his reverie. “And I sincerely wish you the very best of luck, my dear fellow. The very best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” Daniel said and bowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he made his way out through the familiar corridors of Lytton Hall, he realized the enormity of what he was doing. He looked at the oak-panelled walls as if to take in every knot and every grain, to commit them to memory.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at side tables and vases, dreadful oil portraits and fine tapestries and realized that he had barely looked at these things properly for years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But now it seemed important to look at them, to concentrate in these final moments. It was more than just the hall, however, and the many years of his life he had spent working in it. He was turning his back on Eliza too, and he knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he knew that he must, that there was no pathway to her now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dear Ariadne, 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know that I had declared some months ago that I would not write anymore, but see you often, something has happened, and I cannot wait until Tuesday to tell you all about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, when I had word this morning, I had almost given up on the last two months of this dreadful period of mourning, almost broke with it altogether, to have my horse saddle so that I might ride over to you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, how I wish you were here, Ariadne. But is that not what I always say when my emotions are such that I am compelled to set them on paper and send them to you? 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, to my news.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I was this morning, out in the little woodland between the Dower House and the hall itself. It stretches almost to the lawns of Lytton Hall, and you will remember that it is the place where I once met Daniel Winchester, that fateful day when Nella West spied upon us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But I was determined to enjoy my walk there nonetheless, to somehow shed some of the old fear and suspicion that has polluted every day since. And I suppose I liked the idea that I might see Daniel there, for I have often wondered if he would return to the Dower House after the way we left things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, as you know, that did not happen. And in truth, I could never really have expected it, could I? What man would return after so obvious a rejection? But even now I am not entirely sure that I had meant to reject him. If I had, why do I think of him every day? Why did I walk out this morning into the woods hoping that it was still his custom to take some fresh air at midday? 
 
      
 
      
 
    But I did happen upon somebody in the woods, Ariadne, although it was not Daniel Winchester but the Duchess of Lytton. I find that I rather like Cecile Musgrave, although I am bound to say that I do not know her particularly well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As you know, I have kept very much to myself at the Dower House and do not often receive invitations to the hall itself. And the truth of the matter is that I am glad, for I do not wish to be a part of that household now. Nonetheless, I am drawn to Cecile and find that she is the sort of woman I like. She has an open, pretty face, and a very ordinary manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We walked together for a while, both commenting on the unusual warmth of the day, the brightness of the sun and sky, and other such similar things that people discuss when they are acquainted but not well acquainted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But then I asked about the household, enquiring after the Duke in particular. And that is when she told me the very worst, Ariadne. That is when she told me that Daniel Winchester is no longer the attorney for the Duchy of Lytton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He is to concentrate solely upon his clients in town and spend more of his time in his own home. He left his employment here one week ago after finishing a protracted piece of work for the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot tell you how hard it was to concentrate upon the rest of the conversation, for dear Cecile was politely telling me how much her husband would miss such a clever and resourceful attorney, a man of steady common sense just like himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was close to tears, Ariadne, and even now I do not know how I held them back. I felt desolate as if I had finally been truly bereaved. You will hardly imagine it, my dear, but I felt like a widow at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt everything at that moment that I ought to have felt for Augustus but could not. Such sadness has swept over me, and I am once again suffering such a great sense of loss. Only this time, the loss is entirely my own doing, is it not? 
 
      
 
      
 
    I understand now why it was you were so exasperated with me when I told you the details of my final conversation with Daniel. You saw so clearly what I have been afraid to look at. You knew all along that I had fallen in love with him, but I refused to see it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But today I could not even convince myself that I was simply sad at the loss of a friend, the ending of an era as it were. I could not tell myself that it was simply because I will never set eyes on Daniel again to share one of our all too brief conversations. I have finally reached the stage where I cannot lie to myself any longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have tried to make my love for Daniel anything other than what it is. He even told me as much himself when we argued, he said that I mash feelings together that ought to be separate, I hide love by letting fear overtake it. And I was so, so angry with him saying such a thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But of course, I was not really angry because I was offended. I was angry because he had described my disposition perfectly, and I felt so vulnerable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That vulnerability made me afraid again; I know it did. You see, nobody ever saw right through into my heart like that before. It was the keenest observation, the most detailed, and absolutely accurate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It frightened me that Daniel could be so perceptive and know me so well when we had never spent any more than ten minutes together at any given time. And yet Miles, the man I had known and loved for so long, would never even be able to guess at the finer details of my character. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If he had the rest of his life in which to study me, Miles would never know me so well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But perhaps that sort of life would be far better for one like me who is made afraid by such vulnerability. Perhaps a man like Miles, one who does not look too closely, one who does not pay such great attention, would be more comfortable in the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For I am bound to tell you now, Ariadne, that my feelings for Daniel Winchester give me no comfort whatsoever. I have known loss in the past, but if I were to allow myself to love Daniel Winchester, I know I would love him too much. I would love him so thoroughly; I would love him with every fibre of my being. And if I ever lost him as I lost Miles, this time I would be truly finished. There would be no surviving it, you see, for I would love Daniel more than any man in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, I am full of thought and yet static. There is no move I can make; there is nothing I can do. And yet my mind will not give me any peace, and my heart gives me even less. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had hoped to purge myself of these feelings by setting them down on paper to you, but I can already sense that I have not achieved it. Perhaps I will have better luck when I see you with my own eyes on Tuesday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the meantime, take very good care of yourself, my dear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With much love, 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How wonderful it is to see you out and about again, Eliza,” Lady Hanbury said in the fine and comfortable drawing room of Hanbury Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Even for a woman who loved her husband, I am bound to say that a year trapped in one’s own environment with only the most sedate of visitors seems almost cruel. And for a woman who was treated cruelly, I think the idea is intolerable. But you are here now my dear, and the dreadful thing is over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am finally free,” she said without conviction, realizing that she felt anything but free. “And glad not to be wearing black anymore.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am glad you have not chosen to continue to wear it as some do, Eliza. You are a young woman, only one-and-twenty, and you should be dressed beautifully and living life as it should be led.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How much you cheer me. How kind you always are, and how well you lift my spirits.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am more than glad to lift your spirits, my dear, but I had hoped that they would already be lifted. Not for myself, you understand, but for you. I had hoped that now you are out in the world again, you might be truly relieved.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am relieved, really I am. I suppose it is just going to take some getting used to again. It really did feel like a very long year, even though both you and Ariadne visited me with such careful regularity, such thoughtfulness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now you can visit us whenever you please. You can take part in things again, to go to dinners, buffets, afternoon games. Just think of it, you may go down into the town whenever there are actors to put on a little play, or you may go into London and enjoy yourself.” Lady Hanbury smiled broadly. “And you may always take an older female friend with you.” She chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like that very much indeed. I would not think to go anywhere of such excitement and not take you with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that I see a smile on your face, I am relieved. But I am not convinced that your sadness does not remain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am quite well, I assure you,” Eliza said and felt sad again, knowing that she was telling the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the final weeks of her period of mourning, that dreadful knowledge that Daniel was no longer within reach had made her feel lower than she had felt at any point in the preceding year. She felt truly lonely, even though she was no longer isolated from her friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And even though she had been so determined to see little or nothing of Daniel during that time, just knowing that he was no longer there had come as such a blow. It was a blow that could not have been any harder if she had seen him every single day of the preceding months. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The realization it had brought with it had been such a difficult thing to contemplate, and yet this time she had forced herself to face it. She would not deal with her loss of Daniel as she had dealt with her loss of Miles.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She would not find some diversion; she would not turn her sadness and loneliness into self-righteous anger and defence. She would just feel what she felt, allow it to be, for she knew it was the only way she was ever going to truly understand herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, I would not wish to attempt to drag confidences from you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, I know well that I could trust you with anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like to help if I can.” Lady Hanbury looked at her so kindly, with such warmth, that Eliza was reminded of how the woman had taken her in when nobody else in the county surely would have done the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel as if I ought not to say such things, being a widow, and what have you, but it is rather matters of the heart which have me feeling so disjointed currently. You must forgive me, for it makes me so distracted, and I fight to keep the smile on my face.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you do not need to keep a smile on your face just because you are having afternoon tea with me. This is not one of those silly, polite little affairs that exists up and down the county, Eliza. This is you and me talking, two friends, real friends, and the tea and sandwiches are simply a practicality to stop us fainting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you are funny,” Eliza said and enjoyed a moment of amusement. “And I think I would perhaps feel better to talk to you about things. I have so much confusion, so much that I cannot seem to get to the bottom of.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And tell me, does it have anything at all to do with that handsome attorney? Please tell me it does, for I cannot think I have ever seen such a striking-looking man. That pale hair and those eyes, and he is so tall, so upright.” She chuckled again. “Of course, Lord Hanbury was a handsome man himself in his day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure he was.” Eliza was suddenly highly amused. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I am bound to say that it was a long time ago, and he was not nearly as handsome as Mr Winchester.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall say nothing, Lady Hanbury. Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two women laughed heartily, Eliza taking a crisp white handkerchief from the long sleeve of her gown to dab the corners of her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was sure of it back then, Eliza.” Lady Hanbury resumed the thread of their conversation. “When Mr Winchester brought you here that awful day, I could feel his love for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there was never …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear Eliza.” Lady Hanbury held up a hand to quieten her. “I know that there was nothing to the dreadful lies that rotten little maid decided to tell. You need not have any fear that I suspect you now or ever did, for it was not possible. I knew how hard things were for you at the hall, but I knew that you were strong and that you would manage no matter what. But that does not take away your feelings, nor his.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think Daniel said something similar to me himself. It was some weeks ago, and I had not seen him for such a long time. And I had gone out of my way to ensure that our paths would cross, for I knew that I had missed him. But we argued dreadfully, and I could not get the thing out of my mind for weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what on earth was there for the two of you to argue about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daniel made his feelings for me very clear. He wanted to know that there would be some hope for him, some hope for us when my period of mourning was over. It was not far away, and I think now, when I look at it, that he was quite right to suggest that it was not too soon to discuss it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you thought that it was?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I became very awkward, truly I did. I can hardly think of it now without berating myself. But the thing is, I am afraid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you afraid of?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot say for certain if I would prefer a life of love with somebody like Miles Gainsborough or a life of the deepest, almost terrifying love with Daniel. In the end, is it not better to be contented? I had once been contented in that fashion and had been happy enough. And even then, when I lost that much, it hurt me dreadfully. I could not bear it if I loved and lost Daniel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But have you not already loved and lost him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not fully.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there is nothing between you and Miles Gainsborough anymore, is there?” Lady Hanbury looked a little confused. “Or do you think that there was some significance in him appearing at the old Duke’s funeral?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was very keen to speak to me, but I was not in a frame of mind to be able to manage it. But yes, I do think it was significant. He did not know Augustus at all, and the way that Miles and I ended things, the argument that we had, would make the idea of him simply turning out to support me more than a year later rather improbable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, in a way, you are having now to choose between the two. If not Miles himself, then the idea of somebody like him, I understand. But still, it is a choice between two men or at least two ways of life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is exactly the case.” Eliza nodded seriously. “But even then, Daniel is not the sort of man who can be toyed with in this way. He is a very strong and very stoic man, one who would not be dangled on a piece of string by a young woman who simply cannot get her emotions in order. The truth is, I fear I really have lost him. He no longer undertakes any work for the Duchy at all, and I know that to be his way of cutting all ties. And it was most effective, truly, for I had never felt such a sense of loss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he is not so very far away, is he? I mean, his home and office are not five miles from here, and I can only imagine that it is but seven miles from your own home. Such a short ride away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet I cannot make that journey because I have not answered my own question.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which you would choose,” Lady Hanbury said quietly to herself. “Yes, I think that you cannot move forward without asking that question and finding the answer. If you do, if you make a choice without knowing, you risk it being the wrong choice. And I think you have already had enough unhappiness and misfortune to last you a lifetime. You need not search for any more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very wise, Lady Hanbury.” Eliza felt a good deal better. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just talking the whole thing through with an older woman who had so much experience of life made her feel more settled, more confident that she could, in the end, get to the bottom of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In the meantime, I think you need a little relief from it all. What about my bridge afternoon at the end of the week? I know it is short notice, but I think it would do you good. It would get you out of the Dower House again, and you might even win a game or two. A little spot of winning is always good for the soul, I think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must admit, that does sound awfully tempting.” Eliza thought for a moment and realized that she really did want to be out in the world. “Yes, I should be very pleased to attend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is settled, my dear. Friday afternoon, and there is always plenty to eat, so do not have too much breakfast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hanbury’s maternal care of her reminded Eliza painfully of her own mother. That was just the sort of thing Lady Bexley would have said, warning her against overeating when there would be so many other tasty treats to be had at a social event. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, as much as Eliza decided to face the truth of her feelings, to add her mother into the mix now was simply too much. Her family would have to wait a little while longer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Friday came, Eliza realized she had had a very full week. Much apart from visiting Lady Hanbury already, she had received Ariadne once at the Dower House and had spent another morning with her dear friend shopping for fabric. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza realized that there was much to be said for having one’s freedom again, not just from a despicable marriage, but from the enforced mourning of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So much time alone at the Dower House had made her introspective, but in such a way that it had done her no good. If she had been a little braver, she might have used that time wisely, coming to know herself well enough to understand what sort of life would finally be the one to suit the best. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And if she had spent her time so wisely, she might well have avoided much of the heartache she had suffered in the last weeks.  
 
      
 
      
 
    To have two such wonderful friends as Lady Hanbury and Ariadne Holloway made Eliza sharply aware of just how much she had to be grateful for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Throughout all her trials and upsets, both women had never deserted her once. They had always been there waiting, ready to receive a letter, to race over to her at a moment’s notice, to take her in when she had nowhere else to go. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she thought about life in such terms, she realized that to continue to feel sorry for herself, to wallow in her own fear and self-imposed loneliness, was something of an offence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was true that she had not come to a conclusion and did not know how to set about it, but she had thought a good deal about Daniel and Miles. She knew that Miles was no longer entirely out of reach. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, she was no longer a girl from a family on the point of financial penury. She knew that her father, despite their estrangement, would make the unusual move of paying a dowry on a daughter who had already been married, knowing that the money would never have come to him in the first place had she not made the greatest sacrifice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she was not without means herself, having inherited a little private money from her deceased husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But was that enough for her? To know that her old love might accept her simply because the old terms, the old settlement, now existed again? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fact was that Eliza cared very little about the money, and she never had. But she had cared greatly that her lack had been the thing which Miles had turned away from. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How glad I am that you are here, my dear Eliza. It is a very fine week for me when I see you twice.” Lady Hanbury took Eliza’s hands in her own and kissed her cheek in greeting in the beautiful entrance of Hanbury Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza was truly glad to be back there, and intending to spend the afternoon as Lady Hanbury had designed it, she would enjoy herself and nothing more. She would not think for a moment any of the thoughts which had plagued her for so long. She would simply play bridge, drink tea, eat a little, and converse as much as possible. In short, she would enjoy it to its fullest extent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have been looking forward to this all week,” Eliza said truthfully. “And I have every intention of enjoying myself, just as you said I ought to,” she said brightly, smiling spontaneously for the first time in a long while. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah,” Lady Hanbury said and winced. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever is the matter?” Eliza said and felt suddenly a little upended. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you might be just a little bit cross with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I am afraid I got you here under false pretenses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are not to play bridge?” Eliza said and felt confused. She could see in through the open doorway of the drawing room where several guests were already settled down to their various games. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the bridge has not changed. But my true intention for having you here today was something very different. Of course, I would love you to enjoy yourself, but perhaps that will only truly come when you know what you are about, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not understand,” Eliza said as her sense of disquiet deepened.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have two guests here today in my drawing room whom I think will be instrumental in you coming to some conclusion. I have worried about it for days, but I think you must take some positive step if you are ever to answer your own question.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And your two guests are …?” Eliza already knew, and her mouth had gone horribly dry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are both here, my dear, although very much apart. And I have a good number of guests, so there is nothing obvious in it. I have not exposed you to any potential awkwardness. I do hope you will one day be able to forgive me.” And with that, Lady Hanbury took her hand and drew her gently towards the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Hanbury did not desert her as Eliza had immediately feared she might. Instead, the two women sat on one of the couches drinking tea for some time before Eliza finally set eyes on Daniel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment she looked at him, his surprise was clear. And with her own eyes widening with the sheer emotional jolt, she very likely looked as surprised as he did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was in conversation with two other men, both of whom looked very intent. Eliza had no doubt that it was some business or other, and she hoped that she had not destroyed his concentration with her presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, how very nice to see you.” The voice came from a different direction altogether, and it made her turn around sharply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miles,” she said softly and smiled at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you are well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you both excuse me for a moment? I think my husband is trying to get my attention. I shall just see what it is he wants.” Lady Hanbury gave Eliza a smile of encouragement before leaving them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Hanbury is so pleasant, is she not?” Miles said and looked meaningfully at the chair opposite the couch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The most pleasant,” Eliza agreed. “Would you care to sit for a while?” Eliza felt all at sea but knew she must make the most of the opportunity Lady Hanbury had created for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was time to do things properly. It was time to search her heart instead of relying on the old feelings of anger and injustice to shield her from the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you kindly,” he said and took his seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza studied him for a moment, taking in his dark hair and eyes, the perfectly symmetrical features which made him classically handsome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It amazed her that the last two years had not seen him married away to some beautiful young woman of reasonable fortune. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At six-and-twenty, he must be one of the eligible bachelors in the county who was on many a mother’s list. But it was his handsomeness and his pleasant demeanour which would set him head and shoulders above the others in the end. And yet here he was, unmarried. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps it would have been easier for her in the end if he had married, however much the news of it would have upset her. It might have made things clearer, although she somehow doubted it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you are well, Miles?” Eliza said, knowing that she could only get to the bottom of everything with effort. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am well, Eliza. Although I am bound to say that I am much improved by seeing you again.” He looked cautious, almost like a boy who was asking for something that was not assured. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I mean it, Eliza.” He seemed quite intent to labour the point. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I suppose it has been a long time since we last saw each other. And longer still since we spoke properly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry that I approached you at the Duke’s funeral. It was inappropriate, and I ought to have known at the time that it was not in your best interests. I hope you can forgive me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, Miles. I appreciated your condolences; it was very kind of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But if I am to be entirely honest, passing on my condolences was not my primary reason for attending the funeral of a man I had never met. I had wanted to see you, Eliza. I have never been easy with the way we left things that day.” She knew immediately that he was talking about that last, dreadful conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not need to go into details, for they were already there, lodged in her mind forever. But when she thought of it now, when she concentrated for a moment on his rejection and her own feeling of helplessness, it did not seem to hold the same strength it had once done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She did not suffer that same jolt of injustice, that same anger, that same feeling of grief. It was as if it did not matter anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is done is done, Miles. I will not lie and say it did not hurt me greatly at the time, but two years have passed now, and everything is different. At first, it seemed as if I might never be able to forgive, but I understand well the pressure that a father can put upon a person. Even in a gentle way, they still hold a great deal of power. And money of course, or sometimes its lack, is one of the most powerful forces in society today. Perhaps it always has been. In the end, I daresay I would have been expecting too much of you to go against all of that, to turn your back on a way of life that has existed far longer than we have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very understanding of you, Eliza,” he said and smiled at her in a way which reminded her just how handsome he really was. “But I wish I had turned my back on that way of life for I have regretted it every day since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not think about it anymore. We cannot live in such a way. You must only look to the future now; do not dwell in the past. I do not wish you ill, Miles, although it is true to say that I have suffered moments of darkness in which I did. But that seems like such a long time ago now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall take your advice and look to the future, Eliza. And what of your future? Now that your period of mourning is over, does that mean the county will see much more of you? I know that I would be very glad to see you out and about again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have been somewhat isolated these last two years, Miles. But now that I am free to move about at will, I think I am going to take advantage of it. It has been such a long time since I have been out in the world that I had quite forgotten how enjoyable it is.” She smiled and meant every word of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Miles had moved their conversation into something personal very quickly, and Eliza knew that she must gently bring a little more formality back into it. If she did not, she had the strongest sense that Miles was going to say something that they would both later regret. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was clear to her that he had decided to do what he could to win her back. In truth, she did not know if that was because he truly had regretted his decision every day since or if the idea that she was no longer financially embarrassed made her a rather more welcome prospect than she had been two years before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Either way, Eliza was not sure it mattered anymore. If she decided that her life would be better run in a marriage that did not demand absolute knowledge of one another, absolute truth, and the searing vulnerability that came with it, then surely it did not matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And if she decided that she wanted a love that would consume her almost entirely, then Miles would not be the man she turned to, so again, his motive would not matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you would not mind me approaching you again, Eliza? I am reminded today how much I enjoy your company,” Miles said hopefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may always approach me when we meet, Miles,” she said and was careful to maintain a certain ambiguity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked over to where Lady Hanbury stood and widened her eyes to silently tell her that she wished to be released from Miles’ company. In a heartbeat, Lady Hanbury was making her way over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, my husband kept me a little longer than I had intended,” Lady Hanbury said brightly when she returned.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Eliza said and smiled, patting the seat next to her on the couch. “Do join me again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you ladies will excuse me, I shall leave you to your conversation,” Miles said, picking up on the social cue as any well brought up young man might. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Eliza said with a smile. “And how nice it was to see you again, Miles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He bowed at them both before turning to take his leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well?” Lady Hanbury said in a whisper. “Has that made things any clearer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In a way, it has. This is the first time I realized that I no longer cherish my anger and resentment. I have forgiven Miles already, although quite when I did it, I could not say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that is a good start,” Lady Hanbury said in admiration. “But what of the man himself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am almost certain that he is keen to continue where we left off two years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how do you feel about that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know what I feel for him pales in comparison to what I feel for Daniel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But your question still needs an answer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose it does. Perhaps things will be clearer when I have managed to speak to Daniel also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah,” Lady Hanbury said significantly and winced. “I am afraid that might be impossible; this afternoon, at any rate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why?” Eliza said, having overcome her initial fear, and finding herself keen to get on with it, to confront herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I am afraid he has left.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is still early, is it not? I cannot think that I was talking to Miles for more than a few minutes,” Eliza said and looked all around the room in the hope that Lady Hanbury was mistaken. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid he excused himself rather suddenly, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Suddenly? Goodness, he was not unwell, was he?” Eliza was suddenly full of concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not think that was it.” Lady Hanbury seemed to be picking her words carefully. “As you were talking to Miles, I made a little study of Daniel Winchester. It is clear that he is as in love with you as ever, for there was such a look upon his face when he saw you in company with Miles. He looked as if he had truly given in; as if he had come to some decision. And then, quite suddenly, he excused himself and hurried over to me to tell me that he must leave. My dear Eliza, he did not even look back once, he just left.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness. But what am I to do now? Have I turned him away forever?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you want to have turned him away forever?” Lady Hanbury said with a knowing smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then is it fair to say that you have answered that question of yours without the need to even speak to Daniel Winchester?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, my question is answered. However afraid I am to let myself love Daniel fully, I know that life would not be lived properly with anybody else but him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then congratulations, my dear.” Lady Hanbury reached for her hand and gave it an extraordinarily strong squeeze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Congratulations?” Eliza said incredulously. “But he is gone; he has left. How might I tell him now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By suddenly excusing yourself from my bridge afternoon, climbing into your carriage, and going directly to him. There is no sense in hovering any longer. You have made your decision finally, and you know in your heart what it is you want. So, no more shilly-shallying, my dear, you must finally take a firm hold on this life of yours and shake it until it becomes what you want it to be. Come along, on your feet.” Still holding her hand, Lady Hanbury rose suddenly, and Eliza was drawn along in her wake. “That is it, my dear. Now then, off with you,” she said and began to propel her out of the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Eliza said when they were finally approaching the front door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will wish you luck, although I know that you do not need it. He loves you, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza could say no more; she threw her arms around Lady Hanbury and embraced her tightly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she arrived at Daniel Winchester’s fine home, Eliza was breathless with excitement and nerves. The last time they had spoken, everything had been dreadful. She had been afraid and confused, and he had been exasperated and angry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she had no doubt that he was in no better mood now. He was very likely pacing back and forth, trying to rid himself of the image of Eliza in seemingly happy conversation with Miles Gainsborough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly seized by a desire to end the suffering, Eliza jumped down from the carriage, surprising her driver entirely as he had made his way to the door to assist. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, she smiled broadly at him before hurrying away, her eyes fixed firmly on the glossy black wooden door of Daniel Winchester’s house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knocked with more determination than she had expected and realized that it must have sounded rather urgent. The door was opened in no time by a rotund, kindly looking housekeeper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, my dear,” Eliza said with a bright smile. “I wonder if you would be kind enough to tell Mr Winchester that Eliza Tate is here to see him? I should be most grateful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” The housekeeper returned the bright smile. “Do come in and take a seat here for a moment, and I will see if Mr Winchester is available.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The housekeeper returned to her in no time at all, still smiling warmly as she beckoned her to follow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Winchester is in his study if you do not mind speaking to him there?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Eliza said and realized that she was walking quickly through the narrow corridor, so excited and so keen to have Daniel know it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza,” Daniel said quietly when the housekeeper showed her into the room and then left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daniel, I had to see you. I hope you do not mind me arriving so suddenly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was just that you left Hanbury Hall before I had a chance to speak to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” he said and continued to stand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza stood also, knowing that she was too excited to sit. She looked at him for a long time without speaking, taking in his irregular features, his pale hair and eyes, his handsome frame in an immaculate dark blue tailcoat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was older than Miles and would never have drawn the immediate attention from all around for the obvious good looks that Miles had been blessed with. And yet to Eliza, he was the most attractive, most handsome man in all the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not love Miles Gainsborough, Daniel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, when I saw the two of you together, I immediately thought the worst.” He still spoke quietly, and his countenance gave away no hint of his feelings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was, in truth, much as he ever was; stoic, calm, and entirely unreadable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As soon as I realized you had gone, I rather gave chase,” she said and shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you indeed?” Daniel said and finally laughed. “Now that does conjure an amusing image.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had to give chase, Daniel, for I have so much I want to tell you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then perhaps you would care to take a seat.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I cannot sit, Daniel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” he said and smiled at her curiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daniel, the last time we spoke, you were right about so many things. But you were wrong about some others, so I might begin there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By all means.” He laughed indulgently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You had thought that I could not give you an answer on that day because I would not be happy to live in a smaller home with a man who did not have a title. That has never been true and never shall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I realized it almost as soon as I had said it. Forgive me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not need to forgive you; there is nothing to forgive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What else was I wrong about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have already told you, I suppose. I do not love Miles Gainsborough and, even when I did, it was nothing in comparison to the love I feel for you and have felt for you for so long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just an hour ago I was not expecting this day to turn out well at all.” He stared at her intently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were right, I purposefully covered one set of feelings with another. I know that I have done so to protect myself, but I also know that I do not need any protection from you. I was so afraid, you see, of loss. I have lost in the past, and it was so painful. But that was when I had lost somebody I had barely loved. I began to wonder how it would feel to allow myself to love you so greatly and then see you turn your back on me also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would never turn my back on you, Eliza,” he said in a deep, hoarse tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, and I should always have known. You were the one man in all this who never did. You were by my side throughout, risking everything to protect me, to stand up for me. But I concentrated on my own fears and failed to see what was there in front of me. Now I know; now I see all of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you see how much I love you, Eliza? Because I love you as I have loved no other.” He took a step towards her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do see it, but it is wonderful to hear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have wanted you from the very first; I knew I had never met anybody like you. I cannot tell you how hard it was to know that you were married to another and that we would never find ourselves on the same path.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But now we are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now we are,” he said and reached for her. “I know that so much that was sad has happened to bring us together, but it was out of our control, all of it. All we can do now is live life as it is without looking backward. The past is a thing that is done, all its injustices, all its hurt, all its fear. It is finished; it is no more. The only thing which makes us fear the future is the memory of the past. We draw upon it every day as a means of predicting the next outcome, but it is so flawed. We fear that just because something has happened once, it must surely happen again, but that is not true. I am not Miles Gainsborough, I am Daniel Winchester, and I put my love for you before anything else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Daniel, the time it has taken me to get to this point. How you must have suffered as I allowed myself to spend so many months at the mercy of my own thoughts and fears. But I am not at their mercy anymore, and I am determined now to only look forward, as you say. At that moment when I realized you had left Hanbury Hall, I knew. I just knew that I could not live without you, not a moment longer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are here now, Eliza, and that is all that matters to me. I love you,” he said, and she was suddenly in his arms, hardly knowing how she had got there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes as she leaned her face against his broad chest, feeling his strong arms around her, holding her tightly to him. They embraced for some minutes without a word, and she could feel that familiar strength seeming to radiate from him as they stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you, Daniel,” she said and looked up at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, Daniel covered her lips with his own and kissed her passionately. Eliza returned every one of his kisses with equal passion, clinging to him tightly as she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing in her life had ever felt as right as that moment did. It was as if she had been rolling through the world, a little wooden peg trying to find a gap she would fit into perfectly. And that moment, that very moment, felt like home. It was where she belonged, and the feeling brought with it the greatest sense of relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt as if she had been walking through the darkness, trying to find the right door. And, finally, she had found the right door, opened it, and was now safely inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have three meetings this morning, Daniel,” Eliza said as the two of them sat at the small and neat dining table, the sunlight streaming in through the large window. “Mr Osterley at half-past nine, Mr Wentworth at half-past ten, and Mr Oliver at half-past eleven. You will have to hurry yourself, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eliza, it is but half-past eight,” Daniel said with a laugh as he reached for another slice of pound cake. “I have plenty of time. And if I am to see so many clients this morning, I ought to have a proper breakfast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not really need to go to so much trouble, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, but I enjoy it. I like to know what it is you do, and I like to help, even if it is only to hurry you along in the morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You think I need a little hurrying along in the morning then, do you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is one of the most surprising things I think I have discovered about you since we married,” Eliza said thoughtfully as he laughed. “I had always imagined you to be awake by six, breakfasted by seven, and at your desk by eight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not quite as organized as you imagined me, then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do hope you are not disappointed.” He smiled as she poured him another cup of tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not at all. I could not be happier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was true; Eliza had never been happier in her life. The two of them had married within days of her declaration of love for him, with just Ariadne, Lord and Lady Hanbury, and the housekeeper, Mrs Arklow, bearing witness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had all been too soon for Eliza to decide whether or not she wanted her own family in attendance. She did not want to remember her previous wedding, a day of such pain and regret. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had the idea that seeing her family dressed in their best once again, her father determined to give her away, could only dredge up memories she did not want to infect what was undoubtedly the happiest day of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And her new life was so different from everything she had ever known that every day was an excitement to her. She had retained her title of Dowager Duchess, but she never used it. For the same reason that she had not invited her family to her wedding, she did not want to be reminded of her former status and former sadness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was the wife of one of the most successful attorneys in Hertfordshire, a woman who was now free to follow her heart entirely, and she could not have been more content. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza continued in her old associations, still enjoying the company of Lord and Lady Hanbury and dear Ariadne Holloway. But she had involved herself more in the concerns of the town, turning her hand to charity and other such similar occupations and finding that she enjoyed them greatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She even liked to help Daniel keep his appointments straight, always making sure that he would be free by midday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had become their custom to stop then, to come together in the drawing room and have that same time devoted to conversation just as they had at Lytton Hall. It often felt like the most important part of her day, a gentle reminder of everything she had to be grateful for.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She was now free to talk to Daniel Winchester whenever she liked, and for as long as she liked, for he was her husband, and they would walk through this life together hand-in-hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Daniel had dispensed with his clients for the morning, he arrived in the drawing room where she was already waiting for him with a tea tray. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you had a productive morning, Daniel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I have. I have secured some continuing business from my first two clients, and my third appointment of the morning was a brand-new client. So, all in all, business is booming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And do you prefer it to working for the Duchy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have variety now; I have different challenges. In truth, I have everything that I had looked for when I first studied to become an attorney in the first place. I suppose I allowed life to drift when I was at the Duchy, and pleased with the work, I just continued to accept it. But now I have what I truly want. In every respect, as a matter of fact,” he said and leaned over to kiss her cheek before accepting the tea she had poured for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I have not been at all busy this morning,” Eliza said and laughed. “I am afraid I have indulged myself in a little laziness and a little reading.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It sounds like a very fine way to spend the morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is very fine, but I am afraid that I have nothing new to report to you since breakfast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I have something new to report to you beyond my run of clients.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, what is that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had two minutes conversation with Mrs Arklow before Mr Oliver arrived, and she was telling me a little piece of gossip that she had picked up in the town yesterday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gossip? Now that is a new thing. I really had never suspected you were a gossip, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have your fun, Eliza.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright, I give in. What is your little piece of gossip?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That a young maid who used to work at Lytton Hall is to stand trial at the next assizes for blackmail.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A young maid?” Eliza said and sat bolt upright in her seat. “You mean Nella West?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The very same.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what has happened? Who has she blackmailed? And where on earth has she been all this time?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid you have a lot of questions that I cannot yet answer, but Mrs Arklow tells me that she had been working in a fine home, not fifteen miles from here, and made an attempt to blackmail her employer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And it has ended in her being charged with an offence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose it had to happen sooner or later. She really was most determined to have her way, was she not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She most certainly was,” Eliza said and shuddered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, I hope I have not upset you with this news. Perhaps it has dredged up old feelings that would be better left alone.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all; I am pleased to know where she is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? Surely you do not still fear her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, not for myself, but for others, yes. I know what she is capable of.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is a good thing that she has finally been caught.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is,” she said and reached for his hand. “And it has been a very long time since I realized that she cannot hurt me anymore. I already have everything in this world that I want, and nothing that she or anybody else could do could ever change that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am very glad to hear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am very glad to say it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you say to an afternoon together?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you not got work to do?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have, but it is nothing that cannot wait until tomorrow. I think I would rather spend the afternoon with my beautiful wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do love you, Daniel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I love you, Eliza. I always shall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    
Can't get enough of Eliza and Daniel? Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out…  
 
      
 
    Will Eliza finally re-engage with her family? 
 
    How does dreadful Nella enter the picture again? 
 
    Will the whole family be re-united in the end? 
 
      
 
    Click the link or enter it into your browser 
 
    http://bridgetbarton.com/eliza 
 
      
 
      
 
    
(Turn the page to read “A Soulmate for the Heartbroken Duke”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!) 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Soulmate for the Heartbroken Duke 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Introduction 
 
      
 
    When Lord Thomas Carlton, second son of the Duke of Shawcross, decides one fateful afternoon in his youth to befriend the beautiful Lady Catherine Ambrose, he could never conceive of the events that would follow. Tired of his father's bullying and arrogance, he thinks he will amuse himself by making a friend of the daughter of the Duke's bitterest enemy; The Earl of Barford. Little did he know how he would fall in love with Lady Catherine and let loose a chain of events that could seemingly be stopped by nothing and nobody. 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine Ambrose, daughter of the Earl of Barford, knew what it was to grow up in a household where little was thought of a young woman. Her father was more concerned with his bitter feud with the Duke of Shawcross than the welfare of his offspring. When Thomas Carlton first speaks with her at a summer ball, Catherine thinks him daring and amusing, not to mention handsome. But, within a short space of time, she finds herself hopelessly in love with him. A love that would never, ever fade. 
 
      
 
    When the two are discovered and parted by their families, Catherine finds herself adrift in a world she does not know, a place so far from home. But will she find peace there? And can her new family help her through the most shocking event of her life? And, when all is settled, can the two young lovers finally make their way back to each other and live in the love that should have been theirs all along? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine Ambrose, having had high hopes for a pleasant evening, realized that it was not going to come to pass. Her father, the Earl of Barford, was in a more than usual state of agitation, given that he and his oldest enemy had found themselves attending the same dance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The setting was too large and well attended for the evening to be considered intimate, and too small for the event to be described as a ball. All in all, the term dance would have to suffice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A ball is one thing,” her father said in his bellicose manner. “I can ignore the damned fellow at a ball. But this is too small. I have a mind to leave.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We could leave if you would prefer it, Father,” Philip Ambrose, Catherine’s brother, said in the sort of coaxing voice one might use on an angry bear. “Shall I have the carriage brought round?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, damn you!” The Earl looked furious and responded in a voice that was certainly loud enough to be heard over the music and the chatter of the evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip looked crestfallen and, Catherine realized, a little humiliated. As far as she was concerned, her brother did not deserve to feel either one of those things, and it gave Catherine pain to see it. In the end, Philip just gave a brief, respectful nod and turned away a little, clearly determined to let his father carry on with his vile mood in his own way and without assistance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Being in a vile mood was a lifelong state of being for Oscar Ambrose, and Catherine could not remember a time when he was any different. And that was just his day to day existence; when his bitterest enemy was added into the equation, his mood grew fouler still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine wondered briefly why it was when the animus between the Earl of Barford and the Duke of Shawcross was so widely known, that Lord Vinton had chosen to invite them both to a smaller gathering. The whole thing was as a red rag to a bull where her father was concerned, and she had little doubt that the Duke of Shawcross was similarly affected. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But then, Lord Vinton should not really have to dwell on such things; it was down to two grown men to behave better, not down to a whole county to carefully choreograph every social occasion so that the men did not have to stand within a few yards of one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine liked Lord Vinton. He was a kindly old baron who probably thought the Earl and the Duke should bury the hatchet, and he was welcoming to all who crossed his threshold. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His country mansion was neither small nor large, and the room they were in for the food and dancing was too big to be a drawing room and too small to be a ballroom. But Catherine liked it very much. It was a bright room, the wood-paneled walls painted a pale cream, giving it an airy, if not overly spacious, feel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There were tables and chairs set around the outer edges of the hall, and enough good food to keep everybody happy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s father had kept to his feet all night, however, as if to sit down would somehow be to give some advantage or other to Penrose Carlton, the Duke. And for his part, it would seem that the Duke of Shawcross was under the same impression, also choosing to stand, with his eldest son looking as if he was trying to placate his father in the same way as Philip had tried to placate theirs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When two of her father’s acquaintances came to join them, Catherine gave a silent sigh of relief. It allowed her to take half a step backward from the group and involve herself in matters of the room without having to concentrate on her father’s conversation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip, however, was not so blessed, being drawn into it all and shown off by the father who had, not two minutes before, spoken to him as if he were a child or servant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Catherine knew she must take what she could get and so looked all around to satisfy her curiosity over who had turned up to the event, who had fallen into conversation, and who, like her, was just satisfying themselves with a good study of everyone else in the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she gazed around, Catherine found herself looking right at Thomas Carlton, the Duke’s second son. He appeared to have been scanning the room as she was, and he smiled a little sheepishly when their eyes met.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He no doubt thought he had been caught out in his secret observations, but no more than she had, so she smiled back. Catherine was careful to make the smile brief, not because she had any argument with Thomas Carlton, but because she did not want her father to see it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She allowed her eyes to stray to her father and his sycophantic friends and then back to Thomas Carlton. He was still looking at her when she turned back, and Catherine smiled again by instinct. She knew almost nothing about the young man, except what she could see with her eyes, and certainly had no quarrel with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And he was such a handsome man too, even more so than his older brother. But his older brother was the heir to the Duchy and, whenever she had the luxury of studying that family, Catherine could easily see how Thomas Carlton was of much slimmer consideration to all around them, occupying much the same position in his family as she did in her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The evening progressed well enough, with more of her father’s acquaintances gathering around him, just as the Duke of Shawcross seemed to be attracting his own small following. It was always the same for men of title, and Catherine stifled a laugh when she ridiculously thought that she was glad she was not a man of title herself. Being Lady Catherine was title enough, and one which gave her no power whatsoever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you do me the honour, my dear Catherine.” Lord Vinton appeared suddenly and with such a warm smile that Catherine could not refuse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would be an honour, Sir,” she said with amusing grandeur and was pleased to see Lord Vinton appreciated her gentle humour. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They made their way to join the rest of the dancers, lined up with the finely dressed ladies and gentlemen, and respectfully bowed at one another before the dancing finally began. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine made her first turn, she saw Thomas Carlton just two spaces away, dancing with Lord Vinton’s ageing sister, Ariadne. She caught his eye again and, just as before, he smiled at her. She returned his smile before completing her turn and facing away from him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    With a show of the vigilance that was a habit with her, Catherine darted a quick look over to her father to be sure he had not seen the tiny smile that he would have viewed as a huge betrayal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mercifully, Lord Vinton chattered his way happily through the entire dance, taking her mind off her father, and her eyes off the handsome Thomas Carlton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And he really was handsome in a very distinctive way. Thomas Carlton was not a classically appealing man. His hair was more red than brown, and his eyes were not the startling blue of romance novels, nor the dark, inky pools of poetry. Instead, they were the palest blue, the colour of the sky on a day when the sun was so weak it barely shone; the very palest sky blue. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His face was handsome in a way many might easily dismiss. It was a clever, knowing face, with angles and furrows, not the symmetrical face of the sort of handsome hero who was, in her opinion, all too prevalent these days. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something about Thomas Carlton, something almost mesmerising. But it was something that she had determined to ignore or at least only study from afar for the sake of her own curiosity. They certainly could never be friends, so what did it matter if she found him unusual and most pleasing to look at? 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the dancing had finished, Catherine returned to her party, joining Philip, who had made his way to the edge of things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You danced very well, Catherine.” Philip smiled genuinely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I do so like Lord Vinton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is a kindly sort of a chap. I like him too.” Philip nodded, his young face so handsome and bright; his features as open as his father’s were closed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see we are to stand for the entire evening,” Catherine said with a shrug, looking vaguely towards their father and the men who had surrounded him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if the Duke stands, Father will stand,” Philip smirked. “It is all so ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is. But I am glad to see you finding a little respite from the crowd. I do not envy you your responsibilities, Philip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” He squeezed her hand briefly. “Oh, for a night where the party might simply be enjoyed for its own sake!” He laughed amiably, but Catherine felt for him all the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Could you not ask a young lady to dance? Surely there would be no harm in that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like to, but you know how father likes to direct that sort of thing. If he saw me dancing with a woman of my own choosing, he would declare her a title hunter and me a fool for not having sought his advice in the first place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that is true,” she said sadly. “We lead such lives of oppression, do we not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We do,” Philip said with an almost inappropriate brightness. “Although you might stave off that oppression for a few minutes, for I have just spied Emily Barton drifting out of the room. Look,” he said and nodded to the young woman’s departing back. “You wanted to speak to her about this week’s bridge, did you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, I did,” Catherine said with purpose. “I wonder if I would be missed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Probably not.” Philip laughed. “But if you are, I shall explain your absence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go, or you might miss her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine hurried through the crowd with a fixed, polite smile. She was careful not to make eye contact with anybody, lest she be drawn into some conversation or other and miss the chance to speak to Emily Barton at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, despite her best efforts, by the time Catherine had made her way out of the room, Emily was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine looked up and down the corridor, wondering if Emily had headed in the direction of the entrance hall to leave, or towards the other end of the house where she might find some way outside for a few minutes’ air. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thinking it too early for Emily to be leaving, Catherine decided upon the second option and headed further along the west corridor. All was quiet, and she listened for any sound of Emily’s footsteps in the distance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But the mansion was so full of sounds that she soon gave up careful listening as an impossible idea and trudged onward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to escape, Lady Catherine?” Catherine gasped and wheeled sharply around to see none other than Thomas Carlton standing behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I … well …” she stammered, unsure how to proceed. “I was actually looking for Emily Barton, Lord Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I am afraid to report that you have missed her. I heard her making hasty goodbyes to Lord Vinton before leaving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear. And I do so want to speak to her about the bridge,” Catherine said, trying to think how she should maintain normal conversation with a young man she was certain she ought to look upon as her enemy if only to be loyal to her own family. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but was it to enquire if her new bridge afternoon was to begin this week? For if that was your question, I might be able to help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was my question. I have been looking forward to it but was unsure of the date for the first of the meetings.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I can tell you it is next Wednesday afternoon at one o’clock. I believe Miss Barton will be sending around hasty invites over the next couple of days. In her excitement, I am told she had forgotten to do so before. It has caused a great deal of confusion and excitement, which is apt because a game of bridge always leaves me rather confused and occasionally excited.” He grinned at her, the skin around his pale blue eyes wrinkling pleasingly as he did so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am no great player myself.” She laughed. “If that is any consolation at all?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It most certainly is. I shall not feel so unique on Wednesday afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, are you to attend?” she said, feeling pleased and perturbed all at once. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am.” He smiled brightly. “And you look uncertain about it all. Perhaps you would enjoy the afternoon better if I did not go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may go wherever you choose, Lord Thomas. Please do not think I would see you barred from any event, Sir.” She smiled weakly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He really was such a pleasant young man, and he always had been. Whilst they had never spoken for as long as they were at that moment, whenever their paths had crossed in the past, Thomas Carlton had always acknowledged her politely, no hint of sarcasm or thinly veiled malice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me.” He bowed. “I am sure you would not. I suppose I am alluding to the strain which exists between our two families. But then, neither one of us can do anything about that, and so I should not have alluded to it at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, I am not insulted,” she said and relaxed for long enough to smile at him warmly. “And it is hard not to allude to something that taints evenings such as this one.” She looked back towards the hall. “Evenings that should be relaxed into and enjoyed without wondering who will give in and sit down first.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you perceived the same as I did.” His laughter, when it came, sounded like relief. “I cannot claim to understand it all, but I must admit myself glad that I do not seem to be the only one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not the only one.” She nodded and laughed also. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is the lot in life for the second born? To have just enough freedom from expectation to be able to observe whilst remaining unobserved oneself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You put that very well, Lord Thomas, and I already agreed before you had spoken.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, perhaps there has been something to enjoy in this evening after all. Brief, perhaps, but enjoyable nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am in agreement once more.” She smiled but could feel a little panic rising. “But I think I must return to my party before I am missed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand, Lady Catherine. And I hope to see you at Emily Barton’s bridge afternoon on Wednesday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I hope so too,” she said and smiled before turning to hurry back to her family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I grow tired of Augustus Mortimer and his attempts to ingratiate himself to me.” The Earl of Barford, although clearly speaking to Philip, did not bother to look up from his breakfast plate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead, he just kept cutting off great chunks of bacon and stuffing them into his mouth as he spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot abide people who see an acquaintance with me as a pathway to something better for themselves. No doubt this one has his eye on my money. I should have seen it before.” He raised his head finally if only to look at Philip for a moment. “Take heed, boy. Always be on the lookout for the ones in want of a free passage in life.” He looked down at his plate again and continued his indelicate attack upon the breakfast plate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had all but finished her breakfast when her father had barged into the room. She ordinarily was down so much earlier that she did not often encounter the Earl at the breakfast table, finding she preferred to start the day in that fashion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But whenever he had risen a little earlier, catching her off-guard, Catherine had never dared leave the table before her father did, even on a day such as this one when her breakfast was all but done by the time he strode in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” Philip said and was as calm and attentive as always. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that the Earl had always paid Philip the attention an heir was bound to get, and her less than nothing, the siblings had always been the greatest of friends. Their father’s unequal treatment of them had never stood in the way of their fond regard for one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as Philip apologised for their father’s neglect of her, Catherine apologised for their father’s overbearing attention to Philip. And so, the two were easily appeased, understanding that they had no control of the man who ruled them and choosing to seek solace in each other’s friendship, rather than bitterness as rivals. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As her father continued to eat, making the sort of noises a pig might make, Catherine concentrated hard on sipping her now-cold tea and studying a patch of paintwork in the corner, above one of the large windows, which was peeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been peeling for a while, although it was in a spot seldom looked at, so it was likely that neither her father nor Philip had noticed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was so slight as not to mar the otherwise fine decoration of the breakfast room. The room was still clean and bright, its pale green walls and white half-paneling very attractive indeed. It was on the east of Barford Hall, and always got the best of whatever morning sunlight was available. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine liked the room; it was a place where she and Philip enjoyed the one meal of the day they could often take alone, giving them the opportunity to talk unguardedly as they ate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was going to marry Catherine off to that boy of his, even though he is a dreadful milksop.” The Earl looked up at Philip again as he talked as if Catherine were not even in the room. “I thought it might do me some good later down the line to have Francis Mortimer as a son-in-law. He’s passive, you see,” he continued, the high colour of the skin on his cheeks standing out starkly against the grey-white of his thick hair. “But I have let the idea drift. Augustus has become a little too sure of the outcome, and he needs teaching a lesson.” He laughed suddenly. “I hope the fool has spent the dowry he likely has it in his head will come to him, for he shall not get any.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip did not look at his sister, but his barely perceptible flinch was enough for her to know that he was as appalled by what he was hearing as Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea that the Earl could be so childish, giving favour and taking it away so suddenly diminished him even further in her eyes. But she could see how her father’s arrogance and capriciousness had worked in her favour on this particular occasion, for she would not have liked to have found herself unwillingly betrothed to Francis Mortimer; she did not like the man at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea, however, that this was the first indication that such a union had even been a possibility made her feel a little warm and suddenly nauseous. It was proof, if further proof was needed that she meant nothing and was utterly powerless. It reminded her that her life could change so suddenly and without warning, and there would be nothing she could do to stop it. All she could do was blow this way and that on the wind of her father’s plans. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right,” the Earl said, rising to his feet in an awful scraping of chair against floorboards. “I have some matters to attend to, Philip, and then I shall be setting off to see the attorney. You will come with me; it will do you some good,” he said. “Be ready to leave when I call you.” And with that, the Earl strode out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It occurred briefly to Catherine that her father had yet to even bid her good morning, but she would not mourn the loss of his greeting. She was just relieved to be rid of his presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you alright, Catherine?” Philip said in a quiet, cautious voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. A little shocked, but I shall survive it.” She sipped at her cold tea again to relieve her dry mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here.” Philip rose and took another cup from the sideboard laden with breakfast items. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He poured her a fresh cup of tea from the still-warm pot and set it down in front of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said and sipped gratefully. “What would I do without you? Who would be here to even notice my presence in the world?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry,” Philp said gently. “But I am relieved to hear you shall not be marrying Francis Mortimer. You are safe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For a while I am. I am safe until our father sees some benefit to himself in another union for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish things could be different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you do. I wish they could be different for the both of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, let us talk of brighter things.” Philip lightened his tone, but the effort to do so was clear to Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. But you must find the topic, for I am still a little waylaid by my own shock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” He laid a hand on hers briefly. “Tell me, are you looking forward to the afternoon buffet at Morton Hall? I believe Lady Morton lays on quite a spread.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am.” She smiled, knowing their mood to be contrived, but determined to fake it into reality. “And she always has sugary treats too. I enjoy those, although I cannot eat too many or they make me unwell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a pleasant thing that our father never attends daytime events. You will have some respite, I think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like it more if you came with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has my week all arranged. I am to follow him everywhere like a faithful dog.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have my sympathy, Philip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s brother was a kind and handsome young man. At two-and-twenty, he was just two years older than she, although she knew his responsibilities to be vaster and very different. She knew that those responsibilities weighed heavily upon him too, for their father was not a man who allowed mistakes or explained a thing more than once before expecting a person to know it all by heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The strain of it all was something she could often see on Philip’s face, and she felt sure it would age his handsome features prematurely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Emily Barton will be there, will she not? The two of you seem to get along well I notice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Emily is very fine company. I like her a good deal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just see that Father does not perceive too great a friendship, or he will arbitrarily break it apart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that is a lesson we have both learned to our cost.” She smiled sadly as she remembered the array of friends whose company the two Ambrose offspring had been systematically disallowed over the years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you enjoy her first bridge afternoon last Wednesday? Tell me, was it a success? I hope it was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, she did very well indeed. The debacle of the late invitations was easily remedied and forgotten by all who attended. She made it a pleasant afternoon, very relaxed. I was pleased for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip!” Their father’s voiced boomed from some distance, still loud enough, however, to make them both start. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He must be ready to go.” Philip rose from the table. “No, keep to your seat and finish your tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And let us hope that breakfast will be a lot freer tomorrow morning.” He gave her the secret little wink he had always given since they were children. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was their way of acknowledging the things they were not always safe to voice aloud, and she winked back, even though she knew it was hardly ladylike. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip kissed the top of her head as he passed her, disappearing off into the corridor beyond. When she heard no more of his departing footsteps, Catherine resumed her familiar study of the patch of peeling pale green paint above the window. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She really had enjoyed the bridge afternoon. Not just because Emily Barton had made such a success of it, but because she had enjoyed her own, subdued excitement there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ever since her little encounter with the Duke of Shawcross’ son in Lord Vinton’s mansion, Catherine had found herself looking forward to the bridge afternoon, even if she nursed a small amount of fear at the same time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Certain that Thomas Carlton would be there, Catherine had found herself putting a little extra effort into her appearance. Nothing that would be obvious, but something that could be easily explained by the importance of the day for her friend Emily. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had worn a simple, short-sleeved gown in dusky pink. She liked the colour, although most colours suited her given that her hair was a nice, medium brown. She had quite neutral colouring, with creamy skin and hazel eyes that were rather almond shaped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With her brown curls piled neatly onto her head, Catherine had slid a small comb into her hair. It had tiny flowers on it and was delicate rather than ostentatious. Still, she was pleased when Thomas had made a point of complimenting her on the little adornment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How nice the little flowers look, Lady Catherine.” It had been his opening line to her, and she found herself very pleased to have worn the comb at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord Thomas.” She felt shy and a little afraid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see we neither of us have the benefit of family today,” he said in a tone which suggested that such a thing would hardly be a benefit at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, we are quite free,” she agreed. “Although I must admit a tendency towards caution as a habit of mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed, mine too.” He smiled, his pale blue eyes and red-brown hair seeming all the more handsome in the brighter light of Emily Barton’s drawing room. “And I promise I shall not linger too long and be the cause of any dangerous gossip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you, although I am bound to say I wish there were not such a need for this caution. It puts a strain on a conversation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Only if we let it.” He looked cautiously around in a way she found reassuring. He was not taking undue risks, and she was grateful for it. “Perhaps we could secretly try to ignore this pointless feud and treat each other as friends?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like that, Sir,” Catherine said with feeling. “I am tired of feeling constraint whichever way I turn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, constraint is a thing that is to be found all over the place.” He laughed, and Catherine thought him very amusing. “It is in my family, at any rate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I shall admit to the son of my father’s enemy that the oppression of his offspring is something of a determined hobby to the Earl of Barford.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens, but that is funny!” he said and grinned at her. “But is that really how you see me? It seems awfully sad somehow and leaves me wondering what I can do to change such a description of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you have already done enough to make that very description redundant, Lord Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am glad to hear it. It spurs me on to better attempts.”               
 
      
 
      
 
    “As long as those attempts are as discreet as this one. We do not want to anger our respective fathers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No indeed. I know for a fact that my father’s anger, once excited, can sustain itself on nothing more than fresh air for many weeks at a time. Months, more often than not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens, but that is funny!” she said, parroting his earlier words and pleased to see that he had not only noticed her little game but that he appreciated it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a clever lady. I think I shall like you very much,” he said, and the pale blue eyes looked amused and content. “But I shall leave you now for fear that my pleasure in my newfound friendship exposes us both to comment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I should like your permission to approach you again one day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so you have it, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had hardly been able to concentrate on her bridge playing for the rest of the afternoon and had come away wondering how it was that she had won every game she played. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Smiling at the memory, Catherine kept to her seat and stared at the peeling green paint until the maids came tentatively into the room to clear away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, forgive me,” Catherine said with a smile. “I had drifted off a little, and I did not mean to put you off your work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all, My Lady.” Violet, the older of the two young women spoke for them both. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall let you have the room; otherwise, I shall stare into space all day.” She smiled at them before leaving, feeling in much greater spirits than she had expected to be just a few minutes before. As she made her way back up to her chamber for a few more minutes in which to think the whole thing through again in private, Catherine knew that it was thoughts of Lord Thomas Carlton which had cheered her so, and there was no denying it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had been very much looking forward to the afternoon affair at Lady Morton’s. He liked Lady Morton enormously, but he was always honest with himself and readily admitted that it was the promise of a few moments’ snatched conversation with the Earl of Barford’s daughter which was making it all the more exciting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The news, however, that he would be joined for the afternoon by his brother, Pierce, had put something of a dampener on his ideas. He knew that Pierce would not understand for a moment if he saw his brother talking to an Ambrose of Barford Hall.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce was fiercely loyal to his father and would see the act of simple conversation between two young people as nothing short of treason. If their father was the King, that was. And in their household, he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Lord Carlton,” Lady Morton said brightly as she addressed Pierce. “Oh, and here is Thomas. What a treat to have you both here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Morton was always informal with Thomas. He knew that she liked him very much and did not mind at all that all the formality was reserved for his brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, Thomas had always felt a quiet relief that he was the Duke’s second son and not his first. He much preferred being the spare rather than the heir, although he never made his feelings known. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea of spending so much time with his father certainly did not appeal. Penrose Carlton had been a largely indifferent father, although he did exercise his notice of his second son whenever there was some punishment to be dealt out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Praise was something far more elusive and, Thomas thought, likely not something his father would bestow on either of his sons. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In that, he felt a little sorry for Pierce, even though the two of them did not share a strong bond. They were only ever tentative friends at best, and even then, only once in a great while. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce was, Thomas had to admit, destined for the title. It would suit him well, and he would suit it. But he would be a Duke in his father’s style; blunt, arrogant, and without conscience when it came to their tenant farmers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas often wondered what his place would be in all of it. More than once, he imagined himself being diverted into the clergy; given a tidy little living somewhere before being essentially forgotten.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Although such thoughts were something he largely thought the silly product of an over-active imagination, still he did not voice them for fear of giving his unshakeable father ideas. He could not begin to imagine how dreary life would be as a clergyman, even if it would mean no longer having to suffer his father’s moods, whims, and outbursts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a treat it is to be here, Lady Morton. Thank you kindly for your invitation,” Thomas said enthusiastically. “I am looking forward to this afternoon enormously.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, what a fine young man you are.” Lady Morton beamed. “And I have a little treat for my guests today. One I hope you will all enjoy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not leave me dangling in suspense, my dear woman.” Thomas laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have hired the travelling theatre company,” she said with excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are we to have a play?” Thomas felt excited too, and not for just the obvious pleasure of being entertained but for the diversion it might cause. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He wondered if the travelling players would be engaging enough that he might at least share a look, or even a word or two, with the beautiful Lady Catherine Ambrose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she was beautiful too. He had noticed her time and again in the last couple of years since she had blossomed and he had grown up enough to notice. But, until he had actually spoken to her that evening at Lord Vinton’s, she had simply been the object of his idle curiosity.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had never imagined for a moment that he would ever get to know the woman. The feud between the families was something that had always existed in Thomas’ lifetime and, therefore, was a habit, even for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are to have a play. Only for a few minutes, perhaps half an hour, for it is just a simple, short little tale. But I thought it might make a nice change and add a little something to the afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It most certainly shall. How clever of you, Lady Morton,” Thomas enthused whilst Pierce simply nodded and began to look bored. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, enjoy the afternoon, gentlemen.” Lady Morton smiled before fluttering away to greet her next waiting guests. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Must you always be so damned enthusiastic?” Pierce muttered disdainfully under his breath. “Must you behave so grateful for every invitation?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What on earth is wrong with that?” Thomas said even though he already knew the answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are the son of the Duke of Shawcross. Our family honours such minor establishments as this with our presence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid I do not see things as you do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is just as well you will never hold a title greater than the one you have now,” Pierce said dismissively. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas was inclined to be angry about his brother’s arrogance, not to mention the insult, but he did not want to set Pierce against him for the afternoon. He wanted things to be easy, to have a flow to them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, he did not want to miss an opportunity to have a minute with Lady Catherine by being at odds with Pierce. He wanted Pierce to concentrate on the little play he had turned his nose up at, just long enough for something of excitement to happen in Thomas’ world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The play started a little earlier than Thomas had assumed it would, however, and he had barely had time to fix Lady Catherine’s exact location in the immense drawing room before the whole thing began. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce was fidgety; he was undoubtedly agitated by the speed of things also, not having had much chance to pick at the buffet tables before all eyes turned to the makeshift stage. As such, it was clear that Pierce was not going to concentrate on the thing at all. And, as much as Thomas had wanted to get to Catherine, he knew that it was too big a risk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even peering across at her was something he could only do cautiously. And when he did, he almost gave himself away. Catherine was wearing a pretty ivory gown with tiny blue flowers and a thick blue ribbon at the bust line. Her hair was up again with that same tiny comb she had worn to Emily Barton’s, its flowers barely visible to him from across the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her appearance was pretty, and her face was beautiful. And at the moment he caught her eye, and she gave him the briefest, most secret of smiles, Thomas felt as if he were falling backward through the air as if he had fallen off a cliff and was plummeting. She really was the most beautiful of women, but he knew there was more to it. Perhaps it was the excitement; the fraternization with the enemy, as it were. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he could never see her as the enemy, and he was sure that he never had. One thing was for certain, however, and that was that he would never see her as the enemy in the future either, whatever happened in their respective worlds. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The play came to an end and Thomas, not having heard a word of it, felt guilty when Lady Morton looked at him for a silent seal of approval. All he could do was smile and nod enthusiastically, although that appeared to be more than enough to satisfy her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within minutes of the play’s end, Pierce was eating from a large plated selection of food from the buffet tables. Still, even that did not have him fully occupied, and Thomas had to admit that he would likely suffer the rest of the afternoon not having one single opportunity for romance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could hardly believe how frustrating the whole thing was, especially when he had only ever spoken to Lady Catherine on two previous occasions, and each of those had been for a matter of minutes and no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How could he be so determined, almost desperate, to have just a minute or two with her now? What did it really matter to him? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is wrong with you? You are distracted today,” Pierce said gruffly as he eyed him keenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am perfectly well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who are you looking at?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” Thomas said and had the awful feeling he was about to be discovered. “I have not been looking at anybody.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your head snaps around as if it is on a spring. I say that you are looking at someone.” Pierce, when he was being arrogant, looked ever more like their father.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce looked more like their father altogether, having his father’s dark hair and heavy brows, whereas Thomas had taken after their mother. And it seemed that the Duke liked the idea of a son who looked just like him. It was expected after all.  
 
      
 
      
 
    So, Pierce had done the right thing by being born first and having the good grace to be the very image of his father, and Thomas had wandered along second with his mother’s reddish hair and pale blue eyes. In short, he would have been a disappointment if his father had known he was there at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unless you count Louisa Ravensthorpe. She is always worth a moment’s appreciation.” Thomas lied; he had never taken the slightest interest in Louisa Ravensthorpe and never would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not think her worth a thing. She would not do for me at all. But then I have higher standards and expectations.” Pierce, pleased with himself for finding the slimmest opportunity to be self-satisfied and arrogant, smiled inwardly before returning to the buffet tables. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas took a moment to feel outraged on Louisa Ravensthorpe’s behalf before wondering if his brother had been adequately diverted. He studied his back for a moment and could see no reason why Pierce might know his brother to be lying.  
 
      
 
      
 
    For one thing, Pierce did not know Thomas well enough to see the signs of a little untruth and, for another, he was sure that his brother would never imagine him to be foolish enough to form some sort of attachment to the daughter of the Earl of Barford; it was tantamount to making a deal with the Devil. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With Pierce still intent upon eating his way through the afternoon, Thomas risked another look in Catherine’s direction. Emily Barton had left her side for some reason, although he hardly imagined it would do him any good. Thomas knew he could not risk any attempt at conversation. After all, his brother had only to turn around, and the whole thing would be over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he could get just a little closer, could he not? He could drift by her and satisfy at least a tiny part of his newfound longing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas moved immediately, not wanting to be thwarted by either Emily Barton’s return or his brother’s sudden change of position. He stepped quickly and easily through the crowd, only slowing as he reached her. He cast a final look at Pierce and was satisfied that he was still diverted. When he looked up again at Catherine, he realized she had seen his approach, and he gave her the briefest, most secret of smiles.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine, as cautious as he, cast her eyes around the room before returning that secret smile. Thomas did not even nod as he passed her, he knew she did not need or want such open acknowledgement. In their own way, they had already acknowledged one another, and Thomas felt it to be very much more intimate than if they had been able to speak freely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he passed her, Thomas had breathed deeply. There was a delicate fragrance about Catherine, something floral; jasmine, perhaps. It was just a hint on the air, a clean, fresh scent. Certainly, it was not the cloying, overpowering scent designed to mask the lack of bathing rituals that was common even among their own class. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever it was, it was heavenly to him, and all he wanted was to turn around and breathe her in all over again. But he did not; he made his way over to his brother and tried to take an active role in the rest of the afternoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, Pierce found himself in the sort of sycophantic company he enjoyed. It made Pierce feel powerful and superior, and Thomas could almost see his brother grow taller under such attention. That being the case, Thomas was a little freer now, for his brother had no use at all for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, just as things were finally working in his favour, Thomas realized that Lady Catherine was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Checking that he was still unobserved, Thomas made his way out of the drawing room and hovered not far from the entrance hallway. There he could see Lady Catherine, a deep blue cloak around her shoulders, tying a matching bonnet over her lovely brown curls. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Morton was chattering to her, getting ready to say farewell to her guest. It looked to Thomas like Catherine would be leaving alone, and he wondered if he might have the smallest opportunity now.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst the two women were distracted with their goodbyes, he sneaked past them and out through the door. He darted away quickly, not stopping until he reached the neat, tall box hedging that shielded the townhouse from the street beyond on all sides.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Undoubtedly, Lady Catherine’s carriage would be among those lining the street outside, and he did not want her to be seen talking to him by her father’s driver. Servants could never be entirely relied upon, and the driver might have such strong loyalties to the father that he would sacrifice the daughter. No, he had another plan entirely and waited, hardly daring to breathe, until she finally came out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could hear the sound of her footsteps only, which was a relief to him and, when he stepped out from the box hedging, he was even more relieved to see with his own eyes that she was alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Thomas!” she hissed, and there was a flash of annoyance on her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry to startle you,” he said and then took a further risk by lightly grasping her arm and leading her to stand with him behind the hedging. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did give me a fright,” she said and laughed. “I almost struck you, actually.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not blame you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do know we cannot conduct a full conversation behind this hedge. We will either get caught, or your brother will realize your absence and grow suspicious. Now do tell me what it is you have to say, and then you must release me.” Despite the firmness of her words, Thomas could see in her soft, almond-shaped eyes that she was pleased to see him, pleased to have these few stolen moments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall come straight to the point, Lady Catherine. I really must see you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can see me. I am standing right here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I mean for longer than a few seconds,” he said with a hint of amused exasperation. “I like you very much already, and I want to speak to you properly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said and looked as if she was really, really thinking about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look, you need not answer me this instant. I will go out to Stromlyn Lake on Friday morning, and I shall wait for you. I will wait the whole morning and, if you do not come, then I shall take that as your answer.” He smiled at Catherine and felt moved to be in such proximity to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have to go, Thomas,” she said, and her smile, before she left him, gave nothing away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He watched from his vantage point for a moment as she hurried down the street and hoped against all hope that she would go to Stromlyn Lake on Friday. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, he hurried back into the townhouse, surprised to see Lady Morton still hovering in the entrance hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled at him knowingly, and Thomas panicked, realizing he had not thought the whole thing through properly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Morton … I …” He faltered, knowing there was nothing he could say. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please do not fear, Thomas. I have no intention of giving you away my dear boy,” she said kindly and took his arm, slowly walking him back towards the drawing room. “Why would I upset the lives of two of the nicest young people I know?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, I panicked.” Thomas looked ruefully at her. “But she is so very beautiful, is she not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The most beautiful. And precious too.” She patted his arm as they walked. “So precious that she should be looked after properly. Many is the time I wished she were my own daughter; then she would be free.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are very kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not mean to spy on you, but I thought you might need a little subterfuge to get you back into the drawing room.” She smiled mischievously. “Your brother is not as dull-witted as you suspect him to be.” Thomas was dumbfounded; how on earth had Lady Morton perceived his feelings for his brother. “Do not take that for granted, for he would give you away in a heartbeat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall heed your wise words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And allow me to be your alibi my dear, should your brother wonder where you have been.” She was whispering now as they re-entered the drawing room. “For you have been out in the entrance hall with me admiring my new portrait.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so,” Thomas said and felt his old enthusiasm returning. “And what a lovely portrait it is too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh Thomas, what a fine, silly boy you are,” she said and laughed warmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas realized there and then that he truly had a friend in Lady Morton. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stromlyn Lake was much nearer to Catherine’s home than Thomas’, and she was glad of that. Catherine was often out in the countryside which surrounded her father’s estate, and it was a long-established habit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a habit initially borne of the need to be away from her father in a way which did not excite his annoyance. But over the years, Catherine had come to enjoy it, seeing it as time to herself in an enjoyable, rather than an escaping, way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was a keen amateur botanist and liked to mentally chart the seasons by observing the flora and fauna all around. Flora and fauna were like clockwork, never letting her down. Mother Nature always knew what to do, overcoming extremes of weather and the interference of man to win through in the end. And all Mother Nature needed to do to secure her silent victory was show up.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine liked the idea of a victory being something secret; something that even one’s greatest opponent would not be aware of. She knew, of course, that her line of thinking would not do for everybody.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The point of victory to most people would surely be the opportunity to gloat before your opponent. Perhaps that was the only real purpose of any struggle in the first place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But Catherine’s victory, if there were one to be had, would be her own. It wasn’t that she wanted to show her father that she was a person, a human being, with feelings and her own wants, one who did not want to be married away to a disagreeable man of his choosing. In the end, it would make little difference if she did tell him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No, Catherine did not want a victory that was so obvious. She did not want her father to simply know she was a person; she wanted to be a person. That was the difference. It wasn’t a victory with the opportunity to gloat; it was something quite divorced from any other person. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a quiet, personal thing. In order to truly win, perhaps all that was needed was for a person to be themselves; to live as they wished without the input or influence of any other person. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not think you would come. Even though the morning is but half over, still I did not think you would come.” Thomas Carlton smiled at her, and his openness in the delivery of his own fears touched her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You should have had more faith in me.” She smiled at him and walked further along the lake’s edge to join him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not you I did not have faith in, but myself.” His smile was bright and wide, and his pale blue eyes really did seem to be the precise colour of the early spring sky. “I did not think you would find me fine enough company to meet me like this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In that case, you should have had faith in yourself.” She laughed and patted his horse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The horse was a beautiful brown-chestnut, its colouring not dissimilar to Thomas’ own. He had tethered the horse to a low hanging branch, close enough to the water’s edge that the handsome beast might take a drink. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was a nice compliment, so I thank you.” He grinned. “And perhaps I ought to return it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, wait until you have something come to you, rather than hastily trying to think of something. I would prefer it that way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then that is what you shall have.” Thomas bowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why did you choose this place?” she said and looked all around. “It is beautiful but rather closer to me than you. I was able to walk here in half an hour, but you have had to ride some way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not want to force you to travel when I do not mind it at all myself. And I like this place; it is always so deserted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is the final descent that puts people off. If you drop down, it follows that you must climb up on your way back.” She smiled. “But I do not mind that either. And I have always liked this place myself, for the same reason that it is so out of the way and little used.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The perfect place for two people whose fathers are locked in an age-old feud.” He laughed and removed his tailcoat, laying it over a rough-barked fallen tree trunk. “Here, take a seat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said and sat down. “So, your father truly would be as angry as mine if he knew you were here with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Thomas said and looked ashamed. “I am sorry. But it would not be because of you, just this pointless, seething animosity between men old enough to know better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are old enough to know better, but I am afraid such things get worse with age. If a man has a mind to nurture petty resentments, the habit it forms takes the resentment to greater heights. It builds to a point beyond which nobody knows how it began in the first place. It is simply about conquest; victory. Like so many wars, the original quarrel is superseded by the need to win, to have power over another, and to grind his face into the dirt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know how it all began?” Thomas sat down on the fallen tree by her side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked so handsome in his shirt sleeves and dark green waistcoat. Green suited him very well indeed. And his face, when he spoke, became animated in a way which made him more handsome still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew that she was beginning to feel something for this determined young man. Even before his curious approach at Lady Morton’s townhouse, she had begun to think of him more and more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an impressive sort of courage attached to a young man who defied the constraints of a powerful family simply to be pleasant to the enemy; to make a friend of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I have never dared to ask,” Catherine said and was full of interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Apparently, our grandfathers both favoured the same woman many, many years ago. They had been friends before but became instant enemies when neither one would yield his interest in the young lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that it?” Catherine said and could not hide how appalled she was. “But how did it end? Which of them married her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Neither of them.” Thomas’ eyes were wide with amusement. “She ran away with a minor baron because she very likely preferred his manners to theirs!” He laughed loudly, and Catherine joined him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I shall say it served them both right. No doubt the young lady’s feeling in the matter was neither here nor there to them, not the smallest consideration. But she was the victor in the end, was she not? Breaking away from two strutting rams who were locking horns over her, assuming that one or the other must have her.” She smiled and shook her head. “Well, whoever she was, I must admit my admiration for her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think she deserves admiration.” He nodded vigorously. “And things do not change, do they? The lineage goes on and maintains its foolish pride and arrogance on both sides.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, with little thought to the feelings of others. Really, that our fathers could consent to continue such foolishness when they had an opportunity to let the thing die with their own fathers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I have no doubt my brother, Pierce, will see it carry on into another generation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fortunately, he will find himself alone in the feud then. My brother, Philip, cannot abide the thing and has every intention of keeping out of it in his own way, and then when my father is dead, he will turn his back on it altogether.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had heard that Philip Ambrose was turning into a fine man. And now I have it confirmed by his sister.” Thomas spoke so well, and his voice was far deeper than his age and appearance would have suggested. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is. My father has always treated us so differently, making it very clear that I am of little value to the family. But that has never stopped us being friends, and I am grateful for such a bond. Tell me, do you have any common feeling with your brother at all?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “None whatsoever, I am afraid.” He shrugged and smiled sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I am very sorry to hear that. But how does your father regard you?” She hoped that he would at least have some consideration from his father; otherwise, his family setting would be just too sad. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Like an afterthought.” He laughed. “I am the spare, only brought into this world as insurance should some tragedy befall my brother. And my father, like your own, has made little secret of his lack of regard for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is all so unnecessary, is it not?” Catherine said sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. It is pointless really. What is to be gained in ignoring a family member, treating them as an inconvenience if they ever speak?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot see one, Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I do not know what is to be done.” He laughed, but it did not sound as amused as it did jaded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing can be done to improve the circumstances within the family. I know this to be true, for I have tried it and been thwarted on many occasions,” she said with a light practicality which had Thomas smiling in earnest again. “But the circumstances of the afterthoughts can be improved, but they must improve them for themselves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I take it that we are the afterthoughts? You and I?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, as harsh as it sounds, it is always prudent to be absolutely honest with oneself.” She laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall follow your lead.” He moved a little closer to her, and yet she did not find his proximity at all oppressive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In fact, she found it comforting and, still in the spirit of being honest with herself, she admitted that she would not have minded at all if he had closed the gap further still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be a new experience for me.” She laughed. “But I would not seek to put you off, for I should like somebody to follow my lead once in a great while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would not deny any pleasure of yours, My Lady,” he said and tipped his head respectfully. “But how are we to go about it? How ought we afterthoughts to improve our circumstances?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By making our own little rules and keeping our victories in life a secret.” She felt shy and bold all at once. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew what she was offering, and yet she did not feel ashamed. And why should she? All she wanted was a friend, a nice young man that any young woman would be proud to know. If she had to conduct that friendship in secret, then that was the shame of her father for continuing to live in all-pervasive hatred. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you would consent to meet me here again, Catherine? You would do me that great honour?” She realized he was making the question his own, but only to release her from any tendency towards guilt or shame. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What a fine young man Thomas Carlton was, and how much he could have taught his own father, not to mention hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I would consent to meet you here again without question. I like you very much, Thomas, and can openly state that you are a very fine person against all the odds, just like my brother, Philip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Catherine. You have complimented me again, and I have still not returned it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must not worry, for your friendship in itself is compliment enough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas strode in through the front door of Shawcross Hall, just as he always did. Despite the weeks and weeks of meeting Catherine down by Stromlyn Lake, he still had to fight the urge to come back home more cautiously. He knew, of course, that to be too cautious would be to make himself seem furtive. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?” Pierce came upon him suddenly in the entrance hall as he closed the door behind him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas was so startled that his mouth fell open, and he stuttered a little before answering. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Out riding. Why? What is it to you?” He tried to sound annoyed rather than guilty. “And why are you skulking about here pouncing on people?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not pouncing on people, just you.” Pierce narrowed his dark eyes. “Where did you ride?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Out across Colney Beck, why? You ordinarily could not care less where I go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I still do not care, brother. I just wonder where it is you go of late. You seem to be riding out with increasing regularity. Please do not tell me it is the dreary and plain Louisa Ravensthorpe. I do not think Father would like that at all. She has no particular connections and likely would not come with much of a dowry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it is a little unfair to call the poor woman dreary and plain.” Thomas was hoping to divert his brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could not imagine that Pierce knew of his special friendship with Catherine Ambrose, for he would surely have mentioned it if he did. Pierce was not a man who could play a long game, and he would have certainly run to their father with that particular news if he had it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In that respect, Pierce had changed very little since childhood. He was as determined now to win his father’s approval as he had been back then, and Thomas wondered if Pierce would ever grow up enough to realize he was never going to get it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    If the old Duke started bestowing praise, his son would stop trying so hard to win it, and where would be the advantage in that? For a moment, Thomas pitied Pierce and hated their father for how he had raised him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it is her?” Pierce said a little too gleefully for a man of four-and-twenty. “Father will not be pleased at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, before you go running to him with tales of things that have never happened, let me spare you the trouble of making a fool of yourself and tell you that I was out riding alone. I have no special friendship with Louisa Ravensthorpe; I defend her merely because what you say is so unkind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unkind?” Pierce scoffed, his dark eyes dancing with the sort of menace that comes over a spiteful boy who is about to pull the wings off a butterfly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, unkind.” As much as Thomas was confident Pierce knew nothing, the idea of having to put up with any more of his company just to divert him was insupportable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really, you are the weakest of men,” Pierce scoffed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you are the most underdeveloped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That you can find your own humour in childish name calling, playing the superior card because that is the one you have been dealt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are still jealous that I am to be Duke. After all these years, you cannot take it. You should be used to it by now, being the second son.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh Pierce, for heaven’s sake.” Thomas shook his head and began to walk away through the immense entrance hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked up at the dozens of portraits hanging on the wall as he went, many of them former Dukes of Shawcross. He had never, ever wanted to join them in their portraits or their occupation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pierce, look at them.” Thomas stopped, unable to walk away entirely without saying his piece. “Look at the arrogance, the haughty air about them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The old Dukes, my dear brother. The men you follow. Those you will hang alongside in oil on canvas one day in the far-off future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Arrogant, you say?” Pierce was instantly affronted as if the insult had been aimed at him personally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, look at them. Every single one has that air of entitlement as if they were born to be where they are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But they were.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is not exactly what I mean.” Thomas thought for a moment and stared up at his grandfather, the man who had begun the feud between their family and the Earl of Barford’s. “As if they are better by dint of where, when, and to whom they were born.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are better. We are better,” Pierce said and gave Thomas such a look of disdain that he immediately realized he was not part of the we who were better. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But do you not see it is all made up. The title, the whole system; it is a game, a folly of men.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What nonsense is this?” Pierce looked angry, and Thomas knew it was simply because he did not understand any of it; Pierce hated to feel a fool. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To walk through the world as if you own it is to miss so much of what is around you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Thomas said and started to walk away again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is envy, plain and simple.” Pierce came after him, not yet ready to give up the argument. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not envious of you,” Thomas said in a tired, exasperated tone. “I would not be where you are for a Kingdom, never mind a duchy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And why, pray tell, is that?”Pierce followed him all the way into the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had not intended to go there; he was simply trying to get away from Pierce. He was relieved, however, to see that the room was otherwise empty. Had their father been present, Pierce would have made much of it, using everything at his disposal to have the Duke side with him. Not to affect Thomas as its aim, but to satisfy his own need for approval from a man who never bestowed it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I see the pressure brought to bear upon you, Pierce, and I could not abide it for myself,” Thomas said truthfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would not be man enough for all of that. It takes a better man to manage it.” Pierce looked self-satisfied as if Thomas had conceded a point. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce had always lagged behind in terms of raw intelligence, and Thomas, every bit as kind as his mother had raised him to be, had never taunted him for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not that, Pierce. I could not bear our father’s perpetual interest if I am entirely honest. I could not stand him instructing me on how to be a man in his own image, for I do not like the image of our father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I ought to tell him that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you ought to grow up. The time for running to father, or nurse, or the governess with tales has long since passed. I do not care to be in competition with you for our father’s good opinion, so you may safely leave me out of things and know that it would not be to your detriment. I am not your competition, am I? As you keep reminding me, you are to be the Duke, and I am not. Can you not just be satisfied with that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am tired of this conversation now,” Pierce said with a grand air. “I have better things to do than talk nonsense with you, brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am very glad to hear it,” Thomas said and smiled before dropping heavily into the armchair nearest the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard, rather than saw, his brother leave the room. Such encounters between the two of them had always been very trying but had become a little more so of late. Not because it was all so pointless, and they never resolved anything between them, but because Thomas wished that things were different. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, more than ever, he would have liked a brother who was also a friend. A brother he could confide in and know that his most precious information was safe. He would, in short, like somebody on the earth to talk to about Catherine and his hopes and fears for the future. If only he had a brother he could trust, he might be able to say it all out loud; he might have someone who might see things with fresh eyes; an older brother who could advise him sensibly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it would have been practical advice too, something which would have suited Pierce to give. Thomas did not need to mull over matters of the heart, nor wonder out loud if the object of his affection returned his love equally. That much he knew for certain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the weeks since they had been meeting at Stromlyn Lake, there had been no doubt in his mind that Catherine felt for him what he felt for her. There was none of the dancing around that seemed to be part and parcel of ordinary courtships. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had once said it was because they were meeting in secret and at great risk to themselves. In those circumstances, it was clear that each would only do so because of their high regard for the other. To have played coy or remain aloof so as not to give away the upper hand seemed ridiculous in the light of such knowledge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And that was what he loved most about her; her wisdom and gentle confidence. Catherine never blushed or giggled. She always looked him right in the eyes and only laughed if she found something truly amusing. There was no veil hiding the true woman behind, just the woman herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had spurred Thomas on to be the same, to only state his true thoughts and opinions and to always be himself entirely. It had been hard at first, for he feared, as all men secretly did, that his own character, just as it was, would never be good enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Catherine had shown him that it was and had shown him almost from the very first. It was their honesty which had likely brought them together so close and so fast. He had been meeting her not three weeks when he knew, without the shadow of a doubt, that he was falling in love with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And even that seemed like a long time ago; a time when he could still choose to walk away. But that time had passed, and his feelings were so deep now that he could no more walk away than he could will himself to stop breathing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had also come to that place in her own feelings, and now, whenever they met, their talk always inexorably turned to the reality of their situation; the truth that they could go no further than they had already gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If we had the luxury of courting in the normal way, Thomas, then we would already be engaged and thinking of our life together,” Catherine had said to him only that morning as they sat on the fallen tree holding hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said mournfully, feeling what had become a customary sadness surround him like a cloak. “I think of it all the time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has made our meetings a little sad, Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there is still good in it. There is still love, and I still suffer the same glorious excitement as I ride across Colney Beck, knowing I will be with you in minutes. I could not bear to lose you now, even if this is all we ever have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I am not leaving you. I would never, ever leave you.” Catherine had become a little tearful, although she was strong and did not allow the tears to fall. “Not willingly,” she finished, and he felt his heart sink. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has something happened?” He did not need to elaborate further. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had often talked of how suddenly either one of them might be forced into matrimony with a spouse of their fathers’ choosing. At first, it had been a lighthearted thing; just something else the two excited young friends had in common.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But as their love had grown, it had become something to be feared. It was the spectre at the feast, ever present, however much one tried to ignore it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I have heard nothing of any plans of my father’s. But that is not to say he does not make them, for I am sure I would be the last person to hear of it. I have asked Philip from time to time, but I would not want him to grow suspicious of my perpetual questions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you really think your father would leave it so long before telling you? I think he does not have any plan at all. At least we can hope for that much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we can hope. But you must remember that the first I had heard of his intention to marry me away to Francis Mortimer was the morning he had decided to call it off. Before that, I had no knowledge whatsoever.” She had squeezed his hand and turned mournful eyes upon him. “It is not because my father seeks to keep things secret from me, Thomas; it is simply a fact that he thinks it none of my business in the first place. It is not as if he will ask for my opinion or give me the final say on any match he has planned. It is not even a consideration, and he would scoff at the idea of including me in such things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I despise him,” Thomas said truthfully. “I despise them both.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not let their behaviour taint your soul, Thomas. You are too perfect, too wonderful for that.” Her hazel eyes fixed his, and he felt lost in them for a moment as if none of the rest of it were real somehow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hair, free from the blue bonnet he liked so much, lifted in the breeze, its soft tendrils swaying gently around her face. He reached out to touch her smooth, creamy skin, and when she smiled at him with so much love, he pulled her to him and kissed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a simple kiss, nothing too passionate that might have frightened her or turned her away from him, but it was the most wonderful thing, nonetheless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are the perfect one, my love,” he said when he drew away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he had ridden back the way he always went, Thomas had thought of nothing but the kiss. It really had been wonderful, and yet, at the same time, it seemed to fill him with such great sadness. It was like a beautiful reminder of everything they were denied; the life that could never be theirs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Thomas stared into the flames of the fire. How glad he was that Pierce had been diverted on this occasion, but he knew he would have to be more and more careful. If Stromlyn Lake were all they could ever have, he would do nothing to see that taken away from them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How wonderful to eat breakfast in peace,” Catherine said as she nibbled at a slice of bread and butter. “By which I mean how nice it is to be able to speak freely and as much as we want. I suppose ours is a sort of noisy peace, Philip.” She laughed, feeling every bit as carefree as she sounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Barford Hall feels like a different place altogether when our father is absent, does it not?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip smiled broadly. “Yes, it does. And the sun is already shining so well; it is as if it knows too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We must make the most of this next week, Catherine. Heaven knows when our father will go away like this again.” He grimaced. “And for an awful while, I thought I would have to go with him. At least I have been spared that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It looks as if we are both free, Philip. For the next few days at any rate.” Catherine set down her bread and butter and stared contentedly off at the patch of peeling green paint above the window. She was about to mention it to Philip when he spoke again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and that small taste of freedom is bittersweet, is it not? It is a reminder of what we do not have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is,” she said in something of a daze as she continued to stare at the paint. “I wonder if it is always a good thing to look at the life you might have if things were different. It makes us all the sadder.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew, of course, that she was not talking about a few days clear of their father’s dreadful presence at Barford Hall.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She had thought of Thomas’ wonderful kiss every day since he had given it. It had been the most wonderfully loving moment of her life, something which took her breath away with excitement when she thought of it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But that excitement was always replaced with the idea that he would never be her husband, that his kisses would one day be bestowed upon a woman of his father’s choosing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When Philip talked of bittersweet, Catherine knew first-hand what he meant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that our father is away, but you must still be careful,” Philip said in a near whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip?” Catherine turned her attention away from the peeling paint and looked at him sharply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had the sudden, awful feeling that she had been discovered, even though his words could have meant anything at all. “What? What do you mean?” Her heart was pounding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Catherine, for I am not prying into your life for the sake of it. I am just urging you to be more cautious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cautious?” Catherine dared say nothing else, in case she gave herself away unnecessarily.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew now, of course, that Philip knew about Thomas. Or at least he suspected if he did not know for certain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas Carlton,” he said simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But how did you know?” she said and felt her cheeks flaming uncomfortably hot as tears rolled down them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not upset yourself, Catherine. I do not mean to give your secret away, nor do I seek to judge you for your choices.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But how did you find out?” Catherine felt a deep sense of panic; if Philip knew, who else did? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not find out. I did not know it for certain until now. But I had suspected, and I just wanted to tell you to be careful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What gave me away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Earl of Lysander’s ball last week,” Philip said and reached for her shaking hand. “It was just a look between you, nothing more. Nothing that anybody else would have seen. But it immediately made me think of how regular your walks have become, and how you are out of the house longer than used to be your custom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you put the whole thing together from that?” Catherine did not know if she was relieved or dismayed. Was Philip just very clever, or would it be obvious to others? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I know you, Catherine. I have seen a change in you of late. Happy at first, but I had come to think that you had something of a great burden you were carrying; a deep worry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. I could never have foreseen how deep my feelings would grow.” He handed her a handkerchief, and she dabbed her eyes. “But I should have done. I should never have walked so blindly into heartbreak. I ought to have seen the consequences.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are your feelings for him really so strong?” Philip looked at her in such a kindly manner that her eyes filled with tears again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is such a fine young man, Philip. Really, he is nothing like our father would have him described.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nobody is as our father would describe them.” Philip laughed, offering his sister a few moments’ respite from the trauma of discovery. “And I have always found Thomas Carlton to be polite.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know him?” Catherine said brightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, we have never talked. But he has acknowledged me with a smile for as long as I can remember. Careful always, I am bound to say, that he is seen by neither our father or his own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was always my experience too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Pierce Carlton is another matter altogether.” Philip grimaced. “He is formed in the way of his father; our father also. He is exactly what one would expect him to be. No doubt he is exactly as our father wishes I would have been.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am grateful that you are not, Philip. I would want you always to be the man you are, not your father’s son.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” He smiled. “We have always been friends, have we not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Always. Nothing has broken us apart. Not Mama passing away so long ago, and not our father’s influence.” She paused and sighed thoughtfully. “And I hope not my choices either. I hope this will never come between us. I love him, you see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This will not come between us, Catherine. I will never be your enemy. For heaven’s sake, our friendship is the longest that either one of us has had.” He broke off, and his emotion was clear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Philip, for I do not know how I would walk through this world without you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you must be careful,” he said and cleared his throat to steady his voice.“If I have come to this conclusion, what is there to say that others will not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is my fear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what if father promises you to someone else? He is bound to do it sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, and I cannot bear it. I would have to leave Thomas behind.” Catherine lowered her head. “I cannot even think of it. I shall never love any man but Thomas Carlton, and I would rather die than be promised to another.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, no, please do not say that.” Philip looked stricken. “I despise myself for making you so upset, but we cannot shy away from these things. They are real; they are coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know.” She sobbed miserably. “At times, I wish I had never met Thomas. Nothing would have changed, and I would be looking at life in the same, resigned way I always have. But I would not go back, you see. I would rather have this tiny slice of my life lived in love. If it is all I am ever to have, then I shall have to make it enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, one of the maids came into the room. Both Philip and Catherine started badly, and the maid mumbled an apology before she hastily curtseyed and fled from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, I wonder what she thinks,” Catherine said. “And what she will be telling the rest of the servants when she returns below stairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That we are in some quarrel or other and that I have made you weep, I have no doubt.” Philip gave a mirthless laugh. “But it is something as simple as this which could expose you to the world, Catherine. A simple piece of gossip or the conjecture of others. That is all it takes. One person might hear a piece of gossip which suggests discord, but that might be a person who has already seen a look pass between the two of you at a ball. That is how these things get started.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine nodded mutely and thought of the Earl of Lysander’s ball. It had been such a large, lavish affair that there seemed to be almost too many people to pay her any heed whatsoever.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She had felt light and excited as she walked into the great ballroom with her father and brother, looking all around for any sign of Thomas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father, she knew, would be less aggressive and awkward, even though the Duke of Shawcross was undoubtedly there. It was a large enough event that the two men need not even look upon each other, and so her father had relaxed a little from what he had been at Lord Vinton’s much smaller gathering. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing that her father was not quite so vigilant had made her somewhat more confident. Perhaps she would even manage a few moments’ conversation with her love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earl had fallen into an immediate conversation with three of his acquaintances, all of whom had hurried dutifully over the moment they saw him enter the ballroom. And Philip, a secretively beleaguered look on his face that only Catherine would recognize, dutifully stood at his father’s side and partook of the conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine was, as always, so easily forgotten that she thought she could have walked right over to Thomas and nobody would see a thing. Not that she would dream of such a thing, but her father’s dismissal of her was always so complete. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas was standing some feet away from his own father and brother, engaged in conversation with a young man Catherine recognised but did not know. Thomas looked pleased to be in his company, instead of suffering his father who, by Thomas’ own accounts to her, seemed every bit as boorish and pig-headed as the Earl. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine studied him secretly and contentedly. He was dressed formally in black breeches and finely cut tailcoat. He wore black knee boots, rather than the white stockings and shining black shoes his brother had chosen to wear, and Catherine thought the look a far more pleasing one. His waistcoat was a pale cream and fitted him to perfection. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In contrast with his brother once again, Thomas wore a white shirt with a simple necktie. Pierce, on the other hand, wore a shirt with such an elaborately fashioned necktie that she wondered how he would manage to eat anything all evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And that was the difference; Pierce always seemed to announce his status in some way or other. Thomas was simply a content and confident man who had no need of such devices. And that was why she loved him so much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine smiled absent-mindedly as she watched Thomas from across the room. It was one of those moments when she forgot all the troubles, the dreaded outcomes, and simply enjoyed being in love. She was a young woman in love with a handsome young man, and that was all there was to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he looked away from his companion for a moment, it was clear that he spotted Catherine immediately. His face erupted into a smile that he could not control, and it was some moments before he came to his senses.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When he did, Thomas gave her the tiny, almost imperceptible nod he always gave her now when they were in public. That wonderful, secret acknowledgement that meant so much to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And that must have been it; the moment when her adoring brother had looked up from the dull company in which he found himself and saw his sister’s eyes locked on those of Thomas Carlton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Philip, whatever am I to do.” Catherine, brought back to the here and now by her own sadness, looked at her brother miserably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I had some wise words for you, Catherine. I wish I had some plan by which you could be safe and happy for the rest of your life, and it will trouble me forever that I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love him so much. I cannot stop meeting with him, not yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know. And perhaps that is all you can do for now. But you must be careful in the future. You must not be so open in your admiration of Thomas, or you will give yourself away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, if our father saw …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He would not even notice, Catherine. He would never discover this by use of his own senses. He does not pay attention for long enough, or hard enough, to discern such a thing for himself. But he has his men, his little spies, the sycophants who hover around him and would seek to have you married to their own sons. They must be watched for, mistrusted at every level.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are right.” Catherine was beginning to feel a little better. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was true that nothing had been solved, but it was clear that Philip was not about to insist she abandon Thomas or her love for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you must remember what sort of a man our father is. He might not discover it for himself, but if he ever found it out, I fear for what he would do to you.” Philip paused, and Catherine shuddered. “You know how he behaves when he thinks he has been wronged in some way. If he found out about your regard for Thomas Carlton, he would see it as an absolute betrayal. His ego would be all that his heart would hear, and it would force him into something dreadful. And it would not be temporary, Catherine, for you know yourself how long he can carry a resentment, even the smallest of them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Years,” Catherine said with a rueful smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, forever,” Philip said with certainty. “Think about it; when have you ever known our father to forgive anybody?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never. I have never seen him relent in any matter,” Catherine said, her mouth going suddenly dry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And it would be the same for you. Perhaps even worse because he would see it as betrayal from a family member; one of his own children.” Philip stopped abruptly. “Forgive me; I did not mean to frighten you. But you must promise me that you will have a care in the future.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just weeks later, Catherine wished she had stuck more rigidly to her brother’s advice. But as she stood in her father’s study, her legs feeling weak and as if they might not support her for much longer, she wondered what else she could have done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine and Thomas had varied the times and days of their meetings, although they had always met at Stromlyn Lake. But after her talk with Philip, Catherine had urged Thomas to take different routes between Stromlyn Lake and Shawcross Hall, so as not to develop an obvious routine that might lead to their discovery. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was so sure that she had covered every possibility, disallowing him to smile at her in public, although brief eye contact was something that they had continued to make. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And all of it broke her heart; why should she have to hide her love and pretend not to know Thomas? All for the sake of their selfish, antagonistic fathers, not to mention the immature, territorial grandfathers who had caused it all in the first place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of all the men,” her father said, his voice so low she was almost more afraid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had heard him bellow with predictable regularity throughout her entire life, but it was always the quiet voice she feared. The quiet voice was not the threat of something awful to come; it was a promise. This was her father conserving energy because he knew he had a long and full day of punishing ahead of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why him? Why the son of the Duke of Shawcross? Have I not kept you away from them?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew better than to speak, even to respond to his questions. All she could sensibly do was hang her head; that was what her father was expecting. That was what he was looking for as her response. Not an explanation or a reasonable excuse. Not even the truth. None of it. All he wanted was total and utter capitulation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He wanted his enemy to prostrate herself at his feet and declare she had been beaten. And she was his enemy, absolutely his enemy. There was no doubt about that in Catherine’s mind, and the only question was, would it ever change? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And because I have been so careful to keep you away from them, I can only imagine that you have gone out of your way to consort with him. Something like that does not happen by accident; it is decided upon.” He paced up and down the floorboards of the large study. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was an austere room, always a little cold even if there was a fire in the grate, and it enjoyed so little natural daylight that it might as well not have had a window in it at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And even though it was so ill-favoured in trapping the sun’s rays, every wall had been clad in dark oak paneling, making the room seem darker and more miserable still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her father’s desk was made of mahogany and was so large that it would easily have seated six people around it for dinner. There were papers everywhere across it, just strewn here and there and not even piled neatly, leading Catherine to absently wonder how it was he ever managed to get anything done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His approach to his estate papers reminded her of his approach to his dinner plate. It was haphazard at best, and a downright mess at worst. There was nothing at all refined about her father, nothing to redeem him whatsoever. In everything, he was like a bull in a china shop. Every aspect of his life was something to be barged through, knocked out of the way, bullied into line. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And Catherine knew that she was nothing more than the latest thing to be marched across and beaten. She was going to be dealt with, one way or another, and all that remained to be seen was the method that her father would employ. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had no idea how it was her father had found out about her and Thomas. She knew with absolute certainty that Philip had not said anything. When their father had barged into the breakfast room that morning and ripped Catherine from her seat by her upper arm, Philip had looked shocked by it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was as shocked as she was, and he was out of his seat in a heartbeat. He reared up against his father, and only Catherine’s protestations and heartfelt entreaties that he should remain calm had kept him from doing something regrettable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That had been more than an hour ago, and her father had yet to let her speak or get to the part where her punishment was made known. Perhaps he did not yet know how he would punish her; perhaps it was all too soon for that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But it was clear that the Earl of Barford had only received the dreaded information that morning. It could only have come to him in the moments before he had burst into the breakfast room and seized her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Poor Philip must have been suffering agonies wondering what was happening to her, how frightened she must be. But curiously, Catherine did not feel frightened. She simply felt exhausted as if the anxiety of the last few months had finally caught up with her and chosen that moment to make itself known. 
 
      
 
      
 
    More than anything in the world, Catherine wanted to sit down. There was a small, hard wooden chair in front of her father’s mahogany desk, but she knew better than to sit down in it. It would do her no good to even ask. Her comfort was very rarely a consideration, and it most certainly would not be one now that he had found her out and was so very angry with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But how? How had he found out? She racked her brains and felt sure that she had not been seen with Thomas anywhere. They had taken so much care of late, neither one of them taking risks at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What did it matter who had given them away? In the end, what difference would it make? None. Knowing the identity of the person who had given away her secret would not make her punishment any the less. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, since it is clear to me that you went out of your way to choose this young man, I can only assume that you did so as a means of betraying me. You seek to make a fool of me before the entire county, do you not?” He turned and glared at her, and Catherine wondered if he was expecting her to answer. “Well?” he said, and his voice had grown a little louder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I did not,” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did not seek to make a fool of me? But surely with your very behaviour, to make a fool of me was something that could hardly be avoided. So, it was something that you knew would come to me, you scheming little minx.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had begun to pace again, and it was clear that her part in the proceedings was over, at least for the time being. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine began to feel hot and a little lightheaded, and she was certain that she could feel her body swaying just a little from side to side as if she were going off balance. It was true that she had taken nothing to eat that morning, given that her father had burst into the breakfast room before she had taken a single bite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she knew that it was not simple hunger that was making her feel so weak and unwell. It was the fear of what was coming. Not the fear of what would happen to her, as such, but the fear of how life would move on from that point. And she knew, with absolute certainty, that whatever life held for her in the future, Thomas Carlton would not be part of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the thought came to her, a little noise escaped her throat, a squashed cry of pain. Her father paused in his determined pacing and turned sharply to glare at her. His face was becoming red, his anger slowly working itself up to a tangible, dreadful thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was that?” he said gruffly. “What right have you to cry out? If anyone has a right to cry out in anguish, girl, it is me. After all, am I not the one who has been wronged? And not only wronged but wronged by my own kin? The very flesh and blood I gave life to!” He was whipping himself up into a frenzy again and, when he began to pace once more, Catherine held her breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How long has this been going on?” He took her off-guard with his question, for he seemed to have asked it quite rationally. “How long have you been meeting with Thomas Carlton?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Five months, Sir,” she said in a tiny, strangled voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Five months?” he said slowly and deliberately. “For five long months, you have been content to humiliate me with this vile association? And in all that time, did you not once think of your duty to me? Did you not once think of the evil betrayal you were perpetrating? For make no mistake, girl, you have betrayed me. I have given you everything in the world, everything you could possibly want or desire, and you have seen fit to go behind my back and throw everything I have ever done for you back in my face. What would you do with somebody who did that to you?” he said and continued to pace. “What punishment would you lay out for somebody who had treated you with such contempt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine could feel herself growing a little faint and blinked rapidly to stave it off. He had reached the subject of punishment much sooner than she had been expecting, and it had taken her by surprise.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt coldness in the pit of her stomach as if it had been filled with ice, and yet her arms and legs seemed to be hot and cold in turns. There was a pricking at the back of her neck, and she felt clammy with fear.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The pricking was causing a great irritation, and she wanted to reach up and lay a hand on the back of her neck. She knew, however, she ought not to move a muscle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If she did, it would just draw his attention to her and make him all the angrier. All she could do was stand there and hope that she did not keel over and that she would instead brave it all, whatever was coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I have decided. I cannot have a member of my own family betraying me as you have. I am the Earl of Barford, a man of great importance, not a man whose daughter, his very own daughter, would go against him,” he said, and for a moment she almost inappropriately laughed, for he had straightened up a little in his own description of himself and had puffed his chest out somewhat proudly. He looked ridiculous, and it was certainly not the moment for any sort of self-congratulation. “And so it is clear to me that I have only one course of action. I cannot have a traitor under my roof, not even if she is my own daughter. Especially if she is my own daughter!” He seemed to falter for a moment before correcting himself. “And so, I am going to disown you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Disown me?” Catherine said in a strangled sob. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of all the punishments she had expected, being disowned had not been one of them. In truth, it had not even occurred to her that her father would say such a thing. She had expected that she would be struck, bruised even. She had known that she would be disallowed Thomas Carlton’s company ever again, that was a foregone conclusion. And she had even thought that he would instantly marry her away to whichever young man was currently floating on the periphery of his mind as potentially useful to him at a later date. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem a little dismayed,” he said and turned, giving her a bitter, cruel smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean disowned, father?” she said, feeling all the more distressed in the face of her father’s apparent amusement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I mean that you are no longer welcome to live under this roof. You will never live under this roof again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are throwing me away?” she said and was unable to hide the accusation in her tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think you deserve better?” he scoffed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do,” she said, thinking that she suddenly had nothing to lose. “I am your daughter, and it is unthinkable that you would cast me aside for one mistake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, do not sound so hard done to,” he said dismissively. “I am not making you homeless; I am simply sending you away. Just because you will never sleep under this roof again does not mean that you will not have somewhere to sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And where am I to go?” she said, her voice wavering badly with fear and desolation. “Where am I to live?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sending you up north, Catherine. You will, from this point forward, live with your aunt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My aunt?” Catherine said, not aware that she had an aunt in the North of England. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a sister in Derbyshire. I intend to write to her this morning and tell her that I am sending you up to her. As soon as I have her reply, you will leave. And I will never look upon your traitorous face again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would be happy never to see me again, Father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What else do you expect from me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose from a man who has always treated me as if I were no more important to him than an old piece of furniture I expect very little. I should perhaps have easily expected that you would have no more compunction scraping me out of your life as you would scraping uneaten food into a pig pen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you would be well advised to mind what you say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? You are casting me aside forever; what more can you do to me? If I am not to have my say now, then when?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not get to have a say, not after what you did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Be honest, Father. I did not get to have a say before that. There are times when you have not even acknowledged me when we have sat to eat at the same table. And if I am crying now, Father, it is not for fear of never seeing your face again because, in all of this, that is the only relief.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have told you to be quiet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will not be quiet,” she snapped angrily, the weakness in her legs suddenly disappearing and an urge to strike out at her father so very strong. “My only regret in leaving this place is not seeing my brother again. And my only regret in leaving the county is that I will not see Thomas Carlton again because I have never met a finer man in all my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will not talk of him in this house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas Carlton is a man, a real man. He is not some fool who cannot see beyond a petty disagreement between his ancestors. He is clever and wise and kind; and I will love him until the day I die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time she had finished, Catherine was shouting. She had never shouted at her father in all her life; in fact, she had hardly ever shouted at all. And once she had begun, she could not imagine what on earth could stop her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That was, of course, until her father struck her so hard across the face that she fell backward. Catherine landed hard on the floor, every ounce of air being forcibly propelled from her lungs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she lay on the floor wondering if she would ever be able to fill her lungs again, if she would ever take another breath, she was glad of one thing, and one thing only; she had finally spoken out in defiance of her father. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some days later, Catherine was sitting alone in the breakfast room staring at the small patch of peeling green paint and wondering if she would be able to eat a single bite of the food she had laid out on her plate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The closer it was coming to the time for her to leave Barford Hall forever, the more she began to take notice of her day-to-day life there. This was to be her last but one breakfast in that room, and she very much doubted that she could manage a single thing the following day before leaving. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is only me,” Philip said gently when he walked in through the door causing her to look up sharply. “Fear not, our father is still in his bed and likely will be for some time yet. He filled himself with strong liquor last night after dinner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pity he does not drink himself to death,” Catherine said angrily and was true to say that she meant it wholeheartedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps one day he shall,” Philip said and smiled before sitting down next to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you not eating, Philip?” she said and looked over at the heavily laden sideboard of platters of hot breakfast food. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Catherine, but as the time draws near for you to leave, the fact is I cannot eat at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip, you must not make yourself ill over it all. I could not bear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot bear any of this, Catherine,” he said, and she looked at his young, handsome face and felt her heart break to see his eyes filling with tears. “I cannot bear the thought that I will never see you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will see each other again, Philip. Our day will come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Only when he is dead,” Philip said firmly. “He will not relent in this, Catherine. He is most determined, even all these days later, that you will not be welcome under this roof again. And he has demanded that I cut all ties with you, refusing to give me the address to which he sends you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you cannot even write to me? I am to be completely removed from my family then, am I?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will do everything in my power to find out where this aunt lives. Believe me that I will not rest until I have sent my first letter to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know how you are to achieve such a thing, Philip. Neither one of us even knew that father had a sister in the North, nor even what her name is. She might well not even be an Ambrose, for it seems likely that she would be married.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will not rest until I find it, even if I have to search through Father’s study. It must be written down there somewhere, in an old letter or something of that nature. He must surely have maintained some contact with his sister over the years to be able to write to her with the news that he was sending you to Derbyshire. Since you are going, it is clear that she has written back and agreed to it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wonder what Derbyshire is like,” Catherine said miserably. “I wonder if it is as pretty as Hertfordshire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am told that the peak country is very beautiful,” Philip said in an attempt to cheer her. “Perhaps you will get to explore a little.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And perhaps I will be kept a prisoner by an evil aunt. Perhaps I am only being sent to her because she is cruel and our father thinks that a fitting punishment for one such as me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, there is no reason to think that our aunt is cruel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is our father’s sister, Philip. If she is even just a little like him, that will be too much to bear. To be separated from you only to find that I am to be kept a prisoner in the North and treated cruelly by my father’s sister will be more than I can manage. It is all too much, you see. The punishment does not fit the crime because, in the end, there is no crime. As much as I am in pain for all that is to come, I am more in pain for what I am to lose. And I include Thomas in that, and I always shall. His loss is as great a blow to my heart as the loss of you is, and that is my crime. Falling in love is my crime. But the awful thing is, the evil, vile thing is, that Thomas and I were kept apart by two angry, spiteful old men. None of this need have been, none of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, and I do not blame you for any of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Even when you tried to warn me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I only warned you because I did not want you to come to harm. But there is no blame in any of this unless it is towards our father. He is, in everything, to be blamed. I thought I despised him before, but I cannot have done so for what I feel now is truly almost murderous. I will never forgive him for what he is doing to you, for in doing it he is hurting me also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot bear to think of you here alone with him, living day after day with just his company here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will survive it, Catherine. My loathing and anger will be my constant companions; they will keep me going.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Philip, do not let him harden your heart. You are a good man, a tender-hearted human being, and it would finish me entirely if that changed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My heart will remain tender in all the important ways, I promise.” He smiled and lowered his voice to a whisper. “In fact, in one very important way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will not leave Hertfordshire without saying goodbye to Thomas Carlton,” Philip said in a voice that was barely audible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am to have a final meeting with Thomas?” she said, her eyes filling with grateful tears. “But where? When?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I managed to get a message to Thomas asking him to meet me. It was not an easy thing for him because his father has also been made aware of your friendship,” Philip said, and she wondered once again who it was had given them away. “But he met me nonetheless, and I told him of your plight. It is true to say that the devastation I saw upon his face was not only genuine but gut-wrenching. If you never have a moment’s love again in this life, know that you had the very best from Thomas Carlton. I could see it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Philip. If only things could have been different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He knows that tonight is your last night here, his only chance to say goodbye.” Philip looked instinctively over his shoulder only to find that they were still alone. “I have shown him the best way to come into the estate at night, and I have seen to it that the door to the unused lodge is unlocked. I will help you get out of the house when it is dark, and you may spend whatever time you care to in his company. I will not hover, and I will not wait for you; you must make your own way back to the house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no fear of it, Philip. I have no fear of making my way back in. As long as I can get to the lodge and spend my last hours there with him, I ask for nothing else in this life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was, a little after midnight, that Philip came to her chamber and found her sitting fully dressed, waiting for her opportunity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They crept through the house hand-in-hand and, finally finding themselves outside, tore off across the grounds at a run, not stopping until they had reached the cover of the trees beyond. When they finally reached the deserted little lodge that was in such great need of repair, she stopped and gripped Philip’s hand once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is he here?” she said, feeling the very worst of her fears and imagining that Thomas had never made it out of Shawcross Hall at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can see the vaguest light through the window, look,” he said and pointed. “He has a candle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip, I cannot thank you enough for this. My heart shall break anyway, but perhaps the break will be all the easier for having been able to say goodbye. I shall never forget what you have done for me this night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go on inside, sister. Take this last slice of happiness, and do not waste a moment of it,” he said and kissed her forehead before turning to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She let herself into the little lodge and stood as still as a statue for a moment simply staring at Thomas. And Thomas, for his part, seemed also to be rooted to the spot, unable to move as he stared at her helplessly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I am so very sorry,” she said and, before she had even finished speaking, he had crossed the room and pulled her into his arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing on this earth for you to be sorry for, Catherine. You have done nothing wrong, neither one of us has.” He held her tightly to him, and she felt safe for the first time in days. “I just cannot bear this, Catherine. I cannot think how to go on with life here in Hertfordshire without you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then Philip has told you that I am to go to Derbyshire to live with my aunt?” she said, sniffing loudly as her tears flowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has, although he declares he does not know where exactly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is true, neither one of us even knew that my father had a sister.” She sniffed. “And what of you? What is your father going to do? Please tell me that he is not going to punish you as mine is punishing me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has discovered that you are to be sent away, Catherine, and he is pleased in the knowledge that that is punishment enough. There could be no greater punishment to give me than to deny me your society. To live without your beautiful face and your wonderful, wise words, is as a death sentence to me. What more could my father do? And I think he knew it. It is enough to him that I am broken.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must not be broken, Thomas. You are young, and you have a life ahead of you. You must not allow bitterness to take you, not ever. Do not let it fester in your heart as our fathers have done for so many years; as their fathers before them did. We are different, Thomas. Have we not proved that by getting this far?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we have. We have lived these last months in love, and there is nothing more wonderful in the world than that. I cannot believe that I had become discontent; that I wanted so much more, especially now when I would give my last drop of blood to be able to go on as we were forever. How content I would be now with just one meeting a week, just an hour of your company. It is true that we do not ever know what it is we have until it is taken away from us. How precious that time was, Catherine. I will never regret these last months with you, for they have been the only days of my life to make sense to me, to feel real and true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If only it could have gone on forever, Thomas. If only we could have been left in peace to continue in our secretive world. If only we had not been given away. And even now, I do not know who did it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was my own brother, Pierce,” Thomas said flatly. “He has mistrusted me for some while, and I did not credit him with any intelligence at all. But he has carefully followed me, intent upon discovering the truth. It was my brother who wrote to your father to give him the news and my brother who spoke to my own father on that same day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why would he do such a thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is hard for you to understand, given that your own brother is such a fine man. But my brother is weak and clamours daily for our father’s approval. This was not so much to spite me as to win him the regard of my father. And even in that, he has failed, for my father treats him the same as he ever did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then it was all for nothing,” Catherine said and fought hard to keep the bitterness out of her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us not talk about our families for a moment longer. Let us not waste these last hours together, my darling Catherine. I will be gone from here before the sun comes up, as you must be. Let us spend this time speaking of the day when we will be reunited, for one day, let us hope, that will come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a wonderful dream, Thomas, and is something I will hold tightly to in my darkest hours. Even though we shall be parted by so many miles, by so much rough ground, when I close my eyes at night, I will see your face. I will imagine you as if you are as close to me as you are now, and in my heart, you will be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I will do the same, Catherine, and that way we shall be together in our hearts forever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even as the carriage slowed at the road signs for Little Hayfield, still Catherine was not sure they had reached their destination. Her father’s driver, whilst he had been as polite and amiable as ever, was clearly under strict instructions to give her little or no information about the precise location of her new home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before they had even made it as far as the Midlands, Catherine had stopped asking. She knew she was making the man uncomfortable, and it would be he, rather than Catherine, who would eventually have to return to Barford Hall and her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She understood why he could not risk it, for if her father suspected the man of telling her anything, he would very likely lose his position without the promise of a reference. That was how her father operated, and all his servants knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine decided not to put the man under any obligation to her other than to get her to her destination safely. And realizing it, the driver was clearly relieved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine was aware that they had been in the Peak District for some time, and she had been awestruck by the sheer size of it. Not only its size but its extraordinary remoteness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were towns, busy little places, but it did not take long for the carriage to drive straight through them and back into the wilds of the hills once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The northern part of Derbyshire was so different from the flat, rolling meadows of Hertfordshire. There were hills in Hertfordshire, of course, but there was nothing to rival the hills and peaks she had seen in this new landscape. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a breathtaking scene, sometimes lush, green, and inviting, but other times harsh, windswept, rugged, and remote. It seemed to Catherine that there would always be something to look at there, and the idea of it had transported her for a while, taking her away from her fears and cares as she studied all that passed by her carriage window. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey from Hertfordshire had already taken several days, and they had stopped at various coaching inns en route so they might rest the horses overnight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, Catherine had felt very vulnerable. She had never travelled anywhere alone before, not even nearer to home. Her driver was good company enough, and she was sure that he would have protected her had she needed him to, but his presence did not stop her feeling conspicuous; a young woman who was obviously travelling without her family or a chaperone of any kind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had felt a little humiliated by it, in the beginning, suffering the barely concealed glances of others as she had taken meals at coaching inns and other hostelries. But after the first few days, she had grown accustomed to the enquiring looks and had found it a little easier to ignore them as time had passed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine thought it likely that her father would have been well aware of her discomfort in it all, but as in all other things, he did not care. Perhaps it was a further act of punishment, a last reminder of the power he had over her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine stared out at a vast, grass-covered hill, she thought once more of the strange relief at the idea that she would never have to look upon her father’s face again. Even if everything else in her uncertain future terrified her, she at least had that small mercy to fortify herself with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage had drawn to a halt at the side of the road, and Catherine fought the urge to lower the window and listen as the driver jumped down and approached a well-dressed man just a few feet away. She could hear nothing but mumbled conversation, and seeing the animated pointing and explaining that the man was doing, Catherine realized that her driver was asking for final directions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, Little Hayfield was to be her home, was it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, she turned her attention back to the huge green hill. It was so wide that she could not see where it ended, and she thought it rather more a mass of land than a distinct hill. She could see a pathway snaking this way and that along its steep incline and thought that on such a sunny day, it seemed rather an inviting place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky was blue with not a cloud anywhere, and the green of the hill stood out against its brightness. For a moment, Catherine wondered if she would ever be permitted to walk along that snaking pathway and make her way to the top of that broad mass. Or would she simply be a prisoner somewhere, never allowed out on her own again to enjoy the beautiful scenery around her? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Catherine felt the debilitating fear that had overtaken her more than once on her long journey. As much as she tried to take things as they came to her, not to assume anything at all, she could not help wondering how much her aunt would resemble her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were brother and sister after all, and Catherine knew that she would be naive not to expect some measure of cruelty from the woman. And even if she were not cruel, surely she could not be pleased to have a young woman, a stranger despite their relationship, foisted upon her indefinitely. Whatever way she looked at it, Catherine must surely be an imposition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing the driver’s heels clicking along the narrow stone pavement, she looked over to see him hastening back to the carriage. Her palms were clammy, and her breathing was becoming a little ragged as she realized that her journey was coming to an end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was here in Little Hayfield in the Peak District of Derbyshire for good or ill, and there was no turning back now. And where could she turn back to? There was nowhere else for her to go in all the world. Her father would not have her, and so it was a fact that Hertfordshire could never be her home again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes tightly when she felt the familiar prickling of hot tears begin to sting again. Catherine did not want to cry now, not so close to meeting the woman who was to be her jailer. It was too soon to give away any advantage and make herself look weak before her father’s sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the tears would not stop, and so all she could do was keep her eyes closed and hope to stem them. With her eyes closed, her mind’s eye seemed to open, bringing to her once again the dreadful image of her brother’s devastated face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His handsome fairness had been reddened with the effort to contain his emotions in those last terrible moments before she had left Barford Hall for the last time. As he had embraced her tightly, Catherine had felt the little tremors that ran through him like spasms and knew that he was struggling to hold back his own tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had never seen her brother cry since he was a little boy, and the idea that Philip, the man, was about to be reduced to weeping almost tore her heart out. How could any of it be true? How could any of it really be happening? How could her father think she was so bad that this dreadful heartbreak was a fitting punishment? 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had felt hot and sick, her emotions swaying wildly from the deepest sadness to the vilest hatred. She would never forgive her father for what he had done, even if he one day allowed her to return. That he would hurt his own children in such a way was unforgivable, for there was no circumstance on this earth that could justify it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine had been about to climb into the carriage, her father had finally appeared. She had not seen him all morning when she and Philip had sat silently in the breakfast room, holding hands and eating nothing. In the end, she had thought that she would never see him again, and in truth did not care much about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But he strode out of the great entrance and down the steps, and she had thought that he was about to approach the carriage and speak to her. However, he did not even look in her direction and continued past the carriage and towards the stables as if on some matter of business there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew him of old and knew that the whole thing was nothing but an act. He had timed his exit from the hall to coincide with her final moments, and he had done so to let her know that she would not be missed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This was the Earl of Barford’s way of dismissing his daughter, of telling her that she was already nothing more than a distant memory. She was done; finished. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was not upset by his appalling behaviour; she was simply made angrier by it. Her determination never to forgive him was made all the firmer by her belief that her father was nothing better than a spoiled, arrogant child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the carriage door closed, she stared desolately out of the window to where Philip stood. She could see that he was barely holding himself together, and she wished that the driver would quickly pull away and leave her brother to his grief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip was a proud young man and would need his privacy to come to terms with his loss. And she knew that he would never have her see him in tears, even at such a moment. When the driver rattled the reins, she gave her brother one last look.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled bravely, and Philip winked. The idea that she would never see him wink at her again in that silly, secret way of theirs, was the final straw. There was only time for her to wink back and nod sadly before the carriage drew away, and she finally dissolved into painful, chest-racking sobs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine reached into her velvet drawstring purse to retrieve a handkerchief and gently dabbed her eyes, not wanting to rub the tender skin to redness in the moments before she met her aunt for the first time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage pulled away again, and she knew that she could not dwell on everything that had happened and everything that she had lost. There would be plenty of time for that when she found herself alone again, but now, for the moment, she would have to stay present. She would have to be in the here and now, not some point in the past, and not wallowing in fears of the future. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine needed to concentrate all her energy on this most pivotal meeting. Above all things, she would not appear weak to this woman, for if she was anything like the Earl of Barford, her aunt would sense that weakness and seize upon it like a bird of prey. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage turned off the main road through the tiny village of Little Hayfield and began to grind its way along a winding gravel driveway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The driveway was narrow and tree-lined, making it a little dark and strangely claustrophobic, even though Catherine could see the sky if she opened the window of the carriage and looked up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unable to see anything ahead for the twisting of the driveway and the many shrubs and trees, Catherine had leaned out of the window a little in the hopes of at least discerning something. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the end of the driveway came, the house appeared quite suddenly. It was a small manor house, not much bigger than one of the lodges on the edge of her father’s estate. But it was lovely nonetheless, built in a light grey stone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stones were large and textured, not the smooth stone of the buildings of Hertfordshire, but the sort of stone that must have been quarried in this area. Her first thought was that it was much more pleasing to look at, especially with the darkest green ivy she had ever seen growing up from one side and across at least a quarter of the front of the building. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The manor house was on two storeys, with square windows, their wooden frames painted white. And the wide wooden door was painted black, a gleaming black that looked almost wet it shone so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the carriage finally drew to a halt, Catherine could hardly imagine what she should do next. She should be moving, but of course, she could not. Instead, she was rooted to the spot as if her gown had been sewn to the carriage seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This was the moment she had been dreading, the moment she had been trying to put out of her mind every single day of her long journey to Derbyshire. She was about to meet her father’s sister when all she wanted to do was jump down from the carriage and run away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In her mind’s eye, she could see herself running down that twisting driveway; she could almost hear the crunch of the gravel under her boots. She would run and run until she had no more breath and what she did from that moment onwards hardly mattered at all. Catherine just wanted to be away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage wobbled as the driver jumped down and continued to do so as he un-strapped her luggage from the back plate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine remained in her seat, her mouth as dry as sand and her palms clammier than ever. And then she saw it; a movement out of the corner of her eye. It was the door, that gleaming, glossy black door slowly opening inwards. This was it; this was the moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s heart was pounding, and she wanted to look away, and yet she could not. All she could do was stare uselessly at that door and wait, not breathing until she saw her aunt at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman in the doorway looked out curiously, her keen eyes taking in the carriage and the driver’s hurried occupations.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She was wearing a dark blue gown that was simply cut with long sleeves, the toes of neat black boots peeping out from beneath its hem. Her hair was light, probably a little grey, but it was hard to tell given that she was fair-haired. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something about the shape of the woman’s face that was familiar to Catherine, and she knew, without a doubt, that the woman in the doorway was her father’s sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman suddenly came to life, hastening down the narrow stone steps and walking smartly towards the carriage. Despite all her determination not to show any signs of weakness, Catherine could not stop her hands shaking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared out of the carriage window as the woman approached, and the two of them locked eyes for a moment. The eyes were familiar too, for they were the same shape and colour as her father’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman reached for the handle and opened the carriage door, and Catherine thought for all the world that she was going to faint at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That was until the woman smiled. It was such a warm and welcoming smile that she no longer resembled the Earl of Barford in any way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must be my niece,” she said in the gentlest voice Catherine had heard since her own mother had died. “My dear Catherine, how tired you must be. Let us get you inside so that you may rest a while.” And with that, she reached into the carriage to take Catherine’s hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s little chamber at Ivy Manor always benefited from the sunshine first thing in the morning; when the sun was out at any rate. And that morning, it was shining brightly, proudly announcing that summer was well and truly upon them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had finally grown used to waking in that chamber, so small that it would have fitted into her old room at Barford Hall several times over. But, small as it was, she already felt at home there. She did not wake with the sense of muted dread that had been her constant companion for twenty years. Instead, there was a little sense of relief as she began to awaken every day, the sound of starlings and sparrows tweeting in the trees outside her window gently rousing her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the sadness was still there, and she had come to realize in the last two months that it was something that would never go away. She had not just lost the only man she had ever loved, but she had been forced away from her beloved brother, and the pain of them both was something that she knew would be eternal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, Catherine knew how to be grateful for what she did have, even when what she had lost was without measure. She knew how to be grateful for peace at home, even the luxury of going down to breakfast at a sensible hour and not worrying about who would be at the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every day at Ivy Manor, to find either her aunt or uncle or both at the table was nothing short of a joy. They had both been so kind to her from the moment she had arrived, and it was a kindness that she had not expected for a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All her fears of a cruel aunt who thought and acted no better than the Earl of Barford had been dissolved into nothing within moments of her arrival. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When her aunt had smiled at her so kindly and reached in to take her hands and help her down from the carriage, Catherine had almost wept with relief. She had been entirely unable to think of anything to say and had simply stared back at her dumbfounded aunt without making a sound, her mouth silently opening and closing as if there was something she ought to say but had forgotten how to say it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Celia Topwell had hurried her into the manor house, straight through into the drawing room. It seemed she had not been there a minute when a great tray of tea arrived, although Catherine was so dazed she could not have said who had set it down on the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are quite shattered my dear, are you not?” Celia had sat down at her side on the little couch and had gently untied the ribbons of her bonnet and removed it for her. “I shall leave your cloak for a moment, for I think fatigue has left you a little cold. Still, a nice hot cup of tea will restore you, and food. You need food, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are so kind,” Catherine said incredulously and turned to look at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though Celia Topwell’s eyes were exactly those of her brother, now that Catherine knew a little better, she could see the kindness in them. And even the shape of her face, which had so disturbingly reminded Catherine of her father, seemed to develop subtle differences before her very eyes, marking the woman out as somebody very different indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You sound surprised, Catherine.” Celia laughed, and it was such a wonderful sound, so warm it was almost like an embrace. “But I cannot blame you for that. You no doubt wondered if I was the same sort of person as your father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, I ...” Catherine said and still found herself a little too dazed to partake of ordinary speech. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, my dear. You and I have never met, and you have only your father’s behaviour to go on as a yardstick by which to measure the rest of your paternal family. But I must tell you immediately that I have nothing at all in common with my brother, except perhaps the blood that runs through our veins. But then we none of us can help that, can we?” She smiled and laughed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot begin to imagine what you have suffered prior to coming here, Catherine, but I daresay in time you will come to trust me and find yourself able to tell me about it. But I can speak to you plainly as one who has also been treated cruelly by the Earl of Barford, and so I think you will find in the end that the two of us might have more in common than you would think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had never heard of you before, not once. Until my father disowned me, I did not even know he had a sister. And I still do not even know your name,” Catherine said, feeling just a little more comfortable now that she was starting to trust that her aunt spoke true. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I am Celia Topwell. Obviously, I was once Celia Ambrose, but my marriage to Charles Topwell changed all of that.” She smiled broadly. “You may call me Celia, my dear, or Aunt Celia if you prefer it. But I understand if that is a little too informal for you, given that we have only just met. I think you have been through enough that you may choose it for yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aunt Celia,” Catherine said slowly, testing the words out for herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not surprised that my brother has never mentioned me in all these years. He is a great one for disowning family members, or at least the females at any rate. I think it gives him a little power, and since he does not rate females particularly highly, it is a power at very little expense to himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He disowned you too, Aunt Celia?” Catherine said in a tiny voice, peering at her aunt in an awestruck, childlike fashion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He most certainly did, Catherine. And I was a little younger than you are, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I am only just twenty.” Catherine’s eyes were wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was suddenly full of wonder at how it was her father could have disowned his own sister as such a young woman. They really did have a good deal in common already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I was only just eighteen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eighteen? Where did you go? How did you manage?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had to get married. It was the only option open to me, but it was the right one I am glad to report.” She smiled, and her eyes crinkled a little. Celia looked as if she were reminiscing, and the reminiscence was truly pleasing to her. “You see, I had fallen in love with a dashing young man from the North, Charles Topwell. He was a little older than me and from a nice family. But my brother had decided that I was to be used as a commodity by him, nothing more. I was to be given away to a friend of his, almost as a gift. But I had no interest in his friend, and I was determined I would not marry him. The more interest that Charles Topwell paid me, the angrier Oscar became.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And it is Charles you married? Charles Topwell?” Catherine asked as her aunt pressed a hot teacup into her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I was very lucky that he agreed to marry me after so brief an acquaintance. You see, we had known each other only a few weeks when my brother decided that I was to marry his friend. He told me that if I did not do as he said, then I would be disowned. I knew I could not marry the man of Oscar’s choosing, and so I had to accept that I was no longer a part of the Barford estate, no longer recognized as the new young Earl’s sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father had only just become the Earl then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and he was thoroughly enjoying his new status. But my own father was rather arrogant and unforgiving, and so I suppose that is where my brother learned his art. Oh, but he learned it well, for he could have turned the whole thing around and taught our father afresh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what happened next?” Catherine was suddenly diverted from her problems and intent on the historical ones of her aunt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was disowned before I had even a chance to explain it all to Charles. I went to see a mutual friend of ours and was amazed to find Charles there. As I told our friend of my misfortune, Charles bore witness, and by the end of the conversation, he had proposed to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, how wonderful,” Catherine said and wished that her own ending in all of this had been so happy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “At first, it did not seem so, even though I had fallen in love with him. You see I was wise enough to know that I had not known him long enough to truly know his character, and so I was well aware that I might have jumped from the frying pan into the fire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you had not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I had not. Charles was, and is, the finest man I have ever known.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And he is not angry about me being here? After all, it must be the most dreadful imposition to suddenly have an unknown niece, a practical stranger, thrust upon your household. I cannot tell you how uncomfortable it makes me and how very sorry I am about it all. But I think you perceive already that I had no control over any of it, even though I am awfully glad to meet you at last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am awfully glad to meet you, Catherine.” Celia took the half-drunk tea from Catherine and quickly topped it up again. She then placed a small triangular sandwich onto a plate and handed it to her. “You must eat something,” she said before continuing, “there is no imposition at all in having you here; none. You must let go of that notion immediately, for I think you will have had enough to put up with these last weeks. And as for Charles, he is thrilled that we shall have a young person in the house. We never were blessed with children of our own, you see, and so I think it will liven him up no end to have some young company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot tell you how much better I feel, Aunt Celia. Truly, these last days have been the most anxious of my life, not to mention the saddest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I to understand that you have been forced to leave somebody you love behind?” Celia said gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two people,” Catherine said, and her eyes welled with tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her throat felt tight, and she laid the plate with the uneaten sandwich back down on the table, knowing that she could not swallow if her life depended on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me,” Celia said and placed a hand on either side of Catherine’s face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My brother, Philip,” Catherine said as her voice broke. “And Thomas. I loved Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And is Thomas the reason your father disowned you in the first place?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Catherine said and nodded miserably. “He is the son of Duke Shawcross, you see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For heaven’s sake!” Celia said in a slow, amazed way. “You surely do not mean that my brother continues the ridiculous argument that our father had with the old Duke?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If anything, it grows more fevered by the year. The current Duke and my father are very similar men, I believe, and my brother and I were raised never to speak to the Duke’s sons.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And that is all it took for your father to disown a girl who ought to have been most beloved to him.” Celia shook her head in an aspect that was both sad and angry all at once. “That man does not deserve any family around him at all. And what of your brother? What sort of a man is he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip is so kind and caring, Aunt Celia. And he is a very fine man. I am certain that he will make a far better Earl than my father has. But I wish I had never had to leave him behind, for we were the best of friends, you see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have suffered a good deal, and I will not ask you any more about it today,” Celia said and blinked hard at her own little tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as she had not wanted to upset her aunt, to see her tears on Catherine’s behalf when they were so newly acquainted was one of the most touching things she had ever witnessed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even two months later as she lay in her bed in the small chamber waiting for the day to begin, Catherine felt the familiar stirring of emotion as she thought of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And her aunt’s kindness had continued in that same vein ever since. Never once from that moment had Catherine felt at all uncomfortable at Ivy Manor. And meeting Charles Topwell, the man she had come to call Uncle Charles almost immediately, had only served to make her all the more comfortable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He truly was pleased to see her there and, remembering the Earl of Barford well, was not at all surprised to hear of her father’s overblown reaction to such a simple friendship. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Between the two of them, Celia and Charles Topwell had done their utmost to make her not only at home at Ivy Manor but to try to ease the sadness she had arrived with. And even though it was sadness that Catherine knew would never relent, it meant all the world to her that her aunt and uncle would even try. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine lay in her bed and smiled rather vaguely at the ceiling, she was suddenly gripped by a sweeping, undeniable queasiness. It was the third time that week, only this time it did not seem that it would pass if she curled into a ball and went back to sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    This time, the queasiness would not be denied, and she was instantly propelled from her bed as if her body had been overtaken by another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She raced across the room to her little washstand and was violently sick. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine splashed cold water on her face, she found she did not feel very much better. She staggered slowly back to her bed and slithered in under the covers once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even as the sun came out suddenly so brightly, lighting the little room beautifully, Catherine’s spirits sank. What had been nothing more than a vague worry but days before was slowly becoming a certainty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was a certainty that she felt sure, even in a kindly home such as Ivy Manor, would not be well received. Perhaps she would now know what it was like to be disowned entirely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas sat down on the trunk of the fallen tree and stared out across the flat water of Stromlyn Lake. Summer was finally here, with the scent of warm, fragrant tree bark on the air and the constant accompaniment of such varied birdsong here there and everywhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet Thomas felt as flat and sad as he had done every day of the last three months. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ever since Catherine had been taken from him, Thomas had gone down to Stromlyn Lake daily. Even when Catherine was still at home, they had mostly just met once a week, occasionally twice when they could not bear the parting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, after three long months and finding that his heart was not healing at all, Thomas would have given anything for just five minutes. If only he could have five minutes with her every week for the rest of his life, Thomas could swear that he would be content. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But instead of a paltry five minutes, Thomas faced a lifetime of not knowing where she was and never seeing her again. And it most certainly was not for want of trying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    More than once, he had thought to try to get a message to Philip Ambrose to see if he could at least get an address in Derbyshire for the mysterious aunt. After all, Philip had certainly seemed decent enough when he had engineered their final meeting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as time passed, Thomas had to wonder if that final meeting was simply a parting gift to his sister. Perhaps, deep in his heart, Philip Ambrose blamed Thomas for the whole thing. After all, if Thomas had never approached Catherine, brother and sister would not have been wrenched apart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet he could not think that of him, for his momentary dealings with him in arranging the thing had been cordial enough, not to mention the fact that Catherine had proclaimed her brother to be the finest of men. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, he could not guarantee that any message he sent to Philip would be safe. The Earl of Barford was a far crueler man than Thomas could ever have imagined. And, as much as he did not care for his own father, Thomas was certainly glad that his father was not Oscar Ambrose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas was sure that his own father could not have dreamed up a punishment so vile and so complete; one which destroyed the lives of three people if he included Philip. Still, perhaps that was because his father seemed to lack that sort of imagination. As far as cruelty was concerned, perhaps the Duke of Shawcross and the Earl of Barford were evenly matched, even if the Earl was a little more creative. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are here again, Thomas?” He looked up to see Pierce walking his horse down the steepest slope that led to the water’s edge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce spoke in a tone which was newly adopted, one he had only been using these last few months. It was a friendly, pleasant tone, with an edge of concern about it. Given that Pierce was the absolute cause of Thomas’ current malady, the tone always seemed inappropriate and almost always left Thomas clenching his fists at his sides. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am here again as you see me,” Thomas said in a flat tone and stared in a disinterested way at his brother. “But I do not see what it is to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I not ask a simple question? Make a simple inquiry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not see what good it does you,” Thomas said sharply. “I am here every day as you well know. To comment upon it when you already have that knowledge is simply ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can you not see that I am searching for something to say?” he said and looked at him beseechingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had known that Pierce had almost instantly regretted his interference, his telling of tales. As soon as he realized the devastating effect it had had, not only on Thomas but on a young lady with whom he ought never to have any argument, his remorse was clear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And Thomas had equally realized that Pierce had never imagined that things would go so far. But he had only not imagined it because he had not bothered to think about it, being so lost in his own gains. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, in the end, there had been no gain for him, and certainly not the gain that he had hoped for. Instead of finding that he had finally received some approval from their father, the news had simply angered the old man too much for him to bother with such trifles as praise. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And, the fact that Pierce had seen fit to contact the Earl of Barford about the matter had made it all the worse for him. The Duke had been furious that Pierce had given his old adversary any warning at all, wanting the punishment of his second son to be entirely in his own hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And whilst the Duke had been pleased to see the devastating effect the separation had on Thomas, it was still clear to see that he was somewhat peeved not to be the one to inflict the pain in the first place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why must you search for something to say? In fact, why must you say anything at all?” Despite knowing that Pierce had not foreseen the dreadful outcome, still, Thomas could not forgive him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Had they been much closer as brothers, perhaps he might have found the smallest slice of mercy in his heart, but since they were not, Thomas was content to nurse his anger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You went to see a friend last week in Northampton, did you not? Hugh Weatherby, your old school friend?” Pierce spoke in a conversational manner, but Thomas could already sense that his brother knew it to be a lie. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had not been to see Hugh Weatherby; in fact, he had not set eyes on his old friend from Eton for some years. He had known at the time that it would be an easy lie to discover, and yet he had not cared.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Even now as he looked at his brother, certain that he knew the truth, Thomas could not have cared less. What did it matter to him now? What could his father do to him that had not already been done? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What of it?” Thomas said solemnly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did not really go to Northampton, did you?” Despite the accusation, Pierce still sounded friendly and concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In days gone by, Pierce would have sounded arrogant and self-satisfied. It seemed like a long time since Thomas had heard that old tone from his brother. And yet still he knew he would never forgive him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I did not,” Thomas said simply and looked away from his brother to stare out across the glassy flat surface of the lake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked at the opposite shore, staring at the trees caught upside down in reflection, seeming for all the world as if they pierced the water and carried on down for twenty feet, even though he knew the water to be much shallower than that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The green of the leaves and the blue of the sky were reflected faithfully, almost nothing to choose between the reflection and the real thing. He tried to imagine himself and Catherine there, hand-in-hand and strangely upside down as they walked alongside the reflected trees. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You went to Derbyshire, did you not?” Pierce’s tone had become almost gentle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, yes. I went to Derbyshire, Pierce. I went to the Peak District, as a matter of fact, and searched for Catherine Ambrose.” Despite his confrontational tone, Thomas did not bother to take his eyes off the lake to even look at his brother as he spoke. “Now run along and tell Father, there’s a good fellow. He might even notice you this time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I am not asking you because I seek information with which to regale our father, far from it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It matters not to me, Pierce. You may tell him or not tell him as is your want. Do you not see, there is nothing left to be done to me that you have not done already? You have won, Pierce. You are the victor as always, so why are you not satisfied? Why are you not rolling around in your victory? It is complete after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because it is not a victory to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dear me, then it would seem that you wasted your time,” Thomas said sarcastically. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you find her?” Pierce said with a sigh, clearly intent on carrying on regardless of his brother’s mood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” Thomas said and felt as deflated at that moment as he had at the time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With no information whatsoever, Thomas had travelled to the Peak District of Derbyshire. He had never been that far north before and had no idea what to expect. He had somehow thought that it would be much smaller than Hertfordshire and that a few simple inquiries would soon lead him to the homestead of the sister of the Earl of Barford. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had travelled post-chaise all the way from Hertfordshire, all the while trying not to think of the inevitable foolishness of his journey. Thomas knew he had to try. He had to do something. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But when he had first seen the very beginnings of the Peak District itself, he quickly realized that he was never going to find her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was immense, so vast that he could hardly believe it. It was rugged and remote, and it spanned so many miles that he knew that it was all so pointless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His first inquiry had been at a coaching inn on the outskirts of a small town called Glossop. He had asked a sceptical looking northerner if he knew of a young woman from the South moving in with her aunt of late. The man had asked him which town or village, and he could not say. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man then asked the name of the aunt, and when he could not respond to that either, the man had screwed up his face, snorted, and walked away as if he thought that Thomas would be better placed to head back down South and present himself at the bedlam. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had not even stayed a full day in the Peak District, knowing that the whole thing had been an exercise in futility. There was nobody to ask, no names to give that would be recognized, nor even an idea where in that vast, beautiful landscape she might be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, in the end, he had travelled back to Hertfordshire post-chaise, utterly defeated and sadder than ever. It had made their separation so final, so permanent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had made the journey back over some days without speaking to a soul. As he climbed into each new post carriage, he kept his eyes averted, not wanting anybody to strike up a conversation with him. He realized that made him a most disagreeable travelling companion, but he did not care. 
 
      
 
      
 
    From then onwards, Thomas had been even more withdrawn and sullen than he had before embarking upon his trip to Derbyshire. He let the hopelessness settle about him like a shroud and did not care what became of him from there onwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All he had for himself was bitter castigation. He had gone to Derbyshire with the idea of finding her, taking her hand, and running away. He wanted to escape with her, marry her, and live simply. And they would live simply too, for he had very little money to his name and no skill with which to earn any more. That did not matter to him if only he could find her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But worse was the idea that he had failed to come up with the plan before. He was sure that if he had taken Catherine’s hand that night at the Lodge on the edge of the Barford estate – if he had beseeched her then to run with him, to live in poverty even, she would have done it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But why had he not thought of that at the time? Why had he let shock and disbelief overtake him and render his thoughts useless and impractical? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I am sorry that you did not find her,” Pierce said, and for the first time, his voice was welcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If nothing else, it pulled Thomas out of the wheel of self-blame that he fell into every time he was left alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you?” Thomas narrowed his eyes and glared at his brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you will not believe me, but I am. I am sorry for all of it, every bit of it,” Pierce said and looked down at his feet. “And if I could take it all back, I would.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The thing is, my dear brother, you cannot take it back. It is done now, and it cannot be repaired. There is nothing left in my life that I care about anymore, and that includes you. I cannot look at you without seeing my own loss; do you not see that? You were the cause of it, Pierce. And what had I done to deserve such treatment from you? When had I been so unutterably cruel? What had I done to you that you hate me so?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was not that; it was never that. I have never hated you, Thomas,” Pierce said and let out a great sigh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that cannot be true. You cannot have hatched such a plan and carried it to fruition without hating me.” Even as he spoke, Thomas knew that even he did not believe that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What Pierce had done from beginning to end had been very little to do with Thomas or his feelings for him. It was entirely centred around their father and an immature young man’s desperate attempts to have his approval. Thomas’ pain was nothing more than a coincidence, a byproduct of such searching. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I do not know how to begin to explain my actions. And even if I did, you are too good and steady a man to understand my motives. It would make no sense to you, for you have always been very sure of yourself and your place in the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” Thomas was sullen again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is so,” Pierce struggled on. “All I can do is apologize to you for what I did and for everything that followed it. Had I known how bad it would be, I would not have done it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your explanations and apologies are all very well, Pierce, but they do not change anything. Not only do they not change my world nor do anything to make it better, but they do not change how I feel about you. I am not ready to forgive you, and I doubt that I shall ever be. You have effectively destroyed my life; you have killed me in your own way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it is true. Perhaps the only thing that you can do for me is to die yourself, for at least then I would not have to look at you. Do you not understand that you are dead to me already?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce, with nothing left to say, slowly turned his horse and led him back up the slope. And as he watched him go, knowing that Pierce had only moved to disguise the fact that his eyes were filling with tears, Thomas regretted his words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew why Pierce had done it, and even if he could not forgive him, he did not truly want to hurt him so badly. After all, at the root of it all was their father. If there was anybody who should accept the blame for it all, it was the Duke of Shawcross. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But that was never going to happen, and Thomas’ heart was so broken that he needed somebody to blame. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce would just have to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine packed the last gown into her trunk and closed it down finally, she wondered what Lytham would be like. She had never been to Lancashire before and only knew it to be either further north than Derbyshire was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Celia had told her that it was on the coast and that they would be able to see the Irish Sea crashing onto the shoreline from the window of their lodgings. At least she thought they would, for she had left the arrangement of their lodgings to Agnes Price. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine liked Agnes Price and imagined that if she said their lodgings were close to the sea, then they would be. She was an extraordinarily efficient woman of around Celia’s age, and she held a position at Ivy Manor that was hard to describe succinctly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the most part, it struck Catherine that Agnes was somewhere between being a paid companion and a housekeeper. She was a woman who had been widowed young, and never having any intention or inclination to marry again, had found her unique position in the home of Celia and Charles Topwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Agnes regularly took tea with them in the drawing room, and she and Celia often went out together to play bridge or to go into Glossop to order fabric and other such similar sundries. They were certainly friends, that much Catherine had discerned with ease. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ivy Manor was not a place that was blessed with many household staff; there were just enough to keep things going. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a man who acted as driver and butler rolled into one, although more often than not Celia answered the front door herself. There were two maids of all work and a gardener, although the gardener was of the jobbing variety and lived at the other end of Little Hayfield. He had other gardens to tend and generally spent only a day or two a week on the beautiful grounds of Ivy Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had to admit that she did not feel any deprivation at the smallness of Ivy Manor nor the general lack of staff. She liked it all the better, content to do things for herself and finding it more like home than Barford Hall had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But now she was to leave it for the next four months, and she realized what a wrench that would be. Catherine had settled in so well at Ivy Manor that she had come to think of it as home already, even though Philip was not there, and Thomas still left such a hole in her heart and her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But things could be very much worse, that much she knew now. Catherine could be homeless altogether, given her condition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had realized that she was with child, Catherine hardly knew what to do next. She had been at Ivy Manor only three months, and despite the fact that Celia felt so familiar and warm to her, still, Catherine had not been able to find the words to tell her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, it was Celia who had approached Catherine and not the other way around.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine sat down on the bed and sighed as she thought of Celia’s kindness on the day they had first spoken of it. They had been taking tea together in the drawing room, and her Uncle Charles was mercifully out of the house, down in Glossop on some business or other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sooner or later, Catherine, we are going to have to talk about it,” Celia had said quite out of the blue as they drank hot tea in comfortable silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon, Celia?” Catherine had responded, her tone innocent as her stomach lurched. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for confronting you, my dear, for I would not upset you for the world,” Celia began and seemed concerned and uncomfortable. “But you are with child, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I …” Catherine had almost dropped her cup, and her cheeks flushed so violently that they were almost painfully warm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry to bring it up, for I do not want to make you upset.” Celia had risen from her seat in the armchair to sit at Catherine’s side on the small couch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what to say,” Catherine said as tears of fear and shame rolled down her face. “Except to tell you that I had not meant it to happen. It was not a habit with us, you see.” She was desperate to explain herself, to have her aunt know that she was not a bad person. “It was that last night in Hertfordshire; Philip had arranged for Thomas and me to say goodbye to each other without my father’s knowledge. We were both so upset, so desperate at the realization that we would never see one another again and it just … It just …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand, my dear. You do not need to explain yourself, and you must not suffer the idea that I despise you for it, for I do not. I know you are a fine young woman, and I know what you suffered at your father’s hands. That your emotions ran away with you on the night you were to be parted from Thomas is understandable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Celia. Thank you for being so kind when I had not even the courage to tell you myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine that it would have been an easy thing to say.” Celia took Catherine’s hand. “In truth, it was not an easy subject for me to broach either. But we can only move forward, my dear, and I think that we have some plans to make now, do we not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know where I am to live now,” Catherine said, and her voice grew thick as she tried to control her fear and emotion. “You see, I cannot go home, and I do not know anybody else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What on earth do you mean, Catherine? You live here, do you not? Here at Ivy Manor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but when you tell Uncle Charles, he will disown me too, will he not? I am certain that he would not want me here under his roof, and I would not blame him for it. It is enough that I was sent here to be a burden in the first place, without bringing such trouble with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Trust me, my dear niece, Charles Topwell will not throw you out. He will not turn you out of Ivy Manor now or ever, so you must not upset yourself so badly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is kind of you to try to keep my spirits up, Aunt Celia, but you cannot know how Uncle Charles will react. I cannot think that he will be anything other than angry about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is not angry, Catherine.” Celia smiled at her kindly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she smiled, Celia Topwell bore no resemblance whatsoever to Catherine’s father. Her dark eyes were warm and kind and her skin still bright and clear, despite the fine lines. There was something in her treatment of Catherine that was so motherly and tender that she found her tears flowing again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He knows?” she said in a dry, cracking voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He knows,” Celia said gently. “Or at least he knows that I believe it to be true. That is why he is out of the house today, to give us a little time to talk privately so that you might talk freely and without embarrassment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And he does not want to throw me out? He does not want to turn me away?” Catherine said incredulously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, of course, he does not. We have discussed it and think we have come up with something that will be very easy to do. Something to help you, you understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what can be done?” Catherine said and looked down at her slightly thickened waist. “It is soon going to be very obvious to all what condition I am in, is it not? And how will Uncle Charles bear the humiliation of it all? It is not fair of me to expect him to do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have plans to make, Catherine, and I hope you will feel a little better when the details are all arranged.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charles has assorted relations all over Lancashire, and it is not unusual for us to visit them from time to time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, we are to stay with Uncle Charles’ relations?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but that is what we shall lead everybody here to suspect. Not that there are too many people who are overly interested in how we choose to spend our time here at Ivy Manor.” She laughed. “We are not a family of such note that we are much out in society, and for the most part, we are pleasantly beneath the notice of others.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But where shall we stay then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are going to go to Lytham in Lancashire; it is on the coast. We shall take some lodgings there for the next few months until the baby is born.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We shall find a suitable home for the baby, and then when you are rested enough we shall return here to Ivy Manor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A suitable home?” Catherine knew that she was not in a position to argue. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A suitable home very likely meant a Lancashire orphanage, even if her aunt was intent upon finding a good one. But the idea of it made her heart ache; how could any child that belonged to Catherine and Thomas end up in an orphanage? Descended from Earls and Dukes, her child would be abandoned into a life of uncertainty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet she knew that she could not bring the child home, there was no question of that. In truth, Catherine knew that she was lucky not to be turned out altogether. Although she had come to know Celia and Charles very well and was sure that they had warmed to her and thought a good deal of her, she could not have expected such kindly treatment. But they had been kind, extraordinarily kind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew she could not repay them by demanding that she keep her child. Wherever she went in the world now, surely that was not possible anyway? A young woman with no husband and a child would be a pariah, even if she were the daughter of an Earl. Perhaps even more particularly because she was the daughter of an Earl, for society had greater expectations of moral fortitude in somebody of her station. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had no means by which to show her gratitude to her aunt and uncle for their understanding, except than to go along with their plan to the very letter and to do so without complaint. After all, Catherine knew that she had relinquished her right to any complaint in this world, even if she had only ever acted out of love.  
 
      
 
      
 
    To society, that was not a good enough reason; it was never a good enough reason, no matter how sad the story. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we shall find somewhere suitable. But I think it would be best if we do that in Lancashire, not Derbyshire, for your own sake, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes of course,” Catherine said, determined to go along with every part of it. “I do not know how to thank you and Uncle Charles; really I do not. But can Uncle Charles really spend so much time away from Ivy Manor when he has his own matters of business to attend to here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charles will not be coming with us, Catherine. It will just be dear Agnes and us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Price knows of my disgrace?” Catherine said a little helplessly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your condition, Catherine, not your disgrace,” Celia said firmly. “And no, she does not yet know it. But let me assure you that she is the most discreet of women. I have trusted her with confidences of my own and been glad to do so these last twenty years. And she will be invaluable when your time comes, Catherine, for she has helped to birth children before and knows exactly what to do. Not to mention the fact that she is extremely efficient in all things and will have the lay of the land in Lytham long before we do. She is much more forthright than I am, and I imagine that it would be Agnes who takes the child to its new home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever you think is for the best, Aunt Celia. I am in your hands, and glad to be so, for I could not have imagined anybody treating me with the understanding that you have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, if you agree to it all, I shall start to make plans. I daresay it will be two or three weeks before we can set off for Lytham, for we shall need to get our own little story in place. Agnes will undoubtedly find us some very suitable lodgings, and everything will be well, in the end, you will see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And Celia had been right; everything had fallen into place. Her Uncle Charles had been wonderful, treating her with kindness and concern and not one moment’s scorn or ridicule. Agnes had shown no sign of being shocked or horrified; rather she had busied herself with the practicalities of their journey and their stay, never once treating Catherine any differently than she had before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine leaned forward and checked the fastening of her packed trunk, looking around the small chamber for the last time. She would miss the little place, and yet she did not want to hasten her return. After all, the next time she slept in this bed, everything would have changed. She would be a mother, albeit a mother with no child, and she would be altogether different. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Catherine rose and walked out of the tiny room without looking back, determined to find her Uncle Charles, throw her arms around his neck, and thank him once again before bidding him farewell for the next four months. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas continued to ignore his brother’s existence for the next few months, despite the fact that he had seen some great changes in him. Pierce no longer seemed to seek his father’s approval in everything he did, and it had struck Thomas that he had lost interest in a good deal of life’s activities. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penrose Carlton, for his part, seemed not to have noticed the change in either of his sons. He paid Thomas no more heed than he had ever done, often reminding him of the time he had described himself and Catherine as the afterthoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But what had been surprising to Thomas was the fact that their father had not noticed the great change in Pierce either. He had not seen the cessation of the arrogance and self-satisfaction that Pierce had worn like a suit of armour for so long. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But even though Thomas had recognized changes in his brother, even understood that what he was witnessing was largely remorse, still, he could not forgive him. His own pain was so great and showed no sign of abating. It had been eight months or more, but his heart felt as raw as it had done on the morning he had kissed his beloved Catherine goodbye forever and darted away from the Barford estate before the sun came up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How they had cried as they embraced, becoming soaked in each other’s tears. Thomas had known almost from the first that he had loved Catherine Ambrose, but he had never realized until the moment of their parting just how much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Those last, terrible moments were all that Thomas could see when Pierce tried to speak with him. It did not matter that Pierce had motives other than to hurt his brother because, in the end, that was all Pierce had achieved. Had he kept quiet, it was likely that neither the Duke nor the Earl would have been any the wiser. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was that Thomas, heading out once more to Stromlyn Lake, found himself pursued by the brother who would simply not give up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I wish you would not go to Stromlyn Lake every day. You will never mend if you do not change things.” Pierce was talking sense, whether or not he had a right to speak it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall do as I choose. It is none of your affair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not ask for nor expect your forgiveness, Thomas, but can we at least try to be friends? If only a little?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were never keen to be my friend before.” Thomas walked into the stable to see if his horse was any closer to being saddled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce followed him in, and it was clear that one of the stable hands was saddling his horse also. Thomas let go an angry snort, thinking it likely that Pierce was going to follow him again. It was something he attempted from time to time in a bid to have Thomas speak to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, Thomas would show him. The moment his own horse was suitably saddled, Thomas would tear off out of the estate and leave his brother far behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Why would he not let it be? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have been friends in the past, Thomas. When we were boys we …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are not boys now.” Thomas cut him off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know,” Pierce said and fell silent as he looked helplessly around him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas knew that cutting Pierce off like that would interrupt his flow of speech. It would be some moments before he would be able to come up with something more suitable to say, for he did not have Thomas’ own quick wit and intelligence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the years, Thomas had used that to his advantage when the brothers were arguing, and yet now he felt a stab of guilt over it as he stood in the stables staring at him. Pierce had spent the better part of eight months trying to atone for what he had done, and Thomas had fended off every attempt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But still, Thomas could not let go of his resentment, and seeing that his horse was ready, he scrambled up onto his back and charged out of the stable, leaving Pierce to stare after him open-mouthed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas did not slow his horse at all, cantering through the estate and out into the countryside beyond. He tore down the track which headed in the direction of the lake, the breeze lifting his thick red-brown hair as he went. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the fastest he had ridden for some time, and there was something so freeing in it that he did not want to ever slow down again. But his horse was blowing hard, and Thomas had already begun to regret forcing the poor creature to run hard without warning and maintain it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, Thomas slowed his horse to a comfortable trot, and now that it was safe to do so, he turned his head to look back the way he had come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he saw Pierce taking a shortcut through the fields instead of following him along the track, Thomas let out a noisy sigh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For God’s sake, go home,” he said, heard by none but his horse. “Just leave me to my anger.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas considered setting off again at speed but suddenly realized there was no point. Pierce was not going to give up.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas turned back to concentrate on his trotting horse when a feeling of dread seemed to take him over. Something was wrong. Pierce was cutting through walled fields, and he was going far too fast. If he did not slow, he would come upon the high dry-stone wall at the top of the first field, and there was no telling what his horse would do. But no, surely Pierce knew what he was heading towards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas, feeling a dreadful cold prickling at the back of his neck, stopped his horse altogether and turned him around to face back towards his approaching brother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce was still flying along, and Thomas, forgetting all that stood between them at that moment, began to shout and wave his arms. He wanted so desperately to warn his brother that he was almost frozen in fear.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce showed no sign of slowing down, and Thomas could only watch helplessly from the track that ran alongside the field. With the wall too high and no run-up for his horse from the track that would give them any hope of clearing it, there was little else Thomas could do but yell and wave his arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When tragedy struck, the world seemed to slow down horribly. Thomas watched with horror as Pierce’s horse balked some distance before the wall, as Thomas had suspected it would.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce was thrown so easily from the saddle that the whole thing seemed quite graceful in the beginning; the horse had stopped dead, and Pierce kept going. He arced through the air, and Thomas prayed that he would clear the wall.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But Pierce lost the grace and height very quickly, and the world seemed to speed up once again as he was smashed, head first, against the wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas cried out, and seeing no way to get his horse into the field, jumped down from its back and clambered over the wall himself. He dropped down on the other side, landing heavily and twisting his ankle painfully. He half ran, half limped his way across the field, crying out to his brother as he went. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pierce! Pierce!” He called again and again, never once receiving an answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before he was but halfway across the field, Thomas was drenched in sweat. His shirt clung to him, and he swiped sweat from his eyes with the cuff of the old brown tailcoat he always wore for riding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he reached Pierce, he could see that he was motionless. His breathing was laboured and sporadic, and Thomas felt like a child again, a young boy who did not know what to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fear overtook him, and tears filled his eyes as he looked helplessly down at his brother. He dropped to his knees and touched his white face but could get no response whatsoever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Knowing that he could not just stay there staring and hoping Pierce would come around, Thomas rose and snatched the reins of his brother’s horse. Struggling harder than he had ever done in his life, Thomas pulled Pierce up finally and laid him face down over the horse’s saddle. There was no other way to manage it, and that was all there was to it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    If he left Pierce there, he would die without a doubt. More than anything, Thomas wanted to get him back to Shawcross and make him comfortable whilst the physician was sent for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, he walked on foot, leading his brother’s horse slowly along. But he could not bear the slowness, feeling the valuable, vital minutes slipping away, so he clambered up awkwardly behind Pierce’s drooping, horribly still body.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was near to impossible to ride the horse from so far back, but Thomas leaned forward, straining every muscle in his body, and managed to get the poor frightened creature moving again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, he could not go fast, for fear that Pierce would be dislodged and slide off the saddle, but it was certainly quicker than walking alongside had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will be home soon, Pierce. You just hold on, alright? Do you hear me? You just hold on.” Thomas heard his voice crack as the emotions seized him once again. The weight of the last months seemed to almost crush him, but in a very different way.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not the pain of losing Catherine this time, but the loss of the last eight months with a brother who had tried time and time again to apologize. If only he had known where it would all end up, Thomas knew he would have done things differently. But that was the wonderfully vile thing about hindsight; it had perfect vision. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Thomas had an image of the two of them playing with bows and arrows that the old stable master had made for them. The arrows were purposefully blunt and harmless, but that had not lessened the boys’ excitement at all as they chased each other all over the estate, inexpertly loosing off the round-ended arrows in all directions.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They had played until it was almost dark, and their governess was fractious with agitation. It was one of those childhood days that was so wonderful and seemed to go on forever. A day that would always stand out, even when they were old men. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had been friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before their mother had died and their father’s concentrated influence had changed Pierce into a proud young man who followed his father blindly into arrogance, they had been friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Thomas realized that even after that time, they had never particularly been enemies. They had aggravated one another and mistrusted one another on occasion, it was true.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But that had not been the sum total of their relationship as young men. There had still been laughter, although it was true that it was very occasional, and they had continued to attend events together and converse without too much trouble, especially when out of their father’s company. They just were not as close as they had been. Without their mother’s countering influence, Pierce had been allowed to develop as his father would have him. But was that really Pierce’s fault? After all, he was the heir and could hardly escape the determined attention of their father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps being the afterthought had been a far luckier position. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Thomas reached the front of Shawcross Hall, he felt utterly shattered. He called out for help, his voice coming in ragged gasps, and was quickly joined by several of his father’s footmen and a host of young men from the stables. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His father marched down the great stone steps of the hall and surveyed the scene there coolly. Thomas studied his face for a moment and could see nothing there; not fear, not love, nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is all this?” he said in his customary bluff manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pierce was thrown from his horse,” Thomas said and fought hard against tears again; they would do him no good in the face of his father. “He hit a wall hard. He is very badly hurt.” Thomas looked back to where the footmen were gently trying to lift Pierce from the agitated horse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn fool, what was he playing at? He needs to be more careful,” the Duke went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Father, did you not hear me? Pierce is very badly hurt.” He turned away from his father and approached one of the stable hands. “Please, will you ride into the village and call upon Doctor Harper. Tell him what has happened and that we need him immediately.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” the young man said and set off at speed for the stables. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The footmen had finally lifted Pierce from the horse and were gently carrying him into the hall. Without words, they moved as one and set off up the staircase in the direction of Pierce’s chamber.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas followed quickly behind, not knowing if their father would join them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several quietly tearful maids did what they could to make Pierce comfortable in his bed as Thomas looked on helplessly. He could see that his brother’s breathing was becoming ever more rapid and shallow, and his skin was a pale grey against the almost purple of his lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment the maids had finished, Thomas drew up a chair at the side of the bed and reached out to lay a hand on Pierce’s cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know if you can hear me, Pierce, but I shall speak anyway,” Thomas began, looking over his shoulder to be sure they were alone at last. “I want you to know that I do not blame you for Catherine. I know my behaviour would suggest otherwise, but I have been in such pain these last months. But I have always known there was more to it; something else at the root of it all, and you were never really to blame. The way life has been led in this house since before we were born has infected everything in its path, us included.” Thomas’ voice broke, and his tears fell. He knew with certainty he could never have explained that there was not long left. “And now I am asking you to forgive me. Forgive me for shunning your efforts, even when I could see true remorse. Let this awfulness now be done between us. Let us be the little boys who ran about Shawcross with our bows and arrows all those years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas felt the tiniest movement from the bed and looked intently at Pierce. There was the faintest, briefest flicker of a smile on his brother’s face, and he looked almost serene. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then he was gone; one last gentle rush of air from his lungs, and Pierce Carlton took no more breath. Thomas let his head fall forward onto his brother’s chest and wept. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had been in Lytham for almost four months when Catherine’s first twinges came. She knew it could not be long before the child that she and Thomas had created would come into this world, and she was excited and terrified all at once. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling? Your colour is a little high, Catherine.” Agnes Price sat next to Catherine on the wide window seat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can feel more movement, Agnes, and little pains. Well, hardly pains, but I do not know how else to describe them.” Catherine smiled at Agnes before staring out of the window and across the calm blue sea. “I suppose I am more uncomfortable than anything else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I do not think it can be long now.” Agnes gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and stared out at the sea also. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Agnes was such a kind, warm woman that it was not difficult to see why it was Celia had kept her as a companion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Agnes, tell me again, is it a nice place?” Catherine heard the tremor in her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is clean and warm, one of the nicest I have seen. And they are very discreet, Catherine; you need have no fear of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine did not doubt that Agnes was telling the truth, but it was not discretion or lack thereof that she feared. It was parting with her baby; Thomas’ baby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even after so many months, Catherine still thought of Thomas every day. She thought of how he had held her hand down by Stromlyn Lake and how they had both known that it could not last forever. It had seemed almost cruel that they had fallen in love so completely. Of all the people in the world, why were they meant to be together? Why, when they could not be? 
 
      
 
      
 
    If Catherine had the energy left to be angry, she would have been. Life ought to have been different for them; they had no argument between them, no feud. All they had, all they had ever had, was love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They should have been able to court, to become engaged. They should have been married by now, eagerly expecting the birth of their first child with their families around them, all smiles and congratulations. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But no. Because two arrogant men had fought over a woman so many years ago, they were apart; their lives ruined, and the birth of their baby reduced to a matter of shame and secrecy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine suddenly burst into tears; she could not bear the wheel of thoughts which went around and around in her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry, my dear,” Agnes said and pulled Catherine into her arms. “I know that none of this can be easy for you. I cannot imagine how you are feeling.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the absence of Celia, who had walked into the town in the hope of buying some apples, Agnes was a very fine substitute.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know I should think of myself as wrong, as having behaved badly, but I cannot. It should never have been this way, and only the stubbornness of old men has made it so. That is the difference between me being thought of as bad and thought of as good. Two old men. It is so very wrong, Agnes, but I am powerless to make it right. My heart is already broken. I lost Thomas, but it seems that is not enough. There is more to pay, and I am to let go of my precious baby. I am to have my heart broken again as if I deserve it to be so.” She wept hard, her breath coming in noisy gulps. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know. I know,” Agnes soothed and began to rock her back and forth. “And I am so sorry. You are not bad, my girl. You have done nothing wrong, and you most certainly have not deserved any of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    How wonderful it was to be surrounded by people who did not judge her. Society’s main pastime was just that, criticism and judgement, but Celia and Agnes did not partake.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly a great dragging sensation ripped through Catherine’s belly, and she cried out in pain. She lurched forward as if to escape it, and Agnes, as efficient as ever, expertly got her to her feet and sped her through to the little chamber.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As Catherine perched, afraid and breathing heavily on the edge of the bed, Agnes hurried back and forth with everything that she needed to prepare for the delivery. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No sooner did she have everything ready than Celia returned from town. Catherine knew her time had come, and she prayed to God to help her child be delivered safely into the world. All thoughts beyond that moment would have to wait until her work was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And hard work it was, although Catherine had known it would not be easy. It was the way of things and always had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the moment Catherine set eyes on her baby boy, her exhaustion fell away. She was energized and suddenly full of purpose as she took him from Celia and held him in her arms for the first time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked into his tiny, perfect face and saw Thomas’ beautiful blue eyes looking back at her. She squinted at the sparse little tuft of chestnut red hair and touched it lightly with her fingers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beautiful. He is just beautiful,” she said through tears of joy. “His hair and eyes are so like his father’s. He is the image of him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The baby breathed slowly and made contented little noises as he peered back up into the eyes of his mother. He squinted as if he was trying to focus and then fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is beautiful,” Celia said, taking a seat by the bed as Agnes set about tidying up. “Agnes is emotional, I can tell.” Celia let out a secret laugh. “That is why she cannot sit still. But you must not mind it, for it is just her way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Agnes has been wonderful. You both have. I will never be able to thank you both enough for what you have done for me today. For both of us,” she said and looked down at the sleeping baby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Catherine felt an immense sense of peace. It was as if she knew she would never be parted from her child now, come what may. Whatever life threw at her, she would manage it as long as she had her baby with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He certainly is a handsome little boy. He will fare very well in this world with a face like that.” Celia smiled sadly at the sleeping infant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We may or may not fare well in this world, Aunt Celia, but we shall do it together,” Catherine said, not knowing how else to begin to tell her aunt she would not be surrendering her baby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you are in pain, Catherine. I know this is going to be the hardest thing you will ever have to do, but …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot do it. I love you dearly for what you have done, not just you and Agnes, but Uncle Charles too. You have all been so kind, and you have all put me first. I cannot think that anybody in this world has done so much for me, and it pains me more than I can say to hurt you. I would not wish it, especially after all you have done.” Catherine paused to wipe her tears with the back of her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, my sweet girl.” Celia handed her a fresh white handkerchief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” It was clear that Celia was not angry with her, and something about that made Catherine feel all the worse. “Aunt Celia, I do not expect you to support me more than you have done already. I know the shame of this situation, and I would not bring that down upon you. This is mine to deal with, and I shall find a way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But my dear Catherine, I could never …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will do whatever I have to do to keep my little boy with me. Now that he is here,” she began and looked down into his angelic little face. “I could never part with him. It was hard enough before he was born to think of the moment when I would have to let him go, but I know with the deepest certainty I could not do it now. I care not what poverty I must live in, what low circumstances. I would even go into the workhouse to keep my child with me; that is how strongly I feel. I hope you can forgive me for all the trouble I have caused you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, what I was trying to say was that I could never abandon you, no matter what choices you make.” Celia laid a hand on her cheek. “I do not yet know how best I can help, but I am sure Charles will be able to think of something. He really is awfully clever. That is why I married him.” She laughed, and Catherine knew her aunt was trying to put her at her ease. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She should have known that Celia Topwell would not try to shame her into giving away her child, nor turn her back on her entirely. Celia was cut from very different cloth, and Catherine gave a silent prayer of thanks that it was to Celia she had been sent when she had been disowned by her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now then, you get some rest, and Agnes and I shall fashion a letter to be sent to your Uncle Charles today.” She rose and leaned forward to first plant a kiss on Catherine’s forehead, and then one on the baby’s soft cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Catherine said tearfully as Celia left her little chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine stared around the tiny room, its pale lemon walls reminding her of her room back home. By home, of course, she meant Ivy Manor.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The idea that she probably would never be able to go back there was a painful one, even though she knew she could not let go of her child just so that she could return. However kind Celia and Charles were, they could not possibly support the idea of having Catherine and her baby living under their roof. They were not society figures, it was true, but they were still respectable and well-respected. They would be made pariahs by association, and she could never do that to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But perhaps there really was a way they could help her. Perhaps she would not be entirely alone or brought so low as to find herself and her child in the workhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine was once again gripped by the unfairness of it all. This should have been the happiest day of her life, not one marred by thoughts of poverty and sadness and shame.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, my little boy, we shall think happier thoughts,” she whispered to her sleeping child. “We shall imagine life as it should have been, with your Papa here and looking down at you in wonder.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And she did just that. Catherine closed her eyes and pictured herself in a beautiful chamber with bright sunshine pouring into the room. The window was open, and a cooling breeze played around the smooth skin of her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Then her husband, the wonderful and handsome Thomas Carlton, made his way cautiously into the room as if he feared waking mother and child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come in, Thomas. We are awake,” she imagined herself saying with a laugh at her husband’s barely concealed nervousness and excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful,” she imagined Thomas saying as he hastened towards her and sat down on the edge of her bed. “I have never seen you look more radiant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled to herself, almost as if the whole scene was real, and she truly was looking at her beloved husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And this is my son.” She pictured Thomas smiling down at their baby in awe. “This is my little man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is your little man. And see how he looks just like you, my love. See how his soft little tufts of hair have such red in them, and his eyes are such a wonderful blue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But they are almond shaped and beautiful like his mother’s, see?” As she pictured Thomas’ face, it was so clear to her in every detail that she could almost have reached out and touched him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then he has the best of both his parents, does he not?” She smiled and leaned back into her plump white pillows as her husband ran a hand through her hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He will have your intelligence and my wit, and he shall navigate this world very well. And we must have more, Catherine. We must make brothers and sisters for him.” She imagined Thomas looking just as excited as she knew he would have if her imagination were reality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What shall we call him? He must have a name.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You choose a name for him, Catherine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Henry. Let us call him Henry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Henry Carlton. Yes, that is perfect.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine opened her eyes finally to see that the baby was awake again. He was staring up at her and had the most serene look on his little face. She imagined for a moment that Henry, for she had decided to name him such, had been right with her in the scene in her imagination, settling his bright blue eyes on the bright blue eyes of his father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only Thomas really could see him. If only Thomas had been with her there at that moment, she felt sure they would never be parted again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling her heartbreaking afresh at the loss of her one true love, Catherine knew that it was a pain that would never leave her. Her tears fell again, and she wished she could escape her own emotions, if only for a little while. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Thomas, how did things turn out this way?” she said miserably as she held baby Henry tightly to her. “How is it that I am alone? How is it that you are not here? And how is it fair that I will love you with this dreadful intensity for the rest of my life?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arriving back at Ivy Manor without Henry was painful. The whole journey back to Derbyshire without her child had affected Catherine more than she could ever have imagined, and she had dissolved into tears in Agnes Price’s arms more than once. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the carriage had borne the two women ever closer to home, Catherine felt a relentless stab of anxiety. She had not seen her uncle for nearly five months, and when she had left Ivy Manor for Lytham, things had been very different.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There had been a plan in place, one which her aunt and uncle had carefully devised with Catherine’s very best interests at its heart. And now was the moment when she would see Charles Topwell’s reaction to her willfully going against the plan.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as Celia had tried to reassure her, as far as father figures went, Catherine was still accustomed to a different sort of man altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the carriage pulled up in front of the manor house, Catherine felt her palms clammy and her heart beating hard. The maelstrom of fearful emotions reminded her of the first day she had arrived at Ivy Manor, heartbroken and alone, and imagining her aunt to be as punitively cruel as her father had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And, just as had happened on that day, the shining black front door opened, only this time it was her uncle who stepped out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He hastened towards the carriage and pulled open the door before reaching in to take her hand and help her down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uncle Charles,” she said as she stood and faced him. “Uncle Charles,” she repeated, and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now then, Catherine,” he said with his gentle Derbyshire accent like a warm blanket on a cold day. “I reckon you have cried enough, have you not?” He smiled. “At least that is what your aunt tells me in her letters. Her many letters.” He took her hand and began to lead her towards the house. “So many, in fact, that I feel as if I have spent these last five months in Lytham myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Catherine tried to pull herself together. Her uncle was going to treat her kindly; she just knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of you, Agnes Price?” Charles called behind him in a jovial manner. “How you are going to manage these next weeks without your gossiping partner I cannot imagine.” He laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall have to turn to Catherine, Charles.” Agnes laughed. “She will get me through it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How nice it is to have company again,” Charles said as he led the two women into the drawing room. “Tea will be here in a minute. Sit yourselves down and be comfortable in front of the fire. It has been a cold winter here in the Peaks, but I daresay it was chilly enough on the Lancashire coast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s a fair wind comes off the Irish Sea, Charles. You will be glad to have missed that.” Agnes sat next to Catherine on the couch, and Charles took a seat opposite her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine was suddenly filled with gratitude. She felt surrounded by the warmth and care of a real family, with the honey-like tones of natural northern England voices and all their customary kindness. Catherine felt cared for as if all her two companions wanted in the world was her comfort and peace of mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
    If only she could stop her eyes welling with tears, but she had found her emotions so strong in the last weeks as if becoming a mother had changed her at a very deep level. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, both.” She managed to choke the words out as Agnes and Charles looked on kindly. “Dear me, will I never stop crying? I seem to do nothing else of late, and everything sets me off.” She laughed and dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is very normal when one has just had a child,” Agnes said, then widened her eyes and fell to silence the moment the door to the drawing began to open inward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come in, Violet, my dear,” Charles called loudly to the small maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here we are.” Violet set the tray down on the table. “And I’ve put a few little cakes out too. I thought you might be hungry after your journey, Miss Catherine.” Violet beamed. “And Agnes. It’s lovely to have you both back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, how kind.” Catherine smiled and hoped she was not about to cry again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She needed to appear normal as if nothing had changed. The plan, the new plan, relied on the appearance of normality and absolute secrecy. They would all have to get used to living their lives based on a very carefully crafted tale from now on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine wondered how easy that would be when there was such a wonderful informality between the house and staff. She could never have imagined a maid daring to speak at all when serving tea at Barford Hall; the Earl would have roared at any maid who chanced to attempt such a thing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine tried to imagine his expression if he heard any servant addressing her as Miss Catherine instead of Lady Catherine. As much as he had never paid his daughter a moment’s consideration, he would have exploded at such a thing. Likely because he would have seen it as an insult to him rather than Catherine. It would not be a matter of wrongly addressing Catherine, but wrongly addressing the Earl’s daughter. The difference was subtle and huge all at once. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They look wonderful, Violet,” Agnes said, finding her voice again after the shock of almost giving the game away in the first five minutes. “Did you make them?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Mrs Hollingsworth did. But I watched her, and she promised to let me try next time.” Violet was clearly excited by the prospect. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I shall look forward to trying your cakes when they come,” Catherine said, practicing the ease she would have to employ from now on.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Enjoy your tea,” Violet said with a broad smile before she bobbed and retreated from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, that was very close,” Agnes said, her voice full of apology. “Please forgive my stupidity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not make yourself uneasy. This is going to be an adjustment for us all.” Charles gave Agnes a kindly smile. “We will get used to it; all it takes is practice. Right?” He looked from Agnes to Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right,” Catherine said and smiled. “And I really cannot thank you enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must stop thanking me, my dear. I am the sort of fellow who wriggles under praise of any sort.” He laughed. “And I think I am going to enjoy having a baby around the house. A fine little boy, no less.” Catherine looked at her uncle and was sure she could see a certain excitement on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you really think this can work, Uncle Charles?” Catherine spoke in a near whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine realized how much she had missed Charles Topwell. Whilst he had been a quieter figure in her world, playing second fiddle to the unstoppable force that was Aunt Celia, he had always made her feel welcome; at home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course it can. We all have our part to play, but once Henry and Celia are back, and the story is well enough established, life will tick along nicely, you will see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plan, the second plan, had been all Charles’ work. When he had received the letter that Celia and Agnes had written between them, he had responded immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plan was clever because it was simple. Charles wrote back to Celia to tell her all of it, step by step. They were to take every part and act it out thoroughly, he insisted on it, saying that it would be easier for them all to keep their tale consistent if they lived it as best they could. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, Celia, with Agnes peering over her shoulder in their little lodgings in Lytham, wrote a letter to her husband, telling him how the distant relative they were staying with was suddenly very ill. Celia had decided to stay on at the house to look after the woman. She had a young baby, and her husband was neither attentive nor did he provide enough to pay for a companion to keep his wife company in her illness. Celia, therefore, had decided to stay on for a while to help her take care of her infant whilst she built her strength back up again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles had let the household staff know that their mistress would be gone a while longer, and the news had been received quite naturally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a few more weeks, Catherine and Agnes were to return home, sent away by Celia as the poor woman’s illness began to worsen. Again, all very natural, and the staff had looked forward to the return of Catherine and Agnes, even if their mistress was going to be delayed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know it cannot have been easy to leave Henry behind in Lytham, but you know that Celia will take the very best care of him,” Charles went on as Agnes poured them each a cup of tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know she will, Uncle Charles. She is very good with him, and Henry loves her already.” Catherine felt tearful again, but she was determined to hold it in this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It would have been too dangerous to have Celia and Henry come back at the same time as you. It would be too easy for people to start putting two and two together. But I truly believe that this little passage of time will do much to avoid that. It gives the story time to settle into the minds of the staff and our neighbours. I am sorry for it, Catherine, but it really is necessary to our success.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, Uncle Charles. And I know Henry will be coming back to me in the end.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “But not as your son, you must remember that. He is to be known as the child of one of my distant and less fortunate relatives. A child made an orphan when his mother died and his father turned his back on him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand. I am just grateful that Henry will be in my life.” Catherine’s voice wavered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had hurt Catherine’s heart to know that her boy would grow up thinking her the most distant of relations. She wanted more than anything for him to know who she was, but it was too much of a risk.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A young boy growing up could not be expected to keep such a secret successfully. He could not have the knowledge that Catherine was his mother but never mention the fact outside of Ivy Manor, or in it, for the servants could never know the truth either. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the only way, and Catherine knew it. It was not perfect, for no life without Thomas ever could be. A perfect life would be one in which Henry got to grow up knowing both his mother and father. Even now, after all that had happened, Catherine still had room in her heart to dream that things were different. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But even if they were not, at least she would see Henry grow up. And she could be as close to him as any mother could be. She would be in his life, and he would be in hers. She would see him every day, and spend every waking moment with him. And, with the help of the Topwells and Agnes Price, she would teach Henry how to be a fine young man in a home that was full of love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He will be in your life, Catherine. And we are not so wealthy that we would employ a nurse, so you will get to do it all. You will need to let the maids be involved, at first, at least. That way there will be no suspicion. You must make it seem as if Henry grows on you day by day. The staff cannot see your bond to him from the very first. It is all part of the plan. Do you think you can manage it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will do whatever must be done to have Henry here. I will not let you down, Uncle Charles. Not again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Young lady, you have never let me down.” Charles seemed taken aback by her words. “I should never have expected you to give up your child in the first place. It was too hard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he is born out of wedlock. He is illegitimate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot abide that word,” Charles said firmly. “It is the way of the world to be critical and judgemental of others. It is a stain on society that appearances are more important than truth and love. They would blame a child as if we do not all come into this world in the same way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing we can do about the opinions of others,” Agnes added. “But we can work around them, can we not?” She smiled at them both conspiratorially. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We most certainly can,” Charles said cheerfully. “You must just be strong a little longer. You will get through these next weeks with Celia’s daily letters, and you will adjust to the way of things when Henry and Celia get home. You will manage it all; I have every faith in you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles’ kind talk and belief in her made Catherine feel better. She would manage; he was right. Henry might not know she was his mother, but he would most certainly know how much Catherine loved him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He would grow up in a home of laughter and love, never knowing a moment’s fear. Henry would always feel important to those around him, never have his opinion ignored or his own wants in life dismissed in favour of someone else’s plan.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry would have the things his mother had not, even if he never knew he hailed from Barford Hall and the Duchy of Shawcross. He did not need to know he was descended from Dukes and Earls; all he needed was to be loved, taught, and steered in the right direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And maybe one day when he was grown, Catherine would be able to tell him the truth. She might be able to let him know finally that he was not an orphan, a poor child who had been taken in and saved by the kindness of his distant relations. 
 
      
 
      
 
    One day he would know that his mother loved him so much she had been prepared to risk everything to keep him with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But that was a matter for many years hence. There was a long road to travel first, and Catherine had decided at that moment to enjoy every minute of it. She loved Thomas, and she always would, but she had a responsibility to raise their son in happiness, and that was exactly what she would do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine would follow the plan and follow it to the letter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had decided to make the long journey back to Hertfordshire alone. Whilst the Earl of Barford had been Celia Topwell’s brother, it was clear that she had no intention of attending his funeral herself. In fact, neither Celia nor Charles Topwell had any intentions of paying their respects to Oscar Ambrose and Catherine could not blame them at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not only had he treated Celia and Charles so poorly, but her aunt and uncle had objected strongly to the way he had treated Catherine also. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And when she had received word from her brother that their father had died, Catherine felt nothing. Well, perhaps that was not entirely true, for she had felt a little curiosity to go home after so many years away, and she had felt her own hopes and fears for how her relationship with her brother Philip would have fared after so long. And, more than anything, she felt a deep need to see Thomas Carlton again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine still thought of Thomas every day, could see his handsome face every time she looked at her beautiful son and knew that her feelings for him had never changed. She loved Thomas with all her heart and with the same ferocity of the very day they were parted eight years before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the letter had come, Catherine had been sitting out on her favourite bench in her aunt and uncle’s beautiful grounds. She had been enjoying a late summer’s afternoon as she watched Henry clambering about in the only tree she allowed him to climb. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a sturdy tree with low, broad branches, one that was easy for him to get into and out of without incident. She always watched him like a hawk, knowing that Henry was as keen as mustard to get to one of the taller trees and test his skills somewhere other than the tree he had known how to climb since he was five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aunt Catherine, this tree is too easy,” he complained as he peered out at her through the thick leaves. “This tree is for babies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is just silly, Henry.” Catherine laughed as she shielded her eyes from the sun and squinted at his fine little silhouette against the bright blue sky. “Babies cannot climb trees.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know what I mean, Aunt Catherine,” he went on, and Catherine stifled another laugh when she realized that he was beginning to whine and complain a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whining and complaining did not suit Henry, and when he did do it, it always amused her. But Henry had a sensitive heart, one that Catherine would protect at all costs, and so she was careful not to laugh at him or say anything that would undermine his burgeoning confidence in himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do know what you mean, Henry,” Catherine said gently. “But I would like you to wait until you are a little older before you try any of the bigger trees. I know that you are very good at climbing, but my nerves are not so very good at watching. And so you see, you would be doing me a great kindness by sticking to that tree for now, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright then, Aunt Catherine,” he said in the most adorable, proud-little-boy fashion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No doubt he liked the idea of doing something to protect Catherine’s feelings and soothe her nerves, and the feeling of pride at that moment clearly outweighed the excitement of a new tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Henry. It is always nice to be kind to somebody else, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I always like being kind to you, Aunt Catherine.” Henry sat himself down on the broadest of the branches, and Catherine grinned to see his skinny legs swinging back and forth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And why do you like being kind to me, Henry?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I love you, Aunt Catherine,” he said in a perplexed tone which suggested she ought to have known that already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I love you too, Henry,” Catherine said and felt the familiar tightening of her throat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the moment Henry had been old enough to speak, Catherine had forced herself to get used to his mode of address. So many times over the years she had been tempted to tell him everything, feeling sure that he would be pleased to know that his beloved Aunt Catherine was actually his mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Henry was still just seven years old, and once he found himself comfortable in whatever company he was in, he talked non-stop. Henry liked nothing better than to chatter, and even when he was climbing his little tree, he generally talked through the whole effort. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was such a happy, personable little boy that he reminded her more and more of Thomas. He was sensitive, it was true, and yet he had a certain confidence with people, just like Thomas had always had. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry waved to her from the tree, and she smiled and waved back, watching him carefully. As always happened, she drifted off into thoughts of Thomas and how his talkative and confident nature had led him to approach her in the first place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Had he been any different at all, they likely never would have spoken, for Catherine would certainly not have had the courage to have approached him herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you seen Henry anywhere?” Celia called out in an extraordinarily loud stage-whisper as she approached Catherine from the kitchen door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a little ruse that the two women had played over and over, ever since Henry had taken to climbing the tree. And Henry, despite being a bright little boy, never seemed to realize that they were making the whole thing up for his benefit, again and again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine smiled and let her eyes stray to Henry who quickly put a finger to his lips and shook his head vehemently, beseeching her to remain silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no idea, Aunt Celia. I cannot think the last time I saw Henry. Perhaps it was this morning,” Catherine said loudly and smiled when she heard Celia chuckle, low and quiet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, perhaps I will sit here with you for a while until he appears,” Celia said and settled herself down on the bench at Catherine’s side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine could immediately see that Celia held an unopened letter in her hand, although it was face down, and she could not see to whom it was addressed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a beautiful day it is today, Celia. It reminds me that summer will not be here forever.” Catherine sighed. “As warm as it is, there is a quality about the light in late summer; it is very different from early summer. A little more yellowy, I think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know what you mean,” Celia said thoughtfully. “And it is a reminder, I think. A bittersweet one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We must make the most of it then.” Catherine risked a glance in Henry’s direction and could see that he was busy stripping the leaves from one of the branches, fully occupied, and having forgotten that the two women were there at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look after him so well, my dear,” Celia said, changing the subject suddenly. “He could not have had a better governess if we had employed somebody. He really is a clever boy, is he not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is, and to teach him has been a wonderful experience for me. It keeps us together all the time and in such a way that I never feel I have to explain my constant attention to him.” Catherine smiled at Celia, and her eyes strayed to the overturned letter once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Everything comes as second nature now, my dear, and I can hardly remember a time when we struggled to be careful of everything we did and said. The feelings of trepidation seem so far away now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Celia was right; they had fallen into a very easy arrangement. In the beginning, Catherine had hoped rather than believed that Charles Topwell’s plan would work. But they had all stuck to their part, the four of them supporting one another throughout, each acting as a watchman to the others, all of them mindful not to do or say the wrong thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For Celia, Charles, and Agnes, of course, the whole thing had become easier much more quickly.  For Catherine, however, there was always the temptation to change things a little between herself and Henry, to let him know just how closely related they were. There was always that tiny twinge, that little ache, every time her son referred to her as his aunt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But, all in all, the plan had worked, and Catherine was more grateful than she could ever have expressed. Her life, whilst not complete over those last years, had been content enough. Henry was the most important person in her world; he was her child, and she would protect him like a lioness with her cub. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You came home very early from the evening buffet with your friends yesterday, Catherine. Is everything alright?” Celia always approached such subjects with care and caution. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am fine, I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You enjoyed yourselves?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Catherine said and felt shabby for lying. “Well, no, not really,” she said and frowned apologetically. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The same as last time, I am afraid. Constance and Stella are very kind, and I know they have my best interests at heart, but I do wish they would stop introducing me to hopeful men of a certain age.” Catherine sighed dramatically, and Celia burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, was he as bad as all that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Worse, and it was not one hopeful gentleman, but two.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, as you say, your friends have your best interests at heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They certainly think they do, Aunt Celia. But I have told them time and time again that I am not interested in marrying, and I wish they would just believe me. I think that they are under the impression that I am simply objecting because I am embarrassed to find myself unmarried at seven and twenty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Seven and twenty is not old, my dear. And you really are very beautiful, Catherine. It is hardly surprising that there is no shortage of gentlemen who are doubtless only too pleased to be introduced to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How kind of you, Aunt Celia. But I truly do not want to be married. I never want to marry, not now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because of Thomas?” Celia had not mentioned Thomas for a long time, and it did something to Catherine’s heart to hear his name spoken aloud. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, because of Thomas. Always Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you still love him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As much as I ever did, Celia. I know that I will love Thomas Carlton until the day I die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you never heard anything about him since you came here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How could I? My brother has never written, and I dare not write to him for fear of what my father will do. Poor Philip,” she said and felt the familiar ache of missing her brother. “And for the same reason, I could not write to Thomas either. And he has never tried to find me, has he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not that you are aware of, Catherine. That is not to say that he has not tried. You cannot know what difficulties he has experienced since you were last in Hertfordshire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I suppose I shall never know,” Catherine said miserably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not so sure that is true,” Celia said and turned the letter so that the handwriting on the front could be seen. “For this is post-marked Hertfordshire, Catherine.” Celia lowered her voice and let her eyes stray to the contented little Henry in the tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hertfordshire?” Catherine’s voice came out in a wheeze of shocked excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She leaned forward and peered at the handwriting without taking the letter from her aunt at all, almost as if she dare not touch it. She could see that it was addressed to her and addressed in a hand that was so familiar that even the passage of time could not disguise it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My goodness, Aunt Celia, it is from Philip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Celia sounded impressed. “You can tell his handwriting from a few lines of address?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would know it anywhere,” Catherine said and sat still as a statue, still not reaching for the letter at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, are you going to open it?” Celia sounded pleasantly impatient. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the eight years she had been at Ivy Manor, Catherine had come to know her Aunt Celia very well indeed. She could be described, at best, to be inquisitive and, at worst, to be rather nosy. But it was always done very gently and without malice and was always mildly amusing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I suppose I ought to,” Catherine said and realized that her hands were shaking as she reached out to take the letter from Celia. “Look at me; I am trembling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is understandable. I know how you have missed your brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I am honest, I fear the news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “News? What news is it that you fear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I fear my brother telling me that Thomas has become married, although I suppose that is silly. Philip has not written to me at all these last years, and it would be an unlikely catalyst for his sudden communication, would it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Probably the easiest thing to do would be to open it and read it. There can be no benefit in conjecture at this stage, Catherine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so,” Catherine said and swallowed hard as she opened the letter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She read it for some moments, although it was but brief. She could never have imagined a letter from Philip being so brief after so many years, but there was no doubt a reason for that. And the news, whilst it did not upset her, surprised her. It was curiously the last thing she had expected, and she felt a little stab of guilt when she realized that she was relieved to discover that it was news of her father’s passing, not news of her old love marrying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is dead. My father is dead,” she said simply and looked at Celia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, I am surprised to hear that. My brother was always very hale and hearty, certainly not the sort of man one would expect to die whilst relatively young.” Celia looked more interested and thoughtful than devastated. “I must admit, I do not feel a great deal about it.” She shrugged and looked at Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I am honest, neither do I. Not for the man himself, I mean,” Catherine said thoughtfully. “But there are a whole host of other emotions that will need to be picked through sooner or later, emotions entirely unconnected with my father and his passing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand, really I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I will have to get to the bottom of my own heart sooner or later, for Philip wishes me to attend our father’s funeral.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And will you go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Catherine said and nodded firmly. “But not for my father’s sake; for Philip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just days later, as the last of the post carriages she had taken led her ever closer to Barford Hall, Catherine knew that it was not just for Philip’s sake that she was making that journey. She needed to know, once and for all, what had become of her first and only love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas arrived in the churchyard more than an hour before the funeral service was due to start. Lady Morton had given him the specifics, despite urging him to exercise caution, possibly not even go at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was right, of course. Whilst Thomas was not an enemy of the Ambrose family, at least not in his own estimation, the man who was being buried would have certainly seen it that way. And, as much as he despised the old Earl of Barford, it was his funeral.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He would be no more expected to turn up at it than he would have expected Philip Ambrose to attend the funeral of the Duke of Shawcross. Not that Thomas’ father showed any signs of weakening that he had seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He stared out across the graveyard from his vantage point in the trees and wondered if he would be seen. Thomas knew he would have a good view of the service itself, for he could clearly see the mound of earth, rich and brown, piled high next to the freshly dug hole. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It made him shudder to think of such preparation, even though he knew there could be no other way to do things. But he could not escape the curious feeling as he looked at the mound of earth and the hole in the ground. It would soon contain the remains of a man; a man he had hated, yes, but a human being who had lived and breathed but days before.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It reminded him of Pierce and the day they had lain his own brother to rest in that very graveyard some seven years before. He remembered well how he had seen the mound of earth as he had approached the family plot at his father’s side. He had been too bound in grief to even feel anger at his father’s self-contained, proud, and pompous display. The anger had come later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas blew out a great sigh. The day was warm enough, but there was a chill whenever the breeze drifted through the trees and found him in his hiding place. He was wearing black garb so as not to appear disrespectful if he happened to be discovered. Still, despite the thickness of his black tailcoat, he was beginning to wish he had worn a great coat over the top. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing on the edge of the graveyard out of sight was going to be a fairly sedentary business, and Thomas would soon feel cold. Especially when the service began, and he dare not move at all for fear of drawing attention to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, in the end, Catherine might not be there at all. If he did not see her, would he really wait to see the man who had ruined his life lowered into the ground? He thought not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas could find no warm feelings for the old Earl of Barford, but he had long since relinquished all ideas of revenge and bitterly nursed grudges. It was enough for him that he did not like the man, he did not need to make that feeling more active. After all, he had seen just what such feeling could become and exactly where it could end if it went unchecked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had never truly forgiven himself for his brother’s death. He knew, of course, that none of it would have happened if Pierce had not betrayed him in the first place, but he knew very well that there had been an opportunity to prevent the tragedy which ensued. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Had he forgiven Pierce, there would have been no need for his brother to chase him so recklessly and at such a speed as he made his way to Stromlyn Lake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, Thomas had other things on his mind as he stood in the cover of the trees and thick shrubbery and revisiting old ground would not help to bring Pierce back; it was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas embraced himself a little as another cool breeze swept through the trees and made the leaves rustle and the larger branches sway rhythmically. Would she come? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst he had known immediately of the Earl’s passing, and soon after of the date for the funeral, Thomas had heard nothing at all about the attendance or otherwise of Catherine Ambrose. If she was still Catherine Ambrose, that was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Morton had no information on Catherine whatsoever and never had in all the time she had been away. She had been as much in the dark as anyone else in the county. The truth was that people rarely spoke of Catherine Ambrose, most of them fearing the wrath of the Earl of Barford.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Over a surprisingly short amount of time, Catherine appeared to have been forgotten, although he was sure their plight was still a good source of occasional private teatime gossip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Morton had been a great friend to Thomas from the day she had created a little story to explain his absence from the room when he had wanted to speak to Catherine secretly. He smiled sadly to himself as he thought of how much had changed since that day, and just how many years had passed with only himself and Lady Morton to remember it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, Catherine would remember every part of it if she had a mind to. Thomas knew that so much might have changed for her since she had been away to whatever part of Derbyshire had been her home for eight years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was a beautiful woman with such intelligence and a magnetic personality; surely, she would be married by now. For all Thomas knew, she might not even live in Derbyshire anymore. She could be anywhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His only hope of setting eyes on her again was on that very day, the day of her father’s funeral, he was sure of it. That idea filled him with the most terrible dread that she would not come at all, and all hopes of ever looking upon her beautiful face, if only from afar, would be dashed forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Married or not, Catherine would certainly not be obliged to attend her father’s funeral. The man had disowned her entirely, so even a small consideration in his will was unlikely.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But there was Philip. Surely, she would come to the church at least to support the brother she had so loved. Still, even that relationship might have changed, and Philip might still not know exactly where it was his sister had been sent. In those circumstances, he would surely not have been able to track his sister down at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Thomas had convinced himself that he was chasing his own tail, there was some movement across the graveyard. He peered out to see that carriages were drawing up outside the church and mourners were beginning to gather. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There suddenly seemed to be an awful lot of people making their way through the graveyard to the Ambrose family plot. There were certainly more mourners than a man of such foul manners and character would deserve, that was for certain. Still, like the funerals of many a titled man, most in attendance were there out of a mixture of societal duty and curiosity. Maybe that would one day be his own fate, for he would undoubtedly be buried a Duke, barring any further tragedies in the Carlton family.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Would his own graveside one day be lined with the curious? The dutiful?  
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, he saw her. She was wearing black but had chosen not to wear a severe black veil to cover her face, and for that he was grateful.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas leaned forward, leaves brushing the sleeve of his coat as he tried to get closer as if a few inches would make his view of Catherine so much clearer.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as Thomas could see, Catherine was as youthful and beautiful as she had been on that last, wonderful, terrible night; the night that had haunted him every day since he had scuttled away through the semi-darkness from the Barford estate before anyone else could see him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her brown hair looked smooth, and it shone in the sunshine. He could just make out the almond shape of her eyes; the eyes he would never forget as long as he lived. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas fought an urge to stride out across the graveyard to be at her side. How many times he had thought of their reunion, an affair imagined in his head to be so romantic and full of joy. It had never occurred to him that the next time he saw her would be at a funeral to which he would not be welcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas felt his heart lurch as she saw her link her arm through that of a tall, slender man. The very thing he dreaded was to see her at the graveside on the arm of her husband. But he quickly realized that the man was none other than Philip Ambrose, the new Earl of Barford. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was right, Catherine had come to support her brother on that day. It was doubtful, even though he had not spoken to her for so long, that she would truly be there to mourn her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Almost feverishly, Thomas scoured the mourners looking for someone he did not recognize. It was a lengthy task, but he was most intent. There were no men around her at the side of the grave whom Thomas did not recognize and, after several minutes of squinting into the crowd, he was sure he knew the rest of them by sight if not by name. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, that did not mean that Catherine was not married. She might well have a husband who could not or would not attend. Still, he hoped that idea was as unlikely as it seemed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas could not make out the Reverend’s words exactly, catching just snippets of phrases in the common liturgical tones of most holy men. He could not take his eyes off Catherine, wishing he could see her more clearly. He could see her beautiful face, but not well enough to make out her expression. He had no way to read her feelings at that moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He wanted to read her, to know what was going on inside her head and heart. It was all he had to support her with, even if his support would, by necessity, be unknown and anonymous.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As he stood in the cover of the trees, Thomas wondered what they would say to each other if they had that moment to themselves. Would he tell her how relieved he was to see no husband at her side? Would she smile and reach for him, evaporating the last eight years as if the two of them had never been apart? 
 
      
 
      
 
    He imagined her touch and found that it was not difficult to do. Thomas had paid no heed to any other woman since Catherine had left, despite the fact he was engaged to be married to Lady Eleanor Barchester, daughter of the Earl of Winsford. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had only agreed to the engagement after years of grinding down by his father. Within days of Pierce being buried, the Duke had fully turned his attention upon Thomas, keen to groom him for his role as the heir to the Duchy. For the Duke of Shawcross, there had been no period of mourning his first-born son. He had barely missed a step from one day to the next, barking instructions at Thomas as if he had always been the heir and not the spare. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With Pierce gone, and the tremendous weight of guilt on his shoulders, Thomas had found every day torturous. And the idea that he would never find Catherine after his failed attempt in Derbyshire had stripped him of all hopes of a happy or even vaguely contented life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had quietly railed against his father, never truly arguing with him, but making no attempt to search for the bride his father had been insisting upon for so many years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas was perpetually reminded of his duty to marry a woman of good blood and to sire an heir for the next generation. It was almost pathological, his father’s desperation to project his seed and family name into a distant future he himself would never see. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For himself, Thomas could not have cared less. Whilst he had taken on the duties of the heir, he had only done so in some sort of morbid respect to his brother. In no time at all, Thomas realized the weight of constant pressure and lack of self that his brother must have felt for all those years, and it made him feel guiltier than ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Thomas had always been blessed with more than his fair share of intelligence, he wondered at how easily he had ignored everything Pierce had had to endure over the years. What a strain it must have been for him to suffer his father’s constant attention and boorish instructions on every move he made. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was simpler for Thomas in many respects because he cared little for his father’s opinion of him, unlike poor Pierce to whom it had always been so important. Or important up until the moment he had betrayed his brother and realized his father’s good opinion could never, ever be won. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But still, it had been far from easy. Thomas was making ready for a role he did not want and a title he cared nothing for. But the fact was that there was nothing else for him to do but succumb to it all. There was nowhere else for him to go, and if he wanted a living at all, he would just have to grit his teeth and bear it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And gritting his teeth had been exactly what he had been doing ever since he had finally given in to his father and agreed to court Lady Eleanor Barchester. He had little interest in her and had easily seen her for exactly what she was; a title hunter. A young lady who would be a Duchess if she had anything to say about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was confident without being particularly intelligent or talented, and only beautiful if overdone costumes and characterless features were your want in life. To Thomas, she was a symbol of his lack of autonomy in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And now, perhaps, she had become something else. As Thomas’ mind raced with possibilities, wild notions of real meetings with the woman he still loved more than life itself, perhaps Lady Eleanor Barchester would be an obstacle to his happiness; an inconvenience of the highest order. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The change in the Reverend’s tone caught Thomas’ attention and drew him back into the present moment. The service was drawing to its conclusion, and the mourners were moving just a little.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip Ambrose threw a handful of dirt onto the coffin, as was traditional. Catherine, however, had clearly chosen not to participate in any way and stood stoically with her hands at her side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good for you, my love,” Thomas said under his breath and smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was still strong; she was still his Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had moved just a little in a bid to get just one inch closer to her. The movement, however, caught the eye of one of the mourners; Catherine.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked up sharply, seeming so strange as the rest of the congregation stared down into the grave. She was the one difference, the only person who stood out. She had broken the coherence of the group, but he was the only one who could see it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas dared not move a muscle, but she continued to stare over, her gaze unbroken.  
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Thomas knew that she had seen him. Even if it had been for just the briefest moment, he was certain that she knew it was him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a relief for Catherine to get away from the so-called mourners and back to Barford Hall. She had not imagined for a moment ever seeing that place as a refuge again, but now, less than a day after she had arrived from Derbyshire, she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she first arrived from Derbyshire, her carriage drawing up outside the front of the hall, Catherine had felt a familiar old sense of doom settle around her like a cloak. It was so familiar, in fact, that she realized she must have lived her whole life there with that very feeling down in the pit of her belly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She peered out of the window at the gleaming stone front and was strangely amazed by the sheer size of the hall. How vast and unwelcoming it looked to a person who had spent the last eight years within the welcoming walls of Ivy Manor.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine stared up at the windows, too many to count, and wondered if anybody peered back out at her from within. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Allow me, My Lady.” The driver had opened her door and was ready to help her down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said meekly and felt a little shudder at the formal address. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been only Catherine in her home in Derbyshire, never Lady Catherine. Sometimes Miss with the servants, but never, ever My Lady. She had not wanted it, and Celia and Charles Topwell had seemed relieved by that. Theirs was a small establishment, and their comfortable and warm staff would have felt awkward and much less confident. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And for Catherine, it had been such a wonderful break with tradition. She had never realized how very isolating a title could be until she no longer used one and found herself in such warm and constant company. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine stepped down with the help of the driver and stood on the gravel apron just staring at the great wooden door. She felt lost as if she did not belong there, and she did not. Her legs would not propel her forward to take her to the stone steps leading up to the door. She was a guest, a stranger, not family. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Worse still, despite knowing her father to be dead, she could hardly trust it and imagined him flying at her, his colour high and countenance furious as he demanded to know what she thought she was doing there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine?” came a familiar voice behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine shrieked and spun around, fully expecting to see the angry-faced father of her imaginings bearing down upon her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, he did not, and she gave a great embarrassed sigh of relief to see Philip standing there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry, Catherine. You are a little earlier than I expected, and I fear I was not inside the house ready to receive you.”He turned and looked back towards the stables from where he had just come. “I am just returned from town. Forgive me.” He smiled at her, but she could see a little unease in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip looked as cautious as she felt, and she knew he was waiting for some cue from her. She felt like a child again and looked at him as she always had. As if they were in trouble of some kind and silently awaiting the physical manifestation of their father’s wrath together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He really is dead, is he not?” Catherine asked and then smiled as she realized how ridiculous her question was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Philip said and slowly began to grin. “Would you care to see him? He is laid out in the library of all places.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good Lord, no!” Catherine said and raised a hand to her mouth as Philip laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How wonderful it is to see you,” he said and advanced upon her with his arms outstretched and all signs of awkwardness gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment she was in his embrace, Catherine relaxed entirely. She had missed Philip more than she could ever say, and as suddenly as she had relaxed, she was in floods of tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know. I know,” he whispered and turned her towards the front of the hall before quickly turning back to the driver. “My man will be down in a moment to take Lady Catherine’s things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, Lord Barford,” the man said, and Catherine bristled a little. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip had simply been Lord Ambrose when she had last been home, and it seemed so strange now to hear him addressed with what was her father’s title. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. Lord Barford,” she said and was glad of a distraction from her tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will take a good deal of getting used to,” he said and gently took her arm to lead her into the hall. “We shall go into the drawing room, and I will send for some tea and sandwiches; what do you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I am so tired suddenly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked in comfortable silence all the way in, stopping only so that Philip might help her out of her cloak and bonnet on the way. The drawing room when she entered had clearly not changed at all in all the years she had been away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The same dark green and red prevailed to make it the most unsettling space. It was all too severe, too dark, and the determinedly masculine decoration made the immense room seem very much smaller than it really was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tea was finally served to them by a maid she recognized but whose name she could not remember. The woman looked at her with shy warmth, and Catherine, now more used to servants who were not terrified of their own shadows, smiled broadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Only a day later, and Catherine could hardly remember what she and her brother had talked about in that first meeting of theirs. She had been a tumult of emotions on the inside and had only a vague recollection that she had told him of Celia and Charles’ kindness to her over the years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Being truly exhausted, Catherine had finally begged to be released so that she might sleep. Philip, as understanding and sweet as he had always been, helped her up the stairs and told her that she need not force herself to come down to dinner. She was to rest well, and some food would be sent up to her chamber later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had awoken the next morning with a sense of relief. It was as if she had survived her first night back at Barford Hall and so could trust that the man who had made her so very unhappy really was in his coffin in the library, awaiting his own burial. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew it was a little irreverent to allow such positive feelings on the day she was to attend her own father’s funeral, but she was determined not to let guilt and shame permeate her life any more than it had done already. Catherine had truly had enough of such emotions and was fully intent upon burying them alongside the old Earl of Barford that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The funeral had been everything she was expecting, or almost, at any rate. The mourners had neither surprised nor disappointed her with their eager attendance, and only the curious appearance of Thomas in the trees on the other side of the graveyard had made the event suddenly unusual. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had entertained the feeling of being watched throughout the service but, seeing nothing in the distance, she tried to dismiss it. But when Philip had leaned in to throw the customary handful of earth on her father’s coffin, she had seen a movement over by the trees and recognized Thomas immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew she had not exactly recognized him by sight for he was well hidden. But she had seen enough movement to know it was him; she recognized his size and shape, not to mention the fact that she was certain she could actually feel his presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the remainder of the funeral, she had maintained her study of the trees, knowing he was in there somewhere and desperate to catch a real glimpse of him. Her heart was pounding, and her mouth was dry, almost as if they were truly about to be in one another’s company for the first time in years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All the way from Derbyshire, Catherine had both hoped and feared seeing him again. He had never left her thoughts, especially since Henry reminded her of him daily. Henry’s red-brown hair was the exact shade of his father’s, and his eyes were an identical pale blue, so identical that one could be forgiven for thinking they had been plucked from Thomas’ own head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Only Philip taking her arm to lead her back to his waiting carriage had drawn her attention away, and she followed him blindly, hardly able to concentrate on a word all the way back to Barford Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that they were once again in the oppressive green and red drawing room, Philip looked at her with concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You saw him then?” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Saw him?” Catherine was utterly surprised; surely he could not mean Thomas? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In the trees.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did see him. His presence took me by surprise,” she said and cleared her throat before continuing, “although I did not see him so fully that I could be sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was him,” Philip said. “I had wondered if he would find his way there today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I daresay he is curious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For a man to hover on the edge of a funeral suggests more than simple curiosity, Catherine.” Philip laughed, and she enjoyed his teasing tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” she conceded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost impossible for Catherine not to question her brother there and then on everything he knew of Thomas in the last eight years. Seeing Thomas, albeit briefly, had awakened such strong feelings in her that she felt off-kilter, unwell even. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, our aunt and uncle really are good people?” Philip said as if he was simply carrying on the conversation of the day before. “Our father’s sister fell a little further from the tree, so to speak?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She fell in a different field altogether, Philip. A different world, almost.” Catherine smiled and was grateful for the diversion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what of Derbyshire? What of Little … Little …?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Little Hayfield.” Catherine laughed. “It is the most beautiful little hamlet. Just a few houses and an inn. There is not even a church.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you have lived as a heathen, sister!” Philip was greatly amused, and his determined good mood reminded her so much of their life before they had been so cruelly separated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, there is a church in Hayfield, the neighbouring village. I have always struggled not to call it Big Hayfield. Anyway, it is a large village within minutes of Ivy Manor.” She laughed and could hardly believe they had just buried their closest living relative. “So, I did not live as a heathen. Although I must admit, I was not on speaking terms with the Lord for some time. I simply went through the motions, right down to noiselessly mouthing the words of the hymns instead of actually singing them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You used to do that when we were small.” Philip’s eyes were bright; he seemed happy and at peace to have his sister home again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did, but I never realized that you knew it.” Catherine flushed happily. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Was it very awful at first?” He looked suddenly serious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but through no fault of Aunt Celia or Uncle Charles,” she said and experienced a little flash of her feelings in those first days in Derbyshire. “I missed you so much that I cried for a good part of the awful journey from Hertfordshire. I wanted to write to you, but Aunt Celia advised me against it. Not through any cruelty on her part, but because she knew from bitter experience how spiteful and pernicious our father could be. She did not want a letter from me to fall into his hands and for you to suffer some punishment on account of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand.” Philip’s eyes looked glazed, and she hoped he would be able to contain his emotion. If he could not, she would be sunk. “And I had tried everything to find an address for our aunt. I did not know what I would do with it, but I decided it would be enough for me, to start with, to simply know where you were.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you could not discover it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There was nothing to be found until after he died and the attorney gave me the details. Before that, I scoured father’s study every time he left Barford Hall, but I daresay he knew that I would. And I did not even know our aunt’s name, neither first nor last, so I knew I would have no hope in tracing them by some other means.” He cleared his throat loudly. “I felt so helpless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As did I. But you must let it go, Philip. There was nothing either one of us could have done about it. That was how our father worked; that was how he did things. He was always at his most effective when devising punishments, but even he surpassed himself back then. No doubt he congratulated himself daily for the completeness of my separation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was that sort of a man. I would like to be able to tell you that I finally saw some remorse for the way he had treated you, even for the way he had lived his life, but I cannot. He was the same man on the day he died as he had always been.” Philip shrugged. “Still, I suppose it spared us the pain of loss that we might have felt for a better father. It is small consolation for all that preceded it, but it is consolation nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is. I felt nothing as I looked down at his coffin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Neither did I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is done now, Philip, and we shall be strangers no longer.” Catherine smiled, staring into his hazel eyes, so like her own. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you come home now, Catherine?” Philip said, and she realized he spoke hopefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, I had not thought of it.” Catherine felt suddenly unsteady. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not leave Celia and Charles behind, nor the safety that had been set up there for herself and her son. They had a story, and it must be stuck to at all costs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I shall not press you, but I should like you to know that this is your home whenever you would wish it. I have missed you more than I can say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I have missed you. But I suppose I have a life in Derbyshire now. It is a less formal and less privileged life, but it is a good one, and I am fond of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you have a particular friend up there?” Philip approached the subject so delicately that she almost laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I have no understanding with any man and have never had if that is what you are asking.” She grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see.” He looked down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing, nothing at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip, it might have been eight years, but I can still read you like a book.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is just that so much has changed since you were here.” He looked so awkward that Catherine felt sure she knew what was coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas Carlton is married,” she said, making her question a statement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but his father has pushed him into an engagement. At least I think he has, for the lady in question is not someone I can imagine interesting Thomas much.” Philip spoke slowly and thoughtfully. “Although it is true that I have hardly laid eyes on Thomas since you left, and our fathers both saw to it that we never managed a moment’s conversation.” When Catherine said nothing, he went on, “But he has never bothered himself with any courtship since you left. That is why I can only assume it is his father’s doing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why would it be? His father never gave any thought to Thomas. He is the second son. The afterthought.” She said the last quietly, remembering again how Thomas had cheerfully described them both as such in happier times. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because Thomas will one day be the Duke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “His brother died in an accident some years back. And if I know anything about Thomas, he will have been fending off his father’s attention ever since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But we both know how hard that can be to maintain,” Catherine said miserably, marvelling that she did not feel a moment’s sorrow for the fate of Pierce Carlton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, it is only an engagement, and we both know they can be broken.” Philip gave her a mischievous smile as if they were conspirators in a great plot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not so easily when one’s father is a determined man of title. Especially when that father has an old feud to continually feed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s mind raced with possibilities she knew could never, ever transpire. She loved Thomas Carlton with all her heart, just as she had always done, but it was her responsibility, and hers alone, to protect the little boy his father had no idea existed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Catherine had settled to the idea of spending a fortnight with her brother at Barford Hall before returning to Derbyshire. He had complained a little at first, but she had promised to be a regular visitor in the future, and so he had acquiesced.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But Philip had wanted her to have some place in Hertfordshire life and so had insisted that she accompany him to a late afternoon buffet at Lord Vinton’s country mansion. Catherine, not wanting to dampen her brother’s somewhat adorable enthusiasm for the two of them to be out in society together again, agreed with more alacrity than she felt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had not been inside Lord Vinton’s home since the night of the dance he had held there so many years before; the night when Thomas Carlton, a man who ought to have been her natural enemy, had contrived the first ever secret meeting between them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The wonderful, unforgettable evening that would let loose a chain of events that neither one of them could have anticipated.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that she liked Lord Vinton very much and would be pleased to see him again after so many years, Catherine did not quite feel ready to be out in society again. She doubted she would ever really be ready for the society in Hertfordshire ever, but she would do her very best if only for Philip’s sake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Vinton’s mansion was as welcoming as she remembered it, as was the man himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Lady Catherine. What a true pleasure it is to see you.” The ageing lord smiled at her warmly, welcoming her without making a great fuss of it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost as if it had only been a matter of weeks since she had last seen him, and Catherine was grateful for it. Lord Vinton had kindly set the tone for the rest, and since their host had not made a three-act opera out of her return, nobody else did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Vinton, you look as hale and hearty as ever, Sir.” Catherine’s words were genuine. “And it is a pleasure for me to see you again too. Thank you kindly for inviting me this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are always most welcome.” He narrowed his eyes like a contented cat, and Catherine thought she liked him all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His gentle greeting had given her confidence, and she walked into the drawing room of Vinton Hall with less trepidation than she might have felt otherwise. And yet, by the time she had spoken, albeit briefly, to a number of her old acquaintances and neighbours, Catherine felt a little drained. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So much had changed, and Catherine knew she was a very different person now. She did not quite fit in with her old life anymore, and she knew she never would. The truth was that she did not think she really wanted to fit in with her old life anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as Catherine liked Lord Vinton, she realized she liked him for his easy manner and lack of ostentation. But his guests, for the most part, were not blessed with the same fine qualities, and Catherine realized that she had not missed the old competition that was rife in fine society. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derbyshire, or at least Little Hayfield, was a different place, and she thought that she would much prefer to be walking the steep climb up Lantern Pike, the great green mass of a hill she had first set eyes upon on the day she had arrived at Ivy Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you managing?” Philip said to her halfway through the afternoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am managing alright.” Catherine smiled at him and found she was not keen to upset him by having him know just how much she would have liked to leave. “I always like the food that Lord Vinton lays on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, good and filling without being at all silly or trying to impress,” Philip agreed wholeheartedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Vinton would do very well in Derbyshire. There is a nice sense that he is very down to …” Catherine broke off and stared open-mouthed across the room to where Thomas Carlton had just walked in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine?” Philip said and narrowed his eyes. “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I … Yes, I am perfectly alright,” she said and laughed nervously when she realized just how unconvincing she sounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip spun around to see what she was staring at before turning back to her with a look of understanding on his face. He smiled at her kindly and reached out to lay a hand on her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it so difficult to see him again?” Philip said in a near whisper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it is seeing the woman he is to marry that is the worst. I do not think I could bear it, and I wish that they had not come. Perhaps it is a simple thing for him to have moved along with life, but I was the one who was banished; I was the one who suffered, and were I wearing his shoes today, I most certainly would not have arrived here with my fiancée.” Catherine realized she sounded a little bitter. “I would have had more tact and kindness in my heart than that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you would have, my darling sister. But I am bound to tell you that the woman who has walked in at the same time as Thomas Carlton is not, in fact, his fiancée. It is a simple coincidence, and I think he hardly knows the woman at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank heavens for that,” Catherine said and let out a great sigh. “All of this is hard enough as it is without the idea that I will be confronted with such a thing. Perhaps the sooner I get back to Derbyshire, the better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, please do not go. I only have these two weeks with you as it is, and it is little enough time. Perhaps I ought not to have insisted that you come out with me this afternoon. I should have realized the potential for such upset. I should have realized what fears you must have left the house with. Please, forgive me, sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay I cannot stay indoors forever, even if I am only here for two weeks. And since I have promised to be a regular visitor, I shall have to get used to the sight of Thomas Carlton and the woman who is to be his wife. Sooner or later, anyway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “From the way he looks over here, I would not be so sure that Lady Eleanor Barchester will ever be Thomas Carlton’s wife. Not, I daresay, that that will be her biggest concern. Not being the Duchess of Shawcross will likely be the larger part of her disappointment in that question.” Philip laughed, and Catherine smiled, knowing that all he wanted in the world was to cheer her up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think that there will be much to stand in the way of Thomas Carlton’s wedding, especially given the tenacity of his father. The Duke is no different from our father, certainly not a man who would be reasoned with. Let us not forget; I am not an ordinary woman, am I? I am the daughter of the Duke’s greatest enemy, and things will never be any different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but …” Philip began. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Philip, it must be accepted. I have had enough pain and disappointment in my life to realize that I do not want any more. And to set myself up with hopes of something that will never, ever happen, would be the greatest of follies. I understand why you would want to give me hope, brother, and hope is a very fine thing until it is taken away. All that hope when that happens is just another cruel blow. Forgive me; I do not wish to be morbid, especially when you are trying so hard to keep my spirits up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive. I understand what you are saying entirely, and I cannot tell you how much I wish things were different for you.” Philip looked as upset as she felt. “Let us give it a few minutes, and then we shall leave, Catherine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, there is no need to do that, Philip. All I need is a few minutes to gather myself, and I shall behave normally. If I am to be your visitor here, if I am to regain the old friendship that you and I once had, I will need to get used to seeing Thomas. There is no sense in putting the thing off any longer, for it has already been put off these last eight years.” Catherine took a steadying breath. “No, I will speak to him if I get the opportunity of it. That is the worst of it; once that is done, I shall be free of that fear at least.” She smiled at him reassuringly, and Philip returned her gaze with admiration. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then perhaps there is no time like the present, for he looks over this way continually,” Philip said and raised his eyebrows in question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall do it now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to come with you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I will manage.” Catherine gave him a smile which she hoped was reassuring and then turned to see if she could catch Thomas’ eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she did turn, it was to find him looking directly at her. He seemed to stare for a moment, no expression whatsoever on his face whilst Catherine, for her part, felt as if her heart was thundering in her throat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had thought of his face every day for the last eight years, and yet her imaginings could not compare with the real thing. He was as heartbreakingly handsome as ever, although there were some tiny differences. Thomas had aged but aged well. He did not look older than his years, but neither did he look younger. His hair was still the vibrant red-brown it had always been, the colour that his son had inherited. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was dressed well in pale cream breeches and a dark blue waistcoat and tailcoat. She wondered about her own appearance and was glad that she had chosen to wear a long-sleeved dusky pink gown that suited her complexion very well indeed. She had worn black for only one day, choosing not to mourn her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered greatly what she wore; it was not as if she was trying to catch his eye, for it was too late for such a thing. Too late, and too impossible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But her attention to her appearance that day had given her a little confidence and made her feel much less hopeless and forlorn than she might have done without it. Suddenly, without warning, Thomas began to stride towards her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for hovering in the graveyard at your father’s funeral.” Of all the things she had expected Thomas to say on their first meeting after so many years, that was not one of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need not explain, and there is nothing to forgive. I only attended myself to make sure that he was in the ground.” She shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My goodness, you are the same.” Thomas laughed, his pale blue eyes wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I am only the same in some of the essentials, Thomas. But I suppose a good deal has changed in other respects. I suppose we are none of us who we used to be.” She shrugged again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine was amazed that she could speak to him calmly and without any of the tears that she had imagined would erupt the moment she was with him again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps the idea of his engagement had finally closed the door on it all for her. She knew that he had never wanted to see her go, and she had never doubted his love for her back then. But he was soon-to-be married, and perhaps it was as well to come to terms with it as soon as possible. Perhaps there would be something steadying in knowing that there would be no more meetings by Stromlyn Lake, no more stolen kisses. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have hardly aged at all, Catherine. The air in Derbyshire must be very fine indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am bound to say that I have never seen a more beautiful county than Derbyshire.” She smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And where was it that you stayed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I stayed with my aunt and uncle, as you know. They are a Mr and Mrs Topwell, and they live in a small manor house in a tiny hamlet called Little Hayfield. It is in the High Peak area in the north of the county.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, is it far from Glossop?” he said, and she found herself surprised that he knew anything of Derbyshire at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is just four miles from Glossop,” she said and looked at him quizzically. “In fact, Glossop is the largest town for a few miles and really the place we would go to for much of what we needed.” Thomas wore a strange expression, and she thought that he did, perhaps, look a little upset. “Is something troubling you, Thomas?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose it is,” he said quietly. “I had not realized how close I had come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” she said quizzically. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I made it as far as Glossop and no further.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You went to Glossop?” Catherine said in amazement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not long after you had gone, Catherine. I had decided to come and look for you, but I am afraid that I had no information whatsoever. I made it as far as the High Peak and began to ask around, but not knowing anything about your aunt and uncle, not even their names, I did not do very well. I had only your name, and I am afraid that nobody in Glossop had yet heard of you. If only I had continued my journey just four more miles,” he said and seemed genuinely distraught. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you could not have known that, Thomas,” Catherine spoke gently, a little sideswiped by her feelings. She had always hoped that Thomas would come for her, little knowing that he had actually attempted it. “With no information to go on, you might just as well have been in another country altogether for all the luck you would have had in finding me. But thank you for trying, Thomas. I know it was a long time ago, but I am very grateful for your efforts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I had found you,” he said, and Catherine had the dreadful sense that the conversation had moved too far too fast. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as if the eight years between them had not made them strangers as ordinarily it might have done. There was no real awkwardness to speak of, and certainly no preamble to the things which really needed to be said but should have come much, much later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet something about it all made her panic a little, for Catherine had the greatest sense that she could very easily have her heart broken for a second time, and she was not keen to relive such a dreadful experience. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In the end, we cannot change the past. You tried, Thomas. You did your very best to find me, and I shall never forget that. But we have new lives now, have we not?” Catherine took a slow and deep breath and decided to start as she meant to go on. “And I believe I am to congratulate you, Thomas. My brother tells me that you are soon to be married.” Catherine smiled as serenely as she could even though she could feel the beginnings of that heartbreak once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    From that point on, Thomas’ conversation became a little vague, and Catherine marvelled at how quickly they fell into the old ways of society, the polite and somewhat disengaged questioning and feigned interest in trivialities. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Catherine came ready to take her leave and return to her brother, Thomas looked a little desperate. There was something in his face which suggested the conversation had not gone as he had hoped, that it had somehow wandered away down a path he had not been expecting it to take. There was disappointment in his countenance, she knew, and there was nothing that she could do about that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I ought really to return to my brother and spend a little of the afternoon with him. Would you excuse me?” she said with a polite smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes, of course,” Thomas said and bowed as if by instinct. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something about it hurt her. She knew he had not intended his actions to do so; it was just that it spoke loudly to her of the barriers that were now between them. A formality that had not even been there at the start of the conversation had somehow worked its way in, barged its way between them almost as effectively as their fathers had done all those years ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Thomas,” she said as serenely as she could manage and inclined her head before turning to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me,” Thomas said suddenly, and she spun around to look at him. “Sorry,” he went on and seemed a little tongue-tied. “Tell me, are you staying in Hertfordshire? Are you to return to Barford Hall for good?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am not to return. I leave for Derbyshire at the end of two weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Thomas said and bowed again before releasing her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have not touched that tea, Thomas. Really, it must be almost cold.” Lady Eleanor Barchester spoke in the sort of offended manner that would only have been appropriate if Thomas was expecting her to drink the cold tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was not as if he was at Winsford Hall, her father’s country estate, where he might expect to be admonished for impolitely neglecting to drink his tea at the correct temperature. He was in his own drawing room, and he wanted more than anything for Lady Eleanor Barchester to simply go away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is of little matter, Eleanor. I do not want the tea anyway,” he said and gave a broad shrug. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas realized that he had taken on some of his father’s character traits when it came to dealing with people he simply did not want to be with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had come upon him little by little, and he knew that he would never have imagined ever being so. Thomas had always been a cheerful and polite young man, one who always took the time to chatter with dowagers at social events and entertain old men who wanted to tell him the same story time and time again. In many ways, he had prided himself on his approach to life and, not only that, but he had enjoyed it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas rose suddenly to his feet and strode across the room to the drinks cabinet where he helped himself to a glass of sherry. He did not bother to ask Eleanor if she would like one, for it was so early in the day that he knew it would be but a matter of moments before she made some judgemental comment or other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was much about the character of Lady Eleanor Barchester which had irritated him over time, but her tendency towards priggishness was the worst of them. It was the one which always needled him greatly and created the most intense internal response. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is a little early for sherry, is it not?” Eleanor said in her most disapproving tone, right on cue. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it?” he said with sarcastic innocence, hearing an old phrase rolling around and around in his head and fighting hard against the temptation to simply say it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A prig will always make you a present of his opinions. Oh, how he would love to voice it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew you would be in a curious mood today.” Eleanor, her bright blonde hair fixed in controlled, immaculate ringlets, studied him closely as he retook his seat in the armchair opposite the couch where she sat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eleanor really was a beautiful woman, although there was very little about her that seemed natural. Her appearance was of the utmost importance to her, and he had more than once had to wait in the drawing room of Winsford Hall for her to finish primping and preening before they could attend whatever little event they were destined for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was a popular woman, and he supposed he ought really to be grateful to have her, for she was not only beautiful but the daughter of a wealthy Earl who would undoubtedly settle a great dowry upon her when she married. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, his father would already know exactly how much. The Duke of Shawcross and the Earl of Winsford would have sorted the whole thing out to their own satisfaction and nobody else’s. Thomas could not think of it without the familiar bitterness sweeping over him. Even as a man of title, it was quite possible to have little control over one’s life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think I am in a particularly curious mood. I just do not want tea, that is all.” Thomas knew he sounded offhand and even a little arrogant, but he knew better still that it would hardly have any effect on Eleanor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish you had never gone to the afternoon buffet at Lord Vinton’s,” she said pettishly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why should I not attend an event with Lord Vinton? He is a friend, is he not?” Thomas could feel his agitation rising. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has nothing to do with Lord Vinton,” Eleanor snapped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know very well what I am talking about, Thomas. Or who, I should say.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is true then that she was there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Must we play such games?” The fact Eleanor was all business and no emotion came as no surprise whatsoever to Thomas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, you are right,” Thomas said, deciding that he would behave a little better than he was doing. Not for her sake, but his own. “And yes, Lady Catherine Ambrose was there yesterday. It is the first time I have seen her in eight years, and I daresay I am in something of a curious mood. Forgive me.” He gave her what he hoped was a warm smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The truth of it was, he felt absolutely exhausted. He wished there was one person in his family with whom he could talk openly about Catherine, but there was not.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He had said nothing himself to Eleanor about her but was perfectly well aware that she knew of his old affection. He had no real idea where she had found her information on the youthful love that existed between Thomas and Catherine, not to mention how it all ended, but he had never bothered to ask. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whilst the county did not discuss it in front of him, he had no doubt that it had been discussed over the years. People liked to gossip, and a love affair that ended in one of the parties being sent into exile was certainly grist to the mill of many folks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you have never seen her once in all these years?” Eleanor asked suspiciously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How could I have done? She was somewhere in Derbyshire, and that was all I knew. If you have ever been to Derbyshire, you will know what a difficult county it is to search.” He did not bother to tell her that he had waited in the graveyard behind the trees to catch sight of his old love at her father’s funeral; Eleanor would never have understood such a compulsion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You searched then, did you?” She made it sound like an accusation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, almost eight years ago, long before I knew you, I went to Derbyshire on a fruitless search for Catherine Ambrose. I tried my best, but I could not find her anywhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your father could not have been happy about that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father never knew about it.” He shrugged and stared at her, almost daring her to run to the Duke with a tale. “The only person who knew anything of it was Pierce, and I rather believe he chose to keep that to himself in the end,” he finished quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what were you going to do if you found her? It would hardly have helped, would it?” Eleanor was suddenly a strange mixture of curiosity and annoyance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wanted to persuade her to run with me. To elope. To go to Scotland so that we might be married without the interference of our fathers.” He sighed. “But that is a long time ago now, Eleanor. I do not see where this conversation is getting us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine that the daughter of an earl would be happy to have lived in such financial straits. Perhaps it is just as well that you did not find her and be forced to suffer her rejection.” Eleanor seemed disproportionately triumphant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” he said in a flat tone, choosing not to tell her that Catherine was a better woman, that Catherine had the courage to run and would have done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And did you speak to her yesterday?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I did. She is an old friend of mine, and I have not seen her for years. You can hardly imagine that I would ignore her, can you?” He wanted the conversation to be done, but it was clear that Eleanor was having none of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine that you have much in common anymore. You were rather young, were you not, when you had your little friendship?” Thomas felt patronized by her words and knew that he was meant to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We were old enough to be considered adults, Eleanor. And people do not change so greatly in a few years. We both suffered as a result of our family’s behaviour, and I cannot think of a greater thing to have in common in this world.” Thomas could hear his own annoyance and wished now that they were at Winsford Hall so that he could at least get up and leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what did you talk about?” He could hardly believe the question. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All manner of things. Mostly Derbyshire and Catherine’s life there, all very normal for somebody who has just returned from so far away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Returned? Does that mean she is to stay?” Eleanor sounded outraged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Catherine is only due to stay for a fortnight,” he said gruffly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good,” Eleanor said, and finally her cheeks flushed a little; clearly, she had not meant to say that out loud and with such gusto. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why? Why is it good? Why does it matter to you? You are not acquainted with her, are you?” Thomas felt truly annoyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How he wished he had never given into his father’s perpetual insistence that he marry. How could it be that the best of the procession of women who had been paraded before him over the years was Lady Eleanor Barchester? 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew that she was not the best; she was just the only one in his eyeline on the day that he had finally given in. He had no particular regard for her, but having never had any regard for any woman who was not Catherine Ambrose, he thought it mattered very little who he married in the end. And it was as simple as that. It was as unremarkable as that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We do not need any petty interferences in our lives, Thomas. We are to be married soon, and I am sure that your father expects you to keep sight of that. I know that he is very keen for us to have a date settled at the earliest opportunity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how do you know that?” Thomas said, knowing very well that both Eleanor and her father, the Earl of Winsford, often kept the Duke’s counsel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had often thought of the three of them talking together, plotting and arranging, and he had often imagined them as conspirators. No doubt there had been some nervousness at the return of Catherine Ambrose that the three of them had needed to discuss at some point. Presumably, his father would be speaking to him about it sooner rather than later. It could only be a matter of time before he was edged into a wedding date of their choosing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because my father and your father are the firmest of friends,” Eleanor said in a manner which was almost boastful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was on the tip of Thomas’ tongue to say the truth is my father would eat your father if he thought it would do him some good, but he did not say it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I think we have exhausted this conversation, have we not?” he said in a firm voice that was intended to put an end to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” she said significantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas looked out of the drawing room window and could see the sun slowly sinking in the sky. Evening would soon fall, and the Earl of Winsford’s carriage would mercifully spirit Eleanor away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day began warm and bright if a little chilly, and Catherine woke with a sense of happiness and excitement in her heart for the first time since she had been back at Barford Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After much cajoling, Philip had convinced her to stay with him a little longer. Catherine had been keen to get back to Henry, finding that their two-week separation had been extraordinarily difficult. Worse still, she knew she could not use Henry as her reason for tearing back to Derbyshire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been very careful in her description of Henry, not mentioning him until some days into her stay when she had been discussing in more detail the household of Ivy Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had broken her heart to do so, for her son was the most important person in the world to her, and she had wanted to speak about him from the very moment she arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had so wanted Philip to know that he had a fine nephew, a handsome boy who was clever and funny and who liked to climb trees. And, had the circumstances been a little different, Catherine knew that Philip would have been thrilled to hear the news. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was that she had introduced the idea of Henry very gently, retelling the tale she had told so many times over the years of a sickly relative of her uncle who had passed away, leaving the care of their baby to Celia and Charles Topwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip had listened with interest, keen to know everything about the relations he had yet to meet. And Catherine had told him how she must return to Derbyshire to help Celia and Charles with Henry. She explained how she had acted as his governess and how much she had enjoyed teaching the young boy. The whole thing had given her a sense of purpose in life, and she had found that she was missing the boy as well as her aunt and uncle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To make her need to return home most complete, Catherine had also furnished Philip with details of almost daily excursions to Lantern Pike and the surrounding countryside, not to mention Agnes Price, and other ladies she considered to be her friends. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, Philip had excitedly told her that she might extend the invitation to Charles and Celia Topwell, for he should very much like to meet them anyway. When she had told him that they could not possibly come away without Henry, Philip had said that the boy would be more than welcome to come with them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He wore her down in a most gentle way, not with bullying or cajoling as her father might have done in years gone by, but with hope and excitement and a deep need to know for himself the sort of life she had led in the last eight years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If she was honest, it was rather a wonderful sort of wearing down, and a most unusual one for it was born of love and care more than anything else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whatever the cause and circumstances of the visit of her son to Barford Hall, Catherine was simply glad that he would be there. She had missed him more than she could say, and she did not suffer any of the old fears that they might be discovered in their tale, for it had been a story they had rehearsed and practiced for so long that it had almost become the truth.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Or a version of it, at least, for Catherine would never forget that Henry was her son, even if he never knew it himself. But she did not suffer any anxiety that any of her party would give the whole thing away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had missed her aunt and uncle greatly, and Henry even more. How she would love to see Celia again and be able to discuss the events of the last weeks at length. In the end, Celia, Charles, and Agnes were the only ones who knew the absolute truth, the only ones with whom she could discuss every matter of her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip was a wonderful brother, and she could not imagine a kinder or more attentive one existed in the world. But he did not have the truth of it all, even though that was far from his own doing, and she knew she could not let him into her world entirely. She thought back to when they were children and could hardly imagine a time where she would ever have thought that was possible, and yet still it had happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only Celia had been there already, then Catherine could have talked through the events of the day before. She had not told Philip that she had seen Thomas out walking in the woods not far from the edge of the Barford estate, for she had not wanted him to worry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing her so downcast after the afternoon buffet at Lord Vinton’s home had clearly upset Philip, and Catherine did not want to put him through any more. Despite the fact that he was her older brother, Catherine wanted to protect him from it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the knowledge that her son was on his way from Derbyshire and would soon be in her arms again, Catherine had gone out into the afternoon sunshine for a walk. She felt bright and happy and could not wait to see Henry’s happy, chubby face, and pale blue eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had been thinking about Celia and how strange it would be for her to see her own childhood home again after so many years. No doubt Celia’s memories of Barford Hall were as diverse and confusing as Catherine’s were, perhaps even more so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was being so lost in thought that she had not heard or seen Thomas approaching. He appeared quite suddenly as if from nowhere, and Catherine was so startled that she shrieked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens, I really am sorry. Truly, I thought you had seen me,” Thomas said with his arms spread wide and his palms facing forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me; I had not seen you. I was lost in thought and not concentrating at all,” Catherine said, and for a few moments, she felt amused, just as she always would have done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as if time had been folded somehow, and she had slipped along a crease into the past where such a thing between them would have been funny. It took a moment or two for the last years to run after her, chase her down, and pin her beneath their crushing weight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you are just out for a walk, Catherine?” His question brought her back down to earth because he asked so tentatively. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could not help comparing him to the Thomas she had known, the smiling, often cheeky, confident young man who spoke without any hint of caution in his voice. They both were very different now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it has been so long since I walked these woods, and I am bound to say that it has not changed at all.” She smiled and wondered at his presence there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was on the very edge of her brother’s estate, a fair distance from the Shawcross estate and not a place she imagined as a first thought for Thomas in choosing a walk. She frowned a little as she thought about it, and it was clear that Thomas picked up on her curiosity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not been this way for many years myself. I suppose seeing you the other afternoon brought back a lot of memories, and I was riding out and thought that I would wander a little further, as it were. I hope you do not mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not mind at all. It is not Barford land, although I am bound to tell you that my brother would not mind in the slightest. Now that my father is dead, I think it is fair to say that you are quite safe on or near the Barford estate.” She laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Safe as long as my own father does not hear of it.” He shrugged and smiled at her broadly, returning a little to the man she remembered him being. “For we still have one party to the old feud, do we not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay, but is he so intense now that his adversary has gone?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not asked him, but knowing old men as I do, I should imagine that he is. When a person has been pigheaded for their entire life, I do not think it changes nearer the end. I have an awful suspicion that it simply gets worse and worse, more entrenched.” He turned to look further into the woods before looking back at her and holding out his arm for her to take. “Would you care to walk with me for a while?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Catherine said, wanting that simple touch more than anything and knowing in her heart that every step she took arm in arm with him was a step further into pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And yet, despite her own good sense and deep understanding of the way of things, Catherine could not have walked away from him at that moment if her life depended on it. She loved him so much and knew that she always would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She linked her arm through his, and the years were peeled away like the layers of an onion. It felt so familiar and wonderful, and it took every ounce of self-control not to lean her head on his shoulder for a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I tethered my horse on the edge of the woods. If you care to walk with me that far, my trusty steed and I will walk you back again.” He grinned, and it was as if nothing had ever changed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew that she ought to be thinking about his upcoming marriage to Lady Eleanor Barchester, to the pain that she would undoubtedly feel when that event finally took place. But she had had enough pain and sorrow, and if all she had in the world was a single afternoon of determined denial, a few ridiculously carefree moments with the only man she had ever loved, she was going to take it with both hands and push away the consequences at all costs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a nice idea,” she agreed, and they set off along one of the narrower, less used pathways through the trees. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Were you still a determined walker in Derbyshire?” Thomas opened up a line of conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, and the truth is one has to be very determined to even think of setting off for a walk in the High Peak. In one direction or another, there is always a steep hill to be tackled. I must admit that I have grown quite strong in that respect and have found Hertfordshire surprisingly flat since I returned. And I am so used to an afternoon’s walking to be an effort, albeit a very pleasant one, that I cover twice as much ground here now as I used to as a much younger woman.” She laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No doubt if we were to go to Stromlyn Lake, you would race down that steep drop with ease, not to mention coming back up again. You would leave me red-faced and gasping for air.” He laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine laughed also, but she had not heard Stromlyn Lake mentioned for so long that it was quite startling to hear the words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You still go to Stromlyn Lake, Thomas?” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not been for years,” he replied. “After you left, I used to go every day. For months and months, I went with determination, never missing my daily excursion no matter the weather.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then you stopped?” Catherine felt a little pain at the idea that his daily vigil had ceased in less than a year; it was curiously insulting, even though she knew that was ridiculous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said and turned to look at her with such a pain filled expression that she drew to a halt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas?” she said and stared into his pale blue eyes. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was on my way to Stromlyn Lake when Pierce died. I have not been able to go there since.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Catherine said, knowing that she had never truly forgiven Pierce Carlton for the interference which had cost her so much. “Forgive me, I was aware that your brother had passed away, but I do not know what happened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We had argued, as we had done constantly since his betrayal,” Thomas began as if setting the scene for his story. “Well, Pierce did not argue, I argued. Pierce had spent month upon month apologizing to me and trying to atone for what he had done. Only I would have none of it, you see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not surprised, and I do not think that you can blame yourself for that,” Catherine said in a harsher tone than she had intended. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The very idea of Pierce Carlton had made her suddenly cold and a little unfeeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, but I am afraid that it was not so simple in the end,” he went on sadly. “You see, whilst I never truly forgave it, I knew exactly why he had done it. You know as well as I do what it is to grow up in a household with a bullying, dismissive father. Well, it was no different at Shawcross Hall, and unlike me, it affected Pierce and pushed him to such lengths that would be unimaginable to another person. I am not making excuses for him, not spurious excuses at any rate, but I can tell you with certainty that what Pierce did had nothing to do with hurting us; he wanted our father’s approval. I do not even think he thought about the two of us until the consequences of his actions became horribly clear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Catherine said, hoping that she was not expected to suddenly canonize Pierce Carlton and let go of the pain and hurt of the last eight years as if it had never happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as she was concerned, Pierce was guilty. It did not matter to her that they would undoubtedly have been found out in the end; she was not inclined to think in such circles at that moment. But she could see the anguish that his brother’s death still gave Thomas, and she certainly did not want to do or say anything that would hurt him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could see true remorse in him for the pain he had caused us, but still I would not have it. I would not accept his apology, nor would I willingly converse with him. I treated him as if he were dead to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry.” Catherine let her hand slide down his arm until she found his hand and gripped it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And on that last day, still I would not have it. I walked away from him and then set off on my horse at speed for Stromlyn Lake. His determination to have things settled between us had grown to a point that he could not ignore, and so he gave chase. He knew I would be heading to Stromlyn Lake, and he tried to cut me off by riding through the fields. But his horse threw him, and he landed badly. I saw the whole thing, and I have not been able to escape the idea that I killed him. From that day until this, I have wished that I had found it in my heart to forgive him before it was too late.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Thomas,” she said and finally leaned against him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite her misgivings, she truly wished that things had been different for the brothers. She had never liked Pierce, but if he had been seeking redemption in the end, was she really right to think he did not deserve such a luxury? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas immediately wrapped his arms around her and embraced her tightly and in silence for several minutes. Catherine knew that things had moved too quickly and in a direction that could never be supported, and yet she could not stop herself. She could not extricate herself from the embrace she had never thought she would feel again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they finally released one another and began to walk again, they continued to do so in silence for a while. They were both lost in their thoughts, and yet Catherine knew that they could only have been thinking about the same thing. There was no doubt in her mind that Thomas was remembering their love, their carefree love, just as she was doing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot bear to think that you are to leave in just a few days,” Thomas said, suddenly breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I am not to leave just yet. I am to stay just a little longer for my family is coming at Philip’s invitation from Derbyshire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your aunt and uncle?” he said and looked at her, his pale blue eyes wide with interest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Celia and Charles Topwell. In truth, they have been as parents to me, and I already miss them more than I can say.” She laughed. “You cannot imagine how my mind tortured me all the way from Hertfordshire to Derbyshire, the things that I assumed my father’s sister would be capable of. But from the moment I arrived, I was treated with nothing but kindness, warmth, and love. For every bad thing that happened, that was so great a consolation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am very glad to hear it, Catherine. I cannot tell you the times I wondered how you fared and how you were being treated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are the most understanding people I have ever met, more understanding than I could ever explain in words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do hope I am able to cross paths with them during their stay in Hertfordshire,” Thomas said genuinely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am sure you shall,” Catherine said, and already her mind was beginning to race. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew that she must accept this afternoon for what it was, be grateful for their moments of closeness, and then let it go. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew she ought not to be making plans in her mind, hoping for the best when she knew that it was not going to happen. And then there was Henry; she really did not want to risk Thomas meeting him. What if there was some innate sense within Thomas and he would know immediately that Henry was his son? How could she go on? And yet how could she not tell him? How could she deny both Thomas and Henry the right, the very real right, of knowing one another? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Staring out into the distance, Catherine felt relieved to see a horse tethered to a low hanging branch. It could only be Thomas’ horse, and so they would be heading back towards Barford sooner rather than later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A large part of her did not want to leave Thomas, but reality was beginning to settle around her once more, and she knew that she could not keep her heart safe if she did not accept it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it looks as if we are heading back,” Thomas said dolefully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I daresay it is time for me to make my way back to my brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had gone through every moment of their encounter several times, enjoying it one moment, fearing the next. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She spent the rest of the morning pacing back and forth, trying not to think of Thomas and instead simply looking forward to the arrival of Celia, Charles, and her beloved Henry. Their kindness and care could be the only thing to comfort her and keep her from making a dreadful mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she finally heard the sound of carriage wheels on the gravel outside, Catherine set off through Barford Hall at a running pace, her heart pounding with excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry was the first out of the carriage, running towards her with a wide smile on his beautiful, chubby face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aunt Catherine! Aunt Catherine!” he shouted as he threw his little arms around her, almost knocking her clean off her feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine could hear Philip bounding down the stone steps behind her and knew that she must be careful not to cry too much, not to show the sort of emotion that would give her away as being a mother. And yet it was so hard; she wanted to hold tightly to Henry and never let him go again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How lovely to see you, Henry,” she said brightly, blinking hard. “And how quickly you jumped down out of the carriage on your own. I think you have grown since I last saw you, for you are becoming a very big boy.” She ruffled his red-brown hair, and he grinned at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aunt Celia said this is the house you grew up in, Aunt Catherine. I think it is the biggest house I have ever, ever seen!” he said excitedly, and Catherine could hear Philip chuckling behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, let me introduce you to the master of the house, my own brother Philip,” she said and turned Henry around to present him for introduction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is Philip Ambrose, Henry. He is the Earl of Barford, you know,” Catherine said with a smile when she saw Henry’s eyes widen. “And Philip, this is Master Henry Topwell, ward of Celia and Charles Topwell.” She laughed at her own amusingly dramatic formality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, when she saw the look on Philip’s face, her laughter caught in her throat. She knew at that moment that her brother would not be so easily fooled. More than that, she knew that he was perfectly well aware of exactly who Henry Topwell was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had forgotten how beautiful the grounds are here, Catherine,” Celia said a little whimsically as the two of them sat on the lower terrace in a companionship that would have been entirely peaceful had Henry not been halfway up a tree and calling down to them to look at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I am bound to say it seems a good deal more peaceful now that my father is not here,” Catherine said and looked up just in time to see Henry about to move up another branch. “Henry, no,” she said firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Aunt Catherine,” he said in loud complaint. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Henry, that is as high as I want you to go today. Do not forget; this is higher than you have ever been before. Just take a moment to enjoy it and recognize your achievement; everything comes little by little.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish it would not,” Henry complained but dutifully stayed where he was. “Everything happens so slowly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will not say that when you get to my age, Henry,” Celia said, and Henry chuckled, seeming for all the world to have understood the joke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He has such cheek,” Catherine said and tried not to laugh at her son’s antics. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A little like his father if I remember truly everything you told me about Thomas Carlton.” Celia smiled, and Catherine loved her all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had never shied away from talking about Thomas, and never in anything other than favourable terms. Celia had never done or said anything with the intention of making Catherine feel ashamed for the child she had given birth to out of wedlock. She had blamed neither Catherine nor Thomas for the matters that were out of their control, and she had never regarded Henry as anything other than a human being with the rights of every other human being in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They only had this story by necessity, not as an attempt to shamefacedly hide Henry away, and Catherine would always love them for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So very like his father. Perhaps he is more like his father than I had ever really considered. I mean, I could always see Thomas in Henry’s face, from the moment he was born and you placed him in my arms, Aunt Celia. I could see that little tuft of red hair and those beautiful blue eyes. But I had not realized quite how anybody else would be able to see the resemblance, I must admit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Philip took it all very well, did he not?” Celia raised her eyebrows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was startled; that much is true. And who would not be? And he told me that it was not just that he could see Thomas Carlton in Henry, but he could see a little of my own looks also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, there is much in Henry’s face which reminds me of you.” Celia held her hand as they sat on the bench looking up into the tree where Henry was now fully absorbed in picking off tiny bits of bark. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a shock to Philip to see Henry standing there, but he is not shocked by Henry if that makes any sense,” Catherine went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It makes perfect sense. He is not scandalized by Henry’s existence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is not at all scandalized. The moment we were alone, I spoke to him about it immediately. I made it very clear that I am not ashamed, nor am I apologetic, and Philip said that I had no need to be. He said that if father had not been such an evil man, Thomas and I would have been married and that we were parted through no fault of our own. Really, I do not know if I deserve such a fine brother as Philip, for I could tell that he meant every word of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is a very fine young man indeed, and you most certainly do deserve to have a fine brother. And I have no doubt he thinks of you as a very fine sister. Look how he would not let you go and insisted that Charles, Henry, and I come to Barford instead. I can tell by the way he talks that he has missed you as much as you have missed him these last years, and I wish I had known you both as children. I wish I had been able to be an aunt to you when you needed me most,” Celia said with a whimsical look. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Celia, you were an aunt to me when I needed you most. Not just an aunt, a mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must stop, or I shall be in tears.” Celia laughed, and it was clear that she was very grateful for such a wonderful compliment, especially knowing that it was utterly heartfelt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do not want to have you pink and tear-stained for the afternoon of bridge, Aunt Celia.” Catherine turned a little on the bench to look at her. “You do want to go, do you not? I do not want you to think that you must. But I do think that you would like Lady Morton ever so much; she was always very kind to me when I was a young woman, very open-minded and open-hearted. She reminds me a little of you, and I cannot help thinking that the two of you would get along famously.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am very much looking forward to an afternoon out, and even more excited at the prospect of meeting this Lady Morton you keep telling me about. Have you seen her since you have returned?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, this is to be our first meeting. And if I know Lady Morton as well as I think I do, she will be in tears and flapping this way and that like a mother hen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I really am looking forward to it. I do so like to meet a woman like myself. It is very much easier, is it not? Less complicated somehow.” Celia chuckled. “And I cannot help hoping that I get to set eyes on this Thomas of yours. After all, did you not once tell me that he is also great friends with Lady Morton?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, they always were great friends.” Catherine laughed when a little memory came back to her. “I remember once Thomas told me that Lady Morton had provided him with a little subterfuge one afternoon so that he might have a few moments’ conversation with me in private without his brother knowing it. She is all kindness and a little mischief, and I like her very much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I like her already. And is Philip to come with us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, I had forgotten to tell you,” Catherine said and lightly slapped her forehead with an open palm. “Neither Philip nor Uncle Charles are coming with us. They have decided to go to the far end of the estate where the little lake is and have an afternoon of fishing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I might have known it,” Celia said with amusing annoyance. “Your uncle will do anything to get out of a social engagement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he does like fishing, Aunt Celia. And they are both keen to have Henry with them, and he is already very excited.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your uncle is a lovely man, my dear, but he is not above using a child to get his own way.” Celia smiled in a manner which gave away her deep love for her husband. “Still, we ladies shall manage, shall we not? In fact, perhaps we will have a little freer gossip without the men around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is precisely what I thought, Aunt Celia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that day when they arrived at the home of Lady Morton, that fine woman did not disappoint. Her eyes were already brimming with tears. She took both of Catherine’s hands in her own and just looked at her silently for some moments as the first of her tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My adorable girl, you look as young and as beautiful as ever. Dear me, but I have missed your company.” Lady Morton, not at all bothered by the fact that there were several guests behind Catherine and Celia waiting to be admitted into the drawing room, finally flung her arms around Catherine and held her tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For her part, Catherine had not expected to be quite so touched by their reunion as she appeared to be and soon found that she was blinking hard in an attempt to keep her own tears at bay. Lady Morton really was so very nice and one of only a few friends that she had been allowed to keep as a young woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I have missed your company too, Lady Morton. But my father is gone now, and I may visit Hertfordshire whenever I choose. I am a free woman again, and we shall spend as much time together as we are able,” Catherine whispered into Lady Morton’s ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but I have never been so relieved to hear of another’s passing as I was to hear of your father’s. I knew you would come back when he was gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Morton, I ought to let you greet the rest of your guests or they will be queueing out onto the street.” Catherine laughed. “And when you have time of it, come and find me so that I might properly introduce you to my Aunt Celia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should like that very much. Do go on into the drawing room and find yourself a seat and some refreshments. Do not get embroiled in a bridge game just yet, for I shall come to find you sooner rather than later.” Lady Morton, fortified by giving a few polite instructions, quickly pulled herself together. “Oh yes, and Thomas is already in there. I thought you might like to know.” She smiled sweetly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lady Morton.” Catherine squeezed her hand and then took her aunt’s arm and led her into the drawing room that was so wonderfully familiar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a lovely drawing room,” Celia said in hushed tones as they made their way through to an unoccupied couch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have always liked it here. This house has a wonderful atmosphere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do like Lady Morton already,” Celia said with a smile. “Oh look, here comes a maid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you like some tea, Lady Catherine?” the woman said and turned to smile at Celia also. “And Mrs Topwell?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes please, Daisy,” Catherine said warmly. “And how nice it is to see you again,” she went on, grateful that the maid had included her aunt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, My Lady. We were all very pleased to know that you were home.” She gave a little curtsy before she disappeared to arrange their tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, Lady Morton is attentive. Imagine her maid already knowing my name!” Celia looked mightily impressed. “And I quite forget that you are Lady Catherine.” She chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You also forget that you are Lady Celia,” Catherine reminded her of the title she had never used since leaving Barford Hall. “Although I do not think it is important to either one of us, is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not think so. And you are right; it has been many years since I thought of myself as Lady Celia. I think I prefer Mrs Topwell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think Mrs Topwell suits you very well indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Catherine. Am I interrupting?” Catherine looked up to see Thomas, handsome in brown breeches and an olive-green tailcoat, smiling broadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In her haste to have her aunt seated and comfortable, she had almost forgotten that Lady Morton said that Thomas was already in the drawing room and had not looked for him at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all.” Catherine smiled although there was a part of her that wished he were not there at all that day. “Please allow me to introduce you to my aunt, Mrs Celia Topwell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is very nice to make your acquaintance at last, Mrs Topwell,” Thomas said and bowed. “Catherine has already told me much about you and her time in Derbyshire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is very nice to meet you, Lord Carlton.” She smiled at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I join you?” he said and looked from Catherine to Celia and back again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course you may, young man,” Celia said, and Catherine could see just how delighted her aunt was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No doubt she wanted to question him thoroughly, and a little like Philip, nursed a secret hope that the two fated lovers would one day be married and happy. “Tell me, do you play bridge?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I struggle my way through.” He laughed. “I am better as an opponent because I am easily beaten. As a partner, I believe I am a little infuriating.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is true; his attention wanders, Mrs Topwell.” Lady Morton suddenly appeared and settled herself down on the couch next to Celia. “But if you like to play, perhaps you and I could be partnered? I am sure that we shall manage to gossip and win every hand. I can tell by instinct that you are a good player, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds perfect,” Celia said brightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Daisy returned with a tea tray set for two and laid it down on a low table between the couch and the armchair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall fetch another tray, My Lady,” Daisy said brightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No matter, my dear,” Lady Morton replied and looked as if she had just thought of something. “Perhaps we could leave this tea tray here for Lady Catherine and Lord Thomas. Mrs Topwell and I are about to play cards, so perhaps you might bring us a little tray to one of the tables?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Certainly, My Lady.” Daisy smiled, curtsied, and disappeared once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We can drink tea, gossip, and play bridge, my dear Mrs Topwell. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine studied the two women and saw a little look of conspiracy between them. They were already in perfect harmony, and Catherine did not know whether to laugh or be frustrated by it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lead the way, Lady Morton,” Celia said and sounded fully content as she rose to her feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas, who had risen to his feet whilst the ladies left, sat down again and grinned at Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must say, they are like two peas in a pod.” He laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed they are.” Catherine shook her head a little. “I knew they would get along instantly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am only sorry that I did not have a few more moments with your aunt before Lady Morton took her away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, she is very good company. I am sure that you would get along with her very well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Still, perhaps she might return to us. Perhaps our paths might cross again if I am lucky.” He smiled, and Catherine knew that he was hoping to cross paths with her more than her aunt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a wonderful and terrible feeling at once, for she knew that nothing could change. He was set to be married, and his father’s feelings towards anyone from the Barford estate had undoubtedly remained as they were year upon year. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine was sure that Thomas had deep feelings for her still, for he had made every attempt to be in her company from the moment she had returned from Derbyshire. And it was so hard to look into his beautiful pale blue eyes and deny him those few moments of happiness wherever he could get them, especially since his feelings, she knew from experience, were always so clear and pure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But that would only make it harder in the end, not only for Catherine, but for Thomas also. It seemed that they were no better placed now than they had been all those years ago to be together. Whilst her own father had gone, the Duke of Shawcross was hale and hearty and showed no signs of departing this mortal coil. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not that she wished another human being dead, of course, just that she was sure that that would be the only circumstance under which she and Thomas could ever be together again. And so it was, in the end, truly impossible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I must speak to you,” Catherine said suddenly and felt her mouth go dry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She really did not want to say it; she did not want to put him off his perpetual seeking out of her and that little hope in his eyes, the same hope she felt in her own heart. But one of them had to do it, and she could tell, she just knew, it would have to be her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear Thomas, I had thought the two of you looked so very comfortable the other afternoon. I kept my eye on you as I played bridge, and you looked for all the world as you did all those years ago.” Lady Morton seemed almost as disappointed in the turn of events as Thomas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought the same, and if I am honest, I did not detect any malice in her words. She simply told me that we must be careful with our hearts and that she is not in any mood to have hers broken again. She was kind, but she was most decidedly firm,” Thomas said sadly and reached for his tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His conversation with Catherine at Lady Morton’s bridge afternoon had taken a decided turn very early on. After he had met with her in the woods on the edge of the Barford estate, Thomas had convinced himself that a certain coherence had been achieved between them, that they were not so greatly distant from the two young people they had once been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had comforted him, held his hand, and walked arm in arm with him through the trees, it was as if nothing else in the world had existed for Thomas, not his life or his responsibilities, and certainly not his upcoming nuptials with Lady Eleanor Barchester. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But when she had told him that they had something they must discuss in that very drawing room where he now sat, Thomas had known that it would be something he did not want to hear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I cannot tell you how wonderful it has been for me to see you again,” she began, and he knew that it was the calm before the storm. “But I can already sense a little closeness developing between us which I know I must avoid. I cannot tell you how it hurt to be separated from you all those years ago, but I suppose you already know it very well yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It broke my heart, Catherine,” he said and felt a deep sense of disappointment welling in the pit of his stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And it broke mine also. And as much as I would not want to feel that again, I would also not want you to feel it either. There is no path which leads to each other anymore, Thomas. There is no way for us to be together. I am a different woman now, and I have been through too much, so much that I would not under any circumstances put myself in harm’s way again. I do not have the same spirit of adventure that I had as a young woman. Life has taught me much and taught me the hard way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But we can be friends, can we not?” he said and saw a brief flash of annoyance on her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was so brief, so transient, that he could hardly believe now that he had seen it at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are nothing more than friends now, Thomas, and already I can see it leading to disaster for us both.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Thomas.” She cut him off. “You are under the impression that it is as simple as picking up where we left off, and it quite clearly is not. Things are not the same, are they? For one thing, you are soon to be a married man, and I am sure that Lady Eleanor Barchester would not be at all pleased by the attention that you are paying me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Catherine, please …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I really do not know what it is you expect from me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just want to be near you, Catherine. I never want to lose you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you walk down the aisle in a few weeks’ time, Thomas, you will lose me forever, and it will be your choice. I have no part to play in this anymore. I have no father to placate and no husband-to-be waiting in the wings for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are angry with me,” he said sullenly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am angry that I find myself in this position again. I am angry that I have so easily walked back along the path to pain. That does not mean that I do not care for you Thomas because I do. But this is an impossible situation, and there is not a single thing that I can do about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Thomas had finished recounting the entire conversation to Lady Morton, he looked at her with his eyebrows raised and his heart full of expectation. However, Lady Morton did not speak for several minutes but simply stared at him a little incredulously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Morton, for heaven’s sake say something,” Thomas said with an uneasy grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I cannot believe that you were first party to the conversation, then you have undoubtedly thought it through several times, and now you are recounting it to me, and yet you do not seem to have drawn any conclusion at all.” Lady Morton seemed to be a curious mixture of amused and annoyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now you are angry with me,” Thomas said and then laughed when he realized he sounded a little self-pitying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas, I am going to ask you a question which Catherine already asked you. What is it you expect of her?” Lady Morton put her empty teacup down on the table and leaned back heavily in her armchair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love her; I love her the same as ever I did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did not answer my question, but never mind for a moment.” Lady Morton laced her fingers together across her lap and stared thoughtfully into the distance. “So, you love Catherine the same as ever you did?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have never stopped loving her, and seeing her again has made me love her even more,” Thomas said miserably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And do you love Lady Eleanor Barchester?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And do you love any other young lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, of course I do not. There has never been anybody in my heart but Catherine,” Thomas said and realized he spoke as if Lady Morton ought to have known that by instinct. “Forgive me; this business rather has me upside down at the moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I have no doubt it has Catherine upside down also,” Lady Morton said gently. “But please believe me that I do not mean to antagonize you or say anything to cause you hurt, Thomas, because you are as important to me as Catherine herself is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must speak freely, Lady Morton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You surely do not expect that you can marry Lady Eleanor Barchester and that Catherine will move back from Derbyshire for the simple pleasure of meeting you once a week by Stromlyn Lake, do you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no I do not. Well, I did not really think about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And have you told Lady Eleanor Barchester that you will not be marrying her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I had not thought of that. I do not see how I can escape it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You escape it by saying no, my dear boy. Not only to Lady Eleanor, but to your father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am afraid it is my father who is the problem. He will be angry enough if I upend this little union between myself and Lady Eleanor and angrier still if he thinks the reason I have done so is for the sake of Catherine Ambrose. He will never agree to my marrying her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not know until you ask.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do know, Lady Morton. He would disown me in a heartbeat, and then I would have nothing with which to keep Catherine. She would be marrying a pauper.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And when you went to find her all those years ago in Derbyshire … when you spent all those miserable hours in Glossop asking strangers if they had ever heard of her, what had you intended?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wanted to elope with her, to have her marry me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you would have had nothing, and been disowned, and been a pauper. That is my entire point, Thomas, and it is trying my patience a little that you cannot see it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot expect Catherine to live like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you cannot expect her to suffer the pain of seeing you married to another and still manage to maintain some sort of meaningful friendship with you. Imagine how you would feel if it were the other way around. Think back to your own fevered imaginings when you were peering out from the foliage at the graveyard hoping not to set eyes upon Catherine’s husband. You really must try to see it from her side. If you cannot make the right decision, Thomas, you can only expect to have to let her go. It is not fair on her, you see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then there is nothing to be done,” he said and felt utterly defeated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is something to be done, Thomas. You have a decision to make, and it must be made one way or the other. Whatever happens next is in your hands, Thomas, nobody else’s.

Any move to be made is your move, not Catherine’s, not your father’s, not Lady Eleanor’s. It is your choice, Thomas. Now, one way or the other, you must make it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are right; I must make a choice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had felt a little steadier in the days since she had told Thomas precisely of her fears and feelings on the subject of their continued friendship. She did not want to cut him out of her life altogether, but she feared that if she did not, the pain would never cease. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, she had wanted to return immediately to Derbyshire, that would solve everything for her. That great distance would be put between her and Thomas again, and she could pretend that she had no choice in the matter just as things had been for so long. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But Celia had managed to talk her out of it, calmly telling her that she must concentrate on her returning relationship with her brother Philip for a while, that she must find some way to have the strength and the stomach to visit him without fearing the sight of Thomas, or even news of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew that she must do just as Celia said, or she would never forgive herself. She had already lost Thomas a long time ago. This was nothing new, nothing that could ever be solved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But she had been given a second chance to have a wonderful brother, and she knew she must not waste it. Philip was so precious to her and was now one of only four other people who knew that Henry was her child. And not only did he know it, but he was pleased to have a secret nephew, even if that nephew did not know it himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had already seen him playing with the child, taking him fishing and standing at the foot of the taller trees, urging him to climb higher and higher despite Catherine’s protestations. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had seen the light of love in her brother’s eyes, and not only that, but absolute unconditional acceptance of Henry’s place in the world. And Henry had taken to Philip as a duck takes to water; how could she possibly separate them for great lengths of time in the future? 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so she concentrated on that for a few days, enjoying being at Barford Hall for once in her life, and trying not to think too hard about the future. It had given her a certain calm and so, some days later when her brother handed her a sealed letter in handwriting she recognized as if it were her own, she was surprised to find how instantly affected she was by it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have a letter, Catherine,” Philip said after breakfast, handing it to her in private. “From Thomas, I think.” He whispered the last and smiled, and Catherine could not help laughing at his curiously hopeless romanticism. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said and quickly opened it. “No, Philip, you need not leave. I have no secrets to keep anymore.” She smiled at him before turning her attention to the letter in her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My darling Catherine, 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ever since our conversation in Lady Morton’s drawing room, I have been unable to think of anything but you. I understand entirely why you said what you said, and I certainly cannot blame you for one moment for saying it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I needed to understand what I was not seeing, and now I think I do. But I must speak to you, Catherine. I have something that I must say to you, and I would beg that you would hear it. I know you did not want particularly to see me again for a while, but I must ask you to reconsider that on this occasion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you are agreeable, I will be waiting at the old place this afternoon at midday. I am in hopes of seeing you there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All my love,  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Catherine finished reading it, she folded it and sighed deeply. Philip shuffled a little awkwardly as if he ought not to have been there at all, not even to witness her reading the thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He wants to meet me this afternoon at Stromlyn Lake,” she said, knowing that was exactly what he had meant by the old place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does he say why?” Philip asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He just says that he has something that he wishes to say to me, that is all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And will you go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think it is wise, Philip.” Catherine shook her head gently. “I could not have been clearer with him the other day, Philip. And I cannot see how continuing to meet will help either one of us. It is just too painful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And yet it seems as if he has something to say,” Philip said and seemed a little overenthusiastic. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is very sweet of you to want such wonderful things for me, Philip. But the last eight years have taught me not to expect such romance in my life again. I really must protect myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Catherine, why can you not tell him about Henry? Does he not at least have a right to know that he is a father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are right; he does have a very real right to know that he is a father, Philip. But I cannot do it. I cannot look into his eyes and wonder if he has chosen me out of a sense of duty. If I told him, it would be my way of asking him to abandon everything, would it not? It would even be an expectation, and I do not want my life to be based on such shaky ground.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand, really I do. But if you leave it and leave it, if he marries that dreadful Lady Eleanor, it matters not when you tell him for there will be nothing he can do about it. You see, you are taking his choice away in this, even though I understand entirely why you would do it. Catherine, I wish I could offer advice so sensible that it could only help, but this is a most unusual set of circumstances, and I can only tell you to go with your heart.” He smiled at her mischievously. “But if it was me, I know I would tell him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If it was you?” Catherine laughed heartily. “If you were a woman of eight and twenty with a child and had no husband, really, Philip.” She laughed all the harder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop being silly.” Philip reached out and gently pinched her arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine squealed dramatically and reached out to pinch him in return, only he ducked out of her way, and she was forced to chase him through the great entrance hall and down the long corridor towards the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, this is what you were like when you were children!” Aunt Celia said, appearing suddenly in the drawing room doorway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Aunt Celia,” Philip said and looked suddenly like a giant boy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are the two of you quarreling about?” Celia was clearly highly amused and very touched to see a brother and sister who still got on so well in adulthood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have had a letter from Thomas asking me to meet him. He says he has something to say to me. Philip thinks I should go, and I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you should go too,” Celia said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Five minutes we have been here and already you are on Philip’s side in everything.” Catherine laughed and felt a sudden warm glow.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt as if she were a part of a real family again, more than she had ever felt when she and Philip had been there alone with their father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It gave her such a sense of well-being she decided that she would, after all, meet with Thomas. If she had a family such as hers to go back to, she could be comforted and protected by them if need be. And she knew if she did not go, she would always wonder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And so it was, just an hour later, that she set off on foot in the direction of Stromlyn Lake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had not walked that way since she had returned to Hertfordshire, not wanting to feel the great swell of emotion that would undoubtedly waylay her when she saw the place that had once meant so much to them both. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day was sunny, although not terribly warm, and she was glad that she had picked up a light woollen shawl on her way out of Barford Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she walked along the familiar pathway, she felt a little twinge of the old excitement that she used to feel in the days when she had met him there quite secretly. She could not have imagined then striding purposefully out of her father’s house having announced to all where she was going and who she was meeting. How much had changed, and how much of it was for the better, in the Ambrose household, at any rate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she reached the high point of land that surrounded the recessed lake, she peered over the edge and down into the glassy water. She could see Thomas already there, sitting on a large dry rock and throwing little stones into the lake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as she began to make her descent, Thomas saw her and rose to his feet. He stood for a moment where he was, and then suddenly hastened to meet her, taking both her hands in his the moment they were face-to-face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had to see you, Catherine. I have to tell you something that I did not want to put in a letter. Will you listen?” he said with his pale, sky blue eyes fixing hers in a way that made her want to fall into his arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She simply nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, I love you as much as I ever did. Not a day has gone by when I have not thought of you, and my love for you has not waned one ounce in all the years we were parted. I have never loved anybody else, and I never will love anybody else. I want you and you only, so will you have me? Will you consent to be my wife?” He paused for a moment, and Catherine stood staring at him, her eyes wide and her heart pounding. “It is true that I will have very little to offer you, for I will undoubtedly be disowned. But you know the pain of that situation yourself, and you know how it can be overcome. What do you say? Can we just get back to where we were?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” she said and threw her arms around his neck, feeling his strong hands on her waist lifting her from the ground and spinning her around until she was so disorientated that she had to protest and have him put her back on her feet again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you, Catherine,” he said and cupped her face in his hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you, Thomas. It was always you; it has only ever been you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he leaned in to kiss her, the years rolled back as easily as a rug. It was the most wonderful moment and one that she had never imagined would happen to her again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, we shall make a very merry little party at the ball, shall we not?” Eleanor Barchester said with forced brightness as the four of them sat down to afternoon tea in the drawing room at Winsford Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas could not bear Winsford Hall with its ostentation and the ever-present threat of the décor changing in a heartbeat to be in line with the current mode of doing things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The drawing room was testament to the owner’s deep concern with appearances and opinions. The walls had recently been re-panelled in the darkest oak to almost three-quarters of the room’s height. The plain walls above were painted in a rich red, the colour of blood. The fabric of the armchairs and couches was either red or a rich golden yellow, and many of the large and plentiful portraits of the previous Earls of Winsford were framed in gold.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There seemed to be far too much going on for Thomas’ liking, and he always had the feeling he could not settle when he was a guest there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, he knew it was very likely the company he was in which unsettled him, rather than the determinedly up-to-date décor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earl of Winsford was a source of constant irritation. He was a sycophant like so many other men who had hovered around the Duke of Shawcross over the years. If he was honest, there were many who had tried to occupy the space around him too in the years since Pierce had died. He could see how they might think that to align themselves with the future Duke was as important, if not more important, than aligning themselves with the current Duke.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But Thomas had rudely rejected any attempts, very likely swatting away genuine offers of friendship along the way. Not that he cared particularly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we shall all travel together,” the Duke said, and Thomas marvelled at the way his father made what should have been a pleasant offer sound more like an order. “We shall collect you here in my carriage an hour before. That should give us plenty of time to get there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so, Your Grace.” The Earl inclined his head so far that Thomas almost laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He thought that the Earl must spend a whole day with a sore neck after even the briefest of encounters with the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How nice that we shall arrive together for a change,” Eleanor said directly to Thomas. “It makes a statement to the county, I feel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does it?” Thomas knew he was being obtuse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He also knew this obtuseness was a means of putting off the need for a more forthright and honest conversation with Eleanor. Not only Eleanor but his own father.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As for the Earl, he was of little matter to Thomas, and he could not imagine that would change. Eleanor would no doubt be the bearer of bad news as far as her father was concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But first, Thomas would have to get it all said. It had been some days since he had seen Catherine down by Stromlyn Lake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had been so filled with joy when Catherine had agreed to marry him that he had quite forgotten that there would be more to it. Thomas knew, of course, that he could not marry Catherine without ever mentioning a word about it, but he had been riding high on a wave of euphoria and had been able to push what was to come to the back of his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But the ball at the home of the Earl and Countess of Hargrave was the following evening, and he knew that Catherine and her brother would be in attendance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had not specifically stated when he would give his father the news, and knowing Catherine as he did, he did not think she would have expected him to ride straight home from Stromlyn Lake and deal with it all. Still, he would have to make his mind up to some course of action and do what he could to have a few minutes in private with Catherine at the ball and let her know his plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He smiled to himself, thinking that trying to secure a few moments with her right under his father’s nose would be like old times.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he was hit with the old excitement, just as it had been all those years ago when he first began to take notice of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That first little meeting when he had followed her out into the corridor at Lord Vinton’s ball remained one of the most thrilling events of his life. It had begun as a bit of mischief, something to amuse himself with at a ball where two of the most powerful men in the county were eyeing each other and puffing out their chests. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had wanted to secretly thumb his nose at them both, and what better way to achieve it than sneak away and talk to the daughter of his father’s enemy? 
 
      
 
      
 
    But as soon as he had spoken to her, as soon as she had answered him with a confidence equal to his own, Thomas had been lost. He was done for, and he knew that he had wandered idly into a moment that would change his life forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had studied her before, but never at such close quarters, and it was not until that day that Thomas realized he had never set eyes on a more beautiful woman in his life. Those almond shaped hazel eyes had met his squarely, and he had never known a day thereafter when he had not imagined them as clearly as he had seen them on that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It brings us closer to our all-important announcement!” Eleanor barked and brought him thundering back into the present moment.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Thomas said quietly as he racked his brain for the thread of the original conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For God’s sake, boy! Where is your head today?” His father’s near-shout made all present jump in their seats, Thomas included. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, his father was going to speak to him as if he were still a child, was he? For a moment, anger and outrage almost caused Thomas to blurt out the news that he was going to marry Catherine Ambrose just like that. No build up to the thing; no warning at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But to do so would be to shock Eleanor Barchester in front of an audience and, as much as he did not care for her, Thomas would never have done such a thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My daughter was simply referring to the announcement that the whole county has been waiting for,” the Earl began tentatively, reminding Thomas of a dog who expected to be struck by its master at any moment. “Your forthcoming engagement.” His smile was more a terrified baring of teeth, and it made Thomas despise him all the more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What sort of man would happily release his daughter into the custody of a bully like the Duke of Shawcross? Still, Eleanor Barchester was more than capable of looking after herself, being much more openly self-serving than her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see,” Thomas said and gave a brittle smile he hoped would satisfy them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that would be a good time to make our announcement,” Eleanor went on, and he could see by her cool demeanour that she was not the least bit affected by the tense atmosphere that hung in the room like an impenetrable cobweb. “The ball, I mean. Most of the county will be there. Anyone of any importance, anyway,” she spoke airily, and Thomas wondered what standard Eleanor Barchester set for a person’s importance in the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    More than likely it was nothing more than money, title, and power. For what else was there in the world when you were Eleanor Barchester? Loyalty, humour, wit, these would undoubtedly be things of little or no value to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But to Catherine Ambrose, they were everything. Thomas could not remember a single instance of Catherine showing any sign of a materialistic nature, nor had he ever noticed false pride in her title. And all that he was in life was everything she accepted without the desire to tweak his qualities to suit her own mood. She laughed at his humorous observations; she was interested in his conversation. Catherine was so like himself in all the important things that he could not remember a time he ever felt awkward or cautious in her presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Never had he had to pretend to be anything other than himself. He had never had to assume an air of arrogance or pretend he was a hero or a sportsman. Catherine could not care less if he was an accurate shot at archery or if he was at the front of the pack in the hunt. These things were unimportant; unimpressive. Catherine dealt in the soul, and why would she not? She had the finest of souls, and that was why Thomas had never been able to shake her from his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, is that agreed?” Eleanor was showing signs of exasperation. “We shall announce our engagement publicly at the ball?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought we were engaged already,” Thomas said quizzically as his mind raced with all manner of awful outcomes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had just proposed to Catherine, for heaven’s sake. He could not allow the Duke, the Earl, and Lady Eleanor Barchester to upend that with their determination to have an engagement announced that would never come to fruition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but we have not made it public properly.” Her brow was furrowed deeply and unattractively. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it would be inappropriate,” Thomas began hastily in his desperation to head off such a thing. “It would be bad form to make Lord Hargrave’s ball a celebration of our own. We ought to announce it at a ball at Shawcross. That would be a better way of doing things. The ball would be for that purpose, and all present would likely know it in advance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, perhaps that would be best. It would be more fitting for it to be announced at a ball in our honour rather than elsewhere.” Eleanor seemed pleased by the idea, or at least she was placated by it. “Yes, that would do very well indeed.” She always spoke as if the world and everyone in it had one purpose only; to please her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas could feel things getting away from him. Instead of extricating himself from this evil engagement, he was entrenching himself deeper into it. But he had to say something; he couldn’t allow them to announce the thing in front of Catherine, even if she did know that he would never go through with it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, no announcements at the Hargrave ball,” Thomas said and was determined to set the seal on that much at least. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was beginning to feel he had let things drift for too many days. He ought really to have announced his decision not to marry Eleanor as soon as he had returned from Stromlyn Lake on that most wonderful of days. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was all very well to have sailed along on a cloud of joy, but not very practical. There would be a lifetime of joy ahead of him married to Catherine, and he did not really need to indulge himself now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of course, the thought that he would be immediately disinherited had given him pause for thought and made him a little reticent to have the conversation he knew he must have. For one thing, he would need to arrange so much in advance. He would have to see what little money he did have to his own name and make sure it was untouchable before he made a move of any kind.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And, of course, he would have to find them somewhere to live. They had not even discussed this matter, and he did not know if they would be staying in Hertfordshire or if she would insist on going back to Derbyshire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So far, Catherine had not seemed as if she would settle back in Hertfordshire. She had already told him how she had come to love Derbyshire, not to mention the aunt and uncle she had grown so attached to. There was even the young ward, Henry. Catherine had acted as his governess and would undoubtedly miss him too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Perhaps he should have been a little more practical in his approach at Stromlyn Lake, but he had been so overcome with the old feelings of love and excitement that practicality could go hang itself. All he could focus on was her beautiful face, her almond-shaped eyes, and the full and rosy lips he had spent much of the remainder of that afternoon kissing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, we must set a date for this ball.” Eleanor’s clipped tones disrupted him from happier thoughts and annoyed him immensely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Thomas said flatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think it should be sooner rather than later,” Eleanor went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so, my dear,” her father chimed in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us say four weeks from Saturday,” the Duke added, his tone less blustering and hectoring than it had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, Thomas could feel the world moving on too fast, the wheels set in motion for things that seemed out of his control. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would give us time to make all the arrangements,” Eleanor said, and her voice dripped self-satisfaction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What arrangements?” Thomas looked at her fully for the first time that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had never really paid her much heed; he knew that. And she had a certain obvious beauty, that much was true. But he had never realized quite how angular her features were when she was scheming. And she was most certainly scheming now; working everything out to her own best advantage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall need four weeks to have my gown made for a start,” she went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wedding gown?” Thomas said and was as perplexed as he sounded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, silly. My gown for the ball. I cannot have my engagement announced in an old gown.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But are any of your gowns actually old, Eleanor?” Thomas wanted to be anywhere on earth but the drawing room at Winsford Hall talking about Eleanor Barchester’s wardrobe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am to be announced to the county as a Duchess in waiting, Thomas. I am sure that you would not have me dressed in anything but the very finest. And I am sure His Grace would agree.” She gave the old Duke a wheedling look that turned Thomas’ stomach. “I should not like to let the Duchy down after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure you will do no such thing, my dear,” the Duke spoke with uncharacteristic gentleness. “But you must have the best to feel your best. Is that not right, Thomas?” The Duke gave him a secret look. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the sort of look that could blister paint, and Thomas knew better than to argue a ridiculous point any further than he had done already. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” He smiled at Eleanor and, at that moment, thought how much he despised her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did he settle?” Catherine said anxiously as Charles came into the room. “Perhaps I should go up to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Settle yourself down, lass,” Charles Topwell said with a warm laugh. “Henry is not ailing at all. He just wanted a long-winded story from his Uncle Charles, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, he is a menace when he wants something. I truly thought he had a pain in his stomach.” Catherine sighed. “I wonder if he is missing home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And Catherine wondered if she was not, perhaps, missing home also. Hertfordshire still felt flat to her, although, since her excursion to Stromlyn Lake, it no longer seemed featureless. Perhaps it was Barford Hall itself, with its old memories, that did not feel like home. Perhaps it had nothing to do with Hertfordshire itself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At least she would never have to live at Shawcross Hall, even when she and Thomas were married. Where he saw his inevitable disinheritance as a problem, Catherine could see only its advantages. She would not bury one tyrant only to be forced to live with another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is perfectly alright, Catherine. As soon as I told him a story, he settled down and is now sleeping like a baby.” Charles laughed. “And he is enjoying himself very well here with all the fishing and so many trees.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he told me himself that he adores Barford,” Philip added. “And he has a list of the trees he means to climb before he returns home; he has shown it to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine smiled. Philip was already greatly attached to his nephew, and it was clear to her that he did not really want any of them to leave him alone at Barford Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For all the wonders of reunions, there seemed to be new issues arising; issues which would need to be solved sooner rather than later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is very happy here, Philip,” Catherine said reassuringly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And have you thought where you might live when you are married?” Philip went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, no. We really did not have time to discuss a great deal.” Catherine laughed. “And I do not think Thomas had thought of anything at all before asking me to marry him. I think his main concern was the idea of my refusal.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, the dear boy,” Celia said without looking up from her needlepoint. “How wonderfully romantic. Really, to have you meet him at a place that was so dear to you both so that he could propose to you.” She trailed off dreamily. “A woman dreams of such romance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure I was most romantic in my own proposal to you, my dear,” Charles interjected and Celia, choosing not to answer, just laughed rather loudly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it certain that he will be disinherited?” Philip asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think so. Or Thomas seemed certain of it at least,” Catherine said thoughtfully as she peered over to look at Celia’s needlework. “That is lovely, Celia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Celia looked up and beamed. “It is for framing and hanging in Henry’s room. When it is finished, I am hoping it will resemble the tree back at Ivy Manor. The one Henry climbs, that is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can already see that it is.” Catherine peered closer still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt a little emotional when she thought of just how loved her dear little boy was, how much everybody treasured him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, good.” Celia continued to work. “Perhaps there is a chance that the old Duke will see a bit of sense at last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sense?” Catherine said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, for if he disinherits Thomas, then he has no direct heir. Surely he would not be so embittered as to do such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think he would, Aunt Celia.” Catherine shuddered. “And in any case, I should not want to live at Shawcross Hall. It was no happier a childhood home for Pierce and Thomas as this house was for us.” She looked over to Philip who nodded his understanding. “I would rather live somewhere very simple than live with Penrose Carlton. His poor character was as much to blame for my exile as father’s. If either one of them had been a better man … but they were not.” Catherine sighed. “Still, what’s done is done, and there is no use in looking over one’s shoulder and back into the past forever. The future must take over.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite right, my dear,” Charles said. “And there will always be a home for you in Derbyshire. The more, the merrier, eh?” He laughed, and Catherine could have kissed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charles Topwell was a man of few words, but they were always extraordinarily well chosen. And genuine too, for she knew he would welcome Thomas Carlton into Ivy Manor without a second thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And here at Barford too,” Philip added. “Although I would not like to make Thomas feel uncomfortable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The main thing is that you shall not be homeless when you are married. If the Duke is so foolish and careless with his own flesh and blood, you will survive it.” Celia, who was holding two pieces of coloured thread between her teeth as she tied off two others on the hoop, summed the whole thing up nicely if a little incoherently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, one and all.” Catherine smiled, feeling every bit as cherished as her son was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what is to happen and when?” Philip said brightly. “I mean, there will be a wedding to organize. I daresay Aunt Celia will be more helpful to you than I, but I would be glad to hold any celebration you would wish for here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is so very kind, Philip. I had not even thought of the wedding itself. I suppose I am not as excited about it as I ought to be. I suppose I am looking forward to marriage rather than a wedding.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why?” Philip rose to pour them all a glass of sherry, no doubt judging that Henry would be fast asleep and not around to present himself in the drawing room again as he had done earlier. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose there is so much that is uncertain. And of course, I already have Henry.” She spoke quietly but without shame; she would never, ever feel ashamed about Henry. “And I am not such a part of society here in Hertfordshire anymore. I would not want anything grand. In truth, I would prefer a very simple wedding with just family and closest of friends. Like Agnes Price.” She turned to look at Celia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Agnes would be very pleased.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what about Henry?” Philip sounded incredibly cautious. “What are you to say to him? Have you decided when you will tell him you are his mother and Thomas is his father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have yet to tell Thomas,” she said and felt the weight of the heavy silence all around her. “As I have said before, I do not want Thomas Carlton to marry me out of a sense of duty. I would never trust his feelings for me, and it would do Henry no good either. We have managed this far, and I must put Henry’s welfare and happiness first and foremost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Thomas has asked you to marry him, my dear. You already can be sure of his true feelings for you,” Celia said and laid down her needlepoint. This was clearly a conversation she was going to give her full and undivided attention to. “Unless you think it would in some way put him off, and you are afraid to tell him?” She moved along the couch to sit closer by Catherine’s side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness no, I have no fears of that nature.” Catherine laughed. “But I am cautious. I would like to have more than a simple meeting at Stromlyn Lake before I do or say anything that might affect Henry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have some doubts about the future?” Celia was always so gentle and tactful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose my past has taught me to fear the future a little. I know it is likely nothing to worry about, but I would not expose Henry to anyone as Thomas’ son, nor even my own if it would have some deleterious effect on his life. I must think very carefully before I do such a thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the moment Thomas lays eyes on Henry, he will be left in no doubt,” Philip said with a perplexed smile. “I am bound to say that I recognized Henry as Thomas’ child immediately, and I had not seen Thomas myself for many years. Surely Thomas will know it the moment the two are in company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip, I do not mean to keep Henry a secret forever.” Catherine laughed again when she realized the misunderstanding. “I just mean to wait until I have some firmer plan before me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you do not doubt Thomas’ intentions?” Celia said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not doubt his intentions, but I would not swear faithfully that I think they are not subject to change.” Catherine sighed. “Thomas is a wonderful man, and I know that he loves me. I have always known it. But to throw away one’s heritage and inheritance is not a simple thing. It is comforting to know that we have so many offers of a home.” She smiled at them all in turn, wanting to impress her gratitude upon them. “But it is a difficult thing, I think, for a man to find himself unable to provide a home for his wife and family in his own right. I know Thomas is not a materialistic man, but he is still proud nonetheless, and I do not doubt this thought has crossed his mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Catherine …” Celia began. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But nothing, my dear Celia.” Charles’ interruption was most uncharacteristic of him. “Forgive me, my adorable wife, but I think there is much of great sense in what our niece is saying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are quite right, Charles,” Celia said graciously. “And you are forgiven, in case that worries you at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are very kind.” Charles bowed, much to Catherine and Philip’s amusement. “Catherine, you must do as you see fit. Thomas has gone these eight years without any knowledge of his fatherhood, so a few more days or weeks will make no difference.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Catherine said and felt her throat tighten with emotion. “I would not like to expose Henry as an illegitimate child. I know you do not recognize the word in that sense, Uncle Charles, for you are a truly wonderful man. But the rest of society does not think as you do, and I think you rightly perceive that it is that sentiment I wish to shield Henry from.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And when you are married?” Philip handed round the full sherry glasses. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then things will be different.” She smiled as she took the glass from him. “You know what society is, Philip. Once we are married, even if Thomas is disinherited, he will still be revered in this county as part of the Duchy. He will still be Lord Carlton, and so Henry will be accepted. I am sure there will be quiet pockets of gossip, but none who would dare say anything outright that would come to Henry’s ears, nor hurt him in any way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is the truth.” Philip sighed with mock exasperation. “My goodness, but our class are fickle, are they not. They care so little for what is truly right. It must only have the appearance of being right, and that is all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so.” Catherine sipped her sherry. “But that is the way of things, and I have spent years carefully protecting Henry. Amongst other things, it is a habit which I shall find hard to break. I could not risk Henry hearing of it all from anyone but me. It is a sensitive issue and must be approached with the utmost care. I cannot tell you the times I have nearly told him and later broken my heart when I know I cannot, for his own sake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It must have been very difficult.” Philip’s handsome face was a picture of concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “At times. But I am bound to say that I have still been able to enjoy motherhood. I have had the wonderful privilege to be able to raise him myself, something I could never have done without Aunt Celia and Uncle Charles.” She looked at them each in turn. “I have been blessed in more ways than I was cursed, and that is the truth. I have so much to be thankful for, and I include my son finally knowing his Uncle Philip in all of that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I could not be more pleased.” Philip looked very touched. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose much will come of Lord and Lady Hargrave’s ball. I imagine I shall speak to Thomas then and have some firmer plans which will give me the little bit of confidence I need myself to move forward.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is the Duke going to be there? And will Thomas not already be disinherited by then?” Philip seemed boyish in his interest and excitement. “Lord, I cannot wait to see old Shawcross’ face.” He chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Philip, behave,” Celia said, and Catherine and Charles laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, he is as bad as our father was.” Philip was still chuckling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would think they would both be there. I mean, it would be too early for Thomas to be uninvited and very likely that the rest of the county would know nothing of all of this yet.” Catherine pondered the whole thing. “And I cannot imagine the Duke staying away from an event in favour of his son. He is far too arrogant for that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Thomas will be there regardless?” Celia had picked up her needlepoint again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. He said he would speak to me there, and since both houses are invited it made sense. I cannot imagine he would not attend, even if his father turns his back on him there and then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, awkward or not, at least it will be done with, and you can start to live again, my dear,” Charles said in an upbeat, jolly manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Uncle Charles,” Catherine said and suddenly felt a great wave of nervousness overcome her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She sipped her sherry determinedly as she wondered if she was really as confident of the circumstances as she was trying to appear. She had been thrilled and overcome to be proposed to by the man she loved, but it had not taken long for all her burning questions to come to the fore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew he loved her; there was no doubt in her mind. But could he really carry the whole thing through? She did not underestimate the effect that the last years would have had on him. Thomas had been moved into the position of heir years ago when his brother had died, and he had been subject to his father’s constant scrutiny and opinions ever since and in a way that he had never been used to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine hoped, rather than believed, that the Duke of Shawcross had no hold over his son at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had spent the larger part of the day of the ball preparing herself. She felt nervous suddenly as if she were still a young woman with a need to impress a potential suitor. Even though she knew that suitor to have loved her for many years, and even though he had already proposed marriage to her, still she needed to make the very best of her appearance that night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, you look beautiful, Catherine,” Celia said when she quietly let herself into Catherine’s bedchamber. “Your hair alone is very well worth the effort you have gone to. It is gleaming, and such wonderful thick curls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Celia. But Evelyn, one of my brother’s maids, did my hair for me. She really is very clever, and it is a shame that she is not a lady’s maid. She is wasted on dusting and polishing, truly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps Philip will find himself a wife soon.” Celia smiled indulgently. “For he is such a handsome young man. I cannot think he will be left in peace all night with hopeful fathers chasing him this way and that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I agree. But I think he avoids hopeful fathers wherever possible.” Catherine laughed. “Philip has a romantic heart, and he does little to hide it. I should be very surprised if Philip married for anything other than the deepest love. He would sooner marry a farmer’s daughter than a titled woman as long as he loved her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you have both come up in this world with the most tremendous hearts, given that it was my brother who raised you. Perhaps because you kept friends and helped to make each other such fine people.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must not be so kind that you make me cry. I am almost ready and cannot be all tear-stained at the last minute.” Catherine beamed, despite feeling the tug of emotion she always felt when she was the recipient of such warmth and kindness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we cannot have that.” Celia reached out to touch the tiny paper flowers that the maid had fixed into Catherine’s soft brown hair. “Just lovely,” she said under her breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine took a last look at her reflection in the mirror. She was wearing her finest gown in a green so pale it was almost ivory. It had short sleeves which puffed neatly at the shoulders and a modest neckline which did not dip quite as deep as was currently the fashion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The satin sash at the empire line beneath the bust was narrow and dainty and in a deeper green than the material of the gown.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had worn a thick petticoat which pushed out the hem of the gown and made it dance a little around her feet. With her glossy brown hair curled beautifully and piled softly upon her head, she was most pleased with her appearance. She knew she was not absolutely up to the minute in terms of fashion, but she was classically well dressed and felt comfortable and confident. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay it is time to make our way down to the carriage. Charles and Philip are waiting, and Henry is finally sleeping peacefully,” Celia said in an attempt to gently coax her into action. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. I cannot stand vainly looking at my reflection all night.” Catherine laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it is not a luxury you allow yourself very often, is it? And I should say on this occasion that it is long awaited and well deserved.” Celia took her arm. “Come along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they arrived at the sprawling mansion that was Hargrave Hall, the gravelled area in front was full of carriages and people and stable hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us wait a while before getting out,” Philip said as he peered out of the window. “I know we would sail to the front of the queue, but I would rather not have to work my way through all those people. I find it all a little bit unsettling for my liking.” He laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so, Philip. I for one am content to watch it all going on from here for a while,” Catherine said and did just that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Earl and Countess of Hargrave were very popular figures in society. Amongst the wealthiest in the county, every event they laid on was a lavish affair and very well attended. Hargrave Hall was sprawling and always decorated in the mode of the moment. They were a fashionable young couple, and an invitation to their home was a most desirable thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As was the custom of society when attending such a stylish affair, everybody present was so clearly trying to outdo everybody else. As Catherine peered out of the window of the carriage, she felt a stab of homesickness for Derbyshire.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Not that there were not some fine houses in that county, it was just that Ivy Manor and its inhabitants were just outside that world. Just enough outside to be respectable without having to endure the constant demands and pressures of a society such as the one she was currently witnessing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were some very finely dressed young ladies being helped down from carriages only to be rearranged by their mothers the moment their dainty feet touched the ground. There was so much undisguised primping and preening that Catherine almost laughed, thinking to herself that she might as well be studying a field full of peacocks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Does it not occur to them that they can be seen from the house and therefore by their hosts as they straighten and twirl and puff themselves up?” Philip said, and Catherine laughed loudly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was thinking the very same thing, Philip. Perhaps they think they are invisible until they are inside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not think I have seen so many feathers in all my life,” Charles said, and all present laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine peered out again and could, indeed, see a great many fine hairstyles sporting thick bands and long feathers. She wondered how the ladies wearing the largest of them had managed to travel in their carriages with any sort of dignity. It struck her that they would have to be bent almost double so that their feathers did not collide with the roof. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She reached out and touched the paper flowers that Evelyn, the maid, had put into her hair and was glad of them. They were just enough and no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she continued to watch the melee of people slowly making their way to the great stone steps of Hargrave Hall, her heart leaped when she caught sight of Thomas. He climbed down from his father’s carriage and straightened the long tails of his black coat. He was also simply dressed, but immaculate and well-groomed, and Catherine could see the red hue of his hair in the light of so many lanterns which burned along the front of Hargrave Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked so tall and handsome standing there that she could hardly believe that they were finally to be together at last. It seemed like a dream, a fairytale almost. How many times over the last eight years she had longed to do no more than set eyes upon his face once again and now, beyond all her dreams, she was to marry him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They were to be together forever just as they had always wanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine continued to watch with interest as Thomas leaned into the carriage and helped out a young woman. Once the young woman was down, another man climbed down, an older man. And then, finally, the Duke of Shawcross himself stepped out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The occupants of her own carriage fell silent, and Catherine knew that they were all intent upon the same scene. She knew that they had all realized immediately, as she had, that the immaculate young blonde woman could only be Lady Eleanor Barchester, daughter of the Earl of Winsford. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Eleanor, like many of the other young ladies present, immediately fell to rearranging her attire the moment she was down from the carriage. Her hair had been curled into immaculate ringlets, and there seemed to be not a strand out of place anywhere.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the top of her ringlets she wore not simply feathers, but an elaborate feather filled headdress which was already drawing glances from other young ladies that were a mixture of admiration and envy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her gown was very fine indeed and, as would be clear to everybody else, extraordinarily expensive. Although Catherine knew what it was to be the daughter of an earl, she could never have imagined having the confidence to carry off such an ostentatious and fashionable outfit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman was some years younger at perhaps two and twenty, and she struck Catherine as being supremely confident. It was a different sort of confidence to the one that Catherine enjoyed, being more the confidence of appearances and contentment at having all eyes upon you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That was a sort of confidence Catherine had never had and never wanted. Even at almost eight and twenty, Catherine still would not be comfortable to be the centre of attention. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the party of four turned to make their way to the front of the queue that was building, it was clear that the Duke of Shawcross was going to use his superior title to greatest advantage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s mouth went dry as she watched Lady Eleanor lace her arm through Thomas’ as they walked up the stone steps. They made a very handsome couple, and Catherine felt her heart plummet at speed, landing hard in the pit of her stomach and making her feel as if she had no air left in her at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So, Thomas had not yet mentioned the fact that he had proposed to another woman altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, all it means is that he has not yet found the right moment to say it.” Celia, as perceptive as ever, had picked up on her feeling. “As we discussed ourselves, he has a good deal to think about. These things cannot happen overnight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To be honest, Aunt Celia, I really do not know what I had been expecting. I mean, I had thought that he and his father would be here, possibly even separately and very much at odds with one another. But I can honestly say that I had not imagined for a moment that I would have been witness to any closeness between Thomas and Lady Eleanor. I had imagined that he would have told her already, if not his father, but it appears that he has not. I did not think for a moment that she would be here at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just give him time, my dear,” Celia stated sensibly. “And in any case, he no doubt has things to tell you this evening and will find a way of doing so. You must not be downhearted at this first hurdle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But this is not the first hurdle, is it? It is just another hurdle in a long line of hurdles, and I find myself very tired.” Catherine looked down at her dress and no longer felt comfortable and confident. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rather, she felt old for her years, tired of life, dowdy, and outdated. More than anything, she wanted to beg her brother to have the driver turn the carriage around and speed them back to Barford Hall. She knew she could not do that; she knew she had to hold her head up for her family’s sake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    While she knew that they would run their lives entirely to suit hers, Catherine was not the sort of young woman who would be pleased with such power. No, they would go to the ball as invited, and they would spend a convivial evening in one another’s company. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And Catherine would do what she could to hide the fact that the feeling that was now welling within her was pure, unadulterated fury. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they made their way inside Hargrave Hall, they were amongst the last to be greeted. Philip had kept them all in the carriage for an inordinate amount of time out of kindness to his sister. It was clear that he could see that she was upset, however much she tried to hide it, and he was doing what he could to lessen its effects. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As was custom, Philip took the lion’s share of the conversation when they came to be greeted by Lord and Lady Hargrave. Catherine simply smiled and nodded throughout the whole thing, grateful not to be asked any questions about her lengthy absence from Hertfordshire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they made their way into the lavish ballroom, Philip took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She turned her head to look up at him, and he quickly winked, just as he had always done when they were younger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine winked back at him, careful not to be observed by anybody else in such an unladylike occupation. But her brother had gone out of his way to make her feel better, and she would acknowledge it, no matter what. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as she did not want to look in the direction of the Shawcross party, Catherine could not help herself. She surreptitiously watched as Lady Eleanor fussed about her fiancé like an elegant, fluttering little butterfly. And, as far as she could see, Thomas seemed content enough with the situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, he could hardly swat her away publicly, and Catherine knew that. But at that moment reason and sense were not making her feel any better. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She tried her best to make conversation with her family, and yet Catherine could not keep her attention on them for more than a minute. There was a part of her that wanted to look, wanted to see Thomas and Eleanor together as a means of hardening her heart finally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At one point, Thomas looked over at her, and he began his secret smile, the one that he had used all those years ago, the one that they had both used to acknowledge one another privately. But before Catherine could make her mind up to smile back at him, Lady Eleanor Barchester reached for his hand to gain his complete attention. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And, having done so, the pristine young lady turned her head to stare at Catherine. It was clear in that one, long glance that Eleanor knew precisely who Catherine was. It was clear also that the almost imperceptible smirk on the young lady’s face was designed to convey her triumph. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What an overdone, spiteful little creature Lady Eleanor was and how Catherine at that moment wished Thomas joy of her! If he was to be so weak-willed that he could not stand up to his father enough to even acknowledge her openly at the ball, how on earth was he ever going to make the final break that he must surely make if the two of them were ever to be together? 
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as Catherine was concerned, it was all impossible. It was as impossible now as it had been back then, and she would waste no more of her time or her heart on Thomas Carlton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning her back entirely on the Shawcross party, Catherine determined not to look Thomas’ way again, that night or ever. With the stoicism that had served her well for eight years, Catherine engaged her family in conversation and pushed everything else from her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How glad she was now that she had not told Thomas anything about Henry. Perhaps it had been a mother’s instinct for protection, or perhaps it had been a woman’s insight into the vagaries of men. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Either way, Henry was safe, and that was the main thing. And as for Thomas Carlton, well, he had made his choice as far as she was concerned, and what became of him now was none of her business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas had paced up and down the edge of Stromlyn Lake for almost two hours before he finally gave into the idea that Catherine had chosen not to come. He knew at the ball that there was something wrong; he had felt it in his very soul. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he had tried to smile secretly to Catherine, she had simply stared back at him without any expression on her face whatsoever. Of course, he knew it had not helped that Eleanor had sought to interfere at that moment by continually straightening his necktie and reaching for his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was clear to him that Eleanor was making her secret statement, her acknowledgement of Catherine’s presence. And he knew that he ought to have done something about it, and he should have done it long before the ball. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He knew that he had convinced himself that all would be well, that Catherine would not yet have expected him to have made an announcement of any kind to his father, let alone Eleanor. He had assumed that after eight long years she would not mind waiting a little longer. But why should she? And why had he been so foolish as to drag his heels? 
 
      
 
      
 
    After all, when he had last met her at Stromlyn Lake and declared his love for her, Thomas had meant it with every fibre of his being. He had always loved Catherine and always would, and now it seemed very likely that he had, with his foolishness, lost her forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had kept his note to her as brief as possible since he had wanted to say everything he had to say in person, just as he had before. He did not want to apologize on paper; he wanted to apologize face-to-face. Catherine deserved that much at least, and he thought it his only hope of keeping them together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had turned her back on him at the ball, Thomas had known her to be angry and upset. He felt dreadful, knowing it was all his fault and knowing that she had every right to feel that way. Even if he had proposed to her, what woman should have to put up with the sight of a man she had loved and waited for so long in the company of another? And certainly, a woman of Catherine’s calibre should not have to put up with it; he should have realized that. He should have acted more quickly, been more forceful, taken back a little of his old personality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it was that personality that he knew Catherine had fallen in love with all those years ago. If he no longer had his spirit of adventure, his determination to speak his mind and be disagreeable in front of his own family, then what was left of him for her to love? 
 
      
 
      
 
    She would no more love him than she would have loved Pierce had she known him to be so different now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When had he become this man? When had he lost his spirit of adventure and his determination to fly in the face of convention? What had happened to the young man who cared so little for the opinions of his overbearing family that he had sought out the daughter of his father’s enemy, made it his business to befriend her? 
 
      
 
      
 
    For that man was certainly not at the ball the night before. That was a very different man altogether, a man who had allowed the weight of spurious responsibility to hold him down. Even though he had fully decided that he would accept his disinheritance for love, still he had acted in a way that had tended to protect his family’s interest rather than Catherine’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had acted as the heir to the Duchy instead of the young man who had raced to Derbyshire and fruitlessly searched the county for his one true love. Where had that man gone? What had become of him? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas stopped his pacing and sat down on the grass at the side of the lake. He stared into the glassy water, at the beautiful, faithfully inverted reflection of the trees that surrounded it. He had hoped against hope that Catherine would come today, that she would meet him there in that place which had always been so very special to them both. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as if the lake had been the sole witness to their burgeoning love when they had been but twenty years old and so very full of excitement, adventure, and courage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Could his courage really have gone forever? Or was it simply buried deep beneath the layers of guilt and duty that had overtaken his soul on the day his brother died? In his guilt, Thomas had simply become Pierce. Or at least he had been determined to take on his role and fulfill it to the best of his abilities, at any rate. Anything to assuage his dreadful guilt and honour his brother’s memory. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But that had been before; that had been when he had thought he would never see Catherine again. Was this really what Pierce would have wanted now? 
 
      
 
      
 
    That sad young man who had tried for month upon month to atone for the pain he had caused, would he have wanted to see Thomas just follow in his footsteps, forever trying to please an old man who could not be pleased? 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the months before he died, Pierce had come to see through it all, even if Thomas would not acknowledge it. Pierce had come to realize that he would never gain his father’s good approval, and Thomas was sure that, in the end, his brother had decided not even to seek it anymore. If he had lived, perhaps Pierce would have made a better job of all of this. He had changed so much and grown into his own person, however short-lived that had been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas knew that he would have made a fine heir and an even better Duke had he lived because Pierce had learned from his own mistakes; he had changed. He would have found a way to tolerate their father without bowing to his every whim, and Thomas, staring hopelessly into the lake, realized that he had not done the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For all his pride in his individuality, intelligence, and wit as a young man, he had grown into a silent adult, a man who had been persuaded to take Lady Eleanor Barchester for a wife simply because she had good breeding and her father’s great wealth. He had become everything he had despised before, everything he had mocked Pierce for being. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the night before the ball, he had displayed his new character most completely to the only woman he would ever love. Catherine was nobody’s fool, nobody on the earth. He had never known anyone of sharper intellect and keener perceptions than Catherine Ambrose, and in that she had remained constant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had suffered exile, complete estrangement from the brother she loved; she had been the one to pay the price. And yet she was still standing, still herself after all these years. She was still courageous where he now seemed to lack. And of all the people there in the ballroom, Catherine Ambrose would have been the only one to truly see it, to know it with certainty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In his heart, Thomas knew that she would not come, not this time. She had given him a chance to prove himself, and he had failed her miserably. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been time for him to suffer disownment, to put his love before anything else, and he had failed utterly. He had known when he had penned his letter to her that morning that there was a very good chance that she would not come to him there at Stromlyn Lake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Darling Catherine, 
 
      
 
      
 
    I fear things did not go quite as planned last night, and I am bound to apologize for all of it. But I should not like to apologize here on paper, but rather to see you in person so that I might do it properly. We still have much to discuss, and I should have liked to have had the opportunity to speak to you last night, but it did not present itself. I know you turned your back on me with purpose and do not blame you, but I would beg that you turn back towards me now and at least meet me today at Stromlyn Lake so that I might explain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I shall make my way to the lake at midday and wait there in hopes of seeing you at some point thereafter. Please allow me this one opportunity to explain myself and make amends for what I know now was clearly very hurtful behaviour. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With all my love, 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He ran over the contents of his brief letter in his mind, feeling certain that he had explained enough in it to leave her with the distinct impression that, as far as he was concerned, his proposal to her still stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But perhaps it did not matter to her now if his proposal still stood. Perhaps Catherine Ambrose had seen enough of him at the ball, seen the changes in him that he was only realizing now himself. Perhaps she now thought him weak and vacillating, a shadow of his former self. Surely as she had looked upon him at the ball, pleasing his father and pleasing a young woman he had no intentions of marrying, she had seen nothing of the vibrant youth he had once been. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She would have looked at him and known him to be no different than the rest, no better. All the clever ways and witty words of his youth seemed so far away now, and yet he knew it was all still there deep down inside him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas knew that the root of it all was the idea that he would be disinherited. The thing that Catherine had suffered with grace, he was silently railing against. It was true that he had never particularly wanted to be the Duke of Shawcross, and he knew that that had not changed. If only Pierce was still alive, ready to be the Duke of Shawcross himself, Thomas would have been overjoyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But that was never going to happen, and his father was never going to change. He could not imagine a single circumstance in which his father would give his blessing to any union between a Carlton and an Ambrose. He knew his father well enough to know that he would most certainly cut off his nose to spite his face and would gladly see the Duchy finally fall into the hands of distant heirs, relations he had either never seen, or not seen for years, than to forgo the pleasure of punishing his son for the crime of being his own man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But should any of that stop Thomas being his own man? Could he go back to being his twenty-year-old self, the young man who would have given up everything for her? 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was no good wondering what might have been had he found her all those years ago, eloped with her and married her. And it did not matter anyway; what truly mattered was what happened now. When he compared the idea of losing his security to losing Catherine, only the idea of losing Catherine truly made him wretched. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And it would feel even worse than it had felt all those years ago to lose her, for then she had loved him. If he lost her again and lost her by his own foolishness, he would undoubtedly lose her love also, and that was the very thing that he could not bear to think about. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas rose to his feet and brushed the dusty earth from his breeches and boots. He rose to his full height and stretched, staring up into the blue sky and squinting into the pale sun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He did not have any more regard for his father now than he did all those years ago; what on earth did he have to lose? For him to continue as he was doing would be to act as Pierce had done, and for what? If his brother’s death had not changed the Duke, surely nothing could. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas knew that he had to reclaim his own soul, for it was the only way to hold onto Catherine’s heart. He could not be the man that she had seen the night before at the ball, or she would be lost to him forever. He could only be who he truly was deep down, the adventurous, courageous, confident Thomas Carlton of eight years ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No more letters, no more secret smiles across crowded ballrooms. Thomas was going to go right to her; he was going to untether his horse and ride him all the way to Barford Hall. He would ride right up to the front door and jump down from his horse with the old confidence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whether he was welcome or not, Thomas was going to show her just how much he loved her. And he was going to show her just how worthy he would be of her love. He would be the man that she remembered, the man with the self-same character she had known him to have all the years they had been apart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas took his horse’s reins and led him up the steep incline, scrambling all the way and wondering how his beloved Catherine, now so used to the hills and peaks of Derbyshire, might easily overtake him in the circumstances. And the man that he was, the man he had always been, would love the idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All he had to do now was to find her, not to beg for forgiveness or try to persuade her but show her that he was the man he had always been. They were meant to be together, and he did not care where they ended up living, it mattered not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He loved Catherine with all his heart and, as he finally climbed up onto his horse’s back and heeled him away, he was absolutely determined to have her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sure if you take one of the horses and ride out there now, he will still be there,” Celia said and not for the first time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aunt Celia, I know you want the best for me, but I cannot ride out to Stromlyn Lake, not this time. I will not meet him in secret anymore. I will not do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there is nothing to say that he would wish to meet you in secret forever. Perhaps a little secrecy is just necessary now as you work it all out between you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “After eight years, Aunt Celia, and a very great deal of heartbreak, I am not inclined to fall in with the plans of anybody. I make no secret of the fact that I love Thomas and have done for so long. But I have managed without him all these years, and I will continue to manage without him. I will not share secret glances in the hopes that his father might be kept in the dark; I will not be a secret. I am worth more than that; I know I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am sure that Thomas knows it too, my dear. I cannot help thinking that he is in a very awkward situation at the moment, something which must be carefully negotiated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why? When he is as sure as I am that his father will disown him, what is to negotiate? Either he loves me and has the courage to announce it, or he does not. It is as simple as that, you see, no negotiation required.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you say it like that, my dear, I cannot find an argument to counter. And yet I cannot help thinking that if you could climb over this last obstacle, it would be the last. You see, I have watched you these last years and seen everything your tender heart has gone through. I cannot bear the idea that so much pain and torment has been in vain, to no purpose. Especially when you are so close to your happiness, Catherine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip had quietly entered the drawing-room as Celia spoke and padded noiselessly across the thick ornamental rug to take a seat opposite his sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have determined not to meet him?” he said gently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please tell me that I am not to disappoint you too, Philip,” Catherine said feeling suddenly exhausted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew that her brother and aunt wanted the very best for her, but she dearly wished that she could have followed her Uncle Charles and Henry and gone down to the lake to fish for a while. She did not enjoy the occupation, but she would have found Charles’ company very easy on a day when her own spirits were so low. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And to spend the day with Henry would have reminded her just how much she did have in this life, so much so that she could live it all without the wonder or worry of marriage. If she had Henry, she had everything she would ever need. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her aunt and uncle had allowed her so much, had helped her to keep the child with her that in any other circumstances would have been raised in an orphanage. She knew she would be grateful to them for the rest of her days and glad to spend her life in Derbyshire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, all I want is for you to be happy. I would not wish to pressure you into anything. But perhaps there is some sense in what Celia says.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is sense in what Celia says, Philip. But I am the person who has lived the last eight years, the person who cannot make the same mistakes again.” Philip looked crestfallen, and Catherine wished that she could say something that he wanted to hear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Philip had a good heart, as did Celia, and she knew that both of them wanted to see a happy ending to all of this. They wanted to see a young family reunited, a child legitimized, and a woman returned to her rightful place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What she could not tell Philip was that she almost wished she had never returned to Hertfordshire. As much as she loved and missed her brother, seeing Thomas again had made a life which she had simplified as best she could into something very much more complicated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine wanted more than anything to pack up their things, load the carriage, and return to Ivy Manor. She wanted to spend her mornings teaching her son everything he needed to know to progress in the world and her afternoons worrying as she watched him climb higher and higher in his favourite tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She wanted to go back to the High Peak and stay there forever, never to return and never once to hear how Thomas Carlton got along in his life. As far as she was concerned, he could marry the neat, spiteful little Eleanor Barchester, finally become the Duke of Shawcross, and have as hollow a life as it was possible to have. She would not concern herself with it anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas was not the man she had once known; she had seen that last night. When he had looked at her across the ballroom, she had seen a man who had lost his courage somewhere along the way. But what a thing if she had lost her courage, if she had not fought all this time. Her beloved child would be living in dire circumstances somewhere, and she would have run headfirst into the nearest suitor who would have her, purely and simply out of fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No, she had never wanted for courage. And since she had never wanted for courage, she would not stand to look at it in him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh look, here come Charles and Henry. I think they have brought a fish back with them.” Celia pulled a face. “Oh dear, I do hope we are not going to be expected to eat it.” She shuddered, and Catherine laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That was what she wanted. She wanted normality, the same gentle flow of her life in Derbyshire. Perhaps, in her own way, Catherine also lacked in a little courage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, they look as if they need a little assistance.” Philip had risen to his feet to peer out of the window and now turned to leave the drawing room. “I will just help them in with their things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it looks as if we have fish for dinner.” Celia sighed dramatically. “And Catherine, please forgive me for trying to steer you these last days. You have been through too much in your life to have somebody else tell you how to live it, and I hope you can see past my little transgression.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive, Aunt Celia. I have nothing to do in this world but thank you and Uncle Charles for everything, for you truly have given me everything. You had the courage and kindness to see me through the darkest times of my life, and I do not easily go against anything you would tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then let us say there is no pressure from either one of us and keep it there.” Celia smiled and seemed relieved that they were back on their old footing. “Unless I am to eat fish, then I shall make the most dreadful fuss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Catherine said and was grateful for Celia’s gentle humour. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had got her through once before, and it would get her through again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness, I think you have a visitor.” Celia, who had not yet turned away from the window, peered across the room at Catherine with a disquieting look. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “At the moment, all I can see is a young man on horseback,” she said and turned her attention so closely to the window that Catherine was sure her aunt’s nose must surely be touching the glass. “He is coming at quite a speed down the driveway. I can see that certain redness in his hair, and although I cannot be certain, I am reasonably sure that it is your Thomas Carlton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is Henry inside? Has Philip moved them indoors?” Suddenly Catherine was on her feet, her heart pounding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She hardly knew what was affecting her the most. Her heart lurched with the familiar excitement of old, and she rose to her feet to peer out of the window and watch Thomas on horseback cantering towards them. He looked disheveled and determined and, she had to admit, extraordinarily courageous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She then looked around for any sign of Henry, for now was not the time for the two of them to meet. But she could see no sign of them and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Since Philip is busy, perhaps I ought to go out and see if the butler is attending to Lord Carlton,” Celia said and raised her eyebrows for approval. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Celia. Yes, if you would not mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, Celia darted out of the room to intercept Catherine’s visitor.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As she sat alone in the drawing room, Catherine did her best to keep a lid on her excitement. Thomas coming out all this way to see her when she had failed to arrive at Stromlyn Lake was certainly a wonderful, heartfelt gesture, but after her disappointment of the night before, Catherine had to be sure in her mind that a gesture was not enough. Not after everything that had happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing footsteps approaching in the corridor, Catherine took a deep breath and turned to stare at the door into the drawing room. Celia appeared without the butler, bringing with her a most determined -looking Thomas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here is Lord Carlton, my dear,” Celia said with such a determined attempt at normality that Catherine almost laughed. “I shall just have a quick word with the butler and have tea sent up if you will excuse me for a moment.” Celia gave her a look which suggested that she should not decline. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course,” Catherine said and watched as Celia darted away. “Well, do come in, Thomas. My aunt is determined that you shall have tea, and so you shall.” She registered her cold tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have not come here to fight with you.” Thomas strode across the room and stood before her giving every appearance that he most certainly would not be content to take a seat and take tea only to be dismissed at the end of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, I love you, and you know I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not doubt your love, Thomas. That is not the thing I doubt.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you doubt my courage; I can see it in your eyes,” he said, and his pale blue eyes fixed her. “But I am here to tell you that you are wrong. You did not see the best of me in these last weeks because I have not shown you the best of me. But you know the man I truly am, and I am here to tell you that I am not changed into something else. I am still me, and I mean to marry you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, the door to the drawing room opened, and Philip bustled in, giving every appearance that he had no idea that Catherine had company. And not only had he blundered in, but he was pulling young Henry in with him, holding his hand tightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine’s mouth opened wide as she looked at Philip and, as she studied her brother’s face, she realized that this was no mistake. Philip had decided to take matters into his own hands and, had she not been suddenly so terrified, Catherine knew that she would have been utterly furious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me; I did not know you had company, Catherine.” Philip smiled brightly, but there was a flash of consternation in his eyes. He knew that he would be in a good deal of trouble later; that was certain. “Thomas, I hope you are well.” He bowed in Thomas’ direction. “Goodness, it is a good number of years since we have been in company, is it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have not spoken to you since the night you so kindly arranged my final meeting with your sister.” Thomas spoke as if he were in a dream, simply answering a question by instinct rather than by design. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes were fixed firmly on young Henry, and it was clear to Catherine that he knew exactly who he was looking at. This was not simply the ward of Charles and Celia Topwell; this was his son. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry stared back, unflinching in his curiosity, looking this new acquaintance up and down in the sort of bold manner that only a young boy could manage so successfully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine held her breath as Thomas took a few steps forward and stared intently at Henry. He slowly lowered himself to the floor, kneeling in front of Henry so that they were eye to eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry did not seem at all disturbed by the behaviour of a man who was, as far as Henry was concerned, a stranger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas leaned forward until his face was just an inch away from his son’s and looked deeply into the eyes that were so like his own.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry tilted his head to one side quizzically but did not move away. He seemed to be peering with equal curiosity and, if possible for a boy so young, equal intensity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine could see the look of absolute knowing on Thomas’ face, and she could almost feel his simultaneous joy and pain. She felt a wave of guilt, sadness that Thomas had missed the first seven years of his son’s life, but she knew it was to no avail. There was nothing she could have done to change it. There was nothing either one of them could have done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas continued to kneel in silence and, finally, Catherine saw tears running unchecked down his handsome face. Her heart almost burst when she saw Henry reach out to touch Thomas’ face, smearing his tears across his cheeks with a hand that still had the last vestiges of the chubbiness of infancy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, perhaps we shall leave you to it for a little while,” Philip said, quietly interrupting the scene he had caused. “Henry has caught a fish, you see, and he is very keen for the cook to show him exactly what happens next. Revolting, but informative.” He smiled cautiously. “Well, if you will excuse us,” he said and looked at Catherine significantly before turning and leading Henry from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry stopped when they reached the door and looked back at Thomas, who was still on his knees and staring after him, seeming as if he could not take his eyes from the child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When were you going to tell me?” Thomas said when Henry disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He rose slowly to his feet and stood staring at the empty doorway for some moments before he turned around and stared right into Catherine’s eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked slowly across the room, dropping down into the armchair opposite hers, never once releasing her from a piercing, almost accusatory, gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well? When were you going to tell me?” he repeated in a firmer tone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know that I was ever going to tell you. I mean, had we been getting married, yes, of course, I was going to tell you. But after last night, I had determined not to. I had been relieved that I had not mentioned it before. You must understand that nobody can hear of this. I will not have our son ridiculed as illegitimate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But he has a right to know that I am his father. You should not have kept him from me. You did not have that right, Catherine.” She had never seen him look like that before; he seemed older and almost like a different man altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew he was subject to so many feelings at once that he would be struggling to sort through them. But she had suffered the same herself when she had first discovered she was with child. And she had suffered them alone. As much as Thomas was shocked and hurting, he had no right to look at her with such accusation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly she knew she could not hold on to it all. The time to tell him everything had come, and he would hear it whether he liked it or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Complain all you like, Thomas,” Catherine said and rose angrily to her feet and began to pace back and forth. “For I have yet to have the right to let him know that I am his mother. How dare you feel sorry for yourself, even for a moment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, please, sit down.” Her sudden outburst seemed to shake him back into reality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I will not sit,” Catherine said and knew that she could not rest until she had her fury completely spent. “It is so easy for you to see yourself as a victim in this. You are the poor lovelorn man who waited at Stromlyn Lake today whilst the object of his desire left him suffering. You are the man who has only just discovered he is a father, a man who feels wronged because he was not informed. But let me tell you what true suffering is, Thomas. To be exiled and alone and discover myself to be with child was the most terrifying experience imaginable. I had to go to another county altogether to give birth to Henry, and I had to suffer the idea that my beloved child would grow up in an orphanage. Had it not been for my determination and the kindness of my aunt and uncle, that is exactly where Henry would be today. Descended from dukes and earls and growing up in anonymity. But at least I have him with me, even if he thinks that I am nothing more than a distant relative, a niece of his wards, his governess. He calls me Aunt Catherine, for heaven’s sake! I have never heard my own child call me Mama, and so I shall not prostrate myself at your feet and beg forgiveness for something that was entirely out of my control.” She almost shouted the last and continued to pace. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, I know you are angry with me, but I could not have known. How could I have known it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you could not, Thomas; I am just trying to make you understand how hard the last years have been for me, how lonely and frightening at times. Heartbreaking. And I am telling you with certainty that your anger towards me this day is misplaced. I have had to think so carefully about it all, and yes, I did wait these last weeks because I did not truly know what you would do. You have been and still are, engaged to another. And I am bound to tell you that, despite your proposal, the way I have suffered in this life as a result of our love has taught me to be cautious; not to trust a thing is going to happen until it actually happens. And last night, I could see that I was right to do so.” She slowed in her pacing, the rage beginning to release its grip on her. “When I saw you last night, arm in arm with your fiancée, I began to wonder if your declaration to me at Stromlyn Lake was nothing but a figment of my imagination. But figment or not, I will not put myself through that again. Whilst there have been moments of joy in my life, moments I will never forget, there have been moments of devastation. I will not live through that again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine, you are not the only person who has been changed by it all. You are not the only person to have their heart crushed to nothing when we were parted. And I have known fear and loneliness, all of the things you describe, but for different reasons. I have known loss and guilt, and yes, it changed me. But it did not change me irreparably; it has not taken away who I am deep-down, and I will not leave this house today until I have your absolute agreement that you will marry me. I will not live without you, and I will not live without my son. I know that I should have acted sooner, that this should be solved by now, but it is not. But just because it is not, does not mean that it will not be. I mean to leave this house today and make everything known to my father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas … I …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you agreed to marry me, Catherine. I know you love me, and I know that you know I love you. I will not see everything we have, everything we could have, turned to dust just because you cannot forgive me a little failing.” He rose from his seat and advanced upon her. “And I will break my engagement to Eleanor Barchester today, for she is to attend Shawcross Hall this afternoon. It will be done, Catherine, it will be done.” And, without another word, he pulled her roughly towards him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, Catherine could see Thomas, her Thomas, shining through. Her heart was beating wildly and her feelings for him so strong that it was as if they had never been parted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With one hand wrapped around her waist, Thomas pulled her body against his. With his free hand, he held her face gently before leaning in towards her and kissing her passionately. Catherine was suddenly overwhelmed with her need for him and returned his kisses with equal passion. She wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him, never wanting to let him go. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine knew now that they would be together forever. She knew that he meant every word he said, that he was the same courageous young man he had always been, the same Thomas. And she knew that he would leave Barford Hall that day and not return until the thing was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I to take it that things are settled between you?” Thomas and Catherine broke guiltily apart when Celia Topwell, smiling more broadly than she had ever smiled, walked back into the drawing room. “Anyway, you will be pleased to know that tea will be here in a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Lady Celia, but tea will have to wait,” Thomas said and bowed. “I have some business to attend to at Shawcross Hall, and it will not wait another minute.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, young man. And it is Mrs Topwell, not Lady Celia.” She smiled at him mischievously. “Well, go on then, get along with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As soon as it is done, I will return to you. I will be back today, Catherine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have a guest, Thomas!” Penrose Carlton boomed at the top of his voice. “And not just any guest, boy, but your fiancée.” He shook his head to register his disgust. “Now I suggest you smarten yourself up and get into the drawing-room immediately.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Father,” Thomas said and felt suddenly full of purpose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He almost welcomed the idea of being disowned, disinherited, for it would mean that he would never again have to listen to his father bellowing at him and treating him like a child. Thomas realized that he had been putting up with it for years, just as Pierce had put up with it before him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, there was to be no more of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas was not a child; he was a father. He thought immediately of Henry’s beautiful, round face and his eyes. Those pale blue eyes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    That moment of understanding, that absolute knowledge without words that the boy before him was his own son was a moment he would never forget. A moment that would change him forever, only this time, it would be for the better. It would always, always be for the better.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He had a son now, a wonderful, perfect little boy. And Thomas would be a man because of it. He would protect him with his life and never, ever have his child scrabble about for his approval. Henry was here on this earth, living and breathing and utterly perfect. Just his presence gave him intrinsic worth, and Thomas would never let a day go by without making sure that Henry knew it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And the first act of protection would be this; to stand up to his father and do so unflinchingly. This was how he would live his life from now on. He would need no more in this world than to know he could protect and cherish his son and the wonderful, beautiful woman who had been his only love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” His father boomed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am but three feet from you, Father, there is no need to bellow as if the hall itself is on fire. Really, I cannot begin to tell you how tedious it is.” Already, Thomas was beginning to find his old spirit; the enjoyable insolence of his youth when he had been the afterthought and had nothing to lose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He could hardly believe he had been putting this off, worrying, waiting, procrastinating. His time had come, and he was most certainly going to grab it with both hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What?” his father said again, only this time at a mercifully lower volume. “What is all of this? What do you mean by turning up here late when you have a prior engagement? And what do you mean by talking to me in that manner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what do you mean by talking to me in that manner? I am eight and twenty years old and still, you call me boy! And you treated Pierce no differently, did you? You barely looked up when he died, barely broke your stride before you started to instruct me the way you had always instructed him. Let me tell you, Father, I am tired of it, and I will take no more of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And just what do you mean by that? You will take no more of what?” Penrose looked for all the world as if he had suddenly realized that his son was making an empty threat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked self-satisfied and arrogant and folded his arms over his fat stomach before treating his son to a patronizing sneer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What I mean by that is that I will not marry Lady Eleanor Barchester just because she suits you. If she suits you so well, marry her yourself,” Thomas began, and it was as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had said it out loud now; he had told his father most determinedly that he would not marry Lady Eleanor Barchester, and marry her he would not. It was done; the thing he had feared for day upon day was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But the announcement ball is just weeks away,” his father said as if the greatest problem under discussion might well be any little invitations he had already made. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It matters not, Father, for I shall not be there. And neither shall Lady Eleanor Barchester, with or without the most splendid gown known to man. I am not marrying her, Father, and that is that. I am only angry with myself that I allowed things to get this far, for I have never had any interest in Eleanor Barchester, and well you know it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is not about interest, boy,” the Duke said and had the decency to look a little perturbed by his habitual use of the word boy. “You need not be interested in a woman to marry her, for heaven’s sake. As a matter-of-fact, romantic interest is a hindrance in a good marriage. You need a Duchess, and that is that. A woman of good breeding who is able to bring a little wealth into the duchy. It is not just about securing an heir, Thomas, but about keeping the duchy thriving for years to come. That is how generations of our family have presided over the title and the hall.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your arrogance and your hectoring, Father, have seen to it that I care very little for the fortunes of this duchy. Had you raised Pierce and I in a very different manner, things might well have turned out a little better. But as it is, your attitude has brought you here, Father. It has brought you to this very day with your only remaining son defying you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although the two men were arguing in the entrance hall of Shawcross, they had done so in relative privacy. What staff had been in the area had scurried away at the first sound of raised voices. The servants at Shawcross Hall knew better than to eavesdrop, and every one of them feared their master too much to ever attempt it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The creaking of the drawing room door and the click of dainty boot heels on the polished tiles drew their attention and silenced them for a moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eleanor, my dear, please do wait in the drawing room for us,” the Duke said, and it seemed that he truly believed she had heard nothing of their conversation. “We just have a couple of matters to attend to and will be with you in no time at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, you are very kind, but I think this is a conversation that I ought to be a party to, given that it concerns me greatly,” Eleanor said, holding the Duke’s gaze firmly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Thomas thought he could almost admire her. She was one of the few people he had ever seen do anything other than placate and pacify the old Duke. But, of course, she was not doing it because she had so firm a backbone, she was simply incensed that she was about to have her plans disarranged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then perhaps we all might retire to the drawing room,” the Duke said and sounded vexed beyond measure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why not,” Thomas said and knew that it mattered not what happened now; as far as he was concerned, the thing was done. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it seems that you have come up against your weakness, Thomas,” Eleanor said, and it was clear that she was determined to take the reins of the conversation the moment they were behind the closed door of the drawing room. “But you will make yourself a fool by it, mark my words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Meaning what, Eleanor?” Thomas said and was determined to keep calm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is something rather damaged about Catherine Ambrose. For one thing, it would never even occur to me to address her as Lady Catherine. I know she is a lady, strictly speaking, but everything I have learned of her life in Derbyshire sounds rather savage. I believe she is addressed as Miss Catherine in the wilds of the Peak District.” Eleanor laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not see what difference that makes, Lady Eleanor,” he said sarcastically. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is not good enough to be a Duchess, Thomas. She is not made of the right material and probably never was. She is weak and too quick to fall into her own emotions, that sort of woman would never do in a fine hall such as this.” She spread an arm wide and rather dramatically. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hardly think that Catherine would be at all bothered by that. And Catherine has never sought to be a Duchess, has she? In all her dealings with me, what she might gain for herself materially and in terms of title have not even been a consideration. If you think that is a failing in a woman, then it is very likely that I would never be able to persuade you otherwise.” He glared at Eleanor. “But let me tell you that as far as I am concerned, Catherine Ambrose is head and shoulders above all. She far eclipses any other member of her sex that I have met, and I could never marry another whilst she is still alive and in the world somewhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fine sentiments indeed, Thomas, but you have made an assumption. You have assumed that I will allow an Ambrose to live in this house, to even call herself a duchess, and I shall not.” The Duke of Shawcross looked as if he had fired the decisive shot and was extraordinarily pleased with himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I rather fear that it is you, not I, who have made an assumption,” Thomas said in the strong and self-assured tone he had always wanted to use on his father. “For I had known immediately that your old hatred and determination to win could never be reasoned with. And look where it has brought you, Father. You have continued a ridiculous feud, one that your father and Oscar Ambrose’s father entered into, and they were young men. How can that possibly be important anymore? How can it have meant so much to you that you would see your own son unhappy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You make it sound so simple, and yet it is not,” the Duke said, but he did look wrongfooted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it is so simple, Father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are letting your heart rule your head, Thomas, and it will not do you any good,” Eleanor chimed in, and he turned to look at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If only he could shout it out there and then. If only he could tell the dreadful woman that he had a son, a beautiful son, and nothing else in the world mattered anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I thought you were in any way truly upset by this, Eleanor, I would genuinely be sorry for it. But you do not have a heart in your chest, dear lady, and I could fully imagine there to be nothing more than a small hard stone inhabiting the spot where it ought to be, swinging from side to side like the pendulum of a grandfather clock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How clever you think you are, Thomas,” Eleanor said airily. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not heartbroken, my dear lady. You are not upset that you will not spend the rest of your life with me. You care no more for me than you care about anybody else in this sorry world. You are simply annoyed that I have interrupted your plans. You had fully intended to be a duchess, and you would not care who you had to marry to be one. Well, I am sure that there are endless old dukes up and down the country who would be more than willing to fulfill your every demand in life.” He laughed and shook his head. “But I will never be one of them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you have said quite enough, Thomas,” his father said in a low and somewhat softer tone. “I think you should go away now and have a very good and long ruminate. I am sure, given time, you will come to your senses. And when you have, then you may come back to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not understand, Father. What you see before you now is your son coming to his senses. Finally, and after so long, Thomas Carlton is coming to his senses.” Thomas bowed his head respectfully and turned to leave the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you want to take Henry to Shawcross Hall? No, Thomas, I could not allow that,” Catherine said and felt her emotions had been wrung out enough for one day. “What good could it possibly achieve? You said yourself that your father has disowned you and that you are at peace with it. Why must you now take our son and present him to that man?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not want to be taken back into my father’s house, Catherine. I know that you and I will be together now forever, and that is all that I could ever want. Just you, me, and Henry.” He smiled and walked over to the drawing room window where she looked out into the dusk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what? And why? Thomas, forgive me, but I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want to show my father exactly what he is losing. I want this feud to be ended, to be done with. I do not want whichever relative finally takes on the Duchy of Shawcross to inherit this feud and continue it by default. It is time it was over, time it was dead and buried.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But that is too much responsibility to put on a young boy.” Catherine turned from the window and looked into his pale, beautiful blue eyes. “You cannot ask it of him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not mean to have Henry in the room when I speak to my father; I mean only to introduce him briefly, to let my father lay his eyes upon the boy, that is all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, Henry will know nothing of it? Henry will not realize that he has such a responsibility?” Catherine felt dubious. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If she was honest, she was not entirely sure she cared what became of the Duchy of Shawcross in future generations. But she still loved her son dearly and wondered if he might suffer one day on account of her indifference. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He will not have any responsibility on his shoulders at all, Catherine. I know I am newly a father, but I would never dream of doing anything that would hurt my son. On the contrary, I would already lay down my life for him. I can still hardly describe to you my feelings when I looked upon his face and knew him to be mine.” Catherine could see that Thomas’ eyes were shining with emotion, tears that he blinked back and did not shed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, Thomas. I know.” She turned and walked into his open arms, leaning her head wearily against his chest. “This has been quite a day for us, has it not? I am so tired.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, my love. But after all my prevarication, I must have it all done now. When I lay my head down to sleep tonight, I must know that it is all finished, that there is nothing left to be done, no loose ends.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As tired as I am, I am relieved to see my Thomas back before me again,” she said and felt her love for him stirring in her chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I am glad to be myself again, for I have been too long without you. I will never be without you again, my love, I must have you know that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do know it, and I have never been more certain of anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you will let me take Henry with me now, finish this thing once and for all?” he said and raised his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not without me,” she said in a firm tone. “And today is not the day for Henry to discover his origins. There has been too much else of high emotion, and I would like to tell him when I can give the matter my fullest attention.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, Henry is not to discover on purpose or by accident anything he should not discover today. I will stay with Henry, and he is to overhear nothing, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will make sure of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you will only call upon Henry for long enough that your father may look upon him and know him to be his grandson. But you must make your father very well aware that he is to say nothing, for if he hurts my child, I will make him sorry for it. You must tell him that; you must tell him those exact words, Thomas. These are my stipulations, and I am unbending.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would expect nothing less from you, my beautiful, courageous Catherine.” He kissed her forehead and lightly ran his hand through her soft brown hair. “I love you so much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I love you too; otherwise, I would not allow any of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must trust me this one last time, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said and touched his face. “I will collect Henry now and tell him that we are to have the honour of a quick look around the fine Shawcross estate. I will introduce him to you properly, as Lord Thomas Carlton, and tell him that he is to meet your father the Duke briefly. Henry is young and excitable and will accept all of it at face value.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they were in the carriage and on their way to Shawcross Hall, Henry had already moved seats so that he could be next to his new acquaintance, and he chattered to him endlessly. Catherine watched with an aching heart as Henry regaled Thomas with tales of all the trees he had climbed, asking him exactly how many trees there were on his own estate. Were there as many as there were at Barford Hall? Were there any so tall that a boy might climb and climb never reaching the top? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas answered all of Henry’s questions happily, and Catherine could see the deep need in his eyes to have Henry know him as his father. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She wondered if that need had been so obvious in her own eyes for all of Henry’s life, and she looked forward to the day when Henry would finally address her as his mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they drew up outside Shawcross Hall, Catherine felt a deep fear which she knew she must get on top of. She could not allow Henry to see how unsettled she was for she did not want him to realize that there was something more for him to know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, as we said?” she said quietly in Thomas’ ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As we said.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as they were inside the building, Thomas summoned a maid and asked her to escort Catherine and Henry to the library. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will be quite alright in here for a few minutes,” Thomas said brightly to them both. “And then as soon as it is done, Henry, I will drive you around the estate in the carriage and show you some of the tallest trees by moonlight. What do you say to that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes please,” Henry said excitedly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, this should not take long,” he said to Catherine and then turned to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the maid disappeared to fetch a glass of milk for Henry, Catherine hurried to the library door and peered out to see in which direction Thomas was going. She had a deep sense that she wanted to know exactly where he was. And not only that, but she had a burning desire to know exactly what was being said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She saw Thomas disappear through a door at the top of the corridor and, when he did not reappear within seconds, she knew that the Duke must surely be in there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright, My Lady?” the maid said nervously when she returned holding a small tray with a glass of milk on it for Henry and a small sherry on it for Catherine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, perfectly alright, thank you,” Catherine said with a smile and returned to the library and sat down next to Henry at a large round table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine took a few sips of her sherry and smiled at the maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear, we will be perfectly alright in here. You need not wait with us, really.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, My Lady,” the young woman said and curtsied before turning to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is Lord Carlton doing?” Henry said in that absent way of a child who is already concentrating fully on his new surroundings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is just having a few words with his father, Henry. And after that, you will get to meet his father for a moment, but not for long. You need only say hello to him, and then we shall have a look at the trees, just as Thomas said. And he is a Duke, so you must call him Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I have a look at one of the books?” Henry said as he twisted in his seat and stared at so many. “There are more books here than there are at Ivy Manor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, a great many more. Let me see if I can find something that you might like.” Catherine quickly scanned the first few shelves and was very pleased when she alighted upon natural history. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She removed one and opened it, quickly leafing through the pages until she found some neatly sketched dinosaurs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, how about this one?” She laid it open in front of him on the table, and he peered closely at it, seeming to be immediately absorbed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Henry, I am going to leave you here for a moment reading your book. I just need to have a quick word with Thomas, will you be alright?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” he said, giving every impression that he had hardly heard her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you must be careful with your milk, Henry. Take care that you do not splash any of it onto the book, alright?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Aunt Catherine,” he said and did not even look up at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine, gathering that she would only be gone a matter of minutes, pulled the library door closed behind her and scampered off along the corridor as quietly as she could. When she arrived at the doorway she had seen Thomas disappear through, she realized that the door was very slightly ajar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could hear raised voices through it with ease and held her breath, listening intently for any movement which suggested somebody leaving the room. She was ready to turn and run at the slightest indication. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you telling me?” Catherine thought it strange that although she had not spent any real time in the Duke of Shawcross’ company, still she knew his arrogant, acidic tones. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “For goodness sake, I would have thought that it was a simple enough deduction, Father,” Thomas said, and Catherine was amazed by the steel in his voice. She had always known that he had courage and confidence, but it had always come along with a certain amount of amusement; humour. This time there was no humour; this was the voice of a man, a man who was determined to have the truth said. “When Catherine was exiled from Hertfordshire, unbeknownst to the both of us, she was with child. My child. I knew nothing of this all these years because, between you, you and the Earl of Barford saw to it that we could never find a way to communicate. But now that I know my son, now that I have met him, I will not be parted from him again. And I will not be parted from Catherine either, Father, because I love her. I do not care that you think such feelings ridiculous, for you are not me, and I am not you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She still has the child with her?” The Duke sounded incredulous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Catherine has more courage than anybody I know. She refused to let him go into an orphanage and the Topwells, the family with whom she stayed, helped her to be able to keep him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then they must be pariahs in Derbyshire to allow such a situation under their roof.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that all that matters to you, Father? And they are not pariahs because even the child himself does not know that Catherine is his mother. And you will not tell it to him either or I will make you sorry for it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And why would I tell it to him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because you are to meet him in a few moments, Father. Only for long enough to say good evening, and that is it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what is the point of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The point of it is I want you to see what you have lost. Finally, I want you to see where this dreadful, destructive feud has brought you. I want you to realize that you will be a man alone, silently waiting to die so that he might hand over his beloved duchy to a distant relative. I want you to look at my son with your own eyes and know that he is not only descended from you, but he is descended from the Earl of Barford. I want you to realize that if you continue this feud … if you pass it on to whomever the Duchy finally resides with, then you will not just be hurting Ambrose blood, you will be hurting Carlton blood. That is all I want. I want you to look upon him and remember his face. I want you to know that you would be hurting your own grandson if you continue in this futility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This all seems to be rather unreal somehow. I can hardly imagine that any of this is true, and yet I can see from your look that it is.” Catherine listened with interest as she heard the fire and anger seem to evaporate from the Duke’s voice. “But you have put this upon me so suddenly, have you not? Without warning, I have a grandson.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And without warning, Sir, I had a son.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And the reason it all came without warning was because you and Oscar Ambrose could not reconcile differences that were not even your own. Had you grown out of such childishness when you were much younger men, Catherine and I would not have had to suffer as we have suffered these last eight years. Henry would not have thought himself to be an orphan all his young life. And Pierce would not have had to die, for he might well not have spent so much of his life trying to please you and gain your approval that he betrayed me to do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What on earth do you mean?” The Duke hardly sounded like himself, and Catherine could feel her throat tightening with emotion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pierce betrayed me to gain your approval, just as I said. But when he saw the devastation it wreaked on my life and Catherine’s, he began to feel guilty. And not only that, but he recognized the futility when he saw that he could never gain your approval. From that moment on, he tried to atone for what he had done, but I was so hurt and so angry that I would not let him. I missed Catherine so much that I felt as if my heart had been ripped from my chest. How could I forgive him for what he had done? And then, when he could stand it no more, when I had turned my back on him one last time, Pierce chased me through the fields and that, Father, is how he came to be killed. So, can you not see the chain of events? The chain of events which link us back through time to your own father and Oscar Ambrose’s father? Imagine if things had been stopped then, would Pierce still be alive now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have never mentioned this before,” the Duke said and sounded oddly broken. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I had never seen the point in telling you before. You have never listened; you have only shouted and ordered and directed. You are never quiet for long enough to hear another person speak.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said, and Catherine realized that she was listening to a man finally coming to terms with the consequences of his actions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Catherine and I should have been married years ago, and Henry would have been born within wedlock and known us both to be his parents. That is what you have taken from us, you and Oscar Ambrose. I do not confront you with the truth of Pierce’s death simply to hurt you, Father. I am beyond such simple and pointless acts of vengeance now. I just want you to understand the devastation that is caused by the refusal to let go of past injustices, old arguments that should have died a generation ago. And when you come to that conclusion, I want you to be looking at your grandson’s face.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is here, Father. I will fetch him now, and you may say no more than good evening to him. He is not to find out on this night anything of his origins, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine could hardly believe that she had witnessed roles reversing. It was not the Duke giving out orders now, but Thomas. And yet she knew that Thomas was doing so out of the highest intentions, and she could not imagine loving him more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Thomas walked out of the room, Catherine did nothing to hide herself. She just silently walked into his arms and clung tightly to him for a moment. She kissed his cheek, took his hand, and led him back towards the library so that they might collect Henry together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will come in with you, Thomas,” she said firmly. “I will come into the room with you and Henry, and I will not have it any other way.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Henry? Do you like that book?” Thomas said in a much more cheerful tone of voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, very much.” Henry turned in his seat to look at the new acquaintance he had already come to admire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you may keep it. You may take it home with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you say, Henry?” Catherine said by instinct, always keen that Henry should have good manners. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much, Lord Carlton,” Henry said neatly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now then, might I very quickly introduce you to my father before we set off to have a look at the trees?” Thomas reached out for Henry’s hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” Henry closed his book and tucked it under his arm before taking Thomas’ hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine walked along behind them as they made their way back along the corridor. Side-by-side, it was clear that Henry was simply a smaller version of his father. He had his father’s languid way of walking, and there was not a shade to choose between their red-brown hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas pushed open the door and walked Henry in. Catherine walked in behind them, and the Duke immediately looked at her. She held her breath for a moment, fully expecting him to regain his old animosity and let fly at her, but he did not. He simply nodded his head and looked down at his grandson. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Father, this is Henry Topwell. He has come to meet you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, Henry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, Your Grace,” Henry said, bursting with boyish confidence despite the formality of his address. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodness me, I do not think you need to address me quite so formally.” The Duke crouched down so that he was on a level with Henry, and Catherine was amazed to see that his eyes were shining with tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Aunt Catherine told me that that was how I must address you, Your Grace. You are the Duke, you know.” Henry grinned broadly and showed no sign that he was at all uncomfortable in the old Duke’s presence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And, for his part, the Duke of Shawcross threw his head back and laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite so, my dear Henry.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine could never have imagined that life at Shawcross Hall would be as easy and as uncomplicated as it turned out to be. It was as if Henry, completely unwittingly, had been the only person who had the power not only to thaw-out a belligerent old man but to entirely dissolve a feud which had begun almost a century before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as promised, Thomas had kept the meeting between his father and his son brief, not wanting to linger any longer than was necessary, lest Henry realize that all was not as simple as it appeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Assuming himself to be disowned, just as his father had told him he would be, Thomas was consoled with the idea that he had finally ended the feud and that his son would never suffer on account of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, however, the Duke of Shawcross arrived at Barford Hall in his carriage and walked up to the front door of that grand building for the first time in his life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was first taken to Philip Ambrose, the Earl of Barford, where he was greeted with polite warmth and made welcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With his respects paid to the head of the household, the Duke of Shawcross was taken to the morning room where his son was having tea with Catherine Ambrose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begging Catherine to stay, the Duke told them of his intention to pass the Duchy to its rightful heir, Thomas Carlton when the time came. And, in terms more human than Thomas could ever have imagined, the old Duke expressed a wish that Thomas, Catherine, and his new grandson reside at Shawcross Hall as soon as they were married. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had had the greatest of misgivings, but she had kept them to herself largely. Thomas had been prepared to give up everything for her and Henry and had done everything in his power to end the feud. The least she could do in return was allow him his heritage and his inheritance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a quiet wedding, they had moved into Shawcross Hall with Henry. The Duke had understood fully that it would take time before they could tell Henry everything, that they wanted him to get used to things by stages. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They took him every week to see Philip at Barford Hall, and Uncle Charles and Aunt Celia still played a vital part in his life, as they always had and always would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine had been determined that they would continue to spend time in Derbyshire at Ivy Manor, not to mention the fact that Charles and Celia spent a good deal of time at Barford Hall with Philip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine explained to the Duke that Henry had been raised by a collection of people who had cared for him greatly, and she did not want to see that end. As far as she was concerned, that would not change, and the Duke was more than welcome to join that collection of people and help raise a fine young man if that was his pleasure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By letting go of the past, Catherine had found a tentative peace in her relationship with the Duke of Shawcross. Penrose Carlton had certainly been mellowed by his discovery of a grandson, and Catherine knew that she would have to forgive the man in order for everything to truly be changed in the way that Thomas had wanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they had been married for some months, Catherine and Thomas decided the time had come for them to finally explain Henry’s origins to him fully. They had taken him to Barford Hall so that Charles and Celia might be there to help with it all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uncle Charles, are we to go fishing today? It is a fine day, and I am sure that Uncle Philip would not mind if we did,” Henry said excitedly when he ran into the drawing room of Barford Hall and flung himself at Charles Topwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think we can go fishing today,” Charles said as he scooped the boy into his arms and gave him a thoroughly hard squeeze. “But we do have something to talk about today, young man. We have all sorts of things to tell you, you see, and you might feel a little bit knocked sideways by it all. But if you do still want to go fishing at the end of it, I shall come with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine smiled at her uncle, grateful that he had already decided to introduce the idea of a rather deep and revealing discussion. She took a deep breath before speaking and felt Celia at her side, there as always to help her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uncle Charles is right, Henry, we do have rather a lot of things to tell you today,” Catherine began nervously. “And the thing is, there are all sorts of things you do not know, things which you ought to know now. You might find yourself a little upset by some of it, and you might be a little angry at times. Whatever you feel is right, my dear. You need not hide anything, and if you want to cry or shout, you may do just that, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Aunt Catherine. But what is it? What is so bad that I am going to be so angry?” Henry clambered up onto the couch next to Charles. Catherine sat at his side, and Thomas sat in an armchair opposite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you know that Thomas and I are now married, do you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I do. I was there in the church, Catherine. I am not silly,” he said in an adorably offended manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, Henry.” Catherine laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What of it?” Henry went on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Henry, when you were born, I was very young, and it was impossible for me to tell you at the time that I am not your Aunt Catherine really, but I am your mother. You are my child, my dear.” Catherine’s heart was beating like a drum, and she studied Henry intently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know,” Henry said and screwed his face up a little and shrugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you know?” Catherine was absolutely amazed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I just know, Aunt Catherine.” He shrugged again. “I do not know how I knew, but I always knew. It was easy to know it, even though I cannot explain it. But I do not think there was a time when I did not know it if that helps at all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Henry, it helps enormously,” Catherine said and quickly dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you crying? Why are you so sad?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not sad, Henry, I am happy.” Catherine sniffed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will I still have to call you Aunt Catherine, or may I call you Mama now?” Henry folded his arms across his little chest, all business, and looked at her intently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should very much like you to call me Mama if you would like to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes please.” Henry grinned, and Catherine could see Celia mopping her eyes furiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even Charles was struggling with his emotion; she could tell by the way he fixed his attention upon a vase in the corner of the room and blinked hard. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is something else we have to tell you, Henry,” Thomas began gently. “Would you be happy to hear a little more?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes please, Thomas,” Henry said and gave every impression that he was thoroughly enjoying the whole thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catherine could hardly believe how much she had worried, how greatly she thought her son would be affected by all the news. And yet now he looked for all the world as if he was going to be unaffected entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not expect you to understand how it all works now, but when you grow up to be a young man, you will,” Thomas began. “But you must know that you have a father too, as well as a mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. Everybody does.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, would it surprise you to know that I am your father?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, it would not,” Henry said simply and shrugged again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My goodness, but you are a clever boy,” Thomas said and smiled at him. “A very clever boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I could tell when I looked at you, Thomas. Your hair is just like mine, and your eyes are too. And Aunt Catherine, I mean Mama, looked so sad when we first met when Uncle Philip brought me in and you were here.” Henry paused and wrinkled his little nose in lengthy thought. “And then you cried, and I knew I was right. I felt like I already knew you. I felt like I have always felt with Aunt Ca … Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear little Henry.” Thomas rose from his seat and moved to kneel in front of his son. “Do you mind very much?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not mind at all.” Henry was grinning at him. “I like you very much, Thomas. You let me climb trees, just like Uncle Philip does. Am I to call you Papa now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, if you would like to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think I would like that,” Henry said and nodded thoughtfully before turning to look at his Uncle Charles. “Well, now that is all done, might we go fishing? I am not at all upset, Uncle Charles, I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, why not?” Charles said and rose to his feet as he surreptitiously dashed a little tear from the corner of one of his eyes. “We shall catch the biggest fish in the lake and have the cook serve it up to Aunt Celia for her dinner,” he said mischievously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We ought not to, Uncle Charles. Aunt Celia does not like fish,” Henry said and chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come along,” Charles said and led the boy from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good heavens, he made that extraordinarily easy for us, did he not?” Catherine said and let out a great sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He most certainly did. He truly is a wonderful boy,” Thomas said, his voice thick with emotion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am just going to follow them and make sure that they both put their warm coats on,” Celia said and discreetly darted from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, everything is finally as it should have been, is it not?” Catherine said and let her tears of happiness fall as she faced her husband and reached out for his hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It took a long time to get here, my love, but we are here now. After everything that has happened, everything that has hurt us, we now have everything we ever wanted. I am determined only to be grateful and never look back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And so am I. It is the only way to live; I truly believe that. We have blown out the flame of the old feud, and it is up to us to see that it is never reignited.” Catherine finally leaned against him and felt the warmth and strength of his arms as they enveloped her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You see, I always knew that we afterthoughts would come in useful in the end. It seems that we did have a purpose after all.” Thomas laughed, and she could feel the deep rumble of it in his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you more and more every day, Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I will love you for the rest of my life, Catherine,” he said and kissed the top of her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    Can't get enough of Catherine and Thomas? Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out…  
 
      
 
    Will the old Duke of Shawcross be able to admit his mistakes and ask for forgiveness? 
 
    How will Henry, the adorable little boy, develop? 
 
    Will Catherine and Thomas ever forgive the old Duke? 
 
      
 
    Click the link or enter it into your browser 
 
    http://bridgetbarton.com/extended 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Introduction 
 
      
 
    Lord Robert Weston, living the life of a Duke’s second son, is thrown in among the elite of London’s bon ton, while he chafes against the conformities and gossip of the very rich. When his childhood sweetheart, Lady Judith Barton, reappears in town after three years, she has much more to say than hello. 
 
      
 
    He is thrilled to see her again, but his hopes are soon to be destroyed. When her vanity prevails, his affectionate heart is played and love promises are broken. Not only is he heartbroken, his reputation slips down a path where it's very hard to return from. Will he be able to overcome all the struggles and take control of his own life? 
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe Sinclair, having lost her dear mother, is back in London after two years in Paris. When tragedy strikes again, Lady Phoebe’s cousin from Scotland, comes to London to claim his inheritance. Amid glittering parties, ton gossip and mutual friends, Lord Robert and Lady Phoebe’s paths cross when Lord Robert’s father and brother both succumb to typhus. 
 
      
 
    She is instantly enchanted but she has already heard all the vile things that are being said on his account. She avoids contact with him in any possible way, but when she finally finds herself imprisoned in a marriage arrangement she never wanted, who is going to come to her rescue? 
 
      
 
    When all that is expected from society is the production of an heir, will Lord Robert be able to make the right decision and solve a seemingly unsolvable mystery? While true happiness finally seems like a dream come true, life or death challenges never cease to come up... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard the pounding on the steps and buried his head under the soft feather pillows just before James Weston, the Marquess of Hempstead, burst into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert Weston rolled to the side of the bed towards the wall, groaning, and further shielding his head with his arms. His older brother was in a foul mood again, and there was nothing to do but listen to the imminent tirade.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Although only two years separated them, the brothers were as different as night and day. Lord James was tall, dark, and dashing, much as their father had been in his youth. But Robert, though sharing his mother’s eyes with his brother, didn’t resemble either of the two men in his immediate family. 
 
      
 
    His dark hair bore a tint of chestnut which set off the deep green of his gaze. His was a larger frame of build to Lord James, and no one seemed to know from where Lord Robert’s way with horses had come. He was an exceptional horseman, and a successful lawyer. And despite being a second son, he did not lack for lucrative marriage prospects. A woman would step down a notch for a man like Lord Robert.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you say you’re a man when you act no better than a common rake? A scoundrel. You make me ill.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No better than a rake, a scoundrel? I make you ill? Surely you, Marquess, can come up with better than that. There’s cad, scrub, and my personal favourite, the un-licked cub.” Lord Robert sneered at his older brother and waited for the words or the blow that would respond. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is about Lady Judith. Not the unlicked cub you fancy yourself to be. How unfeeling. How uncaring. How selfish. How utterly low. Our mother would be most upset with you. Our father is ashamed of you and me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our mother? What do you mean by that? Our mother’s been dead these last thirteen years or have you forgotten. Terence, are you about? Please, bring me my coffee. The special blend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler poked his head into the room. “As you wish, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert turned his attention back to Lord James as the infinitely patient Terence pulled his head back to rejoin his body in the hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, James. What is this all about? You barging in here like this? I’m barely awake.” He embraced his head with both hands. “Ugh. So you were saying something, My Lord? About Lady Judith? She’s back from her travels? Finally ... it’s only been three years. Now out with it ... what about the lady? And why are you here in this angry manner? I won’t be torn from slumber for nothing. Let us hear it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you must know, and well, of course you must because it concerns you; Lady Judith is back from her travels abroad with the Countess Bennington. It’s been three years, as you remember. What you don’t know is the Countess expired somewhere along the way. Apparently, the old girl came down with, of all things ... typhus. She expired in a matter of days. Dancing at a fete one night, and then resting in a foreign grave three nights later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How dreadfully unfortunate, our father will be sorry to hear it. His only sister. She was a dear old lady, always kind to me, God rest her soul. And what is this ruckus you’re making about Lady Judith? You say she’s returned, and it has something to do with me?” Lord Robert’s head was thumping. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The excesses of the previous evening had caught up to him with annoying speed but did nothing to dampen his curiosity. Or the subtle sense of longing that began to spread from his head to his four limbs and, finally, to his heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A light knock sounded. Terence, the butler, entered with a silver tray upon which rested an urn filled with fragrant black coffee and a small glass of whisky.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Terence.” Lord Robert sat up and took the whisky in one swallow. Then he poured a small cup of coffee, offering his brother none, and gulped it down. The butler bowed and left the room with the whisky glass in his pocket. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord James frowned. “Are you finished with this declasse behaviour? Will you listen to me now? You jest, but it is important. Very important. And quite honestly, if I didn’t know you, I wouldn’t believe it. As I said, his grace our father, is beside himself. We are both, his grace and I, humiliated beyond bounds. So, My Lord, are you quite finished with your coffee? Will you listen now?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. I’m finished. I was unaware that drinking coffee impedes the hearing, but do go on.” Lord Robert rolled his eyes. There was nothing he could do correctly as far as his father, the Duke of Atwater or his brother, the Marquess Hempstead, were concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith. So very sweet, so lovely. How could you be so callous? The poor woman has no one, Robert. No one but us. She is part of our blood family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not following, James. How could I be so callous? I don’t know what it is you’re referring to. I’m barely awake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean barely sober, I daresay. Do you honestly expect me to believe that you, of all people, do not have knowledge of the return of our dear cousin Judith? Robert! For shame. What I find even more insulting is your lack of compassion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re insulted as well as humiliated? I must have been on a roll, whatever it is I did, to provoke such a flurry of undesirable feelings in you, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am insulted.” Hempstead’s eyes narrowed. “You look and act as if you feel no remorse for your actions, Robert. No self-reproach at all. You certainly aren’t taking responsibility for your heinous behaviour. So cold. So very, very cold. Vicious even. I’m quite beside myself with embarrassment among other things.” Hempstead removed a small snuff box from his coat pocket and dipped into it. He brought the pinch to his nostril and took a sharp inhalation without bothering to hide behind the veil of a handkerchief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert observed his brother and shook his head slightly. Declasse, indeed. “Even you must be exaggerating when you call me vicious, James. Remorse? Responsibility? How have I neglected any responsibility? What do I have to feel remorse about other than allowing you to stay in my chamber?” Lord Robert nearly yelled. “I should have you thrown out of this room.” He reclined on the bed, upset with himself for his outburst. His brother was the only person he knew who had the ability to pull him out from behind the facade of Lord Robert Weston. The slightly cocky, exceedingly good looking, and supremely charming, Lord Robert Weston. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You haven’t kept your word, Robert. Did you actually think you could get away with it? Your word. You’ll never be taken seriously by the ton, by anyone, ever again. You have no merit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no merit? I haven’t kept my word? To whom? About what? James, what is this about? I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.” Robert poured another cup of coffee, wishing fervently that Terence would reappear with another glass of whisky. His hand moved towards the bell cord, but he thought better of it. He didn’t need to give his brother any more ammunition to use against him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was James’ turn to roll his eyes. “Since you insist on acting the fool, dear brother, I’ll repeat the story to you. The whole sordid story.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s sordid now? Your insults mount, My Lord. Please, enlighten me. Tell me the reason for this; this gross invasion of my privacy?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith has shared with me, and a number of others I might add, that you and she had an agreement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “An agreement? An agreement concerning what, pray tell?” Lord Robert fell back against the bed pillows. “What did she say I agreed to? What could she have said? She left me, James. I waited for her. She’s back. That’s what I know. It’s all I know. And you stand here, before me, with some hare-brained tale that involves remorse, regret, sordidness, and any other manner of malicious content. The ton must be chomping at the proverbial bit for a juicy story is all I can reckon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have the story directly from the lady in question. Lady Judith told me, in strictest confidence until we were overheard, that three years ago, when she was seventeen, and before she and her mother went abroad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were overheard? Is that it? And then the lady had to repeat her confidence to everyone present. Where were you, by the way?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Almack’s, not that it makes any difference.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Trust me, dear brother, it makes all the difference. What time were you there? And if Lady Judith was with you, when did I behave in such vile fashion towards her? Can you answer me that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The lady came to the club at somewhere around eleven o’clock. She was distraught. She’d just come from St James Street, where she’d dined with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was not at the townhouse on St James. I haven’t set foot in the place for three years. It was my knowledge that the place had been rented.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now. Do I look like I was born yesterday, My Lord? Your carriage was seen in the vicinity last evening. Lady Judith told me that you and she had a secret pact. A pact to marry. The wedding was to take place when she returned from her travels.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith said that?” Lord Robert sat bolt upright in the giant four poster bed, and throwing caution to the wind, reached for the bell cord to alert Terence to bring up more whisky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You and she were secretly betrothed. I must admit my surprise and shock when she told me that considering the fair amount of wenching you have indulged in over the past year or two.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Judith stopped writing to me, James. I am not made of stone.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. When Lady Judith returned home and invited you to dine with her last evening, she looked forward to the rekindling of the relationship. She is alone, without her mother, and you broke off with her. My God, Robert, have you no thought for anyone but yourself?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She told you I broke a wedding promise?” Robert’s face paled. This was bad. Very bad indeed. “How could I break a promise that was never made? This story is untrue, James. How much brandy had you drunk by the time you were alerted to this alleged travesty I’m involved in?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t try and turn this on me, little brother. Your law degree will do you no good in this situation. Come clean and just admit you dined with Judith last night. Clearly you went beyond the point of inebriation, or you would not be surprised by any of this. Judith told me and everyone else she knows how … how humiliated you made her feel. She was, as I said, distraught. You’re as good as finished, dear brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It matters not that Lady Judith has told people this story. What she said is untrue. I was at the club for half the night, hence the sighting of my carriage. I played cards with Tom Radcliffe and two others. They cleaned me out. If you don’t believe me, look in my wallet. Or better yet, ask Lord Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell it to the ton, Robert. Brooks’ is just down the street from the Bennington townhouse. You could have slipped out and dined with Judith unbeknownst to anyone else. And do you actually think Tom Radcliffe will say anything to the contrary of your words? There would be no reason for me to consult with him about anything having to do with you. I’ve seen his loyalty to you. He would lie to Prince George himself if it would absolve you of a wrongdoing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert reclined against the pillows, eyes closed, trying to make some sense of the story his brother was relating. Why would Judith concoct such a wealth of lies? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh ... you realize this will most likely be in the papers tomorrow.” James smiled gleefully when Robert opened his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “Ugh. The papers! Why would Lady Judith do something like this?” he whispered to the bed curtains. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The soft linen sheets he laid upon felt stiff and coarse against his skin, the sunlight from the window was caustic to his eyes, and he felt himself getting short of breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If what the Marquess said was true, then Lady Judith had done something so utterly damaging to Lord Robert’s personal reputation he would have to leave London. Today. As soon as possible before anyone saw him. Better even to hide in his bedchamber all day and leave by cover of darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you hear me?” Lord James shouted drawing Lord Robert from his thoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the papers. It will be in all the papers. Well, it will be in the papers then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s all you have to say about it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What more can I say about it? You don’t believe that it’s untrue. I have not a leg to stand on with you or, apparently, anyone except Lord Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it seems to me you should stay in today and leave for Hempstead Hall tonight. Under cover of darkness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” Lord Robert was coming back into himself. He couldn’t, for the life of him, imagine why Lady Judith would say something untrue about him. However, this scandalous story was absolutely ruinous. Even Robert, who disregarded the majority of the ton, knew that this story could taint his and his family’s reputation forever. His word would never be respected again. He sighed once more. “Will you take a note to Judith for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll do nothing of the sort. You can’t think I’ll support you in this sort of gross mistreatment of any woman, much less our cousin. You’d be wise to heed my words and lay low until tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see.” Lord Robert knew it was no use to try and argue the point when his brother was in a frame of mind such as this. The frame of mind that consisted of an already firmly established opinion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must be going, and I trust you won’t be here when I return tonight. You’ve brought shame on this house. You’ve brought shame on our good name. Our father will never get over it, I’m afraid. ” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert winced at this last. No matter what he said or did, he was, somehow, always a disappointment to the old duke. Now, he’d allegedly done something akin to social suicide. “Never fear, Lord James. You won’t find me under your roof.” He smiled wryly at the Marquess’ back as the man turned and the bedchamber door slammed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert fell back on the pillows again and closed his eyes. He hadn’t brought shame to anyone. Lady Judith had simply gone on an extended tour, a gift from her mother. It had been an early birthday present for her eighteenth birthday. She would turn eighteen in Paris or Rome or Seville. Somewhere other than London. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith. Lord Robert had been so in love with her. For as long as he could remember, he’d had feelings for her. And she’d returned them. Until he’d asked her to become his wife. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Then she’d wiped a tear from her eye and told him she’d always love him. But, she was too young for marriage, she’d said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    At the last minute, she’d asked him to wait for her, and he’d joyously assented. He’d let her go with the expectation of a happy and loving reunion. And he’d waited patiently. And waited. Biding his time until her unplanned return.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After one year with no word from her, he’d begun to question everything he knew to be real about their relationship. He’d begun to question everything he knew to be real about Judith. To learn that she was telling stories about him that were untrue and scandalous caused more consternation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He sat up abruptly. He must go to see her. That way she could tell him that the story his brother had given him was untrue. It had to be untrue. Why, he was even angry at himself for believing it. He rang for Terence to come and help him bathe and dress. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later, he was ready to visit his lady love. Cream coloured pantaloons, high boots, soft cotton shirt, silk waistcoat, and his newest double-breasted tailcoat. He nervously asked Terence to retie his cravat then topped the ensemble off with his new beaver hat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He made his way downstairs, out back to the mews and the stable. He wouldn’t take his own curricle. It was too recognizable. “Daniel, hitch up the old carriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord. Is it just yourself today? I can have your curricle ready for you immediately.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The old carriage, Daniel.” Lord Robert would need only to sit back, pressed against the seat, away from the windows to be hidden from prying eyes. No one would be the wiser. The ton was already brimming with salacious gossip about him. The carriage bore no crest or coat of arms to alert pedestrians to whom the occupant might be. He waited for Daniel, one shiny, polished boot tapping rapidly on the stones of the stable yard. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going to see Lady Judith at the family home in St James Square. Her father’s home. I find myself somewhat fortunate that the story weaving Lady had no desire to stay at Regent Street upon her return to London.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith’s mother had been the sister of Duke Atwater. The house on Regent Street was as familiar to Lady Judith as her own immediate family’s was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan brought the carriage around to where his master stood in the yard. “Yes, My Lord.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mind you stick to the mews as much as you can, and you’re not to mention this visit to anyone, is that understood, Dan? And we don’t need a footman. He could be recognized. Be sure to keep back under the hood as much as possible. Is that quite clear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes My Lord. I understand. Very clear. No footman. Keep under the hood. Yes, My Lord.” Daniel nodded and opened the door of the carriage for his employer while shooing away the tall lad who ran from the stable, white powdered wig askew. Lord Robert waited a moment for Daniel to get up in the driver’s seat, and then he knocked on the wall of the vehicle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within minutes, he was swaying side to side and to and fro as the horse cantered down the uneven cobbled alleyways at the rear of the fine white stuccoed townhouses. He squeezed himself back against the rich leather upholstered seat of the coach praying he wouldn’t be detected by a passerby.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan stuck to the mews and back streets. Fifteen minutes later, he brought the coach up in the stable yard behind the Bennington residence.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “That will do it, Dan, thank you. Now off with you. Come to Brooks’ in one hour. After that, we’ll head for the country, straightaway.” Even though everything between he and Judith would be made right, it would still behoove him to spend a few days at Hempstead Hall.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” Dan smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert turned on his heel and walked through the stable yard and around the house to the hall. He kept his head down and descended the stairs to the servant’s entry and ducked in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The staff were having their dinner in the hall. It was already three o’clock, and Lord Robert’s stomach growled reminding him he hadn’t eaten since the evening before. He’d spent most of the previous night drinking brandy and playing whist with his close friend, Lord Thomas Radcliffe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He slid past the servants’ hall and the kitchen door and up the backstairs to the second floor. He knew Lady Judith would be in her private sitting room off the bedchamber. If he was correct, she would be taking her dinner there now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He moved with a furtive walk down the corridor towards the door he knew Lady Judith was behind. He knocked, his knuckles barely touching the oak that separated him from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing nothing from inside, Lord Robert twisted the door handle and pushed the door open slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that you, Jules?” He caught his breath at the sound of her voice. The voice he hadn’t heard in three long years. He brushed aside the inkling that the voice sounded somehow ... different. Without speaking, he slipped into the room, closing the door behind him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith turned towards him, startled. “What are you doing? How did you get in here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He crossed the room in three bounds to kneel beside the chair she sat on. “I might ask you a similar question, My Lady.” He reached up to touch her cheek. She recoiled as if stung. As if he were a stranger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Judith. Why? What has happened? I have it from my brother you’ve been spreading rumours about me. I know it can’t be true. It’s entirely out of character for you to behave in such a manner. I came here to get the truth from you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rumours?” She looked directly at him. For a split second, she appeared as someone else. Her features had hardened during her travels, no doubt the result of losing her mother on the journey. Her hair was somewhat darker, or was it? He decided she’d changed the style. “Surely I don’t know what you speak of,” she snarled at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My brother told me, actually berated me, when he delivered the news that you had said I reneged on a promise. Do you know what I’m speaking of now?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    She gazed out the window, her eyes darting here and there. “I, I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, darling, it’s me. Robert. Why do you treat me so coldly?” He reached for her again, and she made herself small against the back of the upholstered chair she reclined in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He pulled back. “I see. So you’ve changed your mind about me? About us? You no longer wish to marry me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, please don’t be difficult, Robert. I shall have to call Jules. This is a most complicated situation. Surely you must understand that I, well, I want to move up. So to speak. Within the ton. Can you blame me? My parents are dead. I have no one. My very survival is at stake. I cannot live alone forever. I want to be married. I want to have children. But I also want security. The kind that comes from having a firm foothold on the higher rungs of society. You must understand that. Once an heir is located for my father’s estate, what’s to become of me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert stood and walked over to the marble fireplace. “What’s to become of you?” He smoothed the front of his jacket. “I offered you marriage three years ago. I offered you love and a comfortable life. Security, as you so poetically describe it. You denied me but asked me to wait for you. You wanted to see foreign places and still have me. And I was willing to give you that. I waited for you, as you asked me to. All this time, I’ve waited. Yet you told Lord James and others that I forsook you when you came back.” He fingered the items on the mantel to avoid looking at her. “Your parents would have given their permission, God rest them, for you to marry me when you were seventeen. They would have allowed you to marry me even though I’m not Atwater’s heir. I had a future with my law practice. I’ve been quite successful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith delicately stifled a yawn. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father is leaving me his small estate, Windhill, north of Hempstead Hall. I am not destitute, Judith. I can give you a good life. Why have you repeated a made up story that detracts from my good reputation? I don’t understand why you would want me to look like a cad, or worse. You loved me ... once.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand? Please, Robert. You’re the second son …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve already told you about my inheritance. I am not a poor man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ahh, yes your lovely little estate in the country. But you’re still Lord Robert are you not? I am, presently, Lady Judith, and I’ve told you I want to move up in society. I want to be firmly enmeshed with the ton. Not skirting around the outside. And I will move up, Robert. I will marry for position. It’s perfectly acceptable. Why, our parents indulged in it, did they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert’s head was spinning at the implications of her words. “You want to move up? ... No, you cannot be planning what I think you’re planning. You want to gain the affection of an heir apparent? And it doesn’t matter who he is? You asked me to wait for you. Judith, do you hear me? You cannot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I cannot what, dear Robert?” Her smile was vapid, showing no emotion. Her once extraordinary green eyes appeared dull and unfocused. Robert wondered if she’d taken laudanum. She was much unlike herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Answer me. Is what Lord James told me the truth?” Lord Robert turned back to the fireplace. “Have you intentionally sullied my good name?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what, pray tell, did the Marquess tell you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Judith, listen to me.” Robert glanced over his shoulder at her, his fingers still moving the objects on the mantle to and fro. “If what my brother told me is true, if you’ve begun this sordid story about me ... it will ruin me. My word will have no merit in anyone’s eyes. How could you have betrayed me this way? Why have you told everyone, lied to everyone, about me? Why did you say I left an agreement that was never made? You didn’t want to be tied to me. But you didn’t want to lose me, either. So I waited for you. You stopped writing to me and still, I remained faithful to you. I don’t understand why you wish to hurt me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith sighed. “Dear Robert, I do not want to hurt you. However, I want to be a Marchioness. And then, I plan to be a Duchess. And, thankfully, I don’t have to look too far to do it. But, your dear brother would not even look at me if I were engaged to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert’s lungs deflated forcefully. “You’re going after my brother? Judith! If I had known how, how conniving you’ve become, I would never have come here today. I’m quite shocked.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith shrugged and said nothing. Robert turned from the mantel, and they stared at each other, both waiting for the other to look away. Robert broke the gaze, straightened up, and without another word, strode from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He went out the way he’d come in. Through the hall. Then he walked the short way down the mews to Brooks’ where the familiar games room beckoned. Instead, he went to the smoking room, spied a corner sofa, and headed for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A familiar voice came to his ear. “Well, if it isn’t the notorious Lord Robert Weston.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert turned to find Lord Tom Radcliffe reclining in an overstuffed chair, cigar in hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom, you’ve heard the news I take it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Lady Judith made sure that everyone who’s anyone heard. Not to say I’m anyone, mind you, but I rub elbows with greatness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert grinned. “Greatness? Really, My Lord?” He dropped down on the sofa and signalled to the barman. A tray bearing two brandies was soon balanced in front of them, and each took his glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now. What is really going on here, Robert? Your cousin was beside herself yesterday. That’s what I was told by my man this morning. He got it from one of the kitchen maids.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t believe it, do you?” Robert interrupted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no. Of course I don’t believe it. Any of it. I know how you’ve pined for Judith these last two years, Robert. And then to find out she’s back, and then this lie. Do you think she’s gone insane?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know what to think.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you seen her?” Lord Thomas examined the candlelight through his brandy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have. She said she wants to be a Marchioness. After that, her plan is to be a Duchess. As she put it, she doesn’t have to look far to achieve her desires.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom’s face fell. “You don’t think she’s decided to go after anyone in your immediate circle, do you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She most certainly has. She’s decided to seduce my brother. It’s as if she’s meticulously planned an elaborate charade. She acted as if she barely knew me, Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert, I didn’t know it’s as bad as that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is. It’s every bit as bad as that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom sighed. “Oh dear. Everyone believes Lady Judith, it’s true. The ton has nothing but sympathy for her. She lost her mother while travelling and then returns only to be discarded by her betrothed? It’s rather brilliant if you’ll forgive my saying. If you think she planned it, she did a wonderful job. My question is why. Why come up with a story like that to achieve the plan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew the answer, Tom. Maybe it’s the only way she could think of to break ties with me. If she’d only told me she wanted to be free from our love.” Robert shook his head. “As it is, Dan is probably out back waiting for me. I don’t want to be seen, of course. I knew I took a chance coming here, but I needed your perspective. Thank you, friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You never need to thank me. And remember, My Lord, I’m a lawyer. I’ll do everything in my power to remind the gossip mongers they don’t know all the facts of the case. Your scandals cannot outdo our Regent’s. That would be treason, would it not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert embraced his friend, patting him on the back, “Thank you, Tom.” He was gone from the room in the wink of an eye, out the back door of the club, and then across the mews in three long strides.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan was there ready to take Robert to Hempstead Hall. Robert gestured for him to stay on the bench, and then hopped into the carriage. He knocked on the ceiling, and they started off in the direction of the country manor.  
 
      
 
      
 
    At the last intersection before the bridge, Lord Robert leaned forward a little to better see the river. A lovely pink bonnet sporting a white plume caught his attention. Beneath the bonnet two large blue eyes, surrounded by wisps of corn silk curls, gazed at him placidly. The lovely lady waited to cross the cobbled road assisted by her manservant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was startled at her complete poise and quiet amidst the ruckus of the city. She smiled at him, and he slid back into the depths of the carriage, feeling a curious sensation in his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     *******  
 
      
 
      
 
    After three months at Hempstead, the scandal in London must have died down. Lord Thomas had mentioned that it would be safe to return after two months. Robert waited one more week, then headed back to the city. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He boarded the plain, black carriage with no crest on the door. Dan was waiting up top on the box. Robert knocked on the ceiling of the compartment, and they were on their way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He felt ready to face whatever awaited him in London. He couldn’t hide forever. He refused to. The people who really knew him knew not to believe the lies Lady Judith had told, and according to Tom, continued to tell ... repeating the defamatory statements at every luncheon, tea, and outing she was invited to.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert had given up trying to figure out why she’d brought him into it. He’d let her go once and waited for her. He would have let her go again if he’d known that’s what she wanted. Why go to all the trouble of creating an injurious tale? She’d made more than a mess of things for him.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Did the ruse have to do with getting Hempstead to notice her as a romantic possibility? Robert hadn’t known her to be so ambitious. Or so scheming. She’d been away for three years, true, but she was so changed he felt he barely knew her anymore. He could only attribute the change in her to the shock of losing her mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage arrived at Regent Street and came to an abrupt stop. Dan hopped down to open the door for him. “I came back by the back route, My Lord, I thought you’d prefer it that way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Very good, Dan. Thank you.” Robert jumped down and made his way through the door in the wall dividing the mews from the garden. He walked along the passage towards the anterior of the house and entered through the hall instead of going to the front door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He bounded up four flights of the servants’ stairs, went to his bedchamber, flung open the door, and fell upon the bed. He pulled a pillow over his head to shut out the light. He wanted to disappear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you intend to stay around the house and not be seen. I thought you were still in the country.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Startled, Lord Robert removed the cushion and opened his eyes to view his brother. James appeared smug and satisfied sitting in a chair in the corner of the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by that? There have been two elopements and the birth of a baby, four months after the wedding, since I’ve been at Hempstead. Surely, the talk about me has died down. I don’t expect to remain Lady Gossip’s favourite.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Listen Robert, and listen carefully. What I mean is I don’t want to see you at any of the places I frequent. I mean I don’t want you to accompany me anywhere. I mean stay away from me. Far away. Your scandal far outweighs any our Regent sovereign could be embroiled in. I’d say that’s what has put you in Lady Gossip’s top spot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look here, James. I won’t sit near you at a luncheon or dinner we might both attend. I won’t acknowledge you anywhere. I won’t even look at you. But you cannot keep me from the pleasure of watching the faces of my naysayers when I show up at some of the private balls. You know I’ll be invited to all of them. Scandal or no. In fact, there’s a good chance I’ll be invited precisely because of the reason I’m allegedly involved in some wicked doings. It’s part of the hypocritical nature of things. I might as well get some fun out of the situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Suit yourself, but I will not acknowledge you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you’ll be a liar and a hypocrite yourself My Lord? You will speak to me here, in our father’s home, but ignore my presence in everyone else’s?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord James said nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have my word, dear brother. You will not even know I’m ... wherever we happen to mutually be.” Lord Robert threw his head back and laughed. He heard the bedroom door slam and shrugged, pulling his watch fob from his waistcoat. He had time for a nap before the ball tonight.  
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been weeks, but Lady Phoebe Sinclair still hoped to see the man from the bridge. It appeared he’d been headed to the country, but she’d had no idea where. She’d confided this to her maid, Mary, but the maid knew of no gentleman who rode in an unmarked carriage.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And then Phoebe had come down with the typhus. She’d been ill for a solid month and hadn’t been to a social outing in weeks.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think he’ll be at the ball tonight, My Lady?” Mary was busy flourishing the curl iron to produce ringlets in Lady Phoebe’s hair. “How delightful if he were to ask you to dance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” Phoebe had a faraway look in her eyes. “I hope so. How will I ever make his acquaintance if he’s not somewhere I go? Except for Lord Thomas Radcliffe, I don’t have the acquaintance of many young men in London. Four years away at boarding school, then two living in Paris. Oh dear, Mary. Maybe the man from the bridge has been in London while I lived in Paris, and now he’s moved back to France!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two young women erupted into peals of laughter, and when they came back to themselves, Mary went to the clothes press. She opened the doors and looked over her shoulder at Phoebe.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What will you wear tonight, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The white silk. I want simplicity, something that makes me look like I’m floating when I dance. It’s vain I know, but alas Mary, I’m very vain!” They erupted into more laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll look like an angel from Heaven, My Lady.” Mary removed the garment from its resting place and assisted her mistress in dressing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe examined herself in the glass. “You’ve done a wonderful job with my hair, Mary. I’m leaving it as it is. No ornaments. I always feel so beautiful when you dress me,” she said with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary was more like a sister to Phoebe than her maid. She’d often wondered how she could boost Mary into society, at least the gentry. Phoebe would have to set up an advantageous marriage for her friend. Something that would raise Mary up from the working class she existed in. Still, it was not usual for a fashionable young man to look in the direction of a lady’s maid unless he was looking for one thing only.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look lovely, My Lady. I’ll tell Peter to get the carriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, that won’t be necessary, but thank you, Mary. Lord Thomas Radcliffe is escorting me this evening.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ooh. My Lady. Lord Thomas is handsome, indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe giggled. “It’s not like that Mary. We grew up together although we lost touch for a while when I was away at boarding school. Then I came back to London and left less than a year later to live in Paris. Lord Thomas and I are comfortable friends.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rather like a long married couple, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rather not.” Lady Phoebe winked at her maid. “More like sister and brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe exited the room and walked to the end of the hall. She descended the grand staircase of the townhouse she lived in with her father, Duke Carlisle. Within minutes, Lord Thomas had come to the door to collect her. He flashed Mary a smile, and soon Phoebe and he were in his curricle heading to their destination.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They shared small talk about the weather, if the waltz or the quadrille was more fun, and wagered on how many turbans and ostrich feathers would occupy the ballroom. They pulled up to Hudson House, in the middle of London, and went inside. Some guests were dancing already, while others gathered in small groups talking and laughing, and still others were enjoying the gardens behind the mansion. They were announced to the host and hostess then ventured into the ballroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Thomas handed Phoebe a glass of ratafia and turned his head to speak to some friends for a moment. Phoebe perused the ballroom looking for friends and acquaintances. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes stopped when they peered through the doorway to her right. There, her eyes rested on a man tarrying in the drawing room. He was standing close to the fireplace leaning against the mantle. He was partially facing away from her, but something about the fine quality of his posture was familiar to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas turned back to Phoebe after making plans that were to unfold at Brooks’ later in the night. Following Phoebe’s gaze, he grinned, “Oh, wonderful. It’s Lord Robert.”
  
 
    “Lord Robert?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, come along my dear Lady Phoebe. Do I have your permission to introduce someone to you?” Lord Thomas propelled her along until they were in the drawing room standing next to Robert. He appeared to be lost in thought as he stared into the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas nudged his friend, and Robert glanced up from the flames. “Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, Lord Robert. I have someone I’d like to present to you. Lady Phoebe, may I introduce to you, Lord Robert Weston.” He stood back and watched the eyes of Phoebe and Robert meet.  
 
      
 
      
 
    With a shock, Phoebe realized this was the man from the carriage on the bridge. She meekly smiled, and Lord Robert bowed to her. They continued looking into each other’s eyes. She felt sure he must remember her from the bridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I’ll go and find some refreshment,” Lord Thomas said backing away from the couple. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two stood as if in a secret, invisible column of light devoid of time, locked in an embrace of the eyes, unmoving. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert, seeming to pull himself out of a trance, spoke to her, quietly. “Would you care to dance, Lady Phoebe?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would sir.” Phoebe’s heart pounded. Did he not hear? She placed her empty glass on a side table with shaking hands and took his arm. They stepped into the ballroom.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The giant gaslight chandelier twinkled magically over the dancers making them appear as glowing beings, and when the music stopped, Lady Phoebe was engulfed in a cacophony of requests to dance. For the rest of the evening she was paired up with this one and that one, never lacking for a dance partner, and engaging in endless chit chat about nothing. She tried to enjoy herself, but her eyes insisted on scanning the room ... looking. Searching for the man from the carriage. Lord Robert. That’s what Tom had said his name was. Lord Robert Weston. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert should have left Hudson House immediately after dancing with Lady Phoebe. The glares he’d received from just about everyone in the ballroom were enough to frighten even him back to the countryside. It had been much less enjoyable to observe the ton’s disdain than he’d anticipated.  
 
      
 
      
 
    So, when Lady Judith made her entrance with his brother, the Marquess Hempstead, Robert knew it was time to make his exit. Apparently, allegedly leaving one’s betrothed held more weight on the scales of gossip than underage elopement or children born just this side of legitimacy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d hurried out through the servants’ entrance off the kitchen. Dan was waiting for him in the unmarked carriage. Robert alerted the driver on where they were going, and in no time they were on the road that led to the country. Robert was escaping the sort of contempt he’d thought was particular only in his home. His mind circled back in time as the carriage swayed. Back to his fifteenth birthday.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert, is it you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mama. It’s me.” He’d knelt down at her bedside. The baby she’d birthed, after five prior miscarriages, had been stillborn. Her body had sustained a fever, and it was only a matter of time before her soul would vacate it. The only recourse for her pain, emotional and physical, had been the attempts of the staff and her younger son to alleviate her suffering. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, my boy. Come close.” She placed a hot hand on his cheek. “I’ve something to tell you. Something you must know, love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You, you must never speak of it to anyone. Do you understand?” She closed her eyes. The effort to speak had been great. Robert waited patiently for her to continue. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, she’d opened her large, sherry coloured eyes made larger by the contrast of her scorched, white flesh. “Closer, child,” she’d whispered. “You must know this about yourself. And about your father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert had sat back then and lifted himself up to sit on the side of his mother’s bed. “Shh. Mama. Rest. There’s no need to speak of my father and me. Not now. We’ll talk of it when you’re well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d smiled. A wan, sad, soft reflection of the flashing grin she’d been nearly famous for since she’d been presented at court seventeen years prior. At eighteen, with a fortune behind her to match her beauty, she would have been quite the catch for any man wishing to strengthen his position within the ton. Her father had been a Duke. And she’d been married off, on her eighteenth birthday, to his gambling partner’s first son, who would, himself, be a Duke one day. Lord John Weston, the Marquess of Hempstead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Marquess had been dashing and handsome then and, also, quite the catch. But after meeting Lady Sophia, he’d fallen in love with her at first sight. By all accounts, it had become his mission to ingratiate himself with her. He’d shown that he was beside himself at the good fortune which had united her life with his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, we, we must speak now, my son.” She opened her eyes and gave him the same sad look. “My Robert. I owe you a great debt. I am so very sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, you owe me no debt. There’s nothing for you to say you’re sorry about. You owe me nothing. Mother, please. Don’t talk that way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duchess had shaken her head against the damp pillow. “You must heed my words, child. You are made from love. It’s why your father has always misunderstood you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you saying, Mother?” She must be delirious. “Let me call the doctor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shhh. When I married your father, I … I was in love. With another. And he was in love with me. He worked for the family of a dear friend of mine.” Sophia closed her eyes to rest for a moment.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert was beginning to experience a roiling in his stomach. He was suddenly nervous about something other than the imminent death of his mother. He waited for her to gather some strength. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes once more. “I … I’ve been a good wife, Robert. I did my duty by my husband. I lived by the rules of the life I was born into.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mother, lie still.” Robert wrung the head cloth out in cool water and replaced it on his mother’s brow. “You must rest. Please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you must listen.” Her small, withered hand reached for his. “I cared for your father, Robert. You must believe that. I am not a … a bad woman. I am not a … a harlot.”
  
 
    She must surely be delirious, voicing fears and regrets about a life spent in service to her family’s place in society. “Mama, let me get the doctor. I heard him arrive a little while ago. He’s probably with father in the library.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must stay here, my son. My Robert. Your father, the Duke of Atwater. Dear, he is not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once more, she closed her eyes. It was a full five minutes before she opened them again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two months after my marriage to his grace, a new groom arrived at Hempstead Hall. He was in the Duke’s employ until …” her eyes brimmed with tears, “… until the Duke found us talking in the garden one afternoon.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was a groom, you see. It wasn’t acceptable. Even a conversation about something other than carriages and appointments. I was to tell Terence’s father, the butler then, when I needed a carriage. I was not to fraternize with anyone from the stables. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wanted to run away with him when I was eighteen. And when my first love came to Hempstead, I believe the Duke thought I might do just that. You see, there had been some rumours about the groom. And me. Our friendship was unseemly. Our love impossible. So, the Duke had the groom dismissed.” She sighed, finding the need to rest yet again. “Robert. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The roiling in Robert’s stomach became so intense he doubled over. He began to question facts. He was shrewd beyond his years, and he didn’t like the one fact that some of the details of his mother’s life seemed to point to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sophia slowly nodded her head. “You must understand, Robert. He was the love, the true love of my life. And he was taken from me. But he returned two years later. He’d been to exotic lands and had made a name for himself in the King’s navy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There was a ball ... at Almack’s. In his honour. He’d been knighted for his successful ventures for the crown.” Lady Sophia sighed deeply. “No one but myself and his grace, the Duke, knew the true identity of the guest of honour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And?” The young Lord Robert had become involved in the confession his mother was sharing. Her deathbed avowal. A tale that was as an inverted night-time story, where the one to go to sleep was the narrator. And the one who heard the story would live with the consequences of the telling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And there was a night. One night. At Hempstead Hall. His grace was in London. My love came to me, in secret, the night before he was to leave for America.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Young Robert didn’t want to hear anymore but could not deny himself the resolution of the mystery. The resolution he was sure he knew. He wouldn’t deny his mother the relief of full disclosure before dying.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “My child, your … my lover was killed on the journey. But by then you were growing within me, and when the news of my lover’s death came to London, you were a chubby baby of ten months.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you saying, Mama?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m saying, my son,” Sophia sighed. The talk or the memories were taxing her. “Your.” She took a deep, slow breath and looked directly into her son’s eyes, so like her own. “Your father, Robert. Your father is not his grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert had clenched his teeth with a sharp intake of breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If his grace is not my father, then who is?” he’d asked even though he knew the answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My first love, son. Sir Robert McDonnell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moon, winking in the window at him, drew him from his reverie. 
 
      
 
    Robert watched the glowing orb as it followed alongside the carriage on the road that led out of the city. He was glad to have escaped the ball at the first opportunity. His idea was to stay at Hempstead Hall for another month at least.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He sighed. Phoebe played in and out of his thoughts. She’d looked like a shimmering angel when Tom had brought her over to meet him. He hadn’t wanted to attend the ball. Indeed, he almost hadn’t. But meeting Phoebe had stirred something in him. He’d wanted to ask her more about herself. He’d wanted to dance with her all night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If not for meeting her, the night would have been completely wasted. Especially since he’d accepted that he could do nothing about Lady Judith’s plans to become his sister-in-law.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe hadn’t seemed to be aware of the scandal he was embroiled in. Perhaps she didn’t care. He wished there were others besides Tom and two other men, employees at Brooks’, who believed his side of things. He thought he wouldn’t mind having Lady Phoebe as an ally. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His last stay at Hempstead Hall had been filled with hours of figuring. How was he to win Judith back? He hoped the two of them still had a chance. He was sure she would tell him that she’d never told any stories about him. He was sure she’d be grateful that he’d waited for her despite the fact that she’d stopped writing. The response he’d gotten had shaken his confidence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The pressure from the ton had been so high; Robert had also spent hours planning his return to London. Days of questioning how to move beyond the awful blight that had been cast upon his reputation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But he’d realized, when he came back to London, that he would never have been able to make things right with Judith. She wanted what she wanted. And, with the denial he’d sustained, Robert was quite sure she didn’t want him. Why she’d told so many lies had remained a mystery. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was one thing she had been truthful about, though. Her plan was to become a Duchess. Nothing would sway her from her endeavour. Robert had finally let go of his desires to reconcile with her. And when he’d gone back to London from Hempstead, he’d been resolved to move on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again Lady Phoebe’s presence asserted itself in his mind. He shook his head vigorously to clear the thoughts away. It would do no good to think about her. He needed to put her, and all women, out of his mind. At least for the time being. Better to stay at Hempstead licking his wounds than to go up against the ton and think he could walk away from scandal unscathed. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Phoebe?” Mary came out of Phoebe’s bedchamber blinking her eyes against the light. She’d fallen asleep in the corner chair while sewing and waiting for her mistress to return. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you enjoy the ball, My Lady?” Mary helped Phoebe out of her dress. The lady went on about how lovely the ball had been.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Everyone was there. The wagging tongues and the ogling eyes. The ratafia was watered down. The waistlines are already dropping! Can you imagine? La! I was only barely in fashion!” Phoebe laughed. “Everyone takes it quite seriously, you know. Sometimes I long for old age so I no longer need to attend these types of sordid affairs. And I can dress in frocks from my youth and not have a care about anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry you didn’t enjoy yourself, My Lady. Did anything else happen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did meet two people I haven’t met before, Mary. Well, I have met Lady Judith, but she had no recollection of meeting me. But who can blame her, with all she’s been through? We met two years ago in Paris. I don’t hold it against her, not remembering me. She was nice enough tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who was the other person you met, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh Mary! I was hoping you’d ask. I’ve been bursting to tell you since I’ve been home! He was so handsome. So stylishly dressed. Such a divine dancer!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ooh! Tell me, My Lady. Who is he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The man from the bridge. Remember? In the plain black carriage? I saw him the day I arrived back in London from Paris. His name is Lord Robert. Um, Lord Robert. His full name escapes me. Something like Wayfair or maybe Wescott.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Weston, My Lady?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes! Mary, exactly. Lord Robert Weston. Oh, I don’t know when I shall see him again. He seemed to have disappeared after our dance together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You said Lord Robert Weston, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, silly! Are you listening, Mary? That’s him! Are you acquainted with him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady.” Mary turned abruptly and began putting her mistress’s formal clothes away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe watched her maid’s reflection in the looking glass. “Mary. I asked you a question, dear. Is there something amiss? You say you don’t know Lord Robert. But that’s not all, is it? Is there something you’re not telling me? Something about the gentleman I’m speaking of?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary sat on the little bench in front of the vanity table. She took her mistress’s hand. “My Lady, you became ill so soon after returning to London. I didn’t know Lord Robert would be at the ball this evening. He was away, in the country, if I heard otherwise, I would have told you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You would have told me? Told me what? I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, I didn’t know it was Lord Robert Weston when you told me about the man on the bridge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, how could you? You weren’t there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I should have put it all together, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? Put what together?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your description of the man on the bridge and the talk I’ve been hearing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What talk Mary? Why haven’t you told me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, if I was to tell you every bit of gossip I hear, you’d never sleep at night. There are those who can be quite vicious in their judgements. It can be very upsetting to be around that kind of talk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary? I’m surprised. You indulge in gossip? With the servants of others?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady. I say nil; however, I hear a great deal of tawdry words about people. And because I don’t repeat anything, I’m also privy to some deep secrets that others need to relieve themselves of.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you’ve heard something about Lord Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have, My Lady. One of the reasons I don’t repeat gossip is because it’s just that, My Lady. Oftentimes not even based on a kernel of truth. This, at least the main part, is a fact.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was growing impatient. “Mary, please. Out with it. What have you heard?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Lord Robert is disgraced, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Disgraced?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. And he had been away in the country for some weeks. I didn’t know he’d come back to London.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what kind of scandal would cause a gentleman to hide away in the country? What could Lord Robert have done to be so disgraced?” Lady Phoebe’s eyes met Mary’s in the glass. Phoebe gasped. Her tiny hand, still sheathed in a lacy white glove, went to her mouth. “Mary, is there a … a child? A child out of wedlock?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady, but there might as well be. You know how people talk. The gentleman is no gentleman according to what I’ve heard. Many people are talking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Mary,” Lady Phoebe leaned towards the maid, shivers of excitement causing gooseflesh on her arms and shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, it is not fun, harmless gossip. It is the kind of slander that can taint one’s reputation forever.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear. In Paris things were quite different. Everyone would delight in who-kissed-who stories and conjecture over why a certain Count or Duke might be late to the salon. It was light and amusing. No one ever got hurt. I’d no idea the ton’s conversation could be so damaging. Maybe I ought not to know about Lord Robert and his fall from grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m only amazed that you haven’t learned of it before now. I’m surprised that no one at the ball said something to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary! What can be so, so sordid?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary sighed. “Lord Robert. Are you sure you want to know, My Lady?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mary. Tell me.” Phoebe’s excitement at learning a delicious bit of talk had dissipated. Her maid was about to tell her something bad. Very bad. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Robert reneged on a marriage promise, My Lady. He abandoned his betrothed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No!” Lady Phoebe was shocked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s what’s being said, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What else? There’s got to be more to the story.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The lady was away travelling for three years. She recently came back to London, and Lord Robert told her he would not marry her. They had made a secret betrothal before she went abroad. She was only seventeen at the time, but now she’s of marrying age, Lord Robert has forsaken her.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe grabbed her fan off the vanity and frantically fanned herself. Her mind was spinning. “How can this be true, Mary? Tell me the rest of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s not received at many of the homes of your friends, My Lady. Although I, myself, do not believe the gossip.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t? Why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because there’s something not quite right about the story. I haven’t put my finger on it. But, everyone I’ve heard speak of it agrees.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, go on, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Everyone tells the same story.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand. That’s what gossip is, no?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, exactly the same. I don’t want to overstep my bounds, My Lady ... but it’s almost as if the story has been taught to them. I know it sounds odd, but there’s something about the whole thing that I don’t believe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary I danced with him. He was so charming. So polite. No wonder such nasty looks were directed at us. I thought I was imagining it. Too much ratafia I supposed. He was every bit a ... a gentleman with me.” Phoebe looked down into her lap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She feared she must never speak to Lord Robert again. “But Mary, you say you don’t believe the story?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady, I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then why does everyone else believe it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because, My Lady, they trust Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why does her word carry so much weight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith’s father was a Duke, My Lady. Lord Robert is a second son. They are first cousins, and the families wanted to keep the fortunes together.” Mary looked down, blushing, “At least that’s what people are saying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And she’s found a better offer? Do you think that’s why she made up a story to rid herself of Lord Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who was she with at the ball, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh la! There were so many people there. What was his name? Ah! Marquess Hempstead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear.” Mary’s eyes were wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What, Mary?” Lady Phoebe’s curiosity was getting the better of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marquess Hempstead is Lord Robert’s brother, My Lady.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert had been at Hempstead Hall for five days. He sat by the fireplace in his bedchamber having coffee and reading the newspaper. Terence, ever the thoughtful valet, had gone into the village to obtain the paper.   
 
      
 
      
 
    A heavy rap sounded on the door. Robert set the paper down and smoothed his hair back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence entered the room. He carried a small gold tray with a black bordered letter resting on it. The seal of black wax was imprinted with the Atwater Crest. Lord Robert severed the seal with his breakfast knife and opened the page, smoothing it out on top of the paper on the small table. He began to read and as he did so, his face grew deathly pale. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it My Lord?” Terence went to his master’s side.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “My father …” Lord Robert’s head lolled against the back of the chair, eyes closed. “My father and my brother.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terence ... they’re dead, taken by the typhus. I had no knowledge that they were ill, they both were fine at the ball the other night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dear God. We must get back to Regent Street straightaway, My Lord. I’ll have a bath prepared for you and lay out your attire. Please accept my condolences, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert’s eyes opened wide. Your Grace. He was suddenly aware of the fact that he was Lord Robert no longer. And he was alone. After the scandal caused by Lady Judith’s rumour, his father and brother had stopped speaking to him, and he hadn’t had an opportunity to make things right with them. His Grace, Lord Robert Weston, the 2nd Duke of Atwater dropped his head into his hands and wept. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ********   
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith Bennington was frantically trying to make a mourning bonnet look attractive. The flat black bombazine frock she wore did nothing for her red haired colouring.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank goodness this is only for two weeks.” Judith stuck her tongue out at her reflection in the glass and tossed the bonnet aside. Her thoughts, since having heard of the deaths of Atwater and Hempstead, had been entirely on Lord Robert, now Duke Atwater, and looking as attractive as she could to him. She had much work to do.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She realized she’d seriously damaged her relationship with Robert, but she also knew there had to be a way to get him back. He’d be vulnerable for a while with grieving and adjusting to a life he hadn’t been trained for. It was just the place she needed him to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unprotected and defenseless to her schemings. Judith looked at her image in the glass again and smiled to herself. “You have soft shoulders to cry on. You can comfort him,” she winked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened, and the maid entered with a note for her. It was from the new Duke Atwater informing her that he would call at three o’clock that afternoon. She looked at her watch on the vanity. It was half past the hour of one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had time to eat a little something before receiving the Duke. This would be an important meeting. Lady Judith pinched her cheeks to give them colour and wished she could wear her new pale green silk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Emma,” Judith called to the maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “See the Duke up to my private sitting room when he arrives, will you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” She looked at herself in the glass once more then stood and went to the chaise by the window. She would devise a new plan while she rested. There was no other recourse. She needed to make Robert fall for her. Again. She looked out the window at the clouds slowly drifting in the sky as she formulated her next move. In a moment, it seemed, she was startled by Emma entering the room. “My Lady! Wake up! You must have fallen asleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! What is all that commotion?” Lady Judith, a little disoriented from her nap, looked around the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, it’s the new Duke, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The new Duke?” Judith bolted upright. “The Duke ... oh, quickly Emma. Fix my curls. And the jet ear bobs. Where are they? I look frightful. Did you tell him he was meeting me here, in my sitting room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not yet, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t! Is he in the drawing room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good. Leave him there. We are cousins commiserating over the deaths of family members.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, My Lady?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing. Nothing. Help me with my shoes, Emma. We mustn’t keep the Duke waiting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith was soon out of the room. She ran down the first flight of steps then composed herself, smoothing her chignon and smiling at the recollection of how many times she’d been told by men that she had a lovely neck. She continued down the stairs in a decorous manner and made her way to the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke was standing by the window gazing out at the square when she opened the door. He turned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace,” Lady Judith sunk into a deep curtsy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, there’s no need of that, cousin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Your Grace.” Judith sat down, demurely, on the edge of the sofa, hands folded in her lap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did it happen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith reminded herself that this visit was not directly related to her securing the Duke’s attentions. She needed to, at least, act grief stricken. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your blessed father and dear brother expired within hours of each other during the night. I got word at two this morning and immediately sent word to Hempstead. I’m glad you were able to come so quickly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater chewed his lip as she spoke. “Yes, well I couldn’t very well stay in the country. Did you know they were ill? I could have been here sooner if I’d known.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith stood up, ignoring his question, and crossed the room swiftly. “Oh my poor, poor Robert.” She threw her arms around his neck and rested her head on his hard shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked up at him, her face inches from his, and his eyes were cold. Judith felt a chill go through her. Was it possible he noticed a difference in her? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes, not the deep, clear green of a girl, but a mysterious mixture of dark green and brown flecks. Luminous, but a little brighter than they should be? As he had the first day after she’d come back, he again seemed to study her face. Searching. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re alone, Judith. You may call me Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why yes, of course, Robert.” She went back to her seat on the sofa. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater went to the mantle and steadied himself against it. Judith watched his back as he stood in front of the writhing of the flames in the fireplace. He turned around to face her and began to speak. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you know this house is yours. Your father had no heir. He, long ago, sold the country estate to handle his gambling debts. I know this because I was his lawyer, Judith. Now, we’ll be looking at my father’s and brother’s wills today. That is my partner, Tom Radcliffe and me. My father had me alter his will after you came back from your travels. Since your mother had succumbed, my father set you up with an allowance, a very generous allowance so that you may live comfortably and bring something substantial to the table as a potential marriage partner. Should the opportunity present itself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith nodded and looked down to hide the smile playing on her lips. This was better than she’d expected. It gave her more time to seduce Atwater as well as alleviating her worries about her own survival.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is all. I’ll be at Regent Street if you need anything.” Atwater bowed and exited the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe was walking to church. It was the only time when she was in London that she was able to be alone. Otherwise, she was constantly chaperoned. She felt smothered by it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As her mind mulled over thoughts of this nature, a carriage clattered by at such breakneck speed she was forced to jump to the side or risk being hit. It was a plain black carriage that seemed, somehow, familiar to her. “La, I’ve never seen someone drive so poorly. They must be in their cups. On their way home from the club, no doubt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She approached the church. Groups of individuals stood outside talking in hushed tones. Phoebe waved here and there to friends and acquaintances then made her way inside the cool, dim interior and sat in a pew towards the back of the structure. The two women next to her were having a whispered conversation. Phoebe tried to pay them no mind, but the hissing, and low grumble of laughter would not let her ears rest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “... practically disowned. I hear he’s been in the country this last month. The old Duke and the Marquess wanted nothing to do with him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s brought shame on himself. He’s brought shame to his family.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And the poor lady. To abandon her the way he did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To think he’s one of the best catches now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The peahens were willing to overlook Lord Robert’s alleged transgression if it meant one of their own daughters might become a Duchess.   
 
      
 
      
 
    The pastor walked down the aisle to the front of the church. He mounted the few steps to the altar and began the service. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe had all she could do to keep awake during the sermon. What was the pastor going on about? ‘The wise will inherit honour, but fools display dishonour.’ She shifted in her seat willing the service to be over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The service went on, and as the pastor spoke, Phoebe noticed members of the congregation looking at each other and nodding. Clearly, she was missing something. And she intended to find out what it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, Lady Phoebe was preparing for the private ball at Almack’s. The new Duke of Atwater was being honoured although how the lady patronesses assented to it was the mystery on everyone’s tongue. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duke Atwater was none other than the man who had so unceremoniously left his betrothed, practically at the altar. Lord Robert Weston. Phoebe had been hearing about Lady Judith and Lord Robert for weeks. The realization that the man on the bridge and Atwater were one and the same alleviated some of her confusion surrounding the situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sordid stories about Atwater had been the longest standing gossip Phoebe had ever been privy to. As a result, she’d decided that the entire mess must be worse than she could know. How much worse could it possibly be? Apparently, there was no child involved ... which Phoebe thought was a blessing indeed. But, she supposed the mess must have detracted from his family name. Still ... Lord Robert had been so charming and gallant when she’d met and danced with him. Her first impressions, until now, had always been true. Atwater, it seemed, had eluded her sense of intuition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, Lord Thomas is in the sitting room.” Mary entered the bedchamber looking sombre. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you Mary.” Lady Phoebe looked closely at her maid. “Is anything wrong?” 
 
      
 
      
 
     “I … I’m sorry, My Lady. Pardon me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I asked you if there’s anything wrong, Mary. You look pale.” Phoebe placed the back of her hand against the maid’s cheek. “Just as I thought. A little warm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary smiled wanly, “I’m fine My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! Tell me what is going on? Please! Mary, you’ve been running yourself into the ground. You need rest. If I didn’t absolutely have to be at this engagement tonight, I should stay here and care for you myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady. It’s nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not nothing. Tell me what it is. Maybe I can help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe patted the sofa next to where she sat. “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Six hours later, Lady Phoebe was dancing with yet another dandy. In her teal blue silk, her skin glowed, and her eyes resembled soft blue lights. Her flaxen hair was piled up in a loose top bun and curled at the sides, in the latest style. She didn’t lack for male attention, and talking about the latest style of hat brim or the state of the weather grew tiresome after two dances. She glanced around, hoping to find a way to escape yet another conversation about the subtle differences in the mathematical or American fold for cravats.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She spied Lady Judith across the ballroom, and when the dance was finished, she thanked her partner and excused herself, hurrying over to where Judith stood.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Phoebe.” Lady Judith waved with her fan. “What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You flatter me, Lady Judith. The pleasure is all mine.” Phoebe smiled. Judith looked lovely, albeit sombre in a black silk frock. It wasn’t the best colour for her complexion, but Judith could make up for any lack with her surplus of charm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So has my cousin arrived?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your cousin?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, the Duke of Atwater. Is he here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard no announcement.” Lady Phoebe hadn’t known Lady Judith was related to the new Duke. It was another confusing tidbit to add to the soup of the story about the two of them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly the room hushed. “Ladies and Gentlemen, may I present Lord Robert Weston, His Grace, the Duke of Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a polite dusting of applause. The Duke’s eyes scanned the room, found Phoebe’s and locked there. Against her will she tore her gaze from his. She placed her hand on her heart believing she could stop the pounding she was sure everyone could hear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was him. It was said he was a cad or worse. She searched in her tiny reticule for her smelling bottle. It wouldn’t do for her to faint. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Thomas came up beside her, waving at the Duke to join them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Phoebe hissed under her breath. She snapped her fan open and pointed to the woman on the other side of it whispering, “Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They’re going to have to speak sooner or later, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay she’ll never speak to him again. What woman in her right mind would after what he did? I’ve heard some bits of the gossip. It’s quite disenchanting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith had been speaking with a gentleman and turned back to Phoebe and Tom. “Will you two excuse me? I need to, to get some air. I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you require an escort? I, myself am about to dance with Lady Phoebe. I’ll call one of the servers to assist you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. Thank you, Lord Thomas. I’ll be only a minute. Mind you don’t steal him away from me, Phoebe.” Lady Judith winked at Phoebe and made her way to the French windows leading to the garden. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside, couples were milling around, strolling or sitting on any of the myriad white wrought iron settees or chairs. The cool evening air played across Judith’s temples. She looked into the ballroom from her spot near a willow tree. She saw the Duke join Lady Phoebe and Lord Thomas. Words were exchanged between them, and then Lady Phoebe extricated herself from the trio and walked away. Judith nodded and smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was close to two in the morning when the ball began breaking up. Duke Atwater had left hours ago, and Lady Judith was nowhere to be found. Thomas escorted Phoebe to the cabriolet and assisted her in. He picked up the reins, and they headed towards Wimpole Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe had been quiet for most of the night. The only times she’d joined him were when the Duke wasn’t nearby. It had all been very odd indeed. Lord Thomas felt ill at ease and didn’t know why. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They rode in silence, and then Lady Phoebe exploded. “I cannot believe you still speak to that man. He is not a gentleman for all that he’s a Duke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe. Atwater is my best friend and my business partner. I happen to know more about the situation with Lady Judith than the gossip that’s been flying around London for months. I happen to know the truth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe shrugged. “Is that so? Are you accusing Lady Judith of being a liar? How unchivalrous, Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not accusing anyone of anything. I said I know the truth, and when you want to put down the gossip and hear what that truth is, I’ll be happy to share it with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You men always stick together. I’m disappointed in you, Thomas. There is nothing you can tell me that will excuse what Lord Robert did or make it acceptable. Nothing. He and Lady Judith have been linked since they were small children. I’d never met either of them, but I’d heard about them and the plans their mutual family had for them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ve made up for lost time, Phoebe. You appear to have developed a friendship with Lady Judith. I’m sure she’d be happy to introduce you to the skeletons in the family closet. You seem to be a willing ally.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can I not be? Judith is a woman who has been mistreated. Mistreated by a man. She’s devastated, Tom. And you’ve chosen to side with His Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom pointedly rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and be that way. Roll your eyes and disregard my opinion. I happen to honestly believe Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By all means. Believe whomever you like. Even if you don’t know all of the facts of the situation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you being disdainful of my choice? You must understand how upsetting it is to meet someone and then to find out that someone is a cad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve found nothing out, Phoebe! You’ve heard gossip. And, surprisingly, you’ve chosen to believe it. It’s not my intention to be disdainful, My Lady. But you have no evidence that points to Lord Robert’s guilt in the situation. None. All you have is the story of a woman who came back from her travels, then claimed she’d been shunned by Lord Robert. Now, it seems she can’t be parted from him. Since he’s become Duke Atwater, that is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you’re getting at, Tom. What you are saying doesn’t change that Lord Robert walked out on a marriage promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Again, where is your proof of that, Lady Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They pulled up in front of the townhouse on Wimpole Street. The footman came around from the back and assisted Phoebe down. She turned and looked long and hard at Thomas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom, I only ask that you give Lady Judith, and her story, a chance. She’s alone in this world now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas sat quietly for a moment, his eyes never leaving hers. His voice was deadly quiet when he said, “Please don’t force me to choose between my friends, Phoebe. I’m afraid you won’t agree with my choice.” He snapped the reins and was off before Phoebe had ascended the steps to the front door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She went inside, the echo of Tom’s departure still ringing in her ears. She walked slowly up the stairs to her bedchamber. Mary was waiting to help her undress. “Did you enjoy yourself, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. Now, help me out of these stays please, Mary. I’ve barely been able to breathe all night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you asked to be laced tighter than usual, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What I ask for and what is good for me are two different things.” Phoebe smiled sadly. “I fear I may have made a mess of things tonight.” She sat at the vanity and removed her ear bobs, fighting tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Thomas Radcliffe slammed the door knocker, hit with the flat of his hand then pounded hard with his fist. Finally, Terence came to the door, candelabra in hand. Lord Thomas heard the locks being undone, and then he was in the foyer of the huge Regent Street townhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is the Duke here, Terence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is My Lord. If you’ll pardon my audacity, I’d say he could use a friend right now. He’s been drinking brandy. All evening, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas patted the butler on the back. “You’re a good man, Terence. Where is he, in his sitting room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lord. He’s in the library.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The library. Right. I can find it. You forget I nearly grew up in this house. Go to bed, Terence. I’ll see to His Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no My Lord. I couldn’t do that. His Grace might need something from the kitchen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or the cellars? No. If you want to do something, make some coffee and bring it up to the Library.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Terence.” Lord Thomas headed to the library. He pushed the already ajar door open and stepped through. Atwater reclined, his boots dangerously close to smearing mud or worse on the soft leather of the sofa. His forearm was thrown over his eyes, shielding them from the firelight, and he appeared asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that you, Terence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater opened his eyes. “Tom. What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I noticed you left the ball early. I knew you needed to be alone, but you also need someone to talk to. So I waited, and here I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater sat up. “Thank you, Tom. I appreciate it most heartily, but I’m afraid I’m not very good company at the moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve been through much in the last months.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The ton is not happy with my recent promotion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They need something to occupy their vapid minds,” Tom replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know that. That’s what makes it worse than it is. They don’t care who is hurt by their vicious words and their hypocrisy. They’re so desperate to be in the know; they’ll believe something completely illogical. They’ll believe anything or say something untoward about anyone, as long as it encourages their own popularity. And for what? There’s no sense to be made of it.” Atwater slammed his fist on the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And there’s nothing to do about it either, Your Grace. It is the entitled world in which we live.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom, it’s me. Robert. Please don’t be formal with me. There’s no one else here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Robert. Old habit, I guess. Your brother would be beside himself if I referred to him as anything other than Marquess Hempstead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm. You need not concern yourself with that any longer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Robert. You’re still in shock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The funeral is Friday. I only want for it to be over. So I can get on with ... with my new life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You realize you must marry. You’ll need an heir. The sooner, the better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My brother was thirty, and he never thought of marriage. Not until my alleged transgression took place, that is. Then he wanted to marry Judith ... to save her, I suppose, from my evildoing. To lift the shame off of this house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Robert. It’s not my place to inform you of what you ought to do or not do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you’re looking after my best interests, but I will not marry Lady Judith to make good on a promise that was never made. I say now, I’m glad she refused me before she went travelling. I had no idea she has this other side to her. I wonder that I was ever in love with her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She does make the most sense, as far as a good match, though. It’s always been something of a given that you two would marry. And, while I know the Duke, Judith’s father, sold the estate in the country ... you’d acquire the house on St James. Mere doors away from Brooks’. Think of the possibilities ... I’d be willing to look into buying it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater laughed. “Oh, I see ... the ton would like to see a happy ending to the love story? Or you do, so you can buy a townhouse practically next door to the club?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Actually, as much as the gossips relish dishonour and disgrace, they do appreciate some sweet romance now and then. As to your second question, I think only of Your Grace.” He bowed his head, grinning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Tom.” Atwater still chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Seriously though, Robert, I do have your best interests in mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you, but forgive me, Tom. You are out of your head.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you say such a thing? You know that by marrying Lady Judith you could solve many problems.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And whose problems are you referring to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yours. If you were to marry Lady Judith now, you’d be seen as a hero. No one remembers the old gossip when a better story comes along. You can rescue Judith from the near destitution she now finds herself in. Without your brother or you, she doesn’t make a good match for, well, anything more than a second son. You can rescue her from that. And it never hurts to be seen as a hero, my dear fellow.” Tom winked at his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I cannot. I will not. Judith has lied to everyone. Even worse, she’s lied to me. I don’t trust her, I don’t know what happened to her while she was away traveling, but she’s changed. Have you not noticed it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom sat with his eyes closed deep in thought. He was quiet for so long that Robert thought he might’ve fallen asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom jerked his head up and looked at his friend. “Robert, do you suppose …” his voice trailed off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do I suppose?” Atwater waited for his friend to complete the thought he’d begun to share. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom poured himself a brandy and finished it in two swallows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this a game, Tom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, no.” Tom shook his head and smiled. “It’s late. I’ve had some brandy. It’s time for me to be getting to my bed.” He stood, as did Lord Robert. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Tom.” Lord Robert extended his hand to his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace. I’m sincerely sorry for the loss of your father and brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert smiled, “I know you are, Tom. Remember we’re having luncheon here after the funeral on Friday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will see you before then. Good night, Your Grace.” He was gone in a blink. Lord Robert found himself alone again. He slid back down to the sofa and fell into troubled sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, My Lady.” Mary flitted around the room, opening the curtains to allow the sun in, putting out some frocks for Lady Phoebe to choose from and heating the curl iron near the embers in the fireplace. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, here we are. Here’s your breakfast. Put the tray on the bed, Susan. Very good. Now, back to the kitchen. Mind you curtsy to Lady Phoebe first.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shy girl bobbed in and out of a curtsy and disappeared from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe smiled, “Very nice, Mary. The new girl is coming along fine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady, she’s very quick and willing to learn. We’re lucky to have her. She brought this back with her after she went to the market this morning. She said another maid, like herself, handed her the card and said to deliver it to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To me? Who could it be? I saw everyone just a few hours ago it seems.” She broke the wax seal and opened the card. Her forehead puckered slightly as she read. Then she let the card slip from her fingers. “It’s from Lady Judith. She’s enquiring if she can call this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t sound happy about it, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not, Mary. I’m confused. Maybe I ought not to get involved. You know ... the Atwater scandal? I don’t want to take sides. Lord Thomas is displeased with me. He doesn’t believe Lady Judith. Mary, he,” she lowered her voice to a whisper, “thinks she’s lying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. He told me not to make him take sides. He said I’d be disappointed with his choice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, I don’t want to further a friendship with Lady Judith because I don’t want to take sides.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can be a friend and not declare a side to be on, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re right, Mary. As usual. Lady Judith may call. I will answer her. Let’s have her at four o’clock.” Phoebe sat at her writing table and wrote a short response and sealed it. “There, have Susan go to Lady Judith’s to deliver this. And tell her to come right back, please. Then hurry back up, Mary ... the curl iron must be ready by now!”  
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a lovely home you have Lady Phoebe.” Lady Judith sat with her hostess in the private sitting room off Phoebe’s bedchamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe stopped her teacup midway between the saucer and her lips, and then placed it back on the saucer. “Why, Lady Judith, it’s been many years, but you’ve been here. It was Christmas, 1805, I think. We were young children. My parents had a big party because that Christmas was the tenth anniversary of their marriage. You’ve seen so much since then, though. Your mind must be crowded to overflowing with memories.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! You don’t know the half of it, Lady Phoebe. I suppose what I meant to say is your home is lovelier than I remember.” She smiled and ate a little cake from a plate on the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The cakes are delicious, are they not? I have the recipe from that, what do they call it? Rest-a-raunt? Yes, the cakes from the restaurant we met at. In Paris. What was the name of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Paris?” Lady Judith’s smile was fixed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, here you are in mourning, and I’m relating obscure events. Please forgive me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are quite forgiven, Lady Phoebe.” Lady Judith exhaled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must admit, though, I was somewhat surprised to hear from you today. What with the funeral tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith dropped her chin. “That’s just it, Phoebe. I can’t be alone in the house for another minute. The Marquess was going to marry me. I suppose I have bad luck.” Judith sighed. “Now, please, don’t worry. I’ll be fine, but I feel so alone.” She broke into a torrent of sobs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was distressed. What must she do? It was as if every fibre of her being told her not to get involved. But, she couldn’t stand it when others were upset. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without warning, Phoebe was pulled into the maelstrom. “You poor dear. Lady Judith, you may stay here with me tonight. Would you like that? I’ll ask Mary to make up my mother’s former bedchamber for you. How callous of me not to have thought of this sooner.” Phoebe embraced the crying woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not callous. It’s Atwater who’s callous.” Judith lifted her head to kiss Phoebe’s cheek. The two women spied Mary hovering outside the door for a moment; Phoebe smiled in a beckoning manner. Judith glared petulantly, and Mary continued down the hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the disagreement she’d had with Lord Thomas, Phoebe hadn’t wanted to get involved with the scandal any more than she was. But she couldn’t let a friend down in a time of need. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith continued her laments until it was time to go to the dining room for dinner. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     *******  
 
      
 
      
 
    After spending the night on Wimpole Street, Lady Judith was transported by hansom back to St James Square to dress for the funeral. She knew there would be a scene if she went to the luncheon on Regent Street. But that could work in her favour. If she couldn’t get Atwater to come back to her of his own accord, she would need help. And tears had never failed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the help of the maid, she pulled on her black bombazine mourning frock and donned her flat black straw bonnet. The maid had sewn some jet beads onto the brim of the hat and added a curling black plume and black silk ribbons. Lady Judith smiled and made a mental note to thank the girl personally. She decided that when she was Duchess she would keep the girl for her personal lady’s maid. The lady’s maid who’d travelled with Lady Judith throughout Europe was gone. Gone forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe didn’t want to go to the funeral for the 1st Duke of Atwater and the Marquess of Hempstead. It was all so very sad. And she had no desire to see the new Duke. Since Judith had befriended her, Phoebe always felt odd whenever Atwater was in the vicinity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she felt drawn to him in an inexorable way. However, she’d heard nothing good about him. It had seemed lately that the only story on the lips of the ton was of Atwater’s alleged abandonment of Lady Judith. There seemed to be no option for an alternate point of view.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And each time Phoebe had seen him socially, he’d been curt to the point of rudeness. She wondered why she felt so cut by his attitude. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Then there was Lord Thomas. He didn’t join in any of the storytelling, nor did he defend his friend directly. Phoebe had noticed, though, that when the topic of Atwater came up in social situations, and come up it did, again and again, Lord Thomas would attempt to point out what the facts, and only the facts of the situation were. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The attempt would fall on deaf ears, and Lord Thomas would end up exiting the conversation. It seemed the ton derived great joy from vilifying one of their own. Thomas appeared disgusted by the attitude. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole mess discouraged and disappointed Phoebe. But there was no way to avoid the funeral. Illness would be the only acceptable excuse, which was why Lady Phoebe would be unaccompanied to the church and the cemetery. Her father, Duke Carlisle, was feeling poorly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, I’ll be wearing the black bombazine just as every other woman. Will you get it from the clothes press? I know we’re supposed to be sad, and I am, but this flat black is so dingy and unappealing. Silk would look so much better. Losing loved ones and friends is horrible enough without having to look hideous.” Phoebe pinched her cheeks and smoothed her chignon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary smiled slightly and handed Phoebe her bonnet. “You could never look ugly, My Lady. Now, will you see His Grace before you leave? He was sleeping like a baby when I checked on him not ten minutes ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. Let him rest, Mary. My father and the old Duke Atwater were close. I daresay this has taken the wind out of His Grace’s sails.” Phoebe looked around to be sure she had everything she needed. “There is luncheon at the house on Regent Street after the cemetery. I imagine the whole of it will be over by two o’clock. I’ll see my father when the doctor comes later this afternoon. Thank you, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary finished buttoning up the back of Lady Phoebe’s dress and placed a light shawl over her shoulders. “There you are, My Lady. The cabriolet is ready and waiting. Will … will Lord Thomas be escorting you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Thomas? Yes, but then he’ll desert me to stand with the new Duke Atwater. You recall Lord Thomas and I had a disagreement last night about His Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. But I find it noble that Lord Thomas would stand by his friend.” Mary clasped her hands together with a faraway smile. Since she had entrusted Lady Phoebe with the contents of her heart, where Lord Thomas was concerned, Mary had become quite open in her expressions about the gentleman.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled to see her maid so enchanted, but a cold feeling played around her own heart at the thought of Lord Thomas and Mary. Mary was of another class altogether. 
 
      
 
    Tom was a second son with no prospects other than his law practice. The practice was successful, but still his place within the peerage was shaky at best. If a marriage were ever to take place, Mary would be raised up. But Tom would lose most of his already slim social rank. 
  
 
    “Yes, loyalty is to be condoned. And now there are those who are softening towards the Duke because of his recent tragedy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I daresay because of his recent rise in status, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, everyone wants to move up. But what the Duke did to Lady Judith is unforgivable, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. If he did it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? If he did it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There are actually only two individuals involved in the scandal, My Lady. One says one thing, the other says something else. The ton has chosen to believe Lady Judith up to now. But, she is a mere woman. And Lord Robert ... well, he is a Duke now. The hawks are sharpening their talons deciding who holds the key to their betterment in society. The scandal is one’s word against the other’s. And, from where I stand, His Grace has the advantage. At least for the time being.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I believe Judith, but I’m trying to stay neutral in my words and actions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, May I speak plainly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. What do you have to say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You allowed Lady Judith to stay here last night. Do you think that is a neutral action?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh la! Mary! Am I expected to turn my back on someone in need? You said yourself that I could be a helping hand and not take sides.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. But by believing Lady Judith, you’ve already taken sides. And then ...” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then, what? Do you have any hints on how I might better manoeuvre the situation?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary looked down and said nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary? What would you do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like to think, My Lady, that what I would do is remember that men are not exclusive to lying.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean, you think Lady Judith is lying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not necessarily? That tells me nothing. Why are you talking in circles?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if she’s lying, but I think, I think Lady Judith might not be who she says she is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what does that mean? If she is not who she says she is, doesn’t she immediately become a liar?” 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Lord Thomas is in the sitting room, Lady Phoebe.” Mr. Harris, the butler came in to announce that Phoebe’s escort had arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, let us talk later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please go and entertain Lord Thomas until I come down.” Phoebe smiled. “Go now.” She laughed and shooed the girl away. She wondered if there was anything she could do to enable Mary and Tom to be together. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe came back from the luncheon on Regent Street, exhausted. The double funeral had been a most sombre affair, some ladies delicately dabbing their eyes with linen handkerchiefs, while others needed their salts. Still others, in hysterics, had to be escorted from the church. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The luncheon had been no better. The tension was thick enough to cut with a knife. Terence had tried to place Lady Judith away from the new Duke, but she would hear none of it. Regardless of how he had treated her, her cousin needed her now, she’d said loudly. She was the only real family he had left she’d said. And the Duke had nodded to Terence to put the woman wherever she wanted to be, if only to quiet her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe’s heart had gone out to Atwater for just a moment then. She saw, very clearly, how Lady Judith had manipulated the situation in her favour. Much as she had done the night before with Phoebe. And as of today, Lady Judith had barely acknowledged Phoebe’s presence. It seemed very strange indeed, and Phoebe’s thoughts went back to Mary’s and Lord Thomas’ words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Could she be wrong about Lady Judith? Phoebe closed her eyes willing herself to come back to her senses. Her head was aching. It was time to leave. She’d asked Terence to have Dan ride her home as she hadn’t wanted to disturb Lord Thomas who’d stood by Atwater all morning and afternoon. Atwater and Lord Thomas were deep in conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She ducked out through the area and around the back to the mews. She wanted to avoid both Atwater and Judith.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Once home, Phoebe placed her hand upon the stair rail and slowly made her way up the steps. Mary hurried to her as she stepped onto the second floor. “My Lady, come quick. It’s His Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, Mary?” The maid took Phoebe’s hand, and they rushed to the bedchamber door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I sent for the doctor, My Lady. I was about to send for you. Thank Heavens you’re here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe threw the door to the chamber open and went to her father’s bedside. She sank to her knees, taking the elderly man’s hand. “Father, it’s me. Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Duke Carlisle’s breathing was laboured, his face white, and little beads of sweat stood out along his brow. He cracked his eyes open and attempted a smile. “My Phoebe,” he whispered. “Such a good girl. I love you. Be good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll be good, Papa.” Tears sprang to Phoebe’s eyes. Her father’s condition had plummeted in the three hours she’d been gone from the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke patted her hand which rested on his weakening heart. “Be good to …” the effort of speaking was sapping up his remaining energy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will Papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “... the Duke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand, Papa.” Phoebe’s eyes met Mary’s with the question. What is he saying? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Atwater.” The old duke closed his eyes for a few moments. When he opened them again, they held the glow of fever.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Papa?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see, your mother.” He smiled and closed his eyes once more never to reopen them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Papa! Papa!” Lady Phoebe called to her father. “Please, speak to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The doctor stepped into the room and put his hands on her shoulders. He helped her stand up. “He’s gone, Lady Phoebe. I’m very sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary came and helped Phoebe upstairs to her bedchamber. “Oh Mary, how could this have happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Doctor Smead said the typhus is taking many of the elderly, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s awful, the old Duke, the Marquess, and now my father ... it feels as if it’s too much to bear. And why did my father talk about Atwater? He must have been delirious. So strange. But he did know the Weston brothers since they were children. And the old Duke Atwater and he were close. Or as close as gambling cronies can be.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now I’ll never be able to speak to my father again.” Phoebe broke down in tears. Mary helped her undress and tucked her in to the big soft feather bed with a hot decoction to calm her. Phoebe drank the elixir and handed the cup to her maid.   
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rest now, Lady Phoebe. I’ll sleep here on the chaise in case you need anything during the night. Mr Harris is taking care of the arrangements.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you Mary.” Phoebe barely had the words out before she was asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                      ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Lady Phoebe and Mary were transported to Pinebrook Manor. Typhus was running rampant in London, and though Phoebe had survived it after her return from Paris, it was wise to get away from the hysteria and sadness that gripped the city. Anyone who could leave was doing so until the disease had run its course.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr Harris, the butler, had indeed made all the arrangements. When the women arrived in the country, Phoebe was delighted and relieved to find the staff had prepared the huge house for their stay. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The housekeeper, after expressing her condolences, asked to see Lady Phoebe privately. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Crabtree, I have complete confidence in your capabilities. My father has done nothing but rave about them since my mother died. I know you’ve not only done your job but also many of the duties of the lady of the house since then. Now that I’m to be lady of the manor, I’d like to continue with things as they’ve been. That is as long as you don’t find it too taxing. I have no wish to usurp your authority.” Phoebe smiled at the older woman who had always been very kind to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all, My Lady. I only felt that you would want to take over as mistress.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s so overwhelming, Mrs Crabtree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll do whatever pleases you, My Lady. And I have this for you as well.” She handed Phoebe a letter sealed with the crest of the Earl of Portree, Phoebe’s cousin, and her father’s heir. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did this arrive?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This morning, My Lady.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm. Seems he doesn’t have the Carlisle seal ... he’s still using the Portree crest.” Phoebe opened the letter and began to read. “He’s coming from Scotland to claim his inheritance. I don’t think I’d recognize him if he stood up in my soup! I haven’t seen him since I was ten years old. He says he shall be here in a few days’ time. This letter was written the morning after my father’s death. The earl has wasted no time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat in one of the delicate chairs of her tiny sitting room. She rubbed her forehead with her fingers and sighed. “Mrs Crabtree, whatever happens, I want you to know I’ve valued your employment immensely. If the Countess of Portree decides to change things, you will come with me. You, Mr Harris, and Mary. If things change drastically, I can keep only the three of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We thought things would change after your dear mother passed, My Lady. But your father said he would never let us go unless that’s what we wanted. Even when he thought to marry again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never knew my father thought to marry again. He never said anything about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duchess of Crosston made a play for your father, My Lady, and the Duke was lonely. She was an audacious woman, quite bewitching many said. The two were close to making marriage arrangements when the lady said she would be replacing the staff here, and in London, with her own people. Your father told her that her staff was more than welcome to mingle with the staff he already had. We would make it work was what he said.” Mrs Crabtree looked up at the portrait of the Duchess Carlisle, so like Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your father was a good man. And your mother a sweet, kind woman. If ever two people should have had the chance to grow old together, it was the two of them. When the Duchess Crosston became insistent about changing everything here at Pinebrook, right down to the furnishings, the Duke refused. He put his foot down as firmly as anyone I’ve ever seen. He said no, and he told the Duchess that she was free to leave the engagement if she saw fit. Which, thank Heavens, she did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My goodness. My father never told me this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, and there was never reason for it, My Lady. I repeat it only to instill further in you the knowledge that your father, God rest his soul, was the fairest, kindest, most loyal master any of us have ever known. I will miss him fiercely, but rest easy in the knowledge that he is with your sweet mother in eternity.” The housekeeper smiled. “Will you have a nap here on the chaise? I’ll wake you for dinner, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think I will, Mrs Crabtree. I’m so, so tired. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she was alone in the room, Phoebe allowed the tears to flow again. She prayed that Earl Portree, now Duke Carlisle, and his wife would not send those she loved away. She prayed they wouldn’t send her away. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Phoebe was out in the little herb garden behind the great house. The fragrant smelling utility garden had always been her secret place to go. Whenever she was happy, or sad, or just wanting to be alone, she would go down to the kitchen and sneak through the scullery to get to her refuge.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She was reading a letter from Lord Thomas. She was delighted that he planned to come and visit her. She thought how fun it might be to host a small dinner party and decided she’d ask Mr Harris and Mrs Crabtree about it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The back gate squealed with dry hinges, and Phoebe looked up to see Mary entering the garden from the other side through the wilderness. There was a slight pucker between Mary’s eyebrows. “My Lady ... you must come quickly. The Earl is here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? But it’s been only a few days. How could they have come so quickly?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know My Lady, but he ... he’s alone, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alone? He didn’t bring the Countess? How odd.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady. There is no Countess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, no Countess?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Countess is long gone, Lady Phoebe ... dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dead?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. She had an accident and fell down the stairs some three years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had no knowledge, but it’s not as if all the Sinclair kin are close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke is in your sitting room, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear. Do I look presentable, Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You always look lovely, My Lady. Here, let me help you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to look lovely. I want to look elegant. Imposing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary took Phoebe’s book and the herb basket without another word. The two women made their way back into the house through the scullery and kitchen. Phoebe took a deep breath and headed up the backstairs so she could get to her sitting room more quickly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside the door she steadied her breath and smoothed her skirt. She forced a smile, turned the handle, and entered the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The new Duke of Carlisle stood and bowed as Phoebe went in. He was tall and imposing and, all of a sudden, Phoebe felt tiny and insignificant.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cousin. It is good to see you again, albeit the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. I thank you for coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ahh. Your Grace. Has a certain ring to it, does it not?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe said nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke continued undeterred. “I want to go to London to see the townhouse, but that won’t be for a while. I have much business in Edinburgh. I will depart on the morrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see. My father’s former bedchamber is made up and ready for you, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is kind. And I have some business to discuss with you, dear cousin.” His eyes travelled down her form, and she felt suddenly uncomfortable alone with him in the tiny room with the door closed. She made her way to the bell on the wall and pulled the cord. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In a moment, Mary knocked lightly and opened the door. She curtsied to Carlisle, “Your Grace,” then she turned her attention to Phoebe, “you rang My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Might we have some refreshment? The Duke and I have some, uh, business to discuss. You may leave the door open, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, My Lady.” Mary’s eyes met Phoebe’s. Then she was gone from the room in a heartbeat. Her brief presence, though, had given Phoebe time enough to gather her wits. And her strength. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you were saying, Your Grace?” Phoebe took a seat by the fire. The sound of the wood crackling and sparking behind the screen caused her to feel stronger and surer of herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I may as well come to the point. There’s no use beating around the bush now, is there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Your Grace. What is the point you speak of?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My new estate, of course. I will want to be selling both properties. I have a life in Scotland, dear lady. And I want you to join me there. As my wife. I’ve been alone for some time. My dear Janet being gone from me these three years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt the air leave her lungs. She was at a loss for words. Mary tapped on the door and entered the room with a tray bearing fruit, bread, cheese, and small cakes. There was sherry for the gentleman and orgeat lemonade for Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will that be all, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That will be all, girl.” The Duke dismissed Mary abruptly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My condolences for the death of the Countess, Your Grace. You speak of very great changes for me. I, myself, am still in the throes of grief over the death of my dear father. I cannot make any decisions so important as that which you are suggesting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, dear cousin. With respect, My Lady, you don’t have much of a choice, do you? Is there a gentleman courting you that I have no knowledge of? Can he offer you the sort of life I am offering? You have nothing, my lady. There are not many options for a woman, alone, regardless of her station. I am giving you a grand opportunity cousin. You can continue your life of leisure at Duncan Castle, the ancestral home of my mother’s people. Or, I suppose you could become a governess, or possibly try your hand at seamstress work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you are quite generous in your offer, Your Grace. But, I must have time. I need some time to consider such an offer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please do not let me rush your choice, but there is little time. As I said, I must return to my home tomorrow to attend to business. You will stay here; I do not wish for you to have exposure to the typhus in London, and I cannot take you back to Scotland unless you are my wife. I will be back in a few days, and then I will be gone again for three to four months. That will give you more than enough time to consider our union and the benefits therein for you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle picked up the glass of sherry and drained it. “Now, I will retire to my bedchamber. I would very much like a bath before dinner. What’s my new man’s name? Harris? This will be as an audition for him.” The Duke winked at Phoebe and stood. “Now, if you will excuse me. Where do I find ... uh, Harris?” The earl pulled the cord Phoebe had pulled earlier. “Is this it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No sir. That’s Mary only. She is my personal maid.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have many you may choose from at Duncan, Lady Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary came into the room. “My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing Mary. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “See to it that Harris prepares a bath for me, Mary. That will be all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary’s eyes flitted to Phoebe, who was looking down, then back to the Duke. She curtsied, “Yes, Your Grace,” and left the room followed by him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He called out “Harris, good man, where are you about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe heard the Duke’s voice grow faint. This was not at all what she’d thought might happen. Her cousin had essentially told her that her entire existence was to change. And worse, it was to change according to his plans. She felt herself growing short of breath and went to the little cabinet next to her desk. 
 
      
 
    There was a tiny bottle of laudanum in the cabinet that she kept on hand for when she had pain during her monthly bleeding time. Phoebe poured some of the contents into her lemonade and drank it down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, she felt calmer and able to sit without the urge to flee. Inside, she was panicking, but on the outside she resembled any fine lady relaxing in her sitting room on a leisurely afternoon. And she pondered the words her father had left her with. Atwater, he’d said to be nice to Atwater. Strange. Phoebe decided he must have been delirious, thinking of his recently departed friend the first Duke.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Downstairs in the servants’ hall, Mary sat at the table having just composed a letter of her own. It was addressed to Lord Robert Weston, His Grace, the Duke of Atwater. She wrote that she did not believe the rumours about him regarding Lady Judith. She wrote that Lady Phoebe needed help. 
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe needed rescue from her father’s heir. Mary reminded the Duke that he was a good and fair man, and then she signed and sealed the letter. She went out to the mews to speak to the groom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eddie, I know this is below your station, but I need someone I can trust to deliver this letter straightaway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve come to the right man, Miss O’Reilly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary gave him a brief smile. “The letter is to go to His Grace, Duke Atwater. It must be delivered directly to his hand. Will you do that for Lady Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Miss Mary. I’ll take my Buttercup, she’s the fastest filly in three counties. Comes from good Irish sport stock she does. Give me the letter, Miss; I’ll have it to the Duke in short time.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Eddie. Godspeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Eddie, be sure no one sees you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The groom nodded and urged Buttercup into the passageway to the street. Mary listened as the echo of hooves grew fainter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater walked into Brooks’. It was eight o’clock in the evening, and he wanted a drink. And he wanted to find Lord Thomas. The previous two months had been a whirlwind of bad news, funerals, and life-changing events. He found himself missing his brother and regretting the nearly constant sibling rivalry they’d indulged in since they were young boys. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even the 1st Duke, who never failed to alert Lord Robert that he was doing something wrong or making a mistake of some sort, was missed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Robert smiled wryly. It was ironic, indeed, that he now was the Duke of Atwater. He wondered if his father spun in his grave. Especially when Robert thought about what his mother had told him about his actual father. An Irishman. And a groom.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert had always been an exceptional rider. He had a way with horses. The animals trusted him, and he found no greater pleasure than riding. Lord Thomas joked with him that even whist placed second after horses. He chuckled at the thought and spied Tom at the usual spot by the fireplace. Robert was on the far side of the lounge. He raised his hand in greeting, and Tom waved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are you, Your Grace? You look like you haven’t slept in days.” Tom’s eyebrows rose. “Do I have to be worried about you, Your Grace?” Tom smiled, but his eyes looked concerned.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the compliment, Lord Thomas,” Atwater snarled. “I don’t know how I am, Tom. Maybe I should go back out to Hempstead. Wait out the typhus like anyone else who’s in their right mind. How are you?” Lord Robert sunk into one of the comfortable chairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fine, although I wouldn’t be here if you were at Hempstead. I’d be with the rest of my family in the country. But, you know how it is. The second son’s whereabouts is not a concern when the first son is with the family.” 
 
    He grinned.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you come to Hempstead with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s a grand idea. We can visit Lady Phoebe at Pinebrook Manor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke’s face clouded. “I don’t know if that would be appropriate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Appropriate? Whatever do you mean, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look, we’re alone Tom, will you please call me Robert? Nothing has changed between us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom rolled his eyes. “Robert, please don’t avoid the question. Why do you think it would be inappropriate to visit Lady Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No reason, really. Except she, for lack of a better word, my friend, hates me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know for a fact that’s not true. You read her wrong, Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do I? She barely spoke to me at the funeral. And then with Judith about to make some kind of scene back at the house, I was so preoccupied that I didn’t notice Phoebe had left without a word. It was quite uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
      
 
    And, Lady Judith has changed so from who she was before her tour.  She’s serious, and then laughs at inappropriate times. She’s silent when she should speak. Do you imagine the shock of losing the Duchess brought out a side of her none of us could have foreseen? A well hidden side?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom nodded, “It’s possible, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I still feel something is not right, Tom. I told you, her eyes are different. I knew my cousin well. I mean, I was in love with her. I’d spent hours gazing into her eyes prior to her departure. And you know I wanted to marry her when she was seventeen. But she said she was too young. Despite the fact that her parents would have blessed us, she said she was too young. So I waited for her to come back, only to have her return as a very different woman. I’ve never known anyone to be so changed by maturity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is curious. I don’t know what to make of it. Do you reckon she might have an addiction to laudanum? That can cause mood swings and the like.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never thought of it. Laudanum does cause changes in the eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what about Lady Phoebe? Can you reconcile your thoughts about her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater shrugged. “I should be asking you about Lady Phoebe. You’ve been escorting her around and seeing to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel for Lady Phoebe as if she’s my sister. Truly. I love her dearly, but she and I are not involved in any other way. Nor have we ever been. I know we’ve been high on the list of gossip topics, but I let that be as it may. It hurts no one and takes some of the attention off of your alleged transgression with Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I fear, as I’ve already said, that Lady Phoebe dislikes me intensely. There, I have not used the word hate. Happy, My Lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert. She is confused. Judith has filled her ears with awful stories about you. Phoebe doesn’t know who or what to believe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would Judith purposely go about making things so difficult for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you want my honest answer, Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe she’s attempting to blackmail you. She clearly wants your attentions to herself. She sees a Duke, my friend. She is an ambitious woman remember, and it seems she will do anything to become a Duchess. I think she made up the lie to get the attention of your brother. I saw it happening, but I couldn’t decipher it. When James died, and Judith turned her eye on you, it became clear to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So now Judith wants me, and Lady Phoebe hates me because she thinks I’m a rogue. She thinks I’m not fit to be a Duke. She is angry with me on Judith’s behalf, yet Judith has allegedly forgiven me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Time heals, Robert. Some time needs to pass. The truth always comes out one way or another. But suffice it to say, I don’t believe Lady Phoebe hates you. At all. In fact, I think it’s quite the opposite. I think she might be in love with you. She just doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert laughed. “You have a strange view of what love looks like Tom. Let us go. We’ll take my carriage to Hempstead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever suits you, Your Grace.” Tom patted his friend on the back, and the two men left the club.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When they arrived at Regent Street, Terence met them at the door. “Your Grace, there is a man from Pinebrook Manor in the drawing room. He has a letter, from Miss O’Reilly, the maid to Lady Phoebe Sinclair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary? Why ever would she be sending me a letter? Where’d you say the man is, Terence? In the drawing room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please take him to the library. I will be there in a moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence nodded, “Very good, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert looked at Tom. “What do you suppose it’s about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t say Robert. Best to go in and read the letter, I suppose. I will be taking a turn in the rose garden.” Tom bowed and made his way towards the back of the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert strode to the library. “I’ll have Terence summon you when it’s time for us to leave,” he said over his shoulder to his friend’s back, then opened the library door and entered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man inside stood, bowed awkwardly, and handed the letter to Robert. “Your Grace. Edward Grant at your service.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, thank you, Mr Grant. Will you have some refreshment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, Your Grace, that wouldn’t be seemly. I was instructed to deliver this letter directly to your hand, and if it please Your Grace, I’ll be on my way back to Pinebrook Manor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, but allow my cook to supply you with food for the journey.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you, Your Grace.” The man bowed again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to hold you up, Mr Grant. You may leave. Thank you for your trouble.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No trouble at all, Your Grace. I’m honoured. Good night.” The man bowed again, and to Robert’s silent amusement, backed out of the room as if he were leaving the presence of the King. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert tore the letter open and read the contents with a clenched jaw. Carlisle was planning to take Phoebe up to Edinburgh with him. He’d forbidden her to leave the Manor. She was not even allowed to write letters.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle had left some of his own servants at Pinebrook, and Mary’s words told Robert that the women feared the Scottish servants were to spy on Phoebe. The Duke had said that Lady Phoebe would have a new staff after she was his wife and ensconced in Duncan Castle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is entirely inappropriate,” Robert said to himself. He grabbed two sheets of paper and scribbled two notes, not bothering to seal them. He hurried from the library and went to find Tom in the garden, calling to him as he went. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A situation that requires some quick consideration. Come, we’ll leave now. We’ll go through the kitchen. I must speak to Lady Phoebe’s groom, Edward Grant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom followed, not offering a word or asking questions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert caught up with Grant in the mews. He was just mounting his Buttercup. “We leave for Pinebrook Manor also, Mr Grant. Please take this note to Miss Mary and deliver this other to Duke Carlisle.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke has left for Edinburgh, Your Grace.” Grant placed the papers in his waistcoat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All the better. Act as if he hasn’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Your Grace.” He was off in a flash, his horse’s hooves sounding along the side of the house to the street beyond.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dan ... come, we need the carriage. We’re off to the country. I realize it’s a hasty decision, but we must go now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. The carriage will be ready in fifteen minutes,” Dan replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence came back to the mews.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, Terence. Good. We’re going to Pinebrook Manor. I have need of you. As does Lord Thomas. Will you come?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Your Grace.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert took his watch from the fob pocket of his waistcoat and marked the time. “Nine o’clock, then. Very good. We’ll make good time. It should take us about five hours,” Robert informed Tom, and the two ascended to the carriage with Terence up on the bench next to Dan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the way, Robert and Tom both dozed on and off, causing them a fair amount of surprise when they arrived at two thirty in the morning. They started up the long driveway to Pinebrook Manor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr Harris came out to the head of the drive with Mrs Crabtree to greet the men. “Mary alerted us to your coming, Your Grace. Good evening, Lord Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” the two men said in unison. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your bedchambers are ready. Lady Phoebe will receive you at breakfast. She doesn’t know you are here, Your Grace. It was Miss Mary who arranged it.” The housekeeper held the candelabra high. “Let us go inside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That will be fine. Thank you, Mrs Crabtree. Mr Harris, my man Terence is with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, Your Grace. I will show him to a room for his use,” Harris said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And now Your Grace, and Lord Thomas, this way.” Mrs Crabtree led the men into the mansion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Soon, they were ensconced in their chambers. Tom had told Robert that he was going straight to bed. Robert poked his head out of his door and looked both ways up and down the hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had no idea where Lady Phoebe’s room was, but Tom, who’d spent much time at Pinebrook Manor in the past, had told him she slept on the second floor in her mother’s former chambers. Since he was in the late Duke’s chamber, Lady Phoebe must be just on the other end of the gallery. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He quietly stepped into the gallery and padded towards the other end. He stopped at each door to his right. The first chamber he looked in was open. It was a bedroom. The second room was locked, and he knew that was where Lord Thomas had been put. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though he held one tiny candle that did little to illuminate anything more than the narrow tread of his feet on the soft carpet, he continued walking along the gallery. He came to a door at the far end, on the other side of the staircase. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He tried the door. It was locked. This must be what he was looking for. He knocked and waited a moment. He knocked again, a little louder this time. A few seconds later, there was a click, and the door opened a crack.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary’s soft eyes gazed up at him and she gasped. “Your Grace. You’re here,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mary. I want you to pack a reticule for yourself and one for Lady Phoebe. Hide them; we may need to leave in a hurry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will we leave tonight, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but when we go, it will be with a minute’s notice. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. I will let My Lady know as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace. I knew you would help us.” She smiled at him and curtsied as best she could in the opening of the doorway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Back to sleep with you. Lord Thomas and I will see you at breakfast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Thomas is here, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. He’s accompanied me.” Atwater thought he saw a play of a smile around Mary’s lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good night, Your Grace.” Mary closed the door quickly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater stood in the gallery looking at the door. Behind it, Lady Phoebe breathed in soft slumber. Nothing more than a door separated them. He turned and made his way back down the gallery to his designated chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, over breakfast, Atwater outlined his plan to Lord Thomas and Lady Phoebe. Mary, having attended Phoebe earlier was nowhere to be seen, although Phoebe had invited her to dine with them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt shy around Atwater. He was entirely too handsome. She could see why Lady Judith had fallen for him. But, she reminded herself, he had done something so dreadful, he wasn’t received.  
 
      
 
      
 
    But then, Mary and Thomas both believed that Atwater hadn’t done what Judith had accused him of doing. Reneging on a promise. Going against Judith by backing out of a marriage agreement. It was the lowest gesture Phoebe had ever heard of. She was disappointed beyond measure, as she still felt so drawn to Atwater. Was it actually possible that Judith had lied?  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was called back to the talk at hand by Atwater’s voice addressing her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The fact that Portree, uh, Carlisle is in Edinburgh gives us more time. London is safe from typhus now. Lord Thomas and I will escort you and Mary back to Wimpole Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Phoebe a moment to formulate her response. “I don’t want to appear ungrateful, Your Grace, but what good will it do to take me away from here? My cousin threatens to sell the townhouse, and this one, out from under me. Whether I marry him or not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We won’t let him force you into a marriage you don’t want.” Tom stopped speaking.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There was the sound of a carriage outside, or a coach. It sounded heavy and big, and there were hounds running alongside of it, bellowing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is that infernal racket,” Lord Thomas ventured. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree rushed into the sitting room. “My Lady, it’s the Earl; I mean the Duke. He’s back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s eyes opened wide in alarm. “He’s back? Already? Your Grace, what do we do now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom and I get out of your private sitting room straightaway ... first things first.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Thomas stood and exited the room with his beer and breakfast plate and hurried to his chamber. He heard the Duke coming in the front door calling for the butler. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Harris. Get down here man. I need your assistance. Where is that confounded …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace.” Mr Harris stood in front of his new master with a face of stone.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s get something straight, Harris, shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look as if you hope to be released from service here. You’d like nothing better than a fine letter of reference from me and the opportunity to find another place. Am I right, Harris? Well, let me inform you of something, my man. The fact that you appeared so quickly and so quietly when I called for you has pleased me. Greatly. I intend to make you my valet, Mr Harris. Mind you keep up the good work. I don’t reference anyone who attempts to poison my mind to their presence here. You will never find another position if I should decide to let you go. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” Harris bowed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle smirked. “Good. Now. Where is Lady Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s asleep, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Asleep? I won’t hear of it.” Carlisle bounded up the stairs and turned left down the gallery towards Phoebe’s chamber. He grabbed the handle and turned it only to find the door locked. “Phoebe! Open this door at once.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside, Mary had come back and was frantically clearing away extra cutlery and plates. She shoved everything into a low cupboard and closed its door. Phoebe went to the bedchamber door and spoke through it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Y-your Grace. You are back early.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am, and I expected to be greeted by my wife to be at the door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord, I have not given you my answer yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re a fool if you think you can survive without me, My Lady.” Carlisle turned on his heel and headed for the stairs. “I will see you in the dining room for dinner. Do not be late,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned around to face the room and leaned back against the door. “Oh Mary, he intends to keep me a prisoner no matter where I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not to worry, My Lady. Duke Atwater has a plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope it’s a good plan. Carlisle might throw Atwater and Lord Thomas to the dogs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, His Grace Lord Robert is going to discuss business with the Duke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ll see, Mary. Now, I must freshen up. I’ll have cold luncheon in my sitting room and then nap. After, I’ll need your assistance dressing for dinner. Please tell His Grace and Lord Thomas to join Duke Carlisle and myself in the drawing room at half past four to enjoy some aperitif. Then come back to assist me with my dress, please.” Phoebe sighed. “Dinner promises to be interesting, if nothing else.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dinner had come to a close. Lady Phoebe had retired to her chamber. Duke Carlisle, Atwater, and Lord Thomas were in the library enjoying some fine Spanish brandy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “... and if you are in the market to sell, I’d be interested. I spent a great deal of time at the Wimpole Street townhouse, Your Grace. I would be quite interested in acquiring it.” Lord Thomas swirled the rich, translucent brandy in his goblet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t know what relief that brings to me, Lord Thomas. Now, if I can find a buyer for this estate, I’ll never have need of leaving my dear Scotland again.” Carlisle grinned showing a row of brownish teeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I might be able to bring you the relief you’re craving, Your Grace.” Atwater leaned forward to better illustrate his point. “I’ve had my eye on Pinebrook Manor. In fact, I had been conversing with the late Duke about the matter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay this is the happiest bit of news I’ve been privy to in quite some time.” Carlisle, once again, bestowed his hideous smile on the men. “Call Harris, will you? I’d like more brandy. We’ve finished this bottle gentlemen. I told the butler to decant four bottles. You never know when there’s a celebration to be had. Harris!” He yelled the last, forgetting in his near inebriated state that his only effort was to ring the bell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Harris left the brandy here, Carlisle. Allow me will you?” Atwater secured Carlisle’s glass and stepped to the side table. His eyes met Tom’s. He nodded slightly, and Tom immediately took up Carlisle’s attention with more talk of the Wimpole Street townhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater turned his back and retrieved a small vial from his waistcoat. It contained belladonna, an herb that rendered the one who ingested it unconscious. He emptied half the vial into the glass and sloshed the brandy over it.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here we are.” Atwater handed the glass to the unsuspecting Carlisle and placed the decanter on the table next to the chair he was in.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is fine, though, isn’t it gentlemen?” Carlisle drained the glass and poured another.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Again, Thomas’ and Atwater’s eyes met. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    Robert checked his watch. Eight o’clock. He hoped the women were ready. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Carlisle sat, slumped in the chair, snoring loudly. Atwater stood and made his quiet way up to Lady Phoebe’s chamber. He hugged the wall and stayed out of sight of the two guards Carlisle had set at the front door. Thomas snuck down to the servants’ hall and out into the yard to find Dan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater tapped on the door to Phoebe’s chamber, and it opened to a dark room. “How many guards has he put about?” Atwater asked Mary urgently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean the spies? I’m not sure, but I think nine and his valet and driver. The men at the door are always two. He’s put three women in the kitchens. There are two footmen; they are the very tall gentlemen you’ll see in the stables. Much taller than the manor’s two footmen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dan is readying the coach. I’ll tell Carlisle’s footmen, if they’re awake, that I have urgent business in London. I’ll say that I’d forgotten about it, and it’s imperative that I be there in the morning. We will go out through the servants’ entrance in order not to be detected, but we need a story just in case. Come. Let us go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They went towards the servants’ stairs. Mary and Phoebe pulled their cloaks tight and lifted the hoods over their respective brown curls and flaxen waves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must stay out of sight. If I have to distract the footmen, Thomas will get you into the coach. Hopefully, we won’t have to speak to them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The three tiptoed down the steps and through the servants’ hall. Atwater opened the back door and peeked out into the yard. All seemed quiet. A bird called from across the yard, and Atwater knew it was Tom signalling that all was clear. They hurried across to the stables, once more staying to the edges of the yard, pressed against the cold stone of the walls. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a word, the ladies were assisted into the coach with Tom following. Dan was on the bench, and Atwater just about to step up into the darkness of the vehicle when a lantern shone from the door of the stable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do we have here? Good evening gentlemen. It’s a bit late to go a-travelling now isn’t it?” The tall footman crossed the yard to the coach. Atwater turned around closing the coach door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you would be, good sir?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am Duke Carlisle’s first footman. And I ask you, My Lord, where do you plan to go at this hour of the night?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I plan to go back to London, not that it’s any of your business, good man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I believe anyone leaving my master’s property in the dark of night is my business, My Lord. Who might be leaving with you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas poked his head out the window of the coach. “That would be me. Now, I would ask that a footman not detain the Duke of Atwater another minute. The Duke has important last minute business in London on the morrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The footman’s cocky grin vanished. “Forgive me Your Grace, forgive me My Lord. I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should find out who the party is that’s leaving your master’s property in the dark of night next time. Before you accost them.” Atwater frowned at the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. Might I help you with anything?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, that will not be necessary. You may, however, give your master my sincere thanks for a lovely evening.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. I will, Your Grace.” The footman stood as Dan walked the pair of horses across the yard and began down the drive. When they were a half mile from the house, Dan let the horses go. If they made good time, they’d be in London by midnight. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, they were moving at a good clip when they came upon a fallen tree in the road. The woods were too thick on either side to go around it, and Tom and Atwater were faced with the reality that they, with the help of Dan would have to move it. They alighted from the carriage and walked to and fro and around the log, ascertaining the best way to handle moving it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom heard a sound like the cracking of a twig underfoot. He looked at Atwater who’d stopped moving and was listening intently. Dan also stopped and listened. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The full moon was of no assistance in ascertaining where the sound had come from. They waited a few minutes more, and hearing nothing, silently decided to continue. The women slept inside the carriage, and Tom entered as softly as he could. Dan had taken his place on the bench, and Atwater turned around to get back inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he lifted his arms to hoist himself into the interior, he felt something press into his back. He straightened and saw a face at the opposite door window. In one motion, the face opened the door and flashed a knife while the pressure on Atwater’s back increased. Then he heard the cocking of a pistol. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, now. Step back down. Do it now or I’ll shoot. No one would hear anything. You’re in the deep woods,” a voice whispered. There was something oddly familiar in the voice that Atwater couldn’t place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He stepped down and turned to face the man, dressed as a fine dandy but with a black silk mask across his face with only holes for the eyes to peer out. The other man brought Tom and the women forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look what we found Tully. Two wenches and another fop.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bring them here. Let’s see. Have you any jewellery, ladies?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have not, and I insist you remove that hideous face cover. I demand you identify yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tully began to laugh, lifting his arm and slapping his thigh.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the moment Tom needed to whirl around and wrench the knife from the other man’s hand. Atwater heard the man with the pistol gasp. Then the two bandits ran for the cover of the forest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater turned to Tom, Phoebe, and Mary. “Is anyone hurt?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re fine. But that was strange.” Tom straightened his cravat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It most certainly was, but we seem to have made short work of them.” Atwater grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I’ve acquired a new pen knife.” Tom grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thought you most gallant. Both of you.” Mary looked from one to the other of them. Phoebe was curiously quiet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has anyone seen Dan?” Tom tore his eyes from Mary’s and was looking around. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m here, My Lord.” Dan stepped out of the deep woods and onto the road. I tried to trail them, but they got away. They had horses down that way by the river. I lost them, but it’s a curious thing. The moon is bright tonight. I was close behind them when the moon came out from behind a cloud. I was able to duck behind a tree in the nick of time. And the curious thing is, one of the bandits was a woman, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A woman. Are you sure, Dan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As sure as I know it’s you I’m speaking to, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is curious Dan. Quite curious. But it would explain the whispery voice of the one called Tully. Hmm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m of the mind that we should get back to travel, Your Grace. Who knows but they might come back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t think they’ll be back. Not with the way they ran from us. I suppose I don’t think it so curious that one of them was a woman, after all. Men would never abandon a plan by running away. A woman, on the other hand, could be taken over by her fear. Although, she didn’t seem too taken over by fear when she had that pistol pressed against my spine.” Atwater laughed. “But you’re right, Dan. We should move on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Mary thought the entire episode was a fascinating adventure. And they went on about it for the next hour until the excitement began to wear off and they fell asleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater and Lord Thomas kept quiet so as not to disturb them, and when the carriage arrived at Wimpole Street, they gently shook the ladies awake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They helped the women into the house and made their way to Phoebe’s bedchamber. Then they sat up in the library gazing into the fire Dan had built up and drinking sherry.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They knew when Carlisle awoke he would come looking for them. Atwater wondered if they should take the women over to Regent Street but then thought better of it. He was going to have to face Carlisle again at some point. There was no use in attempting to put it off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom fell asleep after one glass of sherry. Atwater reached inside his waistcoat and extracted a small muff pistol. He set his chair squarely facing the door of the room and cocked the weapon.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe and Lady Mary were too exhausted to sleep any more. The emotional upheaval of the previous days had taken its toll. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat in a cozy chair wrapped in a shawl, and Mary reclined on the chaise with a blanket in front of a small fire. They were thankful it was summer. A trip like they’d just experienced would have been ghastly had it been winter. But still, they felt cold and tired. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary yawned. “His Grace was so brave tonight, My Lady.” Hearing no answer, she looked over at her mistress. Phoebe had tears in her eyes. “My Lady! What’s wrong? Carlisle won’t be here for hours. And Lord Tom and the Duke will handle him. Why are you crying?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed. “Oh Mary, I’m so confused. Lady Judith is my friend, and I know she has designs on the Duke. But she hated him. Now, what am I to do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary sat up. “I feel quite sure the Duke doesn’t return Lady Judith’s sentiments, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do? Oh, it doesn’t matter. I never imagined my life would take a turn such as this,” Phoebe continued. “I always thought I’d be married, maybe even with a child, by this point in my life. And now I’m doomed to spend the rest of my days away from everyone and everything I love.” Her tears spilled over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, you do not have to go to Scotland with Duke Carlisle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what’s to become of me if I don’t? What’s to become of you? And Mr Harris and Mrs Crabtree? What will they do? I’ve made a mess of everything. I was so selfish going to France for two years. I thought I’d fall in love with an intriguing Frenchman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, My Lady. Please don’t talk that way. Another opportunity will present itself. You’re just tired and over emotional.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you really think that’s true, Mary? I don’t think my prospects are very good. It wouldn’t matter if Prince George himself were to court me, I … I,” she burst into tears, “I will never have the man I love.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “There now, My Lady. What’s wrong? You can tell me. It’s Mary, remember?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have no right to cry. I have somewhere to go. Look at poor Lady Judith, in a similar state to mine. And then with the scandal Atwater has caused her. My heart should go out to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Save your heart, My Lady. The Duke did not cause Lady Judith’s problems.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “His chivalry of last night was moving. But, you must remember he broke his betrothal to Lady Judith. She’s nearly ruined.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe Duke Atwater did anything of the sort.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean to say you, you don’t believe Lady Judith’s story?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady. I do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you remember, My Lady, when Lady Anne Browning was betrothed to the Marquess Crauford?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, we were little girls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was young, yes, but I still had ears and eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Marquess Crauford broke the engagement with Lady Anne.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? No! How did you come by that information? I never heard anything about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My point, My Lady. Most heard nothing about it. Earl Browning packed Lady Anne off on a tour of Europe. Five years later, she married a Spanish gentleman in Barcelona.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So the Earl hid the news. Why? Why protect the Duke that way?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t to protect the Duke, My Lady. It was to protect Lady Anne. Her reputation was essentially ruined by being cast aside. The few gossips who found out were paid off by the Earl to keep quiet about it. He didn’t want the ton thinking his daughter was, somehow, inadequate. Of course, the Duke’s reputation was in question for a few weeks until the next juicy bit of gossip came up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So the point here is that the broken betrothal was kept secret to spare those involved.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Exactly My Lady. But Lady Judith has told everyone and anyone who has ears about how she’s been mistreated by Duke Atwater. The busybodies have been so distracted with a good story they haven’t thought to think how odd it is that a woman would tell such personal news as if she were the town crier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe gasped. “Of course. Now I understand why you distrust Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pardon my being blunt, My Lady, but I not only distrust her, I don’t like her. She is up to something. I haven’t figured it out yet, but I know she’s scheming ... something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t think she’s in love with Atwater?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If she is in love with him, why does she make his life miserable? Is that love, My Lady? Any woman would be hurt and angry to be put in a situation like the one she has stated she’s in. But have you ever known a lady, a real lady, to announce her sad predicament? Lady Judith is and has been, I’m sorry to say, not acting like the lady she purports to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, you have a strong argument. Do you believe His Grace, Atwater, left Lady Judith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe fell back into the chair. Her tears started again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve been terrible to him, Mary. He must hate me. And Tom is angry with me as well. Our little dinner with Carlisle was hellish. The gentlemen barely spoke to me. I haven’t indulged in the gossip, but I have believed Lady Judith. How could I have been so foolish?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You haven’t been foolish, My Lady. You’ve been a caring friend to the lady. And it’s interesting to me that you haven’t seen her since the day of the funeral.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked down. Her shoulder shook with sobs. “And she barely acknowledged me that day. I thought it might be her grief, but, Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s no use.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is no use, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Telling you what I’m about to tell you. It only adds to the mess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me anyway. It’s just you and I in this room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s about Duke Atwater.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about him, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think … I …” She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “I think I’m in love with him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                      ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the next afternoon, it was apparent to Lord Thomas and Atwater that Carlisle wouldn’t be coming to London anytime soon. At the very least, he would have sent one of his men to enquire about the whereabouts of Lady Phoebe. They felt it safe to leave Wimpole Street and go their separate ways. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were in the foyer, getting ready to leave, when Mary came running from the back of the house. “Your Grace, may I speak with you?” Her words were for Atwater, but her eyes sought Lord Thomas. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mary, what is it? Is Lady Phoebe in need of something?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No Your Grace. I mean, yes.” Now that the moment was upon her, Mary’s nerve was failing her. She looked down and composed herself. “Lady Phoebe wishes to thank you, Your Grace.” She curtsied, glanced again at Lord Thomas, and then hurried back to where she’d come from. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater looked at Lord Thomas who was shaking his head. “Women,” was all Tom said. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want you to shop with me. I must pick out my trousseau. I can think of no one I’d rather have with me than you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary poured lemonade for her mistress and Lady Judith.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe thought that there was no one else for Judith to turn to. The ton had begun to question the idea that, not only had Lady Judith made public the story that Atwater had forsaken her, but she’d kept the rumours and gossip alive by bringing the situation up at every party, every visit, and every luncheon she attended. Even the gossips were tired of gossiping about it. Now they questioned why the lady would not let the whole thing go. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I haven’t been feeling my best, Lady Judith. I don’t feel able.” Phoebe tried again to beg off. She didn’t want to spend any more time with Lady Judith than she absolutely had to. But there was etiquette to be followed. Lady Judith was the daughter of an Earl. Lady Phoebe would only make herself look bad if she were to cut Judith that way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please? It would mean so much to me.” Judith smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When shall we go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us go now, why not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady, I will take care of everything here. Go along and have a nice time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Phoebe smiled at Mary. “I’ll be back in a moment. I need my gloves. They’re in my room.” Phoebe left the sitting room to go to the main bedchamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith turned and addressed the maid. “Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lady Judith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My cloak.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. Forgive me.” Mary picked the cloak up from the chair it rested on and brought it to Judith. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to help me with it?” Judith looked at Mary with an astonished countenance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beg pardon, My Lady.” Mary kept her eyes down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Phoebe breezed back into the room. “I have everything. Are you ready Judith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am. This will be delightful.” She looped her arm through Phoebe’s, and the two of them made their way downstairs and outside to the waiting carriage.   
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I tell you I’m not ready Tom. You are the last person I would imagine to put me in this position. I’m not ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you not ready, or is Judith the wrong woman for you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course she’s the wrong woman. She’s made my life over-complicated at best. Bad enough I’ve lost my father and brother, but she still will not stop telling people about how I’ve forsaken her. I’m expected to take care of her now and marry her to be absolved from something I didn’t do? I ask you, Tom if you were in her predicament, would you want to marry the person who betrayed you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe she’s thinking of survival. She has no options, really. Unless she waits until an heir is located for her father’s fortune and tries to blackmail him into marrying her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you do think it’s blackmail?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of a sort. I don’t understand her game. It’s most unlike Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree. It’s one of the most curious situations I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you could rectify your reputation by making her your wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom, do you really think I care about my reputation? Especially at this point? It would rectify nothing if I made Judith my wife. Why should I marry her because people think I treated her disrespectfully? I did not. And you would think the ton might wonder why she would marry me after what I am supposed to have done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Too many considerations, Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should move to Hempstead permanently and become a hermit. I won’t let those people and their avarice for gossip control me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about an heir?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about one? I’m twenty-eight. My brother was near to thirty-one when he died.” The volume of Atwater’s voice crept up until he was almost yelling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert, I’m working as the devil’s advocate here. You know I’m with you, whatever you decide. I will always stand by you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater calmed down. “I don’t know what to make of it. But I will tell you this ... I don’t trust Judith. My own cousin, and I don’t trust her. I could never marry her. Not now. The man I was, the man who loved her, is gone. And it seems the woman I once desired to marry is gone also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. You do need to relieve your mind of all the balderdash. Let’s go to Brooks’. That will get your mind off the unsavoury events of late. We’ll go the back way through the mews. That way we won’t accidentally run into Lady Judith, being her townhouse is near there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men boarded the black carriage with no crest, and Dan drove the back way to St James and the club. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Judith exited the dressmaker on Cavendish Square. Judith’s footman placed the packages on the floor of the barouche. The streets were crowded, as were the shops. Phoebe was exhausted from sitting at the linen draper for two hours, then another one at the haberdasher’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith had managed to buy every type of lace, ribbon, and feather she could find. She’d purchased ten hand-painted fans from Japan of all places. A multitude of chemises, twelve pairs of silk stockings, six pairs of cotton stockings, five sets of garters and five new sets of stays and several shawls, were all packaged and bundled into the barouche. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seemingly on a divine mission, Judith then decided to visit her favourite dressmaker. That had taken another three hours and had culminated in the orders of a pelisse, and a variety of morning frocks, visiting frocks, promenade frocks, and three opulent dinner gowns. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, the two women were to head for their respective townhouses. A shopping excursion that generally would have taken three hours at most, promised to keep the women from their homes until after six o’clock in the evening.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith was inside the barouche, and the footman was about to assist Phoebe when a black carriage came clattering around the corner almost colliding with the stationary carriage. Phoebe looked up just in time to see Atwater passing. He was looking out the window, and their eyes met for a frozen moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe thought the glimpse of him to be not unlike the day she’d seen him on the bridge from London. Only this time, everything was very fast. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before she knew it, the carriage had passed, and Phoebe felt a strange sense of guilt. As if she’d gotten caught doing something illicit and clandestine. She pondered the feeling as the barouche swayed down Wigmore Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re awfully quiet.” Judith was reclining back against the leather of the seat surrounded by packages. “I am, quite simply, spent.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I … I’m a little tired as well. It’s been a long day, Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. But I got such good bargains. Those merchants are so stupid. It’s so easy to get them down in price. It very nearly takes the fun out of it!” She burst out in disagreeable giggling.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe said nothing. She wondered where Atwater had been going in such a hurry. If he was headed back to the country, she didn’t know who to turn to for protection from Carlisle. If Atwater was on his way to Hempstead Hall, Lord Thomas was most likely with him. “You’ll drop me off now, won’t you Judith?” Phoebe eyed her companion who had dug some ribbons from a package and was matching them against the fabric of the frock she wore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! You must stay and sup with me, Phoebe. It’s been such a glorious day. I want to share with you some of my ideas for my wedding. It will be at Hempstead Hall, of course, which is where I’ll reside after my marriage. Most of the time anyway. Of course I’ll be back in London for the season. But I fancy becoming a country wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must go home, Judith. I’m very tired.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t know better, why, I’d think you weren’t happy for me, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s not that. I’m actually just very tired. And very happy for you.” She looked down so Judith wouldn’t see her roll her eyes. The woman was trying to the nerves to say the least. Phoebe’s already thin last bit of patience was getting thinner by the minute.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, then.” Judith knocked twice on the back of the driver’s seat and called to the driver. “We’re going to Wimpole Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They pulled up in front of the townhouse; the footman jumped down from the back and assisted Phoebe from the carriage. She turned to face Judith. “Thank you for the afternoon, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are, of course, so very welcome dear, dear Phoebe. I knew you’d have fun helping me prepare for my …” she sighed, “for my marriage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Phoebe smiled and turned back to the townhouse. How did the ton do it? Smiles, come hither glances over the top of fans, eager dances that resulted in moonlight garden walks. It was all geared towards one end. Moving up in society.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe glanced at the back of the carriage as it moved up the street. She felt a sordid, uncomfortable intuition tugging at her brain. Something was out of place when it came to Judith marrying the Duke.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith was nothing like Atwater. She seemed preoccupied much of the time. And she said things that confused Phoebe. Today, when shopping, Judith had been disoriented with the shopping areas they visited. She hadn’t acted like a woman who had grown up shopping in the places they went to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And the greedy way in which she argued with the shopkeepers, looking for ridiculous discounts. Judith had been alternately pouty, charming, and nasty with the shop attendants. Phoebe had actually been embarrassed ... and that was a feeling she found most upsetting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    However, Judith had been away for three years. Maybe, in some of the countries she’d visited, the ladies shopped in the manner she had. And the shock of her mother’s death might possibly have played tricks with her mind.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Even so, Phoebe wondered about what Mary had said. Why had Judith told anybody and everybody about her alleged dismissal by Atwater when she’d returned to London? It was most unseemly. And today, Judith had begun shopping for her trousseau. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something wasn’t adding up. If the Duke had treated her so poorly, why was she now marrying him. Phoebe couldn’t figure it out but for the idea of Judith’s coveted title of Duchess. All she knew for sure was that every fibre of her being cried out for her to pay attention to the situation at hand. And to be wary of where she placed her trust. 
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe went into the house through the hall. She went straight to the family sitting room next to the kitchen. The room was dim and cool. She lit three beeswax candles that rested in a small candelabra and went to the old pianoforte. As she sat, toying with the keys, she still wondered about Judith and Atwater. Phoebe was quite sure that she, herself, was in love with Atwater. And she was quite certain that Judith wasn’t.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She understood how frightening it was to be alone in the world. Even the world of privilege that she and Judith belonged to. One or two premature deaths in the family and the bestowing of property on its heir could ruin a woman’s position in society. 
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt she could go through life as a Lady. Marriage was not something she craved, yet she must indulge in it at some point. To remain unmarried was simply not done if at all possible. Her logical mind said that Judith was attempting to procure security. But that thought didn’t explain away the curious feeling in Phoebe’s stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard the door open, and Mary came bustling into the hall. She’d gotten caught up at the market. She poked her head into the room and smiled. “My Lady. Did you have a nice afternoon?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Put the things away in the kitchen, Mary. I want to ask your opinion of something. Ask Cook to bring us some tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. I have something I must discuss with you as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe went on toying with the keys on the pianoforte, and Mary was back in a few minutes. She carried the tea tray with teapot, cups, milk, lemon slices, and an assortment of cakes. “Here we are, My Lady.” Mary set the tray on a low table and went about pouring it. Phoebe removed herself from the pianoforte and took a seat on the settee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, sit here with me Mary. I have something to discuss with you. But, tell me what you need to tell me first.” Phoebe patted the settee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary sat, folding her hands in her lap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary still said nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, is there anything wrong. Do you feel ill?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady. I was at the market today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I know. Did something happen? Were you accosted in any way? I’ll have Mr Harris look into it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not accosted exactly, My Lady. But I was told some troubling news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe gasped. “What happened? You’re not hurt, are you? What is it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, when I was at the market, my path crossed with a girl I used to know in my younger days. She is the daughter of the housekeeper who placed me in my first domestic position. I was ten years old. It was a few years before your sainted father brought me here to Wimpole Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is your friend well? She’s not ill, is she? Or, possibly she seeks a new position? This is not the place she would want to come, I’m afraid. I cannot take on any new help, Mary. I have all I can do to figure out how to keep you, Harris, and Mrs Crabtree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady, but that’s not what I want to discuss. My friend is well and not in need of employment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what is it? If she has her health and a good position with a good family ... I don’t understand what the problem could be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady. My friend, Olivia, has entered a new household. A household on St James.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “St James? Why that’s where Lady Judith resides.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary nodded her head. “Yes, My Lady. Olivia has been taken into the kitchen at the Bennington St James Street townhouse. Lady Judith is her employer, though I daresay, Lady Judith is not aware of it. The hiring of female staff is left to Mrs Thompson, the housekeeper. It was Mrs Thompson who hired Olivia as she knew Olivia’s mother previously.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see. And what is Olivia’s dilemma?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, Olivia has seen Lady Judith. On five different occasions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Lady Judith isn’t acquainted with Olivia. Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith hasn’t seen Olivia yet. But she is acquainted with her. Or rather, they are acquainted with each other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds fine. From where are they acquainted with one another?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “From the country, My Lady. You see Olivia’s mother died a year ago. Olivia was to become housekeeper at the estate of her employment. However, the gentleman of the manor married a woman from Paris. The new lady of the house brought her own French housekeeper with her. The new housekeeper turned Olivia out to place her own daughter in Olivia’s place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How unfortunate for Olivia. But you say she’s found employment. Are you saying she needs a lawyer to recompense lost wages at the country estate? I must confess to being very confused with where this is leading, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I apologize, My Lady. No. Olivia doesn’t need a lawyer. But when she found out you’re my mistress, she shared something with me. Not idle gossip, but something duplicitous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That concerns me. What did your friend tell you? Does it have to do with Carlisle?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady. It has to do with Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please. Try again. Can you make me understand what you’re getting at?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “According to the story Olivia told me, a woman by the name of Charlotte Evans came to London four years ago. She was employed by the Earl of Bennington, who you know to be Lady Judith’s father. Charlotte Evans became lady’s maid to Lady Judith and accompanied her, and the Countess, on their journey throughout Europe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, I’m tired. Please. Where does this lead?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, it seems as if Lady Judith might be untruthful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, do you understand you’re venturing into dangerous territory? Do you understand the repercussions of accusations? Especially by one of the serving class against one of the peerage? You may speak your mind with me; however, be wary with others. The wrong words to the wrong individuals could end up making you look like a guilty party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. I’m well aware of my words and the effects they could have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. Now. Once again, please. You say Olivia went on the European tour with Countess Bennington and Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All of the servants on the journey were country servants. The Earl, as you’ll remember, was forced to sell the country manor to pay off his gambling debts. So as not to let the entire staff of the country house go, he offered to have them travel with Countess Bennington and Lady Judith. Shortly thereafter, and before the ladies departed, the Duke died in his sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I remember. I was away at boarding school, but my father wrote of it to me. And, Olivia knew Charlotte Evans?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I said, they worked together. So, yes, she did know Charlotte, My Lady. They shared a bedchamber on the journey.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a ruckus on the street above the sitting room window. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think I should like to speak with Olivia, Mary. Can you arrange that for me? See if she can come here tomorrow at her dinnertime. I will, of course, feed her here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” Mary went to the window. She stood on tiptoes to peek out and spoke over her shoulder. “My Lady, it’s the Duke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Atwater? He’s here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady, it’s Duke Carlisle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater was at Brooks’. It was the place he’d rather be than his own home. The diversions of brandy, cigars, and cards did much to soothe his nerves. He’d come to a decision about Judith. Everyone, even Tom, thought he should marry her and make the best of it. An heir was the most important consideration for him currently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His decision was to go through with the marriage. He needed heirs. Judith needed a husband. The coveted rank of Duchess ensured that she would be a happy woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was still something he couldn’t put his finger on, though. He had an intuition, maybe. But something seemed out of place. Judith had changed so. She was still beautiful, but her beauty had become icy cold. Her sparkling eyes held no emotion he could fathom. And in her voice something was different. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater heard his name and came back to himself. “Tom. I thought I might find you here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right you are, once again.” Tom laughed, his blue eyes crinkled. “How goes it, Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ve been giving this marriage idea the go around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you reached a decision?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I have. I don’t trust the woman. But she loves me; at least, I’ve succeeded in convincing myself that she does. I, however, don’t return the sentiment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to love her, Robert. Take a mistress. In our fathers’ time it was practically de rigueur.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert shook his head. “That’s not the kind of man I am. My father never took a mistress.” He laughed. “Maybe that was his problem for all those years.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s bad luck to speak ill of the dead, Your Grace. Has no one ever told you that?” Tom grinned and gave his friend a wink. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speaking of the dead, Tom. Promise me. If I should die in my bed after my wedding, please remember this conversation. And understand that I was under duress when I made the decision to engage in matrimony with Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom was still grinning. “It sounds to me as if you’ve come at it from every vantage point.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe. I’ve decided to call on Lady Judith tomorrow to make my intentions known.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Lady Phoebe? If you will not take a mistress, what is to happen to her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Phoebe is not the mistress type. Besides, she and Lady Judith were shopping today. Judith didn’t see me, but Phoebe did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing? Then why mention her at all?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mentioned her, Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well ... then ... what happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Dear Lord Thomas, do you have ill hearing? I’ve already told you. Nothing happened. Phoebe and I saw each other for a moment.” Atwater gazed up at the ceiling and studied the detail of the moulding. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thomas observed his friend, and then laughed again, “No, My Lord. My hearing is impeccable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good to know. But, speaking seriously, Tom, there’s something I must tell you about Lady Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do tell. I love a good story as much as the next lady!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact, you do have an affinity for gossip the like of which I’ve seen only in a certain type of woman. The unmarried over sixty type. But, this isn’t gossip Tom. All jesting aside, I know I can count on your confidence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, that goes without saying. Go on,” Tom coaxed his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have certain, uh, feelings. Feelings of a certain nature.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve fallen in love with Phoebe. Am I right? Of course I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re not the closed book you think you are, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But everyone, including you, thinks I should marry Judith as soon as possible. When I saw Judith and Phoebe today, they were exiting a dressmaker’s shop. There were packages stacked into the carriage. Judith is having a trousseau made. I know it. I haven’t asked for her hand yet. Still she seems quite sure that she’s snared me. I don’t like to feel trapped, Tom. It makes me act ... in a peculiar manner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert. You often act in a peculiar manner.” Tom chuckled. “I know you don’t like to feel as if someone, anyone, is holding you down. My question is why bother with marriage if you’re not in love with the one you’re going to be wed to? Why would you marry Judith if the mere thought of it causes you to feel nervous and uncomfortable? Until today, I wasn’t sure of your feelings for Lady Phoebe, Robert. I would never have pushed you towards Judith if I’d known Phoebe had your heart. You don’t have to marry someone you don’t love. You could court one, or both, of the ladies. Then make up your mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom! Lady Phoebe barely speaks to me. She acts towards me as if I’m an ogre. I have an idea of what she’s heard about me from the gossips. But she and Judith are friends. I imagine she’s heard many unsavoury things about me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They are not friends.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? Of course, she’s heard terrible things about me. I daresay Judith has painted me in the poorest of lights.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe and Judith are not friends. It’s my opinion that Lady Phoebe tolerates Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has she told you that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She has not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what makes you think it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know Lady Phoebe, Robert. You forget; she’s like a sister to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your dear little sister who despises me. Have you noticed how she barely looks at me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert, don’t be silly. I’ve told you my theory on that many times. You can be, well sometimes you can be intimidating.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? I can be what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can be imposing and unapproachable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course, I’m so imposing. Yes, I forgot how imposing and unapproachable I am. And dear, sweet Lady Phoebe is so timid and shy. She went to Paris, after boarding school, and then lived in Paris for two years. Tom, I don’t believe there’s a shy bone in Lady Phoebe Sinclair’s body. Sweet, very much. Shy. No possibility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom studied his brandy. It was something he liked to do when he was thinking. And when Robert was rambling. “You know, Robert, you might think of ...” A young waiter arrived with more brandy and a note for Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert took the note and opened it. His eyebrows rose as he read. Tom sat patiently waiting to hear the contents. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well? What does it say? Who is it from?” Tom could wait no longer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s from Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom shifted in his seat. “That’s interesting. I thought she despises you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very amusing, Tom. Very amusing. She says Carlisle is in London. He’s at Wimpole Street ... he’s there now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom stood quickly, swallowing his brandy in one gulp. “We must go, at once.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold on a minute, Tom. I cannot save every damsel in distress. You tell me everyone says I should marry Lady Judith. You tell me everyone says I need to beget an heir. What would it look like, to everyone, if I were to be seen entering or leaving Lady Phoebe’s townhouse?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us dispense with sarcasm for a few minutes, shall we? Carlisle is at Wimpole Street. Phoebe needs your help. I can’t do much, being as I’m a second son ... something you’re familiar with. Phoebe is smart. She asks you to come because you are a Duke. And as such, you are on equal footing, at least as far as title goes, with Carlisle. Besides, why shouldn’t you go? You’re not betrothed yet, regardless of what Lady Judith says to everyone.”
  
 
    “You present an excellent argument, Tom. Let us go then.” Robert stood. The pair went out the side entrance of the club and back to the mews. Dan was talking with Mary in the stable. “Here they are now, Miss Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Dan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Think nothing of it, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace … Duke Atwater.” Mary appeared from behind the stable door and curtsied to the two men. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, is there more bad news? Your mistress has written that Duke Carlisle is in London.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. He is.” Her eyes sought Tom’s, and then she looked down quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re going to Wimpole Street now. Come. We’ll escort you back.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Your Grace, there’s something else I must tell you. My Lady Phoebe said it was no business of hers, but I believe she would have told you once you arrived at the townhouse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You believe she’d tell me what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “About Lady Judith, Your Grace. I felt you needed to know sooner. Lady Phoebe said to tell you if I wanted to. Lady Phoebe said it was not her concern.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is not her concern? Something having to do with Lady Judith?” Atwater frowned and looked at Tom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Phoebe said she had no right to come between you and your betrothed with something that might at best be speculation and at worse an outright lie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, come. Get in the carriage. You can tell us what this story is while we ride back to the townhouse.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom helped Mary inside and took the seat across from her. Atwater sat next to her. Once they were ensconced inside the carriage, they rode around the side of the building and to the front of the club. They took the front way back to Wimpole Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now. What is all this about falsehoods?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I have, what I’m about to tell you, in strict confidence from a very good friend. But I had to tell Your Grace. I believe it to be very important.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do go on, Mary. I have a high regard for your opinions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A friend of mine, worked for the Bennington’s at Nonsuch ... their country house. When the estate was sold, most of the staff went travelling with Lady Judith and the Countess. Then, when Countess Bennington passed away on the journey, the travelling party split into two groups. One group, which included my friend, stayed with Lady Judith. The others disbanded.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how is this relevant to Carlisle’s appearance in London?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s not ... directly relevant, Your Grace. My lady is trying to talk herself into marrying Duke Carlisle. She doesn’t want to lose Mrs Crabtree, Mr Harris or myself. His Grace threatens to sell the house on Wimpole Street, and Pinebrook Manor. Lady Phoebe has nowhere to go if she doesn’t marry him. She has no one but Mrs Crabtree and Mr Harris. And me. If she marries His Grace, there’s a chance we three might be allowed to stay with her. Albeit in Scotland, but there are worse things, I imagine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If Lady Phoebe is considering marrying Carlisle, why did she send me a note asking for help?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is afraid of him, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t run to Edinburgh whenever your mistress is feeling frightened, Mary. You know that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do, Your Grace. But when I tell you the rest of what I have to tell you, you will understand better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary. Please continue with the rest of the story.” Tom sat back, smiling at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, Your Grace, My Lord, my friend, Olivia, has just been employed at the St James house of Lady Judith. The housekeeper hired her. Olivia recognized no one of the staff. So she didn’t make known the fact that she’d been employed with the family previously. She didn’t know if it would work in her favour or not. The housekeeper and the butler were impressed with her letters of reference, and she was hired. She assists the cook.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s wonderful for her. And what part of this has to do with Duke Carlisle, Mary?” What was the girl getting at? It seemed that since Judith had come back to London, every conversation Robert had became a maze of indirect statements and elusive phrases. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. My friend, Olivia, was with Lady Judith and the Countess during their tour of Europe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, you do not, Your Grace. If I may be so bold, you do not see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom and Robert looked at each other, amused at Mary’s audacity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. Olivia recognizes Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well of course she does. Why would she not? Lady Judith has changed very much, but she is still recognizable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. Your Grace, it appears,” Mary looked down, twisting her hands in her lap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater was growing impatient. “How does it appear, Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It appears that Lady Judith is not who she says she is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom leaned forward. “Mary, are you playing a game with us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no, My Lord. Your Grace. Please, you must listen to me.” She looked from one to the other of them.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I apologize, Mary. I shouldn’t have said that. I know that you are quite serious,” Tom offered pleasantly. “Come now. His Grace and I will listen with no more interruptions. Is that correct, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord. That is correct.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace. Thank you, My Lord.” Mary continued with her tale. “Lady Judith had a lady’s maid by the name of Charlotte Evans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did she disband with the others, or did she stay after the Countess’s death?” Tom was, once again, leaning forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She stayed, My Lord, as did three other staff members ... butler, housekeeper, and cook. Charlotte was quite beautiful according to Olivia. So beautiful, and very much like Lady Judith. The two were often mistaken for sisters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Then came the night there was a ball given in Lady Judith’s honour. The travellers were in Seville. The Countess Bennington had expired a year earlier. On the night of the ball, Lady Judith wasn’t feeling at all well, but she couldn’t miss the fete. It was in her honour. It would be rude not to attend. Even illness would not excuse her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert and Tom looked at each other questioningly. Robert was getting a strange feeling in his stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Tom asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith asked Charlotte to attend the ball in her stead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She asked Charlotte to go and pretend to be her?” Robert was flabbergasted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. Olivia, herself, dressed Charlotte that night. And a greater likeness between two unrelated women was never to be seen. The party went off without a hitch. The lady’s maid, Charlotte, was a huge success in the guise of Lady Judith. No one suspected a thing. And then, the next morning, Lady Judith did something most peculiar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater was perplexed. The strange feeling in his gut was intensifying. He questioned Mary, “What took place the next morning?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith let the other three staff members, who had stayed with her, go. She kept only her lady’s maid. She said she would be needing only Charlotte. And Your Grace, she left the former staff with no provision. She gave them no letters of reference. And then she left Seville that very day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater and Tom looked at each other in disbelief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And then?” Atwater could barely breathe. All of the strange occurrences of the last weeks might begin to make some sense. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith came back, alone, from her travels. Olivia has seen her, but Lady Judith hasn’t seen Olivia. And …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And?” the two men said in unison. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia told me that Lady Judith, the lady who began the awful rumour about you, Your Grace.” Mary sighed and looked again from one to the other of the men. “Olivia said that Lady Judith is none other than Charlotte Evans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean to say that Charlotte Evans has appropriated Lady Judith Barton’s identity?” Tom queried. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord. That is what Olivia said.” 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the carriage reached the house, both men and Mary went inside through the hall. Robert ran up the servants’ stairs to reach the drawing room he knew Phoebe would receive the Duke in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door to the room was closed. He knocked once and opened it to find Carlisle with his body pressed against Phoebe’s. Her back was against the wall, and her head was turned as far to the side as she could get it. It appeared Carlisle was so engrossed in stealing a kiss from the lady he didn’t hear Robert enter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater stepped up behind Carlisle, wrinkling his nose at the reek of brandy emanating from the Duke. He put both hands on Carlisle’s back and tore the beast away from Phoebe. The force of the pull caused the Duke to stumble backwards. Phoebe stood stock still as her rescuer shielded her from Carlisle using his own body. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jush wha do you think you’re doing barging in here like thish? Into my home.” The Duke slurred his words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’d do well to keep your hands from my fiancée, Carlisle. I’m here to save her from your grubby paws.” He motioned for Tom to come into the room to get Phoebe. “Get her to Regent Street. Mary too. Have Dan take a circuitous route. One he doesn’t usually take. I don’t want anyone to see us, if you follow my meaning,” he said under his breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And will you stop calling me Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom bowed his head, and never one to resist a joke, said, “As you wish, Your Grace,” while ushering Phoebe from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alone with Carlisle, Atwater knew it was no use to try and reason with the man. He was very drunk and would most likely be passed out soon. To help him along, Robert proposed a toast, to which he knew the Duke would assent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater poured two brandies and, as on the night at Pinebrook Manor, he added granules of belladonna to one glass. He handed the glass to Carlisle and the two drank. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater manoeuvred the Duke to the settee and helped him sit, all the while keeping a one sided conversation about nothing. Five minutes later, he left the room, went out through the hall, and hailed a hackney. He would come back tomorrow and deal with Duke Carlisle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the cab, Atwater thought much about what Mary had told Tom and himself. If Charlotte Evans was indeed an imposter who’d taken over Lady Judith’s identity, much could be explained. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her near obsessive desire to be a Duchess for one. Her insistence on his marrying her, at least after the death of his brother. And her constant talk of him, for better or for worse, to any and every one who would listen.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater had found Judith’s behaviour embarrassing. But he’d figured that once married with a child or two, she would calm down. He didn’t remember his Judith to be cold and calculating. Indeed, his Judith would not have behaved the way the current Lady Judith did. There were many unanswered questions since Lady Judith had come back to London. And now, possibly, all the questions were about to be answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His Judith. His mind went back to her. The Judith of three years before. The Judith who’d cried and asked him to wait for her to come back. The Judith who’d rejected him before her journey and then stopped writing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d been alone in Spain, with no one but her lady’s maid. She’d been ill. And then she’d come home, to London, just as he had been moving away from his feelings for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d come back. Finally. In his heart he’d forgiven her. He’d dared to hope that they could rekindle their love. Then she denied him again. She wanted to move up in society. But she slandered him. He couldn’t believe she’d taken it to such an extreme. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater had come to terms with the situation. Then, when Judith had denied him again and made a play for his brother, Atwater knew it was over. She didn’t want him. And quite frankly, he didn’t want her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The question remained in his mind, though. Had something unforeseen or illicit taken place in Spain? Charlotte Evans had discovered she could imitate Judith without detection. But the people she came across during her travels were unknown to the lady. It would be entirely possible to hoodwink someone Judith had never met before.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, she’d come to London. If the current Lady Judith was indeed Charlotte Evans, it took a certain boldness to look into the eyes of those Judith was supposed to have known since childhood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the deaths of his father and brother, Judith had rallied around Atwater. She was the good cousin. The comforting shoulder. And she’d made it clear that she wanted him back. Then for some reason, a sense of duty, or maybe to stop tongues from wagging, he’d decided to marry her. Or was the real reason that he’d hoped to find his Judith again? 
 
      
 
      
 
    His mind turned to Phoebe. He knew she thought ill of him. She had believed the imposter Judith from the very start. That was upsetting to him, but still he couldn’t let Phoebe be taken away to Scotland. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If there was a chance the maid from the house on St James was telling the truth, Atwater knew he couldn’t let Phoebe go to Scotland. And even if what the maid from the Bennington townhouse said was not true, he wouldn’t let Phoebe go to Scotland. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If the lady who was claiming to be his cousin, Lady Judith, was truthful or lying, Atwater realized it didn’t matter. He was in love with Phoebe. He knew that now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Regent Street, Your Grace.” The cab driver hopped down from the box and opened the door for Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, good man.” Robert smiled and handed the man payment for the ride and a little extra. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, thank you, Your Grace. This’ll buy the wife some flowers and a flagon of wine. I thank you, Your Grace.” And the driver bowed. 
 
    Atwater put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “And I thank you, sir.” He walked towards the hall feeling the good blessings the man was sending his way. He hoped they worked. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    The library was Atwater’s favourite room in the house. Tom knew this, and Atwater was sure that’s where he would be with Phoebe and Mary. He strode down the hall and into the opulent room which seemed to boast no actual walls. There were shelved books from floor to ceiling, and in the candlelight there were many eerie shadows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He went straight to Phoebe. “My Lady. Are you well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s face showed the strain of the last weeks. Her blue eyes were not as bright as usual, and they hovered over dark shadows underlying them. The bones of her cheeks jutted out, giving her the appearance of an otherworldly being. Her figure had become thinner. He thought she needed to be in the country where she could escape some of the strain she’d been enduring. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked up into Atwater’s eyes. “I’m fine, Your Grace.” And then she fainted in his arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady.” Mary went to the couple. “Your Grace, is there a bedchamber we may use? I fear my mistress is exhausted.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mary. Follow me.” He lifted Phoebe as if she weighed no more than a feather and started for the stairs. Tom, for his part, remained in the library and poured himself another cognac. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered the bedchamber. It was cosy and cheerful, with a huge four poster bed against the opposite wall, a sizeable fireplace, a chaise and a vanity. A narrow hall led to the sitting room beyond. Atwater placed Phoebe gently on the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, I’ll leave you now. If you are in need of anything, please see Terence. He has access to everything. He will get you what you need. There are items in the clothes press that you are both welcome to use. Tomorrow, I plan to go to Wimpole Street and see to Duke Carlisle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. And have you given any thought to the story of Lady Judith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve given it as much thought as has been possible to give it since you shared it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I meant not to worry you, Your Grace. But, I knew you planned on marrying the lady. Forgive my audacity, but I thought you should know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater looked long and hard at Mary. “There is no possibility that I wouldn’t know you had your mistress’s, mine, or even Tom’s best welfare in mind, Mary.” He noticed she looked down when he mentioned Tom. “My trust in you and your loyalty is sincere and strong. Never fear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you heartily, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, put your mistress to bed, please. I’ll have Terence ask Cook to have some supper brought up for you. Then you shall stay in this chamber with Lady Phoebe. I can have another bed brought into the room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, Your Grace. I wouldn’t hear of it. I’ll eat in the servants’ hall. I can sleep on the chaise. I do so often at Wimpole Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater smiled. “Very well then. Sleep on the chaise, but I’ll still have supper sent up. I’d prefer if Lady Phoebe weren’t left alone. Mind you eat something before you go to sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, Your Grace. Thank you.” She curtsied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater left the room and headed back down to the library.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “How is everything, Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose everything is under control for the moment. A lying lady’s maid posing as a lady, a Duke who’s clearly lost his mind to drink. His plan was to kidnap Phoebe and keep her prisoner at his family’s ancestral castle in the Highlands. It’s lucky Mary alerted us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. But you can’t keep her here, Robert. No chaperone? Tonight is one thing. One night can be kept quiet. But you know the ton. They’ll tear Phoebe to shreds if she stays here for longer than a night with no elderly female chaperone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’ll be returned to Wimpole Street as soon as possible, but not until Carlisle has left. I’ll visit him tomorrow morning to explain that Phoebe will be my wife. I’ll make it clear his attentions towards her are undesirable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s where I come in and buy the Wimpole Street house, with your permission of course, Your Grace. I’ve a need to break away from my family for a while. And I’ve always fancied that townhouse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You could rent the house. I don’t know if my future wife wants to sell.” Atwater laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert!” Tom slapped his friend on the back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater looked at Tom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you really plan to marry Lady Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Tom. If she’ll have me. To the dogs with convention and the ton and the gossip mongers. I’m going to follow my heart. And whether Lady Judith is real or not, I don’t wish to make her my wife. Actually, I don’t wish to be anywhere near her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what if Judith starts another rumour?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She can do whatever she pleases. I no longer care. And as for the ton, I’ve never cared for their approval. It was difficult to weather their contempt, but it was somewhat different when my father was living. I am Duke Atwater now ... I have no need to explain myself, or my actions, to the ton. They can all go to the Devil.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here. Here. Your Grace.” Tom applauded him, and Robert bowed low with a flourish. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we have a cigar, Tom?” Atwater opened his smoking cabinet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us, Your Grace. And while we’re baring our souls, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you. Your devil-may-care attitude has emboldened me to share a matter of the heart with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe woke in the late morning. Bright sunshine was streaming in the windows. For an instant, she didn’t know where she was and feared she might be in Edinburgh. She looked towards the chaise for Mary, and seeing her nowhere, fell back against the pillows and closed her eyes. She remembered coming to Regent Street in the dead of night. She’d slept well, but she was still thoroughly exhausted. She aimed to have a bath when she was back at Wimpole Street in the afternoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The thought of Wimpole Street made her nervous. Would Carlisle be gone? She didn’t want to go back there if he was still in residence. But she couldn’t stay here, at Lord Robert’s home. Not even with Mary. Mary was a servant, not an elderly lady relative acting as chaperone. The ton would be scandalized if word got out. And word would get out. There had to be at least one other female member of the peerage on the premises for the arrangement to be acceptable. But that meant she couldn’t go home either ... not if Carlisle was there. Phoebe decided that if gossip was to be had, she’d rather her name linked with Duke Atwater than with Duke Carlisle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The clattering of hooves, down on the street, came to her ears, and the door burst open. Mary brought in a pot of chocolate and some dainty biscuits. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning, My Lady. I hope you have some appetite.” She smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do. At least I feel as if I could eat and not worry about it coming back up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, My Lady.” The maid placed the tray on the bed and poured a cup of chocolate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re most welcome, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is His Grace about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “His Grace is on the way to Wimpole Street to tell Duke Carlisle that you are his betrothed. He’s going to tell the Duke that he must go back to Scotland today. He’s going to tell Duke Carlisle to leave you alone or beware of the consequences.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! Why ever would he do that? If anyone were to hear, the ton, you know. They’d spread the word far and wide. He’s taking a chance telling Carlisle such a fib. I would hate to see him in more trouble than he is. Why is he being so kind to us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps His Grace wants to protect you, My Lady. Perhaps he has feelings for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense. He’s going to marry Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, do you forget all that we spoke of yesterday?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I do not. And I expressed to you that I want to speak to Olivia. Have you been able to get a message to her? Can she come to Wimpole Street at dinnertime?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, I’ve been unable to get in touch with her. It requires me to leave the house and walk to St James’ Square. I cannot be seen coming or going from here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh Mary, I’m sorry. I’m putting pressure on you. I’m just so confused. I don’t know who knows who, who loves who or who hates who. Or, for that matter, who is who. But I would like to talk with Olivia. In fact, I’d like her to address both His Grace and myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, I believe His Grace Lord Robert is summoning Olivia as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you really stand in her corner, Mary? She’s not making up a story with some, some ulterior motive?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No My Lady. Olivia is quite trustworthy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In a few days, when we are both caught up with our rest, we will speak to her. You and I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, My Lady. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater walked through the front door of Wimpole Street. He found Carlisle where he’d left him in the drawing room. A dank smell surrounded him, and Atwater realized that the Duke had wet himself due to inebriation. The belladonna probably hadn’t helped. Atwater smiled to himself wryly. He would find Carlisle’s man who could get the Duke cleaned up. Atwater could come back later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He left the room. He was tempted to go to the club, but he knew if he did, he’d spend too much and drink too much. It was eleven in the morning. He’d had his customary ale at breakfast, a habit he’d picked up from spending as much time in the country as possible since he was a boy. It was getting near to dinner.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked down to the ground floor. Mrs Crabtree was having a cup of tea in the servants’ hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Mrs Crabtree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Startled the woman looked up quickly, and then nearly fell over backwards in her effort to stand so she could curtsy to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. How may I be of assistance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mrs Crabtree. Will you find Duke Carlisle’s man? His Grace is in the drawing room and appears to be in need of a bath, perhaps.” He smiled as Mrs Crabtree nodded in conspiratorial agreement. “I will wait in the sitting room if that’s acceptable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, quite acceptable, Your Grace. Quite acceptable, indeed. I will have tea sent up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I thank you.” Atwater gave Mrs Crabtree a slight bow that nearly caused her to swoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Atwater, partially reclined on the settee in the sitting room, had fallen asleep. He was rudely awakened by a loud voice and the pounding of polished boots on the wooden stairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Your Grace, coming here, to my home, unannounced? Unannounced!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater opened one eye, and deeming it safe to converse with Carlisle, opened the other one. Without bothering to remove or rise up his person from the settee, he said, “Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stand up you lout. And where is my woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your. Woman?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Phoebe. Where have you taken her? I can have the law on you in a matter of minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The law? Surely you jest, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kidnapping is a crime, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then you should fear the law, Your Grace.” Robert spat the words. “You intended to kidnap my betrothed and take her to the Highlands. I’ll not have it.” Robert was somewhat amused at Carlisle’s condescending attitude, especially considering the state Carlisle had been in only two hours earlier. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do I mean about you fearing the law?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t play coy with me, Your Grace. I speak of Phoebe. Your betrothed? Surely, it’s you who jest. Why you are not received in many of the fashionable homes of London. Edinburgh is not so far away that we do not get our share of society gossip, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater pointedly rolled his eyes. “Lady Phoebe is to be my wife. There is no discussion to be had about it except for this. My terms for the loss you incur at losing your, how did you put it? Your woman? I have buyers for both of your inherited properties ... this townhouse, and Pinebrook Manor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean to buy Lady Phoebe from me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Phoebe is not yours to sell, Your Grace. Now, by tomorrow I expect you to be gone from London. And if ever you are here, or we are at the same social engagement, you are not to contact Lady Phoebe. You are not to speak to Lady Phoebe. Nor myself? Do I make myself clear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle’s mouth opened to speak but no sound came out His eyes held a shocked look like a spoiled child’s the first time he’s told no. “I’ll not have it. You cannot take my future wife from me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is not, nor has she ever been your future wife, Carlisle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I said I will get the law on you, and I will. Harris,” he yelled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harris came to the doorway of the sitting room. Atwater caught his eye, nodding almost imperceptibly. Harris slid back out the door and waited in the hall in case Atwater had need of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater responded, “I know the law, Your Grace. I am a lawyer ... you must know I never expected to be Duke of Atwater. And something I can tell you, in all surety is you have no case against me. None whatsoever. Additionally, you have no claim on Lady Phoebe. She is not part of your inheritance, Your Grace. So, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll see myself out.” And here Atwater held his face very close to Carlisle’s ear. “Mind my words, Carlisle. Leave London. Leave no later than tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hrrmph.” Carlisle shrugged. “No later than tomorrow, eh? And what, pray tell is to happen if I choose not to leave by tomorrow, Your Grace? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll see to it that you wish you had.” Atwater walked out of the sitting room leaving Carlisle slack jawed and seething with rage. He exited the house and walked back to the mews where Dan was waiting with the cabriolet. The groom handed Atwater the reins and mounted the board in the back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Once back on Regent Street, Atwater went up to the library and poured himself a sherry. He sat and smoothed his hair back, gathering his wits. He hoped that Carlisle would take his warning to heart. There would really be no reason for him not to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite being rude and crass, he was very rich and had jumped from Earl to Duke. Despite his brown teeth and corpulent belly, he would be considered a good catch by many ladies interested only in bettering their placement in society. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a soft knock at the library door. Atwater suddenly wondered where Tom was, and called, “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Phoebe entered. Atwater’s breath stopped for a moment when he saw her. She was dressed in a simple white muslin frock. Her blonde curls were caught up in a becoming chignon. The shadow had gone from under her eyes, and she smiled as she came in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She curtsied low. “Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was up in a minute and in front of her. “Phoebe,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will Duke Carlisle go back to Scotland?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, he will.” Atwater couldn’t keep his eyes from her. Here in the waning sun of the evening, she appeared as an angel. He remembered he’d thought that the first night he’d laid eyes on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled at him. “I thank you, Your Grace. From the bottom of my heart. You’ve rescued me more than once from certain calamity, Your Grace. I feel I owe you a debt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how would you repay the debt, if indeed you were indebted to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose I should do something that would please Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Like becoming my wife?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He took both her hands in his. “Would you be my wife? Marry me, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, I don’t understand. What about Lady Judith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you don’t believe everything you hear, do you Lady Phoebe? Lady Judith is dead to me. She is nothing like the woman I once loved. In fact, I don’t believe her to be the woman I once loved.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? Have you been to St James? Have you spoken to her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not yet. But I intend to get to the bottom of whatever happened to my cousin. I haven’t spoken to Judith, or whoever she is, but the idea of an imposter solves a few riddles I’ve been wrestling with. It’s an idea that has also confirmed to me that I was about to make the biggest mistake of my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go on.” Phoebe was having trouble following what Atwater was saying. What was he saying about an imposter?  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was about to propose marriage to Lady Judith out of fear and pity. I didn’t want to, but I was so tired of the gossip. I hadn’t heard from her in two years. Not one letter. I’d made up my mind to move on, and then the rumour started. I was told Judith had come back to London. The rumour of me reneging on my marriage proposal took over the minds of so many. But the real truth is Judith denied me before she left. If she had come back, she would have refused me again. I know that now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I hadn’t heard from her for over two years. She stopped writing to me long before the interloper came around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And because, I’ve suspected something was not quite right when it came to Judith. All of the dramatic gestures. I daresay she’s not being invited to any social gatherings that are intimate. I don’t generally see her out and about ... anywhere. Until I saw you with her in Cavendish. It reminded me of the first time I saw you on the bridge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was the first day I arrived back from Paris. I remember seeing you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe, I was enchanted by you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But then you asked Judith to marry you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know what we were doing the other day? When you saw us? We were shopping for Judith’s trousseau. Why would she do that if you hadn’t asked for her hand? Are you to renege on your promise again, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My only guess is Judith felt so sure of herself that she went ahead with her own plans before I’d said anything. And I will be honest. I was set to do it. Everyone, even Tom, wanted me to marry and get it over with. The important thing, they all said, is an heir. An heir. All the ton care about are money and possessions. Fine homes, the very best clothing and shoes. Gardens they hardly enjoy. Gossip is the prized possession. Whoever owns the juiciest story gains the ever coveted popularity within their private club. They make me sick. All of them. They spend their lives gathering as many material items as possible. Then they spend the rest of their lives looking for one family member to leave it to. One male family member, as My Lady knows all too well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what if Judith is honest? What if the story is false?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think, at this point, Phoebe, that I care? I only know that I want you in my life. As more than a friend to flirt with at the random ball or tea. I want to marry you, Phoebe. Will you? Will you be my wife?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked down, and then lifted her eyes to him. “You may not care if the story given by Mary’s friend is false. But I, Your Grace, do. Why do you ask for my hand now? Now that you believe Judith is not who you believed her to be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I’ve come to my senses, Phoebe. I know now that my Judith would have denied me when she came back. She spent two years denying me when she didn’t write to me. That is why I believe Olivia’s story.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you really believe it? Your Grace, do not play with my emotions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s what I said. I do not tell falsehoods. With all you’ve heard about my poor character, you must know that I do not fabricate stories. Gossip has never been an interest of mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nor mine. The ton tries, and often succeeds, in pulling one in, though. And even when one doesn’t indulge, one still hears things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater dropped to his knee and took Phoebe’s tiny white hand in his own two. “I’m asking you, Phoebe. Will you be my wife?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was biting her lip, scrutinizing him. He knew she was trying to make sense of everything. He was too. His wish was that they do it together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I want to hear Olivia’s story, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a cut; however, he understood. And he was glad she didn’t accept him purely to get away from Carlisle. But as he thought more, he realized that Carlisle was not a major player. The Duke had been happy to secure the sale of the London townhouse and the country estate. His idea to kidnap Phoebe and take her away to Scotland, as his wife, was ludicrous at best.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He raised himself up to his feet. He supposed he should have thought about this type of instance. Of course the lady would want to be sure of his affections. His truthfulness. And he knew he didn’t want to lose her so was prepared to do whatever it took, now that he’d made his decision. He realized he’d fallen for Phoebe the first time he’d laid eyes on her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us speak with Olivia then, My Lady.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    In her bedchamber on St James, Lady Judith heard the commotion of a carriage arriving. After a moment, her maid brought her a note. Judith opened it. As she read, her face paled, as one who is ill.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, are you well. Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. Duke Atwater and a small party have arrived. Have they been shown in?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. They are in the drawing room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. Please tell them I will require an hour. Take refreshment to them. I must do my toilette in private. I will meet with them afterwards. Please let them know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” The girl bounced out of the room and down the back stairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith, in the meantime, opened the clothes press. She was in her chemise and stays. She needed something simple for this circumstance. Something that wouldn’t draw unwanted attention. Reluctantly, she chose the black bombazine mourning dress she’d only recently stopped wearing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d been desperate to get back to wearing her beautiful frocks. But the next part of her plan required leaving them behind. Dressed in mourning was the best way to camouflage herself. With all the typhus in London, many women were attired in the deep colour that announced death. Black was the only way for Judith to blend in on the street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She bundled her lavender speckled white muslin into a valise along with a couple of chemises, some stockings, a light shawl, a pair of gloves and a fan. It was a haphazard array of articles, and Judith was angry with herself for not having considered the need to flee swiftly. But then again, why should she have? No one knew of her secret. Not even her clandestine lover, Jacob. He was a banker and, at best, only a pawn to further her plans.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, the presence of the four individuals in the drawing room alerted Judith to the fact that each of them knew something. Something that required them to arrive together to see her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She picked through her jewel boxes deciding what to take and what to leave. She packed all the jewellery she could fit into her reticule. When that was filled, she stuffed the gems into the bodice of her chemise. Some gold coins were deposited into her shoes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She needed to get word to the bank that her escape was to be put into action immediately. She called to her maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Emma, take this note and give it to the little stable boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean Paddy, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Y-yes. Fine. Paddy.” She smiled a smile that resembled more a sneer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, are you well? Do you need anything?”
  
 
    “I need you to give this note to Paddy. Tell him to take it to Fleet Street and find Mr Carter in the bank. Mr Jacob Carter. Tell him to hand it directly to Mr Carter. Do you understand? He’s not to give the note to anyone else.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl nodded, her eyes not moving from her mistress. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s a good girl. You may have a treat for your trouble. You may have the rest of the day off.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, My Lady! That’s too generous.” The girl now smiled from ear to ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. Now run along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl left the room. Judith sat at her vanity. She placed her fingers on her temples while perusing her reflection. She made gentle circles on her skin, willing her head to cease its throbbing. She breathed in deeply and slowly, and then let the air escape her lungs just as slowly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She rose and pulled the black frock over her head. She reached over to the left, fumbling with the buttons and cursing the fact she’d already let the maid leave the house. But, it was just as well. Judith needed to get rid of the girl, so she herself, could escape. She feared the reason the group in the drawing room wanted to see her. The only reason she could come up with. They knew. Something.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She snatched her watch from the vanity top. Ten minutes had been wasted. She pinned her hair up and donned the black bonnet, sans ostrich plume, and pulled the thick crepe veil over her face. She tiptoed out of the room and down the servants’ stairs. It was dinner time. The staff was in the servants’ hall partaking of their sustenance. No one noticed the silent woman in black walk out the back door to the mews.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan, Atwater’s driver, was reading the newspaper. He sat in the landau with one side’s top up shielding him from the meagre sunshine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith hugged the wall of the mews in order not to engage his attention. She slipped around the side of the house two doors down and emerged onto the street. With a sigh of relief, she hailed a hackney. She couldn’t very well ask her own driver to take her to the bank. She was escaping. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the hackney swayed away from St James, Judith’s mind went over her plan again and again. Where had it gone wrong? It had been nearly foolproof. Even Atwater had believed her. But she knew there was no way Atwater and Lady Phoebe, along with their friends, would have arrived, unannounced ... unless they’d found something out. She only had to make it to the bank. Then she and Jacob would leave London forever. Or at least for a while. 
 
      
 
      
 
                                                     ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater looked at his watch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay it’s been more than an hour, hasn’t it?” Tom looked to his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. It has. It’s been an hour and a half. But you know, pardon me ladies, you know how long the toilette sometimes takes. If the lady was out late, she doubtless needs more time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But where would she have gone? There were no parties last night. Not to my knowledge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe she has company.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert,” Tom admonished him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My apologies, ladies. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us play some whist. Look, here are cards. We have four people. Why, I wish I’d thought of it sooner.” Phoebe laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The four sat at the card table and began the game. After about another hour, Atwater began to feel something was wrong. The others were involved in the game. But something was not right. He looked up at the ceiling. He’d heard no sound coming from upstairs. No movement. No creaking floorboards. Nothing. It was as if no one was in the house. He excused himself from the game. “Mary, you as my partner, take my next few turns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom looked at him with raised eyebrows. Atwater pointed to the ceiling and left the room. Tom went back to the game. The ladies, being very involved in it, had lost track of the time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater walked down the hall. He heard the hall door open and went down to see who it was.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The maid was entering, and startled, she gasped when she saw Atwater. “Yes, Your Grace? Are you in need of anything?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where have you been, girl?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I had to run an errand for my lady, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And where is your lady? We’ve been waiting some two hours for her to finish with her toilette.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s not down yet, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is not. We are all aware of that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. I’ll go up, Your Grace. She sometimes falls back to sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Atwater smiled at the girl. He wondered if Judith’s tendency to fall back to sleep had anything to do with the laudanum she took with frequency. For her nerves, she’d told him. If the story Olivia had given them was true, Judith’s nerves must truly need it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater headed back up to the drawing room. “The maid is alerting Lady Judith that it’s been over two hours we’ve been waiting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s been that long? When there are cards, I lose track of time. I love them so,” Phoebe said with glee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just then, the drawing room flew open. The maid stood there, looking as if she’d seen a ghost. She curtsied, and then blurted out, “She’s gone. Your Grace. My lady is gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom piped up. “That should confirm Olivia’s story.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia? Beg pardon, My Lord. What has this to do with Olivia, My Lord?” The maid, not knowing what else to do, curtsied again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never you mind. We’re going to find Lady Judith. Please wait here, in the servants’ hall,” Tom said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” The girl curtsied and nodded to Phoebe and Mary. She sank lower when her eyes landed on Atwater. “Your Grace.” Then she left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The four remaining came together in the centre of the room. Keeping their voices low, they discussed the next step to take. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It certainly looks as if Judith is not who she says she is. But being Lord Thomas and I are both lawyers, it cannot be proven. Unless she confesses. Which I don’t believe will happen. But it’s clear that she’s made a hasty departure from the city.” Atwater kept his eyes on Phoebe as he spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I’d like to ask Mary to take a turn in the garden. Are you amenable? Lady Who-ever-she-is has run away. While you and Lady Phoebe discuss our next move, I’d just as soon enjoy a walk. And,” he looked at Mary, “some stimulating conversation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary looked up quickly. Phoebe winked at her. Atwater nodded, and Tom turned to the maid hooking his arm for her to put her hand through. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Mary? Shall we?” Tom smiled at the young woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She took Tom’s proffered arm, and the couple walked downstairs to the door that led to the garden. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater watched them leave the room. Then he immediately went to Phoebe. “Do you believe me now? Do you believe Lady Judith is Charlotte Evans?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It certainly looks that way, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater took Phoebe’s hand and brought it to his lips. “And have you come to an answer to my question?”                                                                                  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled. Her bright blue eyes sparkled. “I believe I have, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom and Mary walked a bit, and then found a little bench near the rose bushes. They sat, Mary with her eyes down until Thomas broke the silence.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, there is something I’d like to discuss with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if you’re aware that my father, the Earl of Somerset, was not always in line for the title. He is a second son, as am I, and as Duke Atwater is. Like His Grace, my father’s older brother, the first Earl died young. He was killed in an untimely riding accident.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, My Lord. Please accept my most sincere condolences.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mary, but as with many men in the position of second son, my father experienced no love lost between his brother and himself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary was quiet.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What I’m getting at, I suppose, is the fact that anything can change in a moment. Any situation, even one within the peerage, is subject to the same changes as any other. Maybe more so. An average man can become a Duke as easily as a Marquess can if the fates so choose! I refer, of course to, our dear Duke Carlisle, the former Earl of Portree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary couldn’t help giggling. Still, she wondered what Lord Thomas had on his mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Thomas continued, “You realize that due to the fact that I’m a second son, I’m technically not part of the peerage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lord. I’ve never heard that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never mind. Because it matters not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary nodded. “As you say, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What I’m trying to say, Mary, is I’m a commoner. I’m a lawyer. They call me Mr Radcliffe at my office. They don’t call me my lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see. Mr Radcliffe? Is that what you wish me to call you, My Lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom chuckled. “No, I would rather you call me Tom. At least in private. Even after you, well if you assent to, become Mrs Radcliffe.” He grinned at the widening of Mary’s eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, My Lord. What have you said?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like to,” Tom took one of Mary’s little hands in his two. “‘I’d like to change your life in a moment, Mary. I’d like to take you out of domestic service. I’d like to make you my wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary’s eyes filled with tears. She dropped her head in an attempt to gain control of her emotions.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary? Are you well? I didn’t mean to make you cry. Please tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I am very well, My Lor, uh, Thomas.” He handed her a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. “But people will talk, My Lord. I’m sorry.” She giggled through her tears.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t care what people say, Mary. I intend to buy the Wimpole Street House. For you. Even if you refuse my proposal, I wish to take care of you, Mary. I’ve thought long and hard about it. There’s no one else I would rather be with. If you take me, I will live at the townhouse with you. If you decide not to take me, the house will be signed over to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Lord Thomas. That is too generous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that your only complaint?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, I do have one other, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What, Mary? Tell me what it is. I’ll take care of it immediately.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe I’d want to live at Wimpole Street all by myself. Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you accepting my offer, or my terms?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your offer, silly man.” And Mary threw her head back laughing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom picked her up in his arms and swung her around in a sweet embrace. Then the two walked back to the house to share their news. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    When news of Tom and Mary’s relationship was shared with Phoebe and Atwater, the two couples decided to celebrate with a lavish dinner. But first, they shared a toast of sherry amid hugs and tears and talk of the future. The house on St James was Atwater’s property now that Lady Judith was not there to occupy it, but Phoebe wished to go back to Wimpole Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once back at the intended destination, Phoebe went to the kitchen to speak with Mrs Crabtree. Phoebe was thrilled for Mary. She was so happy that the housekeeper asked her if she was feeling well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mrs Crabtree, you dear lady. I don’t know which I’m happier about. There’s my own imminent marriage to His Grace, Duke Atwater. And we also have Lord Thomas and Mary’s upcoming nuptials.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, My Lady. How wonderful. I am pleased and happy for all of you. This calls for a fancy dinner, now doesn’t it? A celebratory meal? Oh, I’ve so wanted to plan a party. Don’t you think your news calls for a small party, at least?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It does, Mrs Crabtree, which is why I came down to discuss some details with you. It doesn’t have to be too elaborate, but you know I trust you implicitly. I’m leaving it all up to you. As fancy as you can get in three hours.” Phoebe winked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, never you fear, My Lady. Young Susan the parlour maid is here as well as Olivia, who you’ve met and spoken with. Cook has plenty of help what with them and me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry we’re short-handed, Mrs Crabtree. After my father’s untimely death, some staff wanted to move on to other households. I’m afraid, though, that it’s made extra work for everyone who’s remained.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never you mind that, My Lady. We’ll make do. What a happy occasion to prepare for. Now, out with you, My Lady. Dinner will be at seven o’clock. A little late in the evening, but everything must be perfect. And you know Cook. Perfect it will be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled at the sweet woman. “Thank you very much, Mrs Crabtree.” Then she left the housekeeper’s private sitting room off the servants’ hall and went in search of Mary. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary.” Phoebe was looking everywhere around the house. From her sitting room window, on the second floor, Phoebe saw Mary sitting in the back garden. She went down the way she’d come and out to the garden.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary sat on a small bench against the wall. She was almost obscured by a large flowering plant. Her head was down. Her shoulders shook slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe watched her for a moment then walked forward. “Mary?” She saw the younger woman quickly raise her hand to her face, then wipe the hand on her skirt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My, Lady. Um, I mean Phoebe.” She looked up. It was obvious she’d been crying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary!” Phoebe ran to her and sat on the bench next to her. “What’s wrong? Do you not feel well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary sniffled. “No. It’s … it’s not that. I feel fine. I just don’t know if … if Thomas and I have made the right decision. If Thomas has made the right decision.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever are you talking about? Tom loves you, Mary. He had a long talk with His Grace about it. Before ever he spoke to you. He was terrified you’d deny him. He’s had feelings for you for a long time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary’s tears began to flow again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, please. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, My Lady. Ah,” she threw the bit of sewing she’d been working on to the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it dear? You can tell me. Please?” Phoebe was sincerely concerned about her friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I’m not cut from the same cloth, My Lady, as you, and Lord Thomas and His Grace. I’m a servant. How can I switch roles? I don’t know how to be a lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know born ladies who don’t know how to be ladies, Mary. They study their peers and learn. Or they don’t. You’ve been a lady’s maid. You know what it entails to act like a lady. Acting like one and believing you are one, are the only ways to become one. Even if one has a parent or grandparent in the ton. We all must believe in ourselves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lady. Olivia told me I can act like a lady, but the fact remains, I’m of the serving class. She said my past would follow me everywhere I go in life. Everyone will whisper behind their fans about me. She said the staffs of every house I live in or visit will despise me because I’m trying to be something I’m not. Lord Thomas and me? It’s not possible, My Lady. The talk. The scandal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “One of the first lessons in becoming a lady, Mary is the knowledge, and acceptance, that everyone in our circles talk. The ability to rise above pettiness is something all ladies, indeed all people, should strive for. Gossip is the life’s blood of unhappy people. It is mother’s milk to them. And they are going to talk whether you marry Thomas or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Think of it like the servants’ gossip you’ve been privy to. It makes no difference what Olivia says. Not now. She was useful to us. Very useful in assisting us to get to the truth as far as Lady Judith is concerned. And I sincerely liked her. I offered her the position here because I thought she could take your place once you’re married. Now I see that Olivia is as jealous and petty as many of the peerage. I understand that the only reason she helped us was because she was resentful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Resentful? Of Charlotte?” 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Of the fact that Charlotte was successful in impersonating Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, My Lady. Do you really believe that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d wondered why she was so willing to help the way she did. I did give her a reward for the information she gave us. It was enough money to start over somewhere else. A completely new life. Now that I’ve seen her true self, I don’t want to employ her. She has no place here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Olivia is right, My Lady. Who do I think I am that I can go to tea at the homes of born ladies? I’m overstepping my place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are not overstepping. Olivia is wrong, Mary. She’s a spiteful girl. In all fairness, I suppose I understand it somewhat. Here, you’ve been rescued from a life of servitude by a handsome man who loves you. That sort of thing doesn’t happen too often. Olivia wants to raise herself up, much as Charlotte does. Maybe I should send one of them to work for my cousin Duke Carlisle!” Phoebe giggled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no!” Mary laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I jest; I don’t think I could wish such a fate on anyone. Even Charlotte Evans!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, stop. My ribs are hurting!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come then.” Phoebe took the girl’s hand. “Let us get dressed for dinner. I would like to assist you, Mary. May I?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I mean, Phoebe. You’ll help me dress for dinner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d very much like to, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would be very nice. Thank you, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “See? It gets easier, doesn’t it? You just need to practice. I’ll help you. Now, let us go to my bedchamber. I’ll lend you a dress of mine for tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And, this week, you and I are to go shopping. Lord Thomas has asked me to take you and make sure you have all that a lady needs. Of course he is paying for everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary’s forehead puckered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know it’s all very new, but you’ll like it once you accept it. I will however miss you as my lady’s maid. I’ll never have one as fine as you, but I must say, I do prefer you as my best girlfriend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, let us go to my chamber. As you know, I sleep in my mother’s former chambers, Mary. You and I must swap bedchambers. When you marry, you will be mistress here at Wimpole Street. You must move into my mother’s former chamber, where I’ve been sleeping. I’ll move back to the rooms I had as a girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, I can’t put you out like that, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, you have to accept the good that’s come to you. You deserve to have a beautiful, carefree life. I’d say you’ve paid your dues. Lives can change in an instant. Yours has. So has mine. I’m to marry a Duke. That holds another set of rules and etiquette. We are, you and I, in this social transition together. We can help each other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe you’re right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “See? Not so difficult. Is it? Now, let’s get ready for our engagement dinner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dining room of the Wimpole Street townhouse looked elegant indeed. Beeswax candles in the chandelier cast a soft glow throughout the room, and the table was set for a formal dinner. Mrs Crabtree had outdone herself in spite of being short-handed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After her conversation with Mary, Phoebe had sent her friend upstairs, telling the young woman she’d be up directly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Then she went straight to the servants’ hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Crabtree, may I have the use of your sitting room for a bit?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good. Will you send Olivia to me there?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. I’ll go tell her immediately.” 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Thank you, Mrs Crabtree.” Phoebe made herself comfortable on the small sofa in the sitting room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady?” Olivia entered with a little curtsy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sit down, Olivia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady. May I ask what this is about?” She sat in the chair opposite to Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is about your service here, Olivia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl shrugged. “And what would that mean, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t get cheeky with me, Olivia. I am not Mary, whom you seem to feel you can verbally push around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon, My Lady?” The girl met Phoebe’s eyes with a direct gaze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat back in the little desk chair and crossed her arms in front of her torso. It was clear that Olivia was a first rate con artist. As was Charlotte Evans. Phoebe felt sorry for the real Lady Judith. Alone in Spain with Olivia and Charlotte most likely manipulating her. The poor woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked at the girl from under her eyelids, sizing her up and figuring out how best to handle the situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia, for her part, stared straight back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe grew bored with the game. There was no manipulative negotiation to be indulged in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia, your services are no longer needed here at Wimpole Street, at Regent Street, St James Street, or the three country manors belonging to my betrothed, the Duke of Atwater. I’ve given you money for the information you gave us about Charlotte Evans. As I stated, we have no further need of your services. Here are your owed wages including today. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia stood up, manoeuvring herself between Phoebe and the doorway of the sitting room. Phoebe was still seated, and Olivia loomed over her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I enquire about a letter of reference, My Lady?” Olivia sneered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may not. That will be all, Olivia.” Phoebe remained seated. She knew the younger woman was trying to intimidate her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will not give me a reference letter?” Olivia’s voice rose slightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I will not. You have not earned one. Now, that will be all. You are to leave immediately. Good day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The younger woman did not move. Phoebe stayed seated. She casually eyed the desk, looking for something to defend herself with if necessary. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe?” It was Atwater. “Phoebe, love. Where are you?” His voice was getting closer. “Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia narrowed her eyes. “Good day, indeed. My Lady. You’ll be sorry for this.” And she turned on her heel and stormed from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe stayed seated a moment longer. “I pray you are not right,” she whispered to herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe, my love.” Atwater’s voice sounded again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater and Phoebe had decided to wait on their nuptials until Mary and Tom were wed. They both wanted Mary lifted out of the serving class as soon as was possible. And her marriage to Tom was the way to do that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lady, uh, I mean Phoebe. Will I ever get this right?” Mary dropped her hands into her lap in consternation. “I never realized being a lady, acting like a lady was such hard work. There are so many nuances to every aspect of the position.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary sat on the sofa in Phoebe’s little sitting room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled, “It’s going to take a little time. You must be patient with yourself. Try to remember all the times you helped me get ready for a ball, or a dinner or tea. You need only put yourself in the place of the one you’ve assisted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose you’re right. There is so much to remember. It’s so difficult. As a maid it never occurred to me how being a lady is work. A different kind of work, to be sure. But work, nonetheless. I feel like I should be doing something, you know, like setting out your half dress frock, or readying the chocolate and arranging your breakfast tray. I should be busy at all times.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s because you’ve been a maid since the age of ten and a lady’s maid since twelve. Now you get to have those things done for you by your own lady’s maid! Oh Mary. It’s so wonderful. You don’t know how many times I’ve been at a party or a dinner and I thought, ‘I wish Mary was here,’ or ‘I wish Mary could see this.’ You’ve always been more like a sister to me, and now ... you practically are my sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel as if I’m in the middle of a glorious revelry. I don’t want to wake up from it.” Mary looked dreamily at Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait to take you shopping. In fact, let’s go after breakfast. What do you say? You need a whole new wardrobe, you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is exciting, I can’t deny it. To think I’ll have real silk stockings. I still have the pair you gave me at Christmas three years ago. I’ve never worn them. I would take them out now and then and look at them, feeling how soft they were. I even put them on once, but just for a minute. They felt heavenly on my legs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You shall have as many pairs of silk stockings as you like when you become Mrs Radcliffe. And gloves, shoes, bonnets, and shawls.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe, you’ve been better to me than anyone I’ve known in my life, save my mother, God rest her soul. You’ve always made sure I had nice things, handing down your dresses to me, or giving me new ones you didn’t fancy after one wearing. And you’ve given me brand new frocks for Christmas and birthdays. I have six morning dresses, five afternoon frocks, three walking dresses, and one evening gown. I have more frocks than any maid I know.” Mary laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “See? You’ve been a lady-in-waiting all this time. You’ve learned much more than you realize about how to act like a lady, Mary. But what really matters is what’s inside here.” Phoebe tapped lightly on Mary’s sternum. “You have everything within you, already. Everything that a lady strives to attain. It’s as if you, somehow, know intuitively how to behave in any situation you might find yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve had a good teacher in you. And the lessons, well, they’re actually just beginning, are they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speaking of lessons. Come. We’ll take the cabriolet ... I will teach you to drive it. It’s the height of independence. You can go out anytime, anywhere. Jimmy will act as footman on the back, but in that carriage, the passenger drives. It’s most enjoyable. Very freeing! And, you’re about to be married. You need many items!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My goodness, Phoebe, you seem almost more excited by my impending marriage than your own to the Duke.” Mary laughed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “La. In all my life it never occurred to me that I would, someday, take a somewhat large leap to the top of the peerage. Being a Duke’s daughter is very different than being a duke’s wife, I’m afraid. My new role as duchess carries an expanded list of proper behaviour and social mores. I admit to being a bit nervous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We both have studying to do.” Mary nudged her friend’s arm and giggled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ladies walked downstairs and went back to the mews. Jimmy got the cabriolet ready while they waited in the garden.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good. Your Grace, My Lady. Your carriage is ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe gave Mary’s arm a little pinch. Mary looked at her questioningly. A slight nod from Phoebe caused Mary to gather her wits. She smiled. In her most gracious, lady’s voice she spoke, “Ah, thank you. Thank you, Jimmy.” She glanced quickly at Phoebe who smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ladies boarded the cabriolet with the groom’s help, and Phoebe took the reins. “Here’s how you begin, Mary.” She touched the whip to the filly’s haunch, and they started off. Phoebe steered along the passageway towards the front of the house explaining her movements to Mary.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Susan, the newest maid at Wimpole Street, and soon to be Mary’s lady’s maid, ran outside through the hall. The cabriolet had already turned onto the cobblestones of the street when Susan hit the curb. She had a letter for Phoebe that had just been delivered from Ireland.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Susan caught up with the ladies at the intersection. She called to them, and they turned simultaneously. The top of the carriage was down, and Susan rested her hand on the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Susan! What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A letter, My Lady. I’m sorry to bother you. I suppose it could have waited.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Susan. Thank you, dear.” Phoebe took the letter and placed it in her reticule to read later in the evening; Susan went back to the house, and the two friends continued on with their excursion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The afternoon was spent visiting many of the same places Phoebe had been to with the imposter Charlotte Evans. The shoppers were making their way down Bond Street when Phoebe brought her hand to her forehead.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you feeling unwell, My Lady? I’m sorry. Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I’m fine. I was remembering something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you were here before? Shopping with Lady Judith? I mean Charlotte Evans?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Let’s put her out of our minds, why don’t we? And say a prayer for Judith, the actual Lady Judith who has seemingly disappeared. I know it worries Robert not to know what happened to her. I haven’t said so, but I believe she might be dead, from illness or worse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Worse? What do you mean by that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t put much past Charlotte. Or Olivia for that matter. Those two are as heinous as any confidence man I’ve ever heard about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you saying that you think something untoward may have taken place?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you asking if I think Lady Judith may have been murdered? I’m saying I believe it’s a possibility. Consider Charlotte’s plan. It was a long term endeavour. She wanted to marry His Grace and presumably have children to further instate herself. I believe she’ll stop at nothing once she sets her sights on something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary gasped, her lace gloved hand going to her mouth to cover it. “Oh no. Do you really think Charlotte is that ruthless?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, yes I do. Where can Lady Judith be? She’s virtually disappeared. No one has seen her, and we’ve been told that her mother died of illness on their European tour. That’s the story we’ve been given.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s all just so awful. But we mustn’t be so cynical. We can’t be so suspicious. There’s got to be some kind of explanation. It’s not for us to make judgements.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s difficult not to, Mary. I agree the whole situation is awful. But it’s also peculiar when you really think about it. Charlotte disappeared when it was found out she’d been impersonating Lady Judith. If Judith had been alive ... Charlotte would never have been able to pull off her ruse as long as she did. Oh la. I will stop now. My head just goes around and around with it. But I will say that even Robert thinks Judith must be dead. But, let us get started on our afternoon. This instant. We’re shopping for your trousseau. I will not put a damper on our entire afternoon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but everything you say is food for thought, Phoebe. We know Lady Judith was alive in Seville.” Mary said no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater sat with Lord Thomas and Duke Carlisle at Brooks’. The Scotsman seemed happy enough to unload Phoebe’s English properties on the two men. It had the effect of causing his desire to drink more brandy to expand. He poured another glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, surely you’ll give Tom a better price than that, Your Grace.” Atwater despised the Duke who was, at the moment, trying to get 2500 pounds for the Wimpole Street townhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, Your Grace. I am a businessman above all things.” Carlisle leered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lord Thomas supplied, “I will take the place as it is. If it needs repairs of any sort, I will take them over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle rolled his eyes and slurped his brandy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Duke Carlisle, my friend Lord Thomas here, has always admired the Wimpole Street house. Now that it’s to be sold, he wants to begin his married life in it and watch his family grow in it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How nostalgic. How positively, touching.” Carlisle examined his snuff box, opened it, and scooped up a bit of the powder with his pinkie fingernail. “Twenty-five hundred,” he barked and brought the pinkie to his nose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You certainly drive a hard bargain, Your Grace. I suppose there’s nothing more one can say to persuade you to come down, somewhat, in price. Will you accept half of the full amount now and half in one month’s time?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is nonsense, Tom. We will not negotiate, Duke Carlisle. Your asking price is not acceptable. You have no sale, Your Grace. Good Day to you. Tom. Let us leave now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shush.” Atwater stood and turned his back on Carlisle, who appeared to be ignorant of what had just taken place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “W-wait. Gentlemen.” Carlisle’s mouth widened to a garish grin. His voice softened to a wheedling tone. “Maybe, ah, maybe I can make an exception. Just this one time, you know. Since we’re practically kin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater turned slightly. “I’m listening, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d be willing to come down, just a little mind you, in price. Of course, I would ask that I be recompensed in some way.” He finished his brandy and poured another. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And in what way would this compensation materialize? What do you have in mind, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A, a maid perhaps? That little Susan my cousin employs. I can think of many good uses for a young lady such as she is.” He raised his eyebrows and took another pinch of snuff. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re suggesting I sell you my fiancée’s maid for a reduction of the sale price on Wimpole Street? Why you …” Before Atwater or Carlisle knew it, Tom had pulled the Duke, by the front of his shirt, out of the chair he’d been sitting on. Carlisle was pushed up against the expensively papered wall, Tom’s hand encircling his neck keeping him pinned, feet dangling. Atwater went to the pocket doors of the lounge and pulled them closed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle looked over Tom’s shoulder at Atwater. “Uh, please gentlemen. There, there must be a solution to our dilemma.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you come down in price or no? That’s the offer we’re making. You can come down in price, no maid to take back to Scotland. Or.” Atwater stopped for effect.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or? What?” Carlisle sputtered. He looked very frightened. Just the way Tom and Atwater wanted him to look. “Or what,” Carlisle choked out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or, I suppose you shall suffer the consequences, Your Grace.” Tom’s face was leaned in a mere half inch from the Duke’s.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will alert every newspaper in London and Edinburgh,” Carlisle spat through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Atwater stated with finality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom released Carlisle, and the Duke fell to the floor. He stumbled to regain his composure and stood, his hand rubbing the front of his neck where his cravat tie had pressed into his throat.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now. I, as Lord Thomas’ lawyer, have written up a bill of sale.” Atwater spoke as if nothing untoward had just taken place, “The Wimpole Street House will be sold, as is, to Lord Thomas Radcliffe for the cost of 1500 pounds. You will sign the document, Your Grace. Now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s highway robbery, you … you cad. You have no sense of decorum. You are not a gentleman for all that I must refer to you as Your Grace.” Carlisle downed another glass of his brandy and reached for a pen while grumbling under his breath. “Highway robbery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is nothing of the sort, Your Grace. It is business.” Tom sneered at the Duke. “I am a businessman above all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And while we’re at it. I’m prepared to offer you 3000 for Pinebrook Manor. Not a penny more,” Atwater countered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You might persuade me to sell cheap on the London house, but the country estate? Never. It’s 4000 pounds or no sale.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. Tom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you finished your business? I thought you had a mind to have Pinebrook Manor.” Tom looked confused. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater grabbed Tom’s arm. “Dan is waiting.” They left the lounge and went to the mews. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert? What was that? I thank you heartily for securing the sale of the townhouse, but what about Pinebrook Manor? I thought you wanted it for Phoebe. Will you not negotiate with the man about it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’ll come around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What makes you so sure? Do you think we scared him that much?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. But I have also secured a promise from each person Carlisle will approach to sell the estate to. No one will buy the place, even if he comes down in price.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve secured promises from people not to buy Pinebrook? How do you know the men involved will stand by their word?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s just say that while I don’t indulge in the ton’s favourite pastime of gossip, I hear many things. And I happen to have information, which I’ve verified, about the shenanigans of each man I spoke with regarding the matter. Damaging information.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a possible way to get yourself killed, Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, but you miss the point, Tom. Each individual believes himself to be the only one I have incriminating facts on. There’s not a one among them who is going to discuss how many times a week they visit the Temple of Venus. Despite the fact that they all see each other when out whoring, they never discuss it. Not with each other, not with anyone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If Carlisle goes below 1500, someone will jump at the sale.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No.” Atwater smiled and shook his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What makes you so sure? You know the haute ton can be very fickle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No one will purchase Pinebrook. I’ve put out the rumour that the house is over infested with rats. Not the usual rat one might see here or there in a corridor or a corner of the buttery. But everywhere. Running rampant through the kitchen and the gardens. When Carlisle sees he has no buyer, and hears the rumour, he’ll come back and take whatever I offer, if only to get rid of the place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom laughed.“Very well, then. You’ve succeeded in convincing me. And as for the Wimpole Street house, I owe you a debt of gratitude, Your Grace.” Tom smiled at his friend, “I must say, I don’t know if I’m impressed or frightened by your shrewdness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Be both, my friend.” Atwater winked as they boarded the carriage that would take them back to Regent Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh la! Mary, that style is perfect for you!” Phoebe gushed over the new pattern with a lower form than in recent years. It created a complementary silhouette for Mary’s figure showing off her tiny, even without stays, waist. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I adore it.” Mary danced around in front of the huge looking glass that reflected her entire image. “See how the skirt moves. It’s so lovely for dancing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It looks lovely. Now, what about fabrics?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dressmaker’s apprentice who’d fitted Mary with the mock up dress appeared with an armful of books of fabric swatches. Phoebe and Mary sat while tea was brought to them by another apprentice. They could peruse the book for as long as they wanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dressmaker would order the fabrics when Mary had made her choices. And that was just for frocks which covered every event from walking, riding, and visiting, to simple morning attire and full evening dress.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary was also in need of gloves, stockings, and garters, chemises, corsets, shoes, shawls, and bonnets.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh dear. I’ve never had so many frocks, and I had more than most when I was a maid.” She raised her hands to her cheeks. “I don’t know what I’ll do with so much finery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, do you remember our talk about being a lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I do, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s one thing I’d like to work on with you. You are a lady now. You must never make reference to having been a maid. Never. Of course, the ton will talk about it behind your back. But, they will never ask you to your face. In that case, you never need to fib about where you are from. And, quite frankly, everyone knows you were my maid. You must never make reference to it again. Do you understand? I mean do you understand why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I understand. I forgot in my excitement. This is so overwhelming! But Phoebe ... I’m not ashamed of having been a maid. I had an opportunity when I was ten to be taken into a nunnery. The kind that caters to men who prefer girls to women. Virgins come at a high price in a place like that. Very high, I was told. I might have made a small fortune selling my maidenhood and my body. While that might work for some, it’s not something I was willing to do. I’ve kept my honour, despite the fact that my fingernails are broken and my hands are work worn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear Mary.” Phoebe put her arm around her friend and pulled her close. “I don’t imply that you should be ashamed of your beginnings. You just don’t need to air the laundry so to speak.” She smiled and lifted Mary’s chin with her index finger. “Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do understand, Phoebe. I will make no mention of it again.” She smiled. “I keep forgetting that the good fortune I’ve stumbled upon is actually mine. However, you need to know something, Phoebe. I would marry Lord Thomas even if he was a stable boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you would, Mary. But he’s not a stable boy. He’s a very wealthy man, from a family of the four hundred. And he happens to be madly in love with none other than your beautiful self.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two fell into mirthful laughter, Phoebe’s arm around Mary’s shoulders. They waited at the side of the street for Jimmy to come with the cabriolet, and as they giggled, the sound of hooves came to Phoebe’s ears. She glanced up to pull Mary away from the path of the oncoming horses.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing that it wasn’t Jimmy, Phoebe looked at who was in the carriage. Her eyes met with a woman’s, and she gasped. She knew those eyes. Her own eyes closed and opened as if in slow motion, and the carriage floated by. Could the woman inside possibly have been who Phoebe thought it was?   
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary came back to herself from laughing and saw that her friend had grown pale. “Phoebe, are you unwell? You look as if you’d just seen a ghost.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I may have, Mary. I just may have.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary and Lord Thomas were married two weeks after Phoebe had taken Mary shopping. The seamstresses had worked around the clock to have the marriage dress and enough trousseau items finished by the wedding day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary. You look radiant. I’m so very happy for you.” Phoebe hugged her friend. “And Tom. Handsome devil. You are a lucky man indeed.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    She winked at Tom, and then scanned the room looking for Atwater. As she did, her gaze captured a flutter of lilac silk disappear around a doorway. She blinked once then slightly shook her head to ground herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe? Would you like a glass of ratafia?” Tom and Mary looked at her questioningly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked directly at the couple. “La! Ratafia! Lovely idea, Tom.” She, once again, looked around the room. Why did she have an uneasy feeling? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I have this dance, My Lady?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned to behold Atwater who looked positively dashing. She smiled. “My soon-to-be husband is the most handsome man in attendance. No offence to present company.” She winked at Mary and Tom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My future wife is as a lovely, fragrant blossom, second to none in beauty, except on this day. Mary’s wedding day.” He took Mary’s hand and brought it to his lips. Then he led Phoebe to the dance floor.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, from the corner of her eye, Phoebe thought she saw a wisp of lilac. And once again she shook her head, blinked, and looked back to where she thought she’d seen something, all the while never missing a step of the waltz she was enjoying with Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The music ended. The dancers dispersed, and servers with silver trays made their ways through the rooms to deliver ratafia, brandy, wine, snuff, and cigars to the guests. Phoebe noticed someone talking with Mary and Tom as she and Atwater headed back to the newlyweds. Someone in a lilac silk frock. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Atwater stepped up behind the woman who turned just as Phoebe saw the look on Mary’s face. Though it was discreet, Phoebe had seen enough. She knew that whoever the woman was, who spoke with the couple, she wasn’t welcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Who could it be? A friend from, oh dear, a domestic from a house where Mary had worked would get the crowd talking. So far Phoebe had only heard a few snippets of gossip about Mary’s former life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    In actuality, the gossip about Mary had a ring of envy to it. The help wishing and hoping that if such fortune had befallen one of their own once, then why not twice? The gossip also bore a sliver of suspicion and jealousy. What if one of the ton’s Dukes or Marquesses were to become enamoured of a serving girl? If it happened once, it could happen again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Phoebe. How lovely to see you again.” The woman in lilac spoke, and Phoebe heard the words as if she were at the bottom of a well. She felt slightly nauseated as her practiced smile took over. The right words came forth from her mouth. And she maintained this stance for the rest of the party, checking on Mary from time to time, and trying to look as if she was enjoying herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I said I don’t want to talk about it.” Phoebe and Atwater were in the sitting room after all the guests had left or retired. “And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll go to your chamber. It’s the third door down the fourth floor hall. It’s private. With Tom’s entire family here, there aren’t any other options.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where are Tom and Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, my father’s former rooms of course. Lord Thomas’ bedchamber.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you’re sleeping in your chamber from childhood?” The two were ascending the stairs to the third floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then your mother’s chambers are empty. Are they not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My mother’s bedchamber now belongs to Lady Mary Radcliffe, Your Grace. Tom and Mary were so nervous today, they made a few errors with the sleeping arrangements. I’m sorry, but you’re on the fourth floor.” They’d reached Phoebe’s bedchamber, and Atwater opened the door for his betrothed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that so? Could they, perhaps, excuse me if I were to pass on the fourth floor, and instead come into your bedchamber, My Lady?” Atwater chuckled at the little pucker that wrinkled Phoebe’s forehead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Never fear, fair lady. I will wait until the proper nuptials take place.” He kissed her on the end of her nose. “Now, please talk to me. Tell me what it is you don’t want to talk about. Maybe I can help?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well ... Maybe you can help, but I don’t believe you can. I wanted, Your Grace, to ask you if you saw who the woman in lilac was. She was quite stylish. I didn’t get a good look at her. She was right in front of me, but my vision swam. I was concerned because Mary looked upset.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now that you’ve refreshed my memory, I did see the lady in question, however not her face. So we have a mystery. Does Mary or Tom know who it was?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe so, but I couldn’t get either one alone to discuss it. She seemed to always be near where I was. I would see her dress, but when I looked to see her, she would be nowhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand, my darling. Mary knows who the lady in question was, but you don’t? Must you concern yourself with this? Now?” He kissed her forehead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert. I am most serious.” She giggled in spite of herself. “You must stop.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop?” He nuzzled her neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This instant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, my dear. I promise to behave.” He straightened up and took a step back from her. “I’ll never understand why I didn’t whisk you away to elope with me the day I knew you returned my feelings.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ll be together soon, love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, and you grow more beautiful to me each day. I cannot believe how fortunate I am. But it’s late. Clear your head of worry about the mysterious woman in lilac and sleep well. The wedding breakfast is in a few hours.” He kissed her cheek and turned to walk back along the corridor to the servants’ staircase that led to the fourth floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He stopped and turned back to her. “Yes, love. What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe the woman we saw here today was none other than Olivia McGowan, the maid who had been on Lady Judith’s tour of Europe. The one who alerted us to Charlotte Evans’ scheming. Olivia was nasty to Mary when she found out that Tom was to marry her. She said unkind things to Mary. Very unkind. Today she was so ... so made up. At first, I worried that a harlot had decided to come to the party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater threw his head back and laughed loudly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert ... shush.” Phoebe giggled. “You’ll wake the whole house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I have no fear of that, what with the copious amounts of brandy I observed being poured and drunk. And never you worry about a trollop hovering in the back of Tom’s life. There would never be a scandal such as that. Tom is a straight arrow. He never visits the nunneries or brothels. He has never indulged in sport with ladies lacking ... a certain morality. Besides, he’s besotted with Mary. Absolutely besotted. Quite as I am with you, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled but was all business once she’d decided to talk about the appearance of the maid. “Why do you reckon she came?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia? Honestly, I do not have an inkling of an idea. Maybe she wants to show that she knows how to enter this house without being detected. I’ll have Terence set up surveillance. Someone will be posted at all the entries to the house. Two in the hall. I know from experience that that is very loosely watched. I daresay anyone could come or go through there. In fact, it’s probably how Olivia came in. Some people enjoy creating a stir. They crave the attention.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I reckon she wants to intimidate us. All of us. She was none too pleased when I let her go.” Phoebe relived the scene in her mind. Her eyes held a faraway look. She shuddered imperceptibly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater’s keen eye caught the shudder. “Phoebe? Olivia ... she didn’t ... she didn’t threaten you, did she? For terminating her employment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was very, very angry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is that yes, then? She threatened you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I mean it wasn’t actually a threat. As I said she was really quite angry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When I spoke with her informing her she was to be let go, I refused to give her a letter of reference. She didn’t like that too well. She said she wouldn’t be able to find work without a letter. I retorted that she wouldn’t want the kind of letter I would write about her, and I stated that my letter would certainly guarantee she wouldn’t find a position. Anywhere. At least without my letter she might have a chance. I gave her my word I wouldn’t go into details with anyone as to why she’d been terminated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how did she respond to that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She told me I would be sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She told you that? I’m going to the colonel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. Robert, please. Then it would look like I was afraid of her. It would look like I took her words as a threat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her words were a threat, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m safe enough tonight. I refuse to live in fear or allow Olivia to terrorise me. I mean, what could she really do to me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s proven that she can get into this house undetected. She’s proven that she knows her way around here. I daresay she could do a lot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m protected. I’m in my bedchamber. I’ve slept in this room since I was a little child. Don’t worry about me. I’m safe.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you? Please, will you lock this door when I go? I shall have to sleep on the floor right here if you do not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Already acting like a husband and telling me what to do?” Phoebe giggled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Humour me, darling.” He scooped her up into his arms, squeezing her tightly. “I’ll see you at breakfast, Lady Phoebe.” He stepped back into the corridor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, my love.” She blew him a kiss and closed the door softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, she certainly acted the high and mighty lady, that’s for certain. A lady’s maid giving herself airs because she’s gained the attentions of a rich man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte rolled her eyes. “What about Lady Phoebe? Did you see her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I did, but I’m not sure if she recognized me. She was certainly white in the face, so maybe she did realize it was me. Mary, on the other hand, recognized me immediately. And she looked positively green around the gills, I’ll say that much!” The girl laughed an ugly cackle, then related the details of Lord and Lady Thomas Radcliffe’s wedding party to Charlotte Evans.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “La. I should have gone.” Charlotte slapped her hand down on the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Charlotte. We, neither of us, were invited. I got away with it by flitting here and there, dancing with young men I’d never seen before and walking in the garden behind the house. They know you impersonated Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, thanks to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did what I had to do. Surely you understand that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It makes no difference now. What matters is no one asked you to leave. Brava! Did I not tell you that you could easily pass for a lady? Like myself ... half the continent knew me to be Lady Judith Barton, daughter of the late Earl of Bennington. Who did you say you were? How did you get in the front door? Wasn’t that odious Terence fellow there with a list of the invited?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was, which is why I went in through the hall. The staff was so busy in the kitchen and servants’ hall with the refreshments no one noticed me. As for the men I danced with, I said I’d recently come back to London after my grand tour. I asked them many questions and let them talk. I learned a great deal about the inner workings of the ton. At the end of each dance, when the gentlemen thanked me and went off to get me a glass of sherry or ratafia, I would leave the area never having given my name. I spent much time dodging would-be suitors. It was quite interesting. If I’d been in a maid’s uniform, not a one would have noticed me. But they thought me to be a lady. Now I understand why you took over Lady Judith’s persona.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised it’s taken you nearly a year to figure it out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I never thought to have a chance at being a lady, Charlotte. I come from two generations of servants. I never knew anything about portraying myself as something I’m not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a work in progress. You did it in London. Imagine how easy it is in Spain or France.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d need to plan it if I imagined it. And if I had a plan, nothing could keep me from it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Speaking of plans, I have a plan for us, Olivia. A way for us to become ladies. We can then go to Paris or Rome or back to Seville. Maybe we’ll take our own tour. We’ll buy fine clothes and eat wonderful foods. But ... you must obey me to the letter. Is that clear? If I count on you, you mustn’t let me down. For this to work, you must be in total agreement with everything I say and do, and everything I tell you to say and do. Is that understood? I repeat myself. You must not let me down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I won’t. I will not let you down, Charlotte. What is your plan? Tell me what I need to do. What I need to say. I want to be a grand lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I haven’t thought of every detail yet, but basically we, you and I, are going to kidnap Lady Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia gasped. “Oh, I don’t know about that, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you want to be a grand lady? You expect me to believe you when you already begin to disagree with my plan? You don’t even know what it is yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte. That’s very dangerous. Kidnap? Lady Phoebe will be a Duchess soon. That’s almost royalty. Her family is in the four hundred. Charlotte. Come to your senses. Besides, what would the ransom demand be? The money would need to be in coin. And it would be only a matter of time before the army would come after us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am perfectly in my senses.” A sound came from the other side of the cheap hotel room the women were renting. “There, there.” Charlotte went towards the sound and lifted the newborn infant from his cradle. “My demand will not be for money and will be given by word of mouth message to His Grace, Duke Atwater. My ransom demand will ask for something worth much more than some silver crowns.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not following your train of thought. What do we need more than money?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you jest, Olivia. A woman desires permanent security. The kind of security that can only be gotten when one is attached to a man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we need to marry if we want that. And we must marry up like Mary did. I was so angry when I heard about her and Lord Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia! You are the one who needs to come to your senses. Lord Thomas is a married man now. And he would never have been interested in you as more than a passing dalliance as it were. You are a servant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But Mary was raised up. I know Lord Thomas is off limits to me, but there are many single men of means.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then get one to keep you, girl. Women like us don’t have many options. Unless, of course, we are thought to be ladies. Think again of how nicely you were treated at the wedding parties. The young men thought you to be in their class. Women, in general, don’t have a myriad of options. If you want to be taken care of, best to look into a nunnery. You can find a rich protector. Or, you can seduce a male visitor in your place of employ and be removed to a place of his choosing. To think you could have your own suite of rooms at a comfortable hotel. Not a chamber like this one where you can hear everything the neighbours are doing. Or you can impersonate a lady. And for that we must create a pedigree.” She lowered her voice, seeming to be reminded that she and Olivia might be heard discussing the awful plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So then, how did Mary have such good luck?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Something always set her apart. Did you never see it? I noticed it. She uses fine words; she dresses simply, but well. Mary, is a slight cut above. She’s trained as a lady’s maid. She’s seen no real labour. I daresay she’s never carried a coal scuttle.” She patted the baby’s back and cooed. “We waste our time speaking of these things. First, we need money to pay for this hole, and to get two simple, yet quality, frocks made for each of us. We cannot find domestic work if we look poor and unkempt. We are domestics after all, not street walkers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But we need money to acquire frocks. La! It’s a vicious circle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which brings me back to my plan of abducting the lovely-soon-to-be Duchess Atwater. The wedding is to take place next week. You will appear there as you did at the nuptials of Lord Thomas and, oh dear, I reckon we must call her Lady Mary.” She made a face of disdain much to Olivia’s amusement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is your strategy?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll see.” She touched noses with her baby boy as she spoke. “You’ll see. You’re angry at Lady Mary. But that’s just jealousy. The true culprit is Lady Phoebe. She put a foil on my plans to marry Atwater. I could have gone on indefinitely as Lady Judith. Even if the truth ever became known, it would be too late. The Duke could never put me aside and keep his honour. It’s Phoebe’s fault you and I are in this predicament. She’s left us with no money, no clothing, very little chance of employment. I’ll have to forge letters of reference. You did tell the lady she would be sorry for letting you go, did you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That I did. And, at the time, I meant it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nice touch. She will be sorry. I’ll see to it that they are all sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t talking about bodily harm or kidnapping, Charlotte. I sought only to make Lady Phoebe nervous. So tell me what your plan is Charlotte. I … I don’t know if I can in good faith take part in such a nefarious scheme.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, I will share my plan with you. But you have no choice but to take part in my plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I feel it crosses certain, uh, boundaries. I will not participate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte smiled at Olivia. The smile turned into a simper, then a giggle until, finally, laughter that caused tears emitted from Charlotte’s body. “As I said, we are to abduct Lady Phoebe. You have no say as to whether or not you take part.” She placed the now sleeping infant back in the cradle. “You, my dear, are in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I haven’t heard the entire plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ll bring Phoebe here. But not to this room. We’ll keep her in the cellar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte, I have some second thoughts about this. Showing up at parties to make someone uncomfortable is one thing. What you’re talking about is a very serious endeavour. An undertaking I daresay holds a very serious consequence if found out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have no choice, Olivia.” Charlotte stepped over to the table where some bread and cheese sat waiting to be supper. She picked up the knife that rested near the bread. “I discovered the room when you were at the wedding the other day. There was once a wine cellar down below this building. Apparently, this was a grand home at one point or an upscale hotel with a restaurant like the kind they have in Paris.” She fondled the knife and walked over to where Olivia sat on the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A wine cellar?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s a room where the wine is aged and stored. Only the very rich have them.” She traced Olivia’s jawline with the tip of the knife. “Of course, the wine room here is partially hidden behind a stone wall that was built at a later time. There are still huge barrels on the stone floor and many bottles, all dusty and smudged line the shelves. I brought a few of the bottles up. I thought you and I might share a toast. We’ll see if the stuff is any good.” She took the knife away from Olivia’s face and tossed it onto the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope we understand each other, Olivia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us have a toast to the success of your plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. That’s more like what I expected from you. Remember, you will benefit from my plan also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what will you demand for the ransom. If you’re not asking for money ... what will you demand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, you will see. You will see.” Charlotte smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t follow. I have no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to understand what I’m talking about. The only thing you need to understand is that our plight is the fault of Lady Phoebe. And if you go against me in this …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I won’t go against you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s wonderful news, Olivia. You know I got rid of that deadbeat Jacob after he robbed the bank for me. To get him to rob the bank ... well, sometimes we women have to rely on desperate measures. The man wanted to believe I was his woman. He wanted me. Well, now I am a widow, as far as anyone knows ... it takes the stigma away. You and I will play lady widow and lady’s maid. And my son here. My darling little Robert, will soon meet his rightful papa.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! Charlotte! I mean, surely there must be another way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you not see, Olivia? My son can be a Duke someday ... provided Lady Phoebe doesn’t give birth to a boy anytime soon. Once Duke Atwater claims my son as his own to get his wife back, I will kill Phoebe. Or you will. I may just need that kind of proof from you. Proof that you will keep my plan secret forever.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Then I will marry the Duke after Phoebe’s body is found. The Thames will be at low tide. Poor thing. A victim of suicide. You will be my lady’s maid whom I will raise up to marry one of the peerage. Just as Lady Phoebe raised Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re talking about murder, Charlotte. I didn’t know your plan was going to include that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you want to be a rich lady someday, Olivia? Or not? You must do what needs to be done, just as I must.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t kill someone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll do as you’re told. Or you’ll be the one who’s dead. Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia swallowed hard. “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day had arrived. Mary assisted Phoebe as she dressed for her wedding. Her white gauze dress, embroidered with silver, fell in a diaphanous cascade of shirred fabric.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look so beautiful, Phoebe. And so happy. This is truly a wonderful day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. We are so very blessed, Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you ready, My Lady?” Mary asked for old time’s sake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe squeezed her friend’s hand. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then nodded. “Yes. I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Mary still held Phoebe’s hand as they descended the stairs and went into the parlour. The milling guests had quieted and assembled and Atwater stood by the mantle waiting for his bride. Phoebe’s eyes filled with tears as he smiled at her with gentle love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ceremony was short and lovely. Before Phoebe knew it, she was being addressed as Your Grace, and gentlemen were lining up to dance with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was being twirled around the room, laughing at the compliments her partner paid her, when she caught a glimpse of something. She jerked her head only to see the slip of lilac disappear behind some revellers.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. Are you unwell? Allow me to escort you to a seat. Would you like some ratafia?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm? Ah, yes ... yes, please. That would be lovely. And might I impose on you to locate my husband and send him to me here?” Phoebe sank down onto one of the sofas that were placed in strategic nooks behind huge potted plants. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Your Grace.” The young man bowed and walked away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe frantically looked here and there. Maybe she’d imagined it. Still, no amount of slow, deep breathing would calm her nerves. La, where was Atwater? Her dance partner returned with her ratafia, but not her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve been unable to locate Duke Atwater, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fine. He’ll be here shortly. If I know him at all, he’s enjoying a cigar in the library.” She snapped her fan open and laughed a bit too shrilly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After a bit of small talk, Phoebe dismissed the gentleman, releasing him to go and find another partner. She took a sip of her beverage and placed the glass on the tiny table next to where she sat. Regent Street. Her new home. She sat back, comfortable and happy but for the anxious thoughts that flitted in and out of her brain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been typical wedding jitters that had put her on edge this morning from the moment she’d woken up. She perused the dancers, enjoying the multi-coloured gowns and the new hairstyles the ladies wore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then she saw what she thought she’d seen earlier. A frock of lilac silk. The frock made its way towards her. The face above was familiar and laughing, presumably, at Phoebe’s look of consternation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking towards her was none other than Olivia McGowan. Olivia who hadn’t been invited to the party. Indeed, until Mary’s wedding, Phoebe thought Olivia had left London for good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace.” Olivia curtsied. “Might I congratulate you on your nuptials? You look lovely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Phoebe spoke through clenched teeth. “What are you doing here?” So as not to make a scene, Phoebe spoke as quietly as she could without leaning into Olivia’s ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why I came to wish you congratulations.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fine. Thank you. Now, I will ask you to leave this house at once.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And if I don’t?” Olivia smiled sweetly and glanced around the room. “Come now, Your Grace, you wouldn’t want a scene. You know how the peerage talks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will have you escorted quietly out. Do not try me, Olivia.” Phoebe sounded stronger than she felt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do not try me, Your Grace,” Olivia nearly spat, all illusions of decorum abandoned. “I came here to wish you well, even after the way you treated me. You will live to rue this, do you hear me? You will soon lose your high and mighty ways.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you mean to threaten me, or frighten me, it will not work. Now, you will leave.” Phoebe scanned the room and spied Terence standing in one of the doorways to the large room. He was watching and was immediately with them at Phoebe’s slight nod.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right this way, girl. You are to exit through the area. I will see you there myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Take your paws off of me,” Olivia wrenched her arm from Terence’s grasp. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I will thank you to keep your voice down. Do you understand me, girl? You don’t fool me with your expensive frock.” Terence ushered her downstairs. Olivia said nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence scowled at Olivia just before he slammed the servants’ door. “I trust never to see you back here, Miss McGowan. If you are seen again, the colonel will be called, and you will be taken from this house by members of His Royal Highness’ army.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater walked into Brooks’. The familiar silk rugs cushioned his steps, and he headed to one of the game rooms he rarely visited. He had no desire to see anyone with the possible exception of Tom. He had much on his mind and was looking for a game of cards to take his mind from the contents of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeing Charlotte Evans on the street, an hour before, had shaken him to the core. She’d been arm in arm with a dandy, the plume in her hat bobbing to and fro as she conversed with her escort. And, as before, he marvelled at her uncanny resemblance to Lady Judith. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the time, his stomach had sunk. Presently, he continued to have an uncomfortable feeling, even after he’d downed a brandy at the bar before ascending to the game rooms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Psst. Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He turned. “Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can see you aren’t feeling social.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s a peculiar circumstance when one needs to visit one’s club to clear one’s head. How can I be unsocial here? I should have stayed at Regent Street, but if I barricaded myself away from my wife, I should feel guilty.” He laughed a wry chuckle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And she, no doubt, would be worried about you.” Tom waited for Atwater to respond, and when he said nothing, Tom asked him straight out. “It’s that maid, isn’t it? Olivia? I saw her at your wedding party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was at your wedding party also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know, I was with Mary when Olivia approached. She spoke in circles. I told Mary that evening that the girl was jealous and only wanted to cause a stir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about that, Tom. I find it better never to underestimate a desperate person.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is she so desperate? She was wearing an expensively made frock. I thought maybe she’d caught herself a wealthy old geezer, tired of a fat wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe so. No, there’s something peculiar about her showing up to both of our nuptials. She threatened Phoebe, you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? My God, Robert. What did she say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The day Phoebe terminated Olivia’s employment at Wimpole Street, the girl told Phoebe that she would be sorry she’d done so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sounds ominous despite being so vague. And because of this threat you think Olivia is desperate? Because she has that kind of audacity?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe let her go without a letter of reference. The girl, I daresay, is having quite a time of it trying to procure employment.” Atwater smirked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She caused much consternation for Mary. Mary told me the awful things Olivia had said to her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Which is why Phoebe dismissed her. And in all good conscience, she couldn’t give Olivia a good reference. Phoebe did vow not to discuss the maid with anyone. She offered to keep any ill feelings to herself,” Atwater offered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So Phoebe isn’t allowing any good news to circulate about Olivia, but she’s promised not to circulate anything bad. Is that about the gist of it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. The kind of jealousy Olivia has for Mary festers. There’s no place for it in any household. And I know Phoebe, and I presume Mary, both want loving homes,” Atwater said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And on my way here, I saw our Lady Judith imposter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! She certainly is a cheeky one. I wonder how long she’s been in the city. And what do you think she’s doing for money?” Tom wondered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe she never left. She might have laid low for a bit. Her husband or paramour ... he robbed the bank where he worked. I feel sure she got the money, but there’s no way to prove it. And he was nowhere in sight when I saw her. I would venture to say she’s being kept.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A step up for one with such devious machinations and schemes as Charlotte Evans has had.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is, Tom. She won’t find domestic work ... everyone knows how she impersonated Judith. There’s no lady, I daresay, who would want her in their circle, studying her mannerisms, planning how best to impersonate them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Were you able to find any details about Judith’s death in Spain? Is there a record of what she succumbed to?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The only details we have are that Judith reputedly left this earth during the night. The very night that Charlotte impersonated her at the ball in Seville. Presumably with Judith gone, Charlotte came up with the idea to keep the ruse going. I believe she planned to take over Judith’s identity indefinitely.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But there is no proof that Judith is actually dead. Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh Tom. Ever the lawyer you are. Yes, it’s true. But where is Judith if she’s alive?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t venture to guess. But, if she is dead, I don’t believe it was from illness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom, I can’t begin to imagine that as a possibility.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you might want to begin, Robert. And do we share these thoughts and information with our wives?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think not, Tom. I believe it would only serve to upset them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm. Yes, I believe you’re right, Your Grace. Come ... instead of cards, let us have some dinner downstairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Private room?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe His Grace, the Duke of Atwater, can have that arranged.” Tom laughed and slapped his friend on the back of the shoulders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Susan! Hurry girl. I want you to go over to the baker ... get three loaves ... three loaves that were baked today, don’t let him swindle you with yesterday’s bread. I need two dozen eggs, butter, and get some flour from the miller. Ten pounds. Dan brought the wagon to carry us and the goods back to Regent Street.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mrs Crabtree. Anything else?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree smiled to herself ... this Susan was a godsend, much as Lady Mary had been when she was a girl. And now to see Mary as a rich, married Lady. Mrs Crabtree was proud of both girls. She had high hopes for Susan catching the eye of a well-to-do suitor. “Mind you keep those cotton gloves I made for you on your hands. Your hands are lovely, my dear. We must take pains to keep them so. A lady must have lovely hands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The younger woman laughed. “I think Jimmy likes my hands just fine, Mrs Crabtree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of that I’m sure, but what’s to happen if you change your mind about him? It’s as easy to love a rich man as a poor one. Now, off with you. Mind you, don’t be too long. I will meet you at the fountain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mrs Crabtree.” The girl turned away and was soon enshrouded among the shoppers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs. Crabtree consolidated the few purchases she’d made. Spices, sugar ... what else? She decided to go to the butcher ... they could use a ham at the house, as well as a goose. The newly married couple were prone to entertaining at the last minute. The housekeeper liked to keep up with their whims.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She continued walking, perusing all the items for sale and trying to keep the hem of her frock out of the mud and dung that littered the street. She ducked into the butcher shop and headed to the back to look at the special cuts. There were two women in the next row over, talking in hushed tones as they prepared to haggle the price of an oxtail. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something familiar about the women, and Mrs Crabtree’s tendency to delight in overhearing gossip got the best of her. She moved closer, still shielded by the shelving between that divided the rows of items. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have two crowns left. Get the oxtail as cheap as you can. We must get back to the hotel soon. Baby Robert will be waking and wanting his brekkie. Go on. Move.” The smaller of the two women gave the other a shove. There was no mistaking who the boss was in this duo. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree craned her neck to see who it was being so nasty to their co-worker. She’d heard that the help at Hudson House were always at each other’s throats. She had her eyes on the back of the woman’s head when the bell over the door chimed and the woman looked towards it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree shrank against the far shelves behind where she stood. It couldn’t be. Every fibre of her being called for her to look again and assure herself that who she saw was not Charlotte Evans. But she would risk discovery if she were to do that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte Evans ... back in London. She would have to let Her Grace know immediately. She slid along the shelves and out the shop door taking care not to let the bell chime. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Terence. I believe we’d all like more wine. Pour a glass for yourself if you like. Our sense of casual living doesn’t change now that I’m married. Am I right, my dear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite. Please, Terence, sit. Have some food.” Phoebe smiled at the kindly butler. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, both of your graces. I have prepared the drawing room for everyone’s after dinner entertainment. Susan, our young maid will be playing the pianoforte for your enjoyment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How lovely.” Lady Mary Radcliffe was rapidly acclimating to life as a lady since Phoebe had discovered that Mary’s father had been an Irish Duke.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A letter had come to Wimpole Street for Phoebe. It had been misplaced what with the nuptials and subsequent parties. The letter’s information confirmed that Mary O’Reilly was a lady in her own right.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Since she’d stopped feeling like an interloper of the peerage, she found she was remembering the vague notions and etiquette her mother had shared with her before the age of five when Mary had been orphaned. She’d then been sent from one distant relative to the next until, finally, an elderly aunt had given Mary a domestic position so she could, at least, learn a trade and stay out of the orphanage or the poor house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and while you ladies enjoy that, I’ll take your husband from you for a moment, Lady Mary. Tom, may I see you in the library?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace.” Tom nodded, then gave Mary a light kiss, after which the women retired to the drawing room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the library, Atwater poured two glasses of Spanish brandy. “Cigar, Tom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but if you have any of that snuff that was going around at your wedding party.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Atwater opened the top right-hand drawer of the huge desk that had belonged to his father, the first Duke. It stood solid and imposing in a corner of the room. His adoptive father’s desk. Now his. He’d told no one … no one but Tom, about the knowledge his mother had bestowed upon him just before her death. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d found it almost amusing that he was now Duke Atwater, and he wasn’t even related to the man he’d thought until the age of fifteen had been his father. As it was, there were no other male relatives in the family. Robert had no issues with appropriating a title and fortune that was bequeathed only as primogeniture.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” Tom accepted the little snuff box and partook of the contents. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mind or you’ll begin to resemble that hideous cousin of my wife, Duke Carlisle.” Atwater grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If that were indeed even a remote possibility, I’d forsake the stuff and never go near it again.” Tom laughed. “So? What is it you need to have a glass of brandy to discuss?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why the sightings of Charlotte Evans and Olivia McGowan. All four of us have seen them about London. All of us. And even Mrs Crabtree happened upon them in the butcher shop a few days before we came out here to Hempstead. It makes me uncomfortable, I tell you. I put nothing past Charlotte. Her nerve and audacity are beyond bounds. And even more curious, and frightening, is that both Charlotte and Olivia seem to have disappeared once again. Where do they go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s been some weeks since a sighting’s been had, but we’ve all been here for the last month.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s planning something. I have no idea what it could be, but mark my words, Tom, Charlotte is planning something. As sure as I am that you are standing in this room at this moment, that’s how sure I am that Charlotte Evans has some kind of scheme up her translucent sleeve.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess we can alert the colonel. He can place some soldiers outside to guard the house in London. Do you feel threatened here, at Hempstead?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t feel threatened at all. It’s Phoebe and Mary I’m worried about, Tom. Olivia spoke condescendingly to Mary, and she outright threatened Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary is a bit spooked by her. I don’t think she’s as afraid of Olivia as she is afraid of what she’d do to Olivia if she, or Charlotte, were to harm Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s just it. I live with the same fear. If either of those women hurt Phoebe or Mary, I don’t know if I could control myself.” Atwater looked at Tom with flashing eyes. His skin was as white as snow, and he trembled all over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. Robert. You must not let the thought of what could happen affect you in this way. You’ll be unable to protect Phoebe if your nerves are under such strain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater took a deep breath. “You’re right, Tom ... let us go to the drawing room and hear some music. I also have something I want to give you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom chuckled. “Is it that three pounds you owe me from our whist extravaganza of one month ago?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d forgotten all about that.” Atwater reached into his vest and pulled out three gold sovereigns. Here you go.” He tossed the coins onto the desk. “That’s not what I wanted to address, but now it’s out of the way, please come with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert? You’re so serious. Is there something wrong?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I might be overreacting, but I feel the presence of Charlotte and Olivia to be exceedingly wrong. You know my true father was an Irishman, Tom. The Irish sometimes ... well, they see things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand. My father’s mother was Irish. She had the sight. I presume you have it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not exactly. But I feel things. And I feel something is very wrong. And I fear something bad is on the horizon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mustn’t do that to yourself, Robert. You and Phoebe will be here, in the country, until November at least. Much can happen in five months. Charlotte and Olivia will tire of their game sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope that is true, and we both can bear witness to it. But enough of this unsavoury talk. Here we are.” He opened the heavy oak doors to the library. Susan was in the middle of a song, and the gentlemen stood near the doors until she’d finished.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree came to the little side door as Phoebe and Mary clapped and oohed and aahed over Susan’s substantial talent. “That was lovely, Susan. Now, go ahead and take your bow, then I need you downstairs, love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Susan, I should like to enlist the services of a piano maestro to help you in furthering your technique. I will have you entertain at all my soirees. And you will be paid for your services. Is that agreeable to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl looked at Mrs Crabtree, who nodded pleasantly. “Yes, Your Grace. I should like that very much.” The girl curtsied and hurried from the room followed by the ample form of the housekeeper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary looked at Phoebe. “She really is quite talented. She’d learned every piece she performed tonight by ear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Exceptional.” Phoebe smiled wider when she saw her husband and Tom. “Your Grace.” She stood and went to his side and whispered. “Have you said anything?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s this? Say something about what? What are you two conspiring?” Tom laughed as Mary joined him, then they all went to the sofa and chairs on the other side of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My love ...you do the honours.” Atwater smiled indulgently at Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Lord Thomas. Lady Mary. This is a little beyond the fact, but His Grace and I were so busy planning our nuptials we lost track of the time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary and Tom sat on the sofa with bewildered expressions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe extracted a rolled up sheet of parchment from another drawer in the huge mahogany desk. She curtsied and presented the scroll to the couple. “Mary. Tom. It is with much love and gratitude that Robert and I present you with this wedding gift.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My word. Phoebe, what is it?” Mary was curious.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I daresay it’s something you will love, Lady Mary.” Atwater winked at his wife.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Open it, dear Mary. You too, Tom. Open it together. It’s for the two of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They unrolled the parchment. Tom immediately began briefing it. “Why it appears to be a lease of some sort.” He looked at Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What sort of lawyer are you, Tom?” Atwater laughed. “It’s a deed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A deed? You mean to a property?” Mary questioned Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. The deed to a property, Lady Mary.” Atwater and Phoebe beamed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, it’s the deed to Pinebrook Manor.” Tom seemed overwhelmed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? You mean to say it’s ours?” Mary tore the parchment from her husband’s hand. “Pinebrook Manor?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The estate now belongs to the Radcliffes. Both of you. And if anything were ever to happen, to one or the two of you, the estate would stay with your children ... all of them. Divided equally. If you have only one child, and it should be female, the house would go to her, not her husband or cousin. This ensures that the members of your immediate family will always have a place to call home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary had tears in her eyes. “Oh. This is too grand. I am without words.” She ran to Phoebe and hugged her. She curtsied, and then hugged Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom still sat on the sofa. “Phoebe, Robert. No one has ever been so kind to me. My wife has told me that she’s never had kinder treatment than when in your employ, Phoebe. I don’t know what to say. This gesture has rendered me speechless.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then say thank you, and let’s have a toast.” That was the prearranged signal Atwater had set up with Terence.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler entered the drawing room with a bottle of French champagne, proceeded to pop the cork, and poured four glasses of the golden liquid. He then bowed and turned to leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no you don’t. You will join us Terence. Please.” Tom stopped the butler with a hand on his arm. “Please toast with us, Terence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Atwater nodded. “Yes, stay Terence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler shyly accepted a glass of the bubbly, and the five toasted to health, happiness, and long life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was November. The London season would be starting soon. The Atwaters and Radcliffes planned on returning to the city in a week or two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Mrs Crabtree had suggested a ball at Hempstead to kick off the season. Phoebe and Mary got to work writing cards of invitation to those still residing in the country. Susan oversaw the staff in the cleaning and readying of the library, drawing and ball rooms when she wasn’t assisting Mrs Crabtree or practicing on the pianoforte. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The house looked beautiful. Candles lit up every corner of every room on the main floor with soft, golden light. Mary and Phoebe both sported new frocks, Phoebe resplendent in pomona while Mary dazzled with her favourite ... white silk. Their husbands were finely dressed with tall hats and buckskin pantaloons. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The musicians were hidden behind a screen of plants, and the couples stepped out to the dance floor as the music began. Atwater watched his wife dance with a soldier. Tom twirled Mary about causing her to giggle. 
 
      
 
    Everyone seemed to be having a wonderful time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater inhaled deeply. He hadn’t felt so good and rested in quite a while. All was well, and as he looked all around the room at the smiling faces and whirling couples, he exhaled. There was nothing to be afraid of. It was going to be a grand season. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe?” Lady Mary stood in the foyer of the Regent Street townhouse. It was almost time to move to the country for the summer. Mary had a frock to give Phoebe. She’d had it made for her friend as a thank you for all the help Phoebe had given Mary in learning to be a lady.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She had a key to the house, so instead of disturbing Terence, she let herself in. She removed her bonnet, setting it on the side table and proceeding up to Phoebe’s chamber. It was after six in the evening. Her friend was most likely having a little supper in her sitting room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe.” Mary looked around. The house appeared empty. “Hmm. How odd.” She wondered for a moment what she should do. She caught a glimpse of movement on the lower level and turned towards it thinking it to be her friend. “Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Laughter and voices came up to her ears, and Lady Mary made her way back down to the main floor. Phoebe and Atwater were coming in from the mews having gone for a ride in Hyde Park. “Phoebe? Your Grace?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary! How nice to see you. What a pleasant surprise.” Phoebe hugged her dear friend. “You will stay to supper, won’t you? I’m terribly sorry no one was here to assist you when you came in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No one is here? Why I thought I saw someone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. They’ve all gone into the countryside for a Mayday party.” Phoebe smiled. “Isn’t it lovely? Our staff is like a little family. In fact, I feel almost as a proud mama when I think of them at the party playing games and having fun. Dancing and laughing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So we’re alone in the house?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe that’s what I just said. Are you unwell, Mary? You look strange.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ladies, I must see to our lovely mare since Jimmy is at the Mayday party. I will be in the mews playing groom.” Atwater chuckled to himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes dear heart. Come Mary. Come downstairs to the family sitting room. I’ll make tea. It will brighten your mood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m fine, Phoebe. I just thought I saw ... oh, it was nothing. A shadow perhaps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shushie. Mrs Crabtree left cold supper and also some dishes that are warm in the oven. I will serve.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary, lightening at the thought of Phoebe serving supper, laughed and went to the kitchen. “No, My Lady. I will serve.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But let us eat here at the kitchen work table rather than carry everything into the sitting room,” Mary suggested. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Radcliffe, how wise you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Again the two young women fell into paroxysms of laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you two giggling about? And, Lady Mary, look what I’ve found.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom came into the kitchen and kissed his wife. He brought Phoebe’s hand to his lips then took a seat at the table. “It’s a perfect night for a game of …”
  
 
    “Whist!” Lady Phoebe cried out. It was a source of never-ending delight to Phoebe that Tom Radcliffe took as much delight from card games as she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We trade for teams,” Mary supplied. “Your Grace ... you are my partner, and Phoebe, you and Tom are partners.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re not an ungracious loser, Lady Radcliffe.” Tom grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No more ungracious than you can be, My Lord.” Mary and Tom enjoyed teasing each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well then. Let us get started. Oh, but first. Your Grace …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, my darling. I will get some wine from the cellar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe smiled at her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, the whist game was still going strong. The couples had taken to light gambling, and they laughed and laughed some more.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I for one cannot believe it’s been a year since our marriages took place. I can say with all honesty that I’m ecstatically happy. I don’t believe I’ve ever been happier.” Mary wiped a quick tear from her eye and took a sip of wine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s been glorious.” Atwater smiled again at Phoebe. “I still remember the first time I laid eyes on you, darling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, on the road out of town. I remember. But never did I think I’d meet you, much less marry you. I did dream about you, though.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater caught her hand and squeezed it then looked at his guests. “It has been a wonderful, wonderful year. And I daresay we need to make a toast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom was laughing, “You and your toasts!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t help it, Tom. Mary, you must be informed that Phoebe knows this about me. I love to make toasts.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say I didn’t know this about you, Robert!” Tom laughed harder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s so much to be thankful for. We are all so blessed. But, I truly feel like the luckiest man alive,” Atwater declared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh darling.” Phoebe blew a kiss to Atwater. Mary and Tom gazed deep  
 
    into each other’s eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater raised his glass, “To Lady Aphrodite and the blessings she has bestowed upon us. Here, here.” They clinked their glasses and drank the expensive champagne that Atwater was so fond of. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh la! I’m famished. What did Mrs Crabtree leave for us?” Mary asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm, let me see ... ooh, there’s seed cake,” Phoebe announced. “Cold roast chicken, rolls, cheese, jam tarts, madeira which is perfect after champagne.” She winked at Atwater. “And there’s warm custard pudding, and tea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful, wonderful.” Atwater nodded his head happily. “Let us all eat. And on the morrow we will make our way to Hempstead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And we will head to Pinebrook.” Tom and Mary laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The four clinked their glasses together and drank deeply. Life was good, and all was well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, after an impromptu ball held by a neighbour, Phoebe slept in while Atwater shaved and dressed. He was in the library by eight a.m. having coffee and reading one of the newspapers, catching himself up on some of the latest happenings in London.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The library door opened, and Terence came in with a small glass of brandy for Atwater. “Your Grace.” Terence set a small silver tray on the desk. “A young man brought this round today, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm? What‘s that Terence?” Atwater set the paper down and looked at the butler. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A letter, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, must be an invitation to something or other. Thank you, Terence. I’ll read it later.” Atwater took the letter from the tray, looked at the wax seal and finding no crest, set the packet back down on the tray. He went about finishing up with his paper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, the Duke emerged from his chamber in his riding clothes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s new lady’s maid, Abigail, entered Phoebe’s bedchamber. Her mistress was just awakening. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good Morning, Your Grace. I have your chocolate and some of the seed cake from yesterday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Abigail. Will you see to my riding habit? I believe I’d like to try that new filly, Belle. You’ll ask Jimmy to get her ready for me, will you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why of course, Your Grace.” Abigail went to the clothes press and searched for Phoebe’s new riding frock. “Here we are. Would Your Grace like your hair curled or in braids this morning?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think braids. They can be wound around my head. My hair stays out of my eyes that way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And I daresay, the braids are a good anchor for this little bonnet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right you are, Abby.” Phoebe smiled and had a sip of chocolate. “Oh delicious. Did you make this chocolate, Abby?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s so thick and creamy. It’s wonderful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s made in the Spanish style, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “However did you learn to make it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My grandmother is from Barcelona, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So do you speak the language of Spain?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Si, Excelensia.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe clapped her hands. “Will you teach me, Abby? I would so love to learn to speak Spanish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace, I would be happy to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. After my ride, I’ll consult with you about lessons. Maybe we can do them here when I rise in the morning. If you only spoke Spanish to me, I’d eventually begin to understand. La! I look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I look forward to it as well, Your Grace.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe finished her chocolate and got out of the huge bed. Robert had left some time ago, and there was a single pink rose on the pillow next to hers.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled. Married life suited Phoebe very well. The only missing element was the child she wanted to bring into the world of love that she and Robert had created. She knew it would be soon enough. She might as well go riding in the park when she had the chance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, the bath is ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe moved over to the fireplace, shedding her chemise as she did. The water smelled of lavender and roses, and indeed, Abby had strewn the surface of the water with petals from the flowers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby held Phoebe’s hand to assist her as she stepped into the big copper tub, another present from her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe slid down into the fragrant steam up to her neck. She breathed deeply. “This is Heavenly, Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m happy that Your Grace is pleased. I will give you some privacy to bathe, Your Grace. Please ring me if you need anything. It’s the same bell your former maid had. Otherwise, I shall be back in thirty minutes or so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace.” Abby bowed her head and exited the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe closed her eyes and felt any residual tension melt from her neck and shoulders. Finally, things were getting back to normal. There were the happy moments, days and hours. The last year had been full of surprises and changes. Most of the surprises were happy ones. Phoebe didn’t want to think about the others.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard the door open quietly. “Abby, has it been thirty minutes already?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing nothing else, she opened her eyes. Before she knew what was happening, her mouth was covered. The touch of a blade rested at her throat. A harsh whisper came to her ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stand up.” Two arms reached under her armpits and lifted her from the water. “Do not make a sound or you die. Your little maid is tied up,” the voice broke into rusty laughter, “in the kitchen. You will bleed to death before anyone makes it to the top of the stairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s eyes were wide with fear. As far as she could tell, there were two individuals in the chamber with her. A dark piece of fabric had been tied around her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Grab the riding dress and whatever else is there on the bed. Step into these slippers. Your Grace, I’m talking to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe felt a chemise fall over her body, and her light pelisse was thrown across her shoulders. She was yanked forward and pulled into the corridor. The interlopers guided her to the end of the hall and down the forgotten stairs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Years before, the first Duke had done renovations at Hempstead Hall. He’d had new servants’ stairs put in due to the kitchen having been moved.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The stairs Phoebe was on had not been used in decades. In fact, the previous week, Robert had mentioned they should be blocked off from the house and the door at the bottom sealed. The small side door, set far back on the outer wall of the main house, opened almost directly into the wilderness behind the house. Beyond that there was an overgrown road, no longer used. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was propelled forward, small branches and twigs catching the front of her chemise. She stumbled, not knowing where she was or where she was going.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The jangling of a harness came to her ears, then the smell of leather, wood, and horseflesh. A rusty hinge squealed as the door to a coach was pried open. Phoebe was thrust inside a mouldy smelling interior, and one of the perpetrators tied her wrists together behind her back. Something brushed past her and fell to the floor with a clanging sound. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Remember ... you make a sound, you die.” The speaker’s voice faded, but Phoebe knew she was not alone inside the coach. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door slammed shut, and within minutes they were meandering down the country road behind Hempstead Hall. Once the party reached the road to London, the horses were let to gallop at a frightening pace. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The coach swayed side to side. Phoebe rested on the floor, unable to lift herself to a seat. Once, she almost succeeded. A booted foot pushed into her shoulder and sent her crashing back to the bottom of the vehicle and unconsciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater strode into the house through the servants’ area. He was moving past the open door of the servants’ hall when something caught his eye. He glanced into the room, stopped in his tracks, and then rushed in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Abigail?” He patted the girl’s cheek. She had blood on her forehead and had been tied to the chair she sat upon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater looked at the wall bells and rang for Terence. He began to untie Abby.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The butler arrived in two minutes, slightly dishevelled. “Your Grace. Forgive me. I was taking advantage of the opportunity to have a short nap. My head feels entirely wobbly.” He squinted his eyes then opened them wide. “Dear God, Miss Abigail. Your Grace, have you been hurt in any way? What has happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Terence? What time did you go for your nap?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just after you left for your ride, Your Grace.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke reached for his watch. “It’s close to one o’clock. I left at nine thirty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby groaned. Her eyes fluttered, and it took a moment for her to gain her equilibrium. “Oh. Your Grace. My head.” The girl seemed to lose consciousness once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Abigail, Abby.” Atwater frowned then ran back outside calling for Jimmy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jimmy, ride into the village. Take Roy. Go as fast as you can. Tell the doctor we need him here straightaway.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke went back inside. Terence was on his knee at Abby’s side. He was gently mopping her brow with a wet cloth. Atwater gasped. Phoebe. There had obviously been some kind of invasion at Hempstead. Terence had clearly been drugged. And Abby. She’d been hit over the head. With something heavy. What would Atwater find after he took the stairs two at a time to the third floor of the house? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe?” He began calling her as soon as he hit the landing. “Phoebe.” 
 
    He ran down the corridor and entered his bedchamber. He went through the adjoining hallway between his and Phoebe’s rooms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood in the doorway and leaned against it, begging some strength from the wood that supported him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert!” Tom ran into the chamber and into the short corridor behind Atwater. “I came by to see if you and Phoebe cared to have a game of cards later. What has happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I don’t know. The copper tub. It’s empty, there was water. But, Phoebe is nowhere. It appears they took the forgotten stairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You mean Phoebe? Robert, come downstairs.” Tom’s eyes took in the water splashed all over the floor near the tub. The drops led out of the room into the main hallway. “We must talk to Abigail and Terence.” He took Atwater’s arm and pulled him along.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered the servants’ hall. Terence had gone out to the herb garden and found Mrs Crabtree. She’d put Abby in her own bed in her rooms off the kitchen. Mrs Crabtree looked at Tom with worried eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not know what happened, My Lord.” She spoke to Tom. Atwater sat at the long table as if in a daze. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I came here to see if His Grace would enjoy cards tonight. And I walk into this. Her Grace is nowhere to be found. And Terence and Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The girl took quite a bump to the head, My Lord.” Mrs Crabtree shook her head with the disbelief of those who cannot fathom something that has transpired. Something that has shattered the otherwise normally calm and happy environment she was accustomed to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Mrs Crabtree, but I sent Jimmy for the doctor. My mind was in a tizzy ... I forgot all about your herbal knowledge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace ... you have no need to apologize to me for anything. The doctor will know better than I what Abby’s injury is. When I know what the poor thing is battling, then I can bring my herbs and infusions forward. I hope the doctor comes soon. Abby is the only one who saw ... whoever ... or whatever was here, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is silver missing, Your Grace. The everyday silver that’s not locked up. It’s gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This does not make sense. If they wanted to steal silver, why go to the trouble of injuring Abby, drugging Terence, and presumably abducting Duchess Atwater.” Tom looked around. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Crabtree, Terence, may I go upstairs and examine Her Grace’s bedchamber and the path the perpetrators took?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course. Terence, do you have an objection?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lord. Might I assist you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you feel up to it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord. I want to help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well then. Mrs Crabtree, you’ll see to the doctor?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you’ll take care of His Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It goes without saying, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, the first question, Terence, is how did they get in?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If they went out through the forgotten door, My Lord, they most likely came in that way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So that door opens from outside almost directly into the staircase?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It does, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us go up the servants’ stairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were two doors on each landing of the stairs that led to the floors beyond. One door led to the front of the house, the other the rear. 
 
    Atwater’s and Phoebe’s bedchambers were in the rear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom and Terence emerged onto the third floor. At a right angle to the rear third floor door stood the entry into the forgotten stairs. The door was slightly ajar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom turned to the left and crossed the hall to the open door of Phoebe’s bedchamber. He stepped inside the room. Small puddles of water stood on the floor around the copper tub. Still silent, Tom walked out the open door. A mere ten feet to the left, he again viewed the cracked door of the forgotten stairs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked toward it and pushed it open. There were more little splashes of water littering the steps. “Terence, do you have a candle? It’s almost pitch dark in here. Whoever was here had a candle or knew their way around.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence fished in his vest pocket for a bit of a candle. In a moment, the two men had some slight illumination as they made their way to the forgotten door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence pushed the door open. Fifteen feet through an overgrown thicket, the edge of the wilderness began.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom looked around at the ground. Broken twigs and scuffed over dead plants met his eyes. “It’s very difficult to tell if anything happened here. Her Grace was most definitely brought out through the forgotten door.” As he spoke, Tom had been looking hard at the earth. Something glinting in the sun drew his attention. He went closer and stooped down to examine what it could be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He became deathly cold, and he reached out to the shining object and lifted it in his fingers. A band of fine gold came to him. A wedding band. Tom knew who it belonged to. Phoebe had definitely been brought this way. She must have dropped the ring before they tried to steal it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us go back and share this discovery with His Grace.” Tom showed the golden band to Terence who nodded sombrely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe woke up in a very dark room. Every bone in her body ached as she tried to make sense of where she was. The floor was hard packed dirt. It was cold, and there was a general odour of rot and mildew. Her head pounded and began to ache as memory came back to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes adjusted slowly to the almost complete absence of light. There seemed to be a window up by the ceiling that had been long ago boarded over. A thin sliver of daylight fought to shine through to illuminate the foul room Phoebe had been left in.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hands had been untied, she knew better than to scream. She had to remain calm or she would not get out of this place alive. This place. Where was she? She looked around.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a light coverlet near where she lay that had more rents and tears than fabric. An old bucket stood in the corner, presumably to relieve herself in. She felt her stomach lurch and propel its contents upward. Half stumbling, half crawling, she barely made it to the corner and heaved into the bucket. Panting, she sat back against the stone wall wiping her mouth with her hand. Water seeped through the rocks wetting the back of her pellisse. She realized she wasn’t dressed. The details of the morning swam in and out of her consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe closed her eyes and sighed. What was happening? Who had brought her here? And why? She opened her eyes. A rat stood motionless on four little feet the colour of mushrooms. Its shiny bead-like eyes stared at her defiantly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom and Terence entered the servants’ hall. Atwater still sat at the table as if in a trance. The doctor was discussing Abby’s condition with Mrs Crabtree. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Mrs Crabtree. Doctor. We have reason to believe Duchess Atwater has been abducted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Abducted. Oh, Dear Lord.” Mrs Crabtree said a quick prayer under her breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What can I do?” the doctor offered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, first I would ask that you keep this incident to yourself until we get some idea of what’s going on. If Her Grace has indeed been kidnapped, we ... or rather, His Grace will hear from the culprits. Speculation in the papers and within the ton is to be avoided at all costs. Do I have your word as a gentleman, Doctor?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do. Of course, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is the condition of Abigail?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She will be good as new in a few days; however, she should rest as much as possible until then. She took quite the hit to the head. Mrs Crabtree has come up with a treatment plan.” The good doctor smiled at the elderly widow causing her to blush. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I talk to her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may, but not too long. Nothing taxing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Rest assured; I have only a few questions about this morning. If she saw who committed these acts. You say Abby was hit in the head.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord. I believe this to be the weapon used.” A piece of firewood that was to be used in the kitchen fireplace lay on the stone floor of the kitchen. There was blood on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re lucky. It could have been worse. May I see her now, Doctor? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may. Try not to let her get excited. Anything she needs to share with you, let her. Try not to tax her. She’s in an emotional state.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Doctor. I won’t upset her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom left the kitchen and went to Mrs Crabtree’s rooms behind the kitchen. Abby lay in the bed with a cool wet rag across her forehead. Her eyes were closed, but Tom sensed she wasn’t sleeping. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Abby?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her eyes opened slowly. “My Lord. What can I get you, My Lord?” She pushed the bedcovers aside and proceeded to sit up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, no, Abby. Rest. You were hit over the head. Do you remember?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom sat in the little chair by the writing table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I ... I oohh.” Her hand went to her head and came away sharply when her fingers came in contact with the bandage that wound around it. “What happened, My Lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes again. She didn’t move or speak for such a while that it appeared she might actually be sleeping. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom waited quietly until the young woman opened her eyes again. “Her Grace wants to learn Spanish, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why that’s wonderful, Abby.” Was Abby’s recollection of the morning’s events coming to her in bits and pieces? “Do you remember anything else about earlier today?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She had a bath. The new copper tub. I came down for dinner. Achh.” Abby’s hand went to her head again. “Ooh. I walked into the kitchen. A piece of wood swung at my face before I could duck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you see who hit you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby was silent. Again, for a long while, she said nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Tom was beginning to despair of ever finding out more information so they could find Phoebe, Abby blurted out. “I didn’t see who hit me, but Charlotte ... Charlotte Evans was sitting in the corner by the fireplace. She had made herself a cup of tea!  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom sat back. “Charlotte Evans?” Why hadn’t he thought of that? The season had been free of sightings of her and her friend Olivia McGowan. 
 
    “How do you know her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She worked briefly as a lady’s maid in the employ of a Scottish gentleman, for his wife. I took her place when she was let go due to stealing a piece of the lady’s jewellery ... it was found sewn into the hem of her petticoat when her room was searched. Charlotte stood by with not a word ... it hadn’t been the first time something had gone missing from my lady’s chamber. Everyone had been suspected before Charlotte. Each member of the staff had succumbed to having their room searched at one point or another, even the housekeeper. I was told everyone was on pins and needles. Everyone but Charlotte. She was as composed and charming as could be. But it had been found that Charlotte had been the only person to have gone into my lady’s room the morning the piece was found missing. My lady was certain her red coral beads were on the vanity table. She went down to breakfast. When she came back the beads, which were dear to her as they’d been a gift from her mother on the occasion of her wedding, were gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you came to know this story, how? If this is servants’ hall gossip, Abby, you must tell me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, My Lord. The housekeeper herself told me. She said my lady had become so suspicious, and as a newcomer, I would be watched much more closely than the usual perusal of a new maid. I would need to earn my lady’s and indeed the entire family’s trust.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Charlotte?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She was packing up a few things in her chamber when I arrived at the house. It was the evening before I was to start work. Her chamber was to become mine, My Lord. When I went there, she was none too pleased. She told me to take the simpering grin off my face or she’d take it off for me. She was most unpleasant. Of course I didn’t know what had taken place at that point. I thought Charlotte may have found a better position ... the housekeeper at another estate perhaps. We were in the country in Scotland. I was new to the area, so really had no notion of what was going on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Today, when I came into the hall to have some dinner, Charlotte was sitting in the corner in Mrs Crabtree’s special chair. She had actually made tea, My Lord. I don’t know how she got to it, it’s kept locked in the butlery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What else happened, Abby?” It was better not to let on that Phoebe had been kidnapped until he’d gotten as much factual information as possible. “Start with the morning and waking Her Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her Grace woke. I’d made Spanish chocolate for her, and she asked me to fetch her riding habit. I’d prepared her bath for her, and I came down for some quick dinner while she soaked. It was just about eleven, My Lord. I asked Her Grace if I could check on her in twenty minutes or she should ring me if she needed anything. She gave her permission. Then I came down here, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened next, Abby?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “When I came to the doorway of the hall, I saw her sitting with her tea. She laughed when she saw me. I was sure she’d come to exact her revenge on me for having been hired in her place at the Scottish estate. My Lord, that was almost five years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you speak?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, almost as soon as I saw Charlotte, something struck my head. Everything went black. The next I knew, Mrs Crabtree was sponging my face with cool water.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you believe Charlotte came here to hurt you as revenge?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s all I can think of My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We all are acquainted with Charlotte Evans, Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her Grace, Duchess Atwater, has been abducted, Abby. We believe Charlotte to be behind the act.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh My Lord. No!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lord Thomas, Lord Thomas.” Terence’s voice came to them. He sounded alarmed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Terence?” Tom looked at Abby. “You are safe now, Abby. There will be soldiers here soon to guard the house. Rest. Mrs Crabtree will be in shortly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom turned towards the sound of Terence’s voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord,” Abby called him back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, what do you need, Abby?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please find Her Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I intend to Abby. The Duke and I both intend to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He went into the hall. “What is it, Terence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come to the library, My Lord. His Grace has gone mad, I’m afraid.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom hurried up to the library, followed closely by Terence. Atwater was pacing as a caged animal would.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert, what is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It appears to be a poorly written ransom letter. It is from Charlotte Evans. She accuses me of improprieties. She has a baby son of a year in age. She informs me I am the father of this unfortunate lad, and I must claim parentage. She realizes that I am married, so she cannot become my wife, but my son should be recognized as the heir to my fortune. And my title.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is an audacious lady to be sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is nothing ladylike about that woman. To be sure. She drives a harder and shrewder bargain than many men of my acquaintance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But what of Phoebe, Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe?” He tossed the letter onto the desk and smiled bitterly. “I should think it to be clear, Tom. Phoebe has been kidnapped, and unless I claim Charlotte’s child as my heir, Phoebe is to die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert, we must find her. Send a response to the letter. Write Charlotte that you are having the necessary documents prepared.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom, are you out of your mind? Charlotte will kill her as soon as she gets what she wants. It’s a ruse, don’t you see? Another fantastic ruse that we have fallen for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Robert. Humour her. Tell her the documents are being prepared. It will buy us time to find Phoebe. Charlotte will keep Phoebe as long as it suits her. She will not harm her without the proper documents in hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have a point, Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terence, tell Dan I need him, and get Jimmy ... I want him to take a note to Charlotte. She is staying at The Charing Cross Inn in Covent Garden.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert went to the mantle and extracted a spill from the box that was kept there. He lit the spill off the fire and melted the wax to seal the packet. Then he pressed the seal with the bottom of a candlestick.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace.” Jimmy stumbled into the room and attempted a graceful bow. “Terence said you wanted to see me, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have an important mission for you, Jimmy. Will you take this letter? It is to be placed in the hand of Miss Charlotte Evans. No one else. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good. Run along then. You may ride Roy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. Thank you, Your Grace.” The boy bowed once more and exited the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dan, get the plain coach ready, will you? I’d like it to be ready to go in a moment’s notice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom, go back to Wimpole Street and check on Mary. Let her know what’s happening. Bring her back here ... I don’t want to take a chance that Charlotte might try to harm her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary is on her way, Robert. We’d agreed that she would meet me here at dinnertime. There’s something we wanted to share with you and Phoebe. It can wait, for the time being …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing is wrong is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tom …? Hello?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary’s voice came to them from downstairs. “Tom? Your Grace.” She sunk into a curtsy in the doorway of the library. “What is going on around here? There are two soldiers guarding the area. They grilled me as to who I am ... most odd. Where is Phoebe?” She settled herself on the sofa and looked at Tom, Atwater, and Terence with a wide-eyed look of anticipation. “Well …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Darling, there’s no easy way to tell you this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me what, Tom? Your Grace? Terence, will you tell Her Grace I’ve come to call?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, Phoebe has been abducted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Mary looked very serious, then the bell tinkle of her laughter filled the library. “Oh how fun. We’re going to play a mystery game? Delightful!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom crossed the room to the sofa. He knelt next to it. “Mary, my love. This is not a game.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What? Not a game? Oh, Tom. Don’t be so silly, I happen to know that Phoebe loves this kind of diversion.” She looked from one to the other of the three men. “It’s true? Someone has kidnapped Phoebe? Who? Why? Tom?” Her hand went to her heart, her brow wrinkled in a frown. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard the keys. Someone was coming. The door opened, and a plate of bread and a bit of cheese was set on the floor inside. Before Phoebe had a chance to sit up, the rat was at the plate enjoying the meagre and stale meal. She glanced up at the shuttered window. Light still illuminated the crack at the bottom of the boards. She’d slept, but had no idea how long. Her wrists were raw and sore due to the rough hemp that had been used to bind them. And it was very cold in the room, or whatever this place was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could hear sounds from above. Footsteps and voices. She scanned the dimness looking for something with which she might bang on the ceiling. She had to let someone know she was here, trapped in this filthy prison. Her head was still aching. She lay back down on the rotten blanket. Soon she was asleep again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    The silence in the Regent Street house was filled with the sound of the front door knocker. Terence left Mary, Atwater, and Tom in the library and went downstairs to answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Charlotte Evans stood at the door, and Terence frowned. “You certainly have even more nerve than anyone thought, Miss Evans. To come here? After what you’ve done?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terence, how good to see you again. It’s been so long. May I come in? I would very much like to see Lord Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Excuse me. Lord? Robert? What game are you playing at?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte stepped back. “I beg your pardon? Terence, don’t you remember me? And why is the house surrounded by soldiers?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I remember you. We all do. It’s out of line that you should come here. And unannounced. You’ve taken Her Grace off somewhere. Where is she? Tell me or I shall have one of these soldiers haul you off to the colonel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terence, I beg your forgiveness for whatever it is you think I’ve done. I can assure you I’ve had no part in any nefarious activity. What is this about? Why are you speaking to me in this manner? Where is Lord Robert? Remember your place, man.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    She brushed past the butler and into the foyer. She spoke over her shoulder to Terence. “Where is he, Terence? In the library? I should have known.” She started up the steps. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A sound at the door to the library caused Mary, Tom, and Atwater to look up at the same time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary gasped, Tom stood in front of her as if to shield her. Atwater just stared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, I’m sorry if I’m interrupting anything. Do you not have a word of welcome, dear cousin Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The silence in the room was as thick as fog. Atwater seemed, once more, to have fallen into a trance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Judith?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte and Olivia sat in the room of the cheap hotel in Covent Garden. Charlotte held her baby to her breast, cooing and caressing the soft hair of the little one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia marvelled at the love and gentle care Charlotte gave to her baby. She had threatened to kill Olivia if she didn’t follow orders and help her to kidnap Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If threats weren’t bad enough, Olivia believed that the maid at Regent Street had been killed when Charlotte’s boyfriend hit her with the piece of firewood. It had been meant to scare her, but she’d fallen in a heap on the stone floor from the blow.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had been vile to the Duchess. There had been moments when it seemed to Olivia that the punishment for mistreating Her Grace might be far worse than dying by Charlotte’s hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte hadn’t seen Phoebe since the morning when they’d smuggled her in to the hotel. Olivia had been sent to distract the doorman while Charlotte and Bruce took Phoebe down to the little room they’d discovered in the cellar. The room had been for storage, but Charlotte had delighted in the fact that it would also make a wonderful prison for her captive.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia had been forced to take Phoebe the stale bread and cheese for her dinner. The Duchess had been asleep on the floor. Olivia had felt the cold and damp of the room wrap around her arm as she placed the plate on the floor inside the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And what might you be looking at?” Charlotte rubbed her son’s back until he was asleep, and then set him in his cradle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia looked down quickly. “That’s more like it, pet. Mind you watch yourself, and don’t go getting any high and mighty airs about you. You’re a kidnapper now, soon to be a murderess if I don’t get my way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A sound in the hall announced the man from the desk. “Letter for Miss Evans.” Charlotte gestured with her head to the door. Olivia stood and went to answer. The man handed her the letter and was gone back to his post in a heartbeat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia turned the letter over in her hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Give me that.” Charlotte snatched it away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No seal, hmm. His Grace doesn’t want anyone to know he is consulting with someone staying in Covent Garden,” she snorted. “Let us see.” She began to read. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia watched as Charlotte nodded and began to smile the more she read. “Very good. Very good, indeed. Almost better than I expected.” She looked over the page at Olivia, “He’s having the papers of paternity and primogeniture written up at this very moment. It’s almost unfortunate to have to kill the Duchess, but you knew this was going to be a dangerous job, Olivia.” Charlotte threw her head back and laughed as if she’d just heard the finest joke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By the way, you might as well take her some more of that bread ... no cheese this time. We’re not made of money. Not yet! She stays alive until I see those papers signed by the Duke.” Again she spewed forth an evil laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Charlotte.” Olivia kept her head down. She collected the bread and put it in her apron. The plate was already in the cellar. Without a word, she left the room. Her head was spinning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had to pass the desk to get outside. The door to the cellar was on the same side of the building as the passageway to the mews. At the desk she smiled her sweetest ... the man wasn’t there. His son was. The boy was just fifteen. “I’m wondering if I might get an extra blanket for my room and a tankard Mr …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Smothers, My Lady.” The boy puffed out his chest. “Yes, you may rent another blanket. Would you like me to put it on the bill?” He pulled an ale and handed the mug to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I was wondering if … well if I might not have to rent the blanket but only borrow it.” She batted her eyes at Mr Smothers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, of course, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Evans.” Olivia would begin now to make her own escape from Charlotte. But first she would see to Phoebe. She smiled again at the boy, Smothers, and stepped back from the desk. As soon as his back was turned, she was out the door and around the side of the building. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked both ways and scanned the mews. No one was about. She pushed with her shoulder, and the door gave in to her weight. The bit of candle she had did little to light her way, but once she was at the back of the cellar, she retrieved the key to Phoebe’s prison.   
 
      
 
      
 
    The door squeaked open. Phoebe was right inside the ugly portal, her back pressed against the cold wet wall, her arms wrapped around her knees. Olivia crouched down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s bright blue eyes emerged from the darkness of the room. Under the boarded up window, the rat and a few of his cronies fought over the last bit of bread from her dinner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia spoke to Phoebe in a whisper, “Your Grace. Here is a blanket. I will bring clothing to you, and once it’s dark, you must come with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will go nowhere with you until you tell me why I am being kept here in this … this dungeon.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please Your Grace. You must listen to me. Charlotte means to have me kill you. If I don’t, she will kill me and then come for you. I mean to get you out of here. I can tell you later what this has been about. But, please, be waiting for me when eight o’clock chimes from the church bells.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will do nothing of the sort. Get Charlotte now. I should like to speak with her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. Please. You must listen to me, or we are both as good as dead. I speak the truth, Your Grace. You must believe me. You must trust me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. What should I do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing until the church bells. Charlotte will not come down here; she is terrified of rats. I daresay they’re the only thing she’s afraid of. Now, I must go. Be ready, Your Grace.” She shut the door but didn’t lock it this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe could get out now. She could escape. But Olivia had said that Charlotte would kill them both. She wouldn’t leave the girl regardless of the fact that Olivia was implicated. She wrapped the blanket around herself and sipped some of the ale the girl had given her. She figured she should take it all or risk the rats getting to it as they had her bread. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s an evil, vile person.” The real Lady Judith sat on the sofa, next to Mary, drinking some sherry to calm her nerves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But you are alive. That’s what’s important. Charlotte, after she’d been discovered, said you’d died of illness in Seville.” Atwater stood by the fire, gazing into it and trying to get his emotional bearings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s true I was ill when we were there. It’s when Charlotte impersonated me for the first time. The next morning, after the ball she’d attended in my place, she took me to a house. I was still very ill, mind you. It turned out it was the house of the landlord of the hotel we’d stayed in. She didn’t want to pay for the rooms, once she’d devised her plan. She left me in lieu of room payment with the landlord and his wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How long did they keep you?” Mary was wide-eyed. “This story sounds as fantastic as any that might be in one of our ladies’ magazines. You poor darling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was rescued six months ago by the man who is now my husband, Jorge. We have been unable to come to London until now ... I didn’t know what had happened to me. Because of the shock I’d endured over the death of my mother, and my subsequent abuse at the hands of the landlord and his wife, I’d blocked my memory. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jorge was a friend of the neighbours of the landlord. The neighbours had seen me and the way I was being treated. They feared something untoward and confided in Jorge.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jorge befriended Senor Martinez and his wife. Eventually, he rescued me. But I can tell you the details another time. We must make a plan to find and rescue your Phoebe, Robert. Do you mind to send your boy around to Mivart’s in Mayfair? Jorge will come and help you with anything you might need in procuring your wife’s freedom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater checked his watch. It was six o’clock. Phoebe had been missing since sometime between nine thirty and one thirty, probably closer to nine thirty as it had been clear she’d been taken straight from the bathtub. “Yes. We’ll get a message to your husband. Tom, I’d like you to take me to the wilderness path outside the forgotten door.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    He rang one of the bells, and Mrs Crabtree, her eyes red from crying, appeared. “Mrs Crabtree.” Atwater hugged the kindly lady. “Please stay here with Lady Mary and Lady Judith. Ask Cook to prepare a little something for them for early supper. And you must eat something as well. Do I make myself clear? I need you to stay strong, Mrs Crabtree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The elderly lady curtsied and hurried from the room, unable to speak through her tears, to say “Very good, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jorge arrived before the men went out to the bridle path. He knew from Atwater’s note what was happening. He said nothing, merely kissed his wife, kissed Mary’s hand, bowed to Atwater, and shook Tom’s hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men had decided to forego the carriage, and Dan saddled three of Atwater’s newest thoroughbreds for the men to ride instead. Jorge’s horse would be tended to and stabled in the mews. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They went through the thicket and along the unused bridle path. Where the thicket and the path met, it was clear that a carriage of some sort had been there. And definitely on that very day. The tracks were fresh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s next, Robert?” Tom’s voice was anxious. “May I see the ransom letter?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater absentmindedly reached into his vest and withdrew the paper. He handed it to Robert. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Robert began to read until they heard someone calling. The three men looked up as a young woman ran down the passageway from the front of the house and waved to them from the other side of the thicket. It was not lost on the men that Olivia found her way through the little thicket as if she’d done it before. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. Wait. Oh thank the Good Lord in Heaven.” She caught up to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia?” Atwater didn’t know if it was good or bad news that she should show up here at this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” The girl curtsied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have quite the nerve, girl, to show up here after what you’ve done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, there’s no time for me to apologize for that now, although I recognize the error of my ways. Right now, we need to save Her Grace. I didn’t know the full details of Charlotte’s plan. She told me if I didn’t kill Her Grace, then I would be killed. I daresay she’s planned to kill me all along. I’ve never seen …” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where is she? Is she at the Charing Cross Inn?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is, Your Grace. I was in the room when your note to Charlotte arrived. She means to have me kill Her Grace. Her Grace is alive because Charlotte is waiting for the promised documents confirming parentage and primogeniture.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater and Tom exchanged looks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quickly, please. You must follow me. I’ve drugged Charlotte. We must summon the authorities. And we must save the baby also.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s keeping the child in that wretched place?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hurry then. Tom, Jorge, let us go.” He reached down and pulled Olivia up behind him. “Best get to explaining, girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as they left the mews, Atwater sent Terence to get Colonel Drake. “Give him the details, Terence, and ask him to bring a couple of soldiers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence bowed his head, “Yes, Your Grace,” and he was off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The party now consisting of Olivia, Atwater, Tom, and Jorge, headed to Covent Garden.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Olivia, who is the child’s actual father?” Atwater questioned the girl as gently as he could. While he wanted her arrested for her treachery, he was grateful that she’d realized she was in with Charlotte too deep. Olivia was an impressionable girl. Charlotte was a cold blooded criminal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “His name is, er was, Jacob, Your Grace. He stopped coming around to see the baby. He’d asked Charlotte to marry him. It was most peculiar. After he proposed, he never stopped by to visit again. She has a new mister now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think she killed Jacob?” Tom asked the girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do, My Lord. Just as she will dispose of me when she’s through with me. She meant to use me to kill Her Grace. I realized then that as soon as something like that were to transpire, Charlotte would no longer have need of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I fear you are right. It was foolish of you to trust her in the first place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “At least I will not die because of my foolishness. I will go to prison, but I will not die. I thought Charlotte could help me to rise up out of servitude. Like Lady Mary, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah. I see.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater spoke. “We’re getting closer now, Olivia. Which way?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The church bells began to call the time. The first chime of nine o’clock rang out over the city. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go the back way, Your Grace. Through the mews. There is a cellar door on the side of the building.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her Grace is being held in a cellar?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” Olivia didn’t have to go into detail about the state of the cellar. Most knew that the cellars of London were no better than primitive dungeons. They were the haven of rats and every manner of damp and cold. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater said nothing, only shaking his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe had put on the clothes Olivia had left with her. She knew her face must be dirty. There was a cut over her left eye. She sat back against the blanket she’d wedged between her back and the wall.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She thought Charlotte must be mad to think she could get away with such an evil plan. Her eyes began to grow heavy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the near pitch blackness of the cellar, something scurried by her, and she heard the rats fight over the piece of bread she’d thrown in the corner to keep the vermin away from her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Would no one ever come? Maybe Charlotte meant to leave her here to starve to death. If Charlotte killed Olivia, then there would be no one to save Phoebe. Maybe she would just languish here, starved to death, her dead body becoming rat fodder.  
 
      
 
      
 
    No. She refused to think that way. She knew Atwater would find her. He must. He simply had to. A slow tear made its course from her eye to her chin. She sniffed and rested her forehead on her bent knees. The first toll of the nine o’clock bell shattered the night air. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The chime was followed by another, the sound ringing out and echoing over the cobbled streets. As soon as the sound died out completely, the next bell took up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the fourth bell, Phoebe heard sounds outside the cellar room. Olivia. Phoebe breathed a sigh of relief then stood, taking a minute to get her bearings. 
 
      
 
    She shook her legs to relieve them of the stiffness from sitting and sleeping in the cold, damp chamber. How long had she been here? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opened a crack. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, it’s my guess you didn’t expect me, huh, Your Grace, did you?” Charlotte entered the cellar room illuminated by a lantern and followed by Bruce, the thug she’d recruited to do the heavy work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It looks like Olivia has gone and abandoned you, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s eyes blinked against the light. She stood back against the wall, her arms hugging her torso. “You’ve killed her, haven’t you? You evil wench.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s dusky chuckle filled the room. “Well, aren’t you the sassy one? Bruce, do you see what a lively, sassy minx our little Duchess is. I daresay she won’t be so in a short while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man smiled in reply, his broken teeth rotten, the clump of snuff in his jaw distorting his face.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, you’re going to kill me as well? I should have expected as much from one such as you.” Phoebe’s eyes were narrowed in rage. She had no fear. She knew she was to die, so she spoke as freely as she wanted. Caution is lost when one has no hope. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, but you underestimate me, Your Grace. Why would I kill you? You know I am a businesswoman. Bruce, how much will your man down at the riverfront give me?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “For a real live Duchess, My Lady? You’re looking at some good money. He’ll give you gold for this one, he will. Of course he’ll have to take her out of the country. But a real Duchess, why if I didn’t love you like I do, I might like to try her meself.” The man’s eyes roamed up and down looking Phoebe over as he ran his tongue along his lower lip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte slapped the man’s face. Phoebe gasped. “That will be enough, Bruce. You’ll do fine to remember who’s been keeping you out of jail and in the pub.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man looked down. “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we might as well get her out of here. Come on you, or I mean, Your Grace.” Charlotte’s hand squeezed around Phoebe’s arm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll do as I say. You have no rank here, Phoebe.” Charlotte pulled her arm, and Phoebe wrenched it free. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bruce.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without another word being said, Bruce walked over to Phoebe and punched her in the face rendering her unconscious. He picked her up and hoisted her over his shoulder. Charlotte tucked the blanket around Phoebe’s limp body then led the way out of the cellar. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hotel manager’s boy, Smothers, was returning to the Charing Cross Inn after running some errands for his father. One of the recipients of a note had tipped him a whole shilling, which he’d nearly immediately spent at the pub. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked down the street; the chimes of the nine o’clock church bells had faded away, and he looked forward to an early night. He whistled as he walked, then stopped abruptly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d happened to glance down the passageway to the mews as he approached the area of the hotel. His father’s and his own rooms were in what had once been the housekeeper’s and butler’s rooms of the house that had been renovated to a hotel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something was moving in the dark, and the boy pressed against the dirty stucco of the building on the other side of the alley. He squinted his eyes. It appeared to be a woman and a man coming out of the cellar with a large package over the man’s shoulder that appeared to be a rolled up rug.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The door had been locked. Had robbers broken in and stored their loot in the cellar? No one ever went down there, so no one would ever know if that had been the case. He pulled back quickly and slid into the doorway of the building he leaned against. The robbers were coming his way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They didn’t see him in their haste to get a hackney. Who were they? He thought he might’ve seen the lady somewhere before, but the man was a stranger to him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They hailed a cab and were gone before he was sure he’d even seen them. He’d been to the pub as it were, and the blue ruin he’d drunk coursed through his blood and brain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked down the passage to the cellar door. The lock was undamaged. “Well, will you look at that?” He went in and down the dark steps into the main cavern-like room. There was a coal bin, and three doors off the main area. One of the doors was open. Smothers walked inside the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was nearly pitch black in the room. He couldn’t see anything and waited for his eyes to adjust. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater, Olivia, and Jorge waited impatiently while the man loaded the rug into the waiting hackney. Even though they were on horseback, there was not enough room for them to pass the carriage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After what seemed an interminable time, they veered into the alley. Atwater went with Olivia into the cellar while Jorge stayed with the horses. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They made their way down the steps in the darkness, taking care not to fall. Olivia knew the way in the dark and reached back to take the Duke’s hand. “Pardon me, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just get me to Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The room is right here.” She pressed open the door. A hand grabbed her arm in a steel-like grip and pulled her into the room. She gasped, about to scream when the other hand smashed against her face in a backhand that left red knuckle marks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stupid, stupid girl.” Charlotte Evans stood next to Olivia twisting her arm behind her back so hard, Olivia was sure it would break. A small lantern sat on the windowsill in front of the boarded up window and threw some small light on the room. “How dare you drug me. Who do you think you are? Did you think I would wake up and not know I’d drunk laudanum?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t come down here? You believed that story about the rats. La! So stupid. I told you that story to dupe you, fool. Now, it shall be your dead body that lays here for the rats to have their way with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not so fast, Charlotte.” Atwater stepped into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia watched Charlotte’s face go white. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Unhand Olivia this instant. Where is my wife?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte, never one to admit defeat, smiled. “Your Grace,” she purred and curtsied to the knee. “I’ve been trying to get the truth out of this wretched girl, Your Grace.” She took Olivia’s arm once more and held it behind her. “Olivia is a wicked girl, Your Grace. She has kidnapped the Duchess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s over Charlotte. Where is she? Where is Phoebe?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely, I don’t know what you speak of, Your Grace.” Charlotte smiled again, her fingernails piercing into Olivia’s skin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Surely you do. Your game is over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My game? Are you so sure, Your Grace? I do not play games.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a slight waver in Charlotte’s eyes and a widening of Olivia’s. In the dim light from the lantern, Atwater detected a pale shadow of something rising up. Something Robert was sure was meant to strike the back of his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He spun around and punched the man in the stomach sending him sprawling into the main room of the cellar. He turned back and went to Charlotte. He grabbed her by the arms and was just about to bind her hands when Bruce came back at him. Olivia wrenched free of Charlotte and jumped on Bruce’s back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man stumbled, turning in circles in an attempt to cast Olivia from him. He fought to regain his balance. He threw Olivia off just as Robert’s fist slammed into his snuff-filled jaw. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte fled from the room, and Bruce made another try at beating the Duke. He lunged forward, punching out towards Atwater and coming up short. His afternoon at the pub was catching up to him. He and Atwater got into a close scuffle, Olivia trying to decipher how she could help the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They fell to the floor, rolling this way and that until Bruce was on top of Atwater, choking him with one hand and reaching down into his boot with the other.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia saw the glimmer of a knife being drawn. She had to do something. She looked around the tiny room frantically. The moth-eaten blanket lay on the floor. She picked it up and manoeuvred herself behind him. His arm was rising to drive the knife into the Duke’s neck. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia caught Bruce’s head in the blanket, tightening it around his neck and pulling back as hard as she could. The knife fell to the dirt floor giving Atwater just enough time to push up and to the side, gaining positional advantage over Bruce.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater’s fist crashed into the man’s jaw again and again, the Duke’s breath coming in ragged grunts.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, it was over. Atwater bound Bruce’s hands and waited for the soldiers who were on their way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte ran into the alley. She was panicking. Her plan was backfiring. But she had to get her baby out of the third floor room inside the hotel. She made a sharp left, unaware that she was being observed, and ran to the front of the hotel. She flew in the door, past the desk, and up the stairs.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She was a few feet from the door. She hurried inside and closed it behind her. She rested her forehead for one moment against the door to gather her wits, and then she went to her child. The little boy looked very much like his father. He had nothing of Charlotte. He was dark with the curly hair of a cherub, dark eyes and dimples. He was a chubby, healthy baby.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte gently lifted the boy from the cradle. He gurgled and cooed. “Mama.” He was the only being that she had ever really loved. Originally, when he’d been born she’d intended to use him for her own means. To further her own goals in getting rich. She’d wanted much for herself, and she went about obtaining it by any means necessary. But her goals had changed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She wanted money and security for her child. This little angel had softened a part of Charlotte Evans. She cared not what became of her. Every ill deed she exacted was to somehow further her little Robert’s chances in life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama’s here, my angel.” She held the tiny boy close. “I’ll never let anything hurt you, my love.” She straightened at a sound behind her, and slowly, she turned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So. It’s my guess you didn’t expect me, My Lady.” Phoebe stood in the middle of the room backed up by Jorge, Colonel Drake, and a young lieutenant.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte’s face tightened as if she’d just eaten a lemon. Her baby was in her arms. There was no way she was going to take any chance of harming him. She kissed the infant tenderly. “Mama loves you very much, Robert. Always remember.” She placed the boy back in the cradle and slowly turned back to the other four in the room. To attempt escape was useless.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood still while the Colonel and Lieutenant bound her hands. Phoebe did not look at her. She’d seen the tenderness that Charlotte bore for her child. The idea of separating them was painful to her, and her heart went out to Charlotte then. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the soldiers were about to pass through the door with Charlotte, Phoebe said, “Wait!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They turned to look at her, the soldiers questioning, “Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May we be alone for a moment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jorge, who’d begun playing with the infant, picked the baby up, and the three men went into the hall to wait until Phoebe called them back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this? You mean to really drag me through the mud of this, do you? You mean to have it in all the papers and the topic of gossip for the ton to revel in. Go on. Tell me what you have in store for me, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I, myself, have nothing in store for you, Charlotte. You’ve acted in a vile manner towards me and others. But I want it all to be over. So no, I will not have it in the papers or even spoken about once it’s all said and done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then what? Why ask to speak to me alone? Surely you don’t want the others hearing the malicious plans of the Duchess of Atwater.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I want to tell you that I will do everything in my power to see to it that your boy is well taken care of. He will have the best tutors and the finest clothes. He will eat good food and spend his summers in the country. He will be safe. And he will never know the truth of his mother’s travesties. He will have everything you’ve wished for yourself, and now that you wish for him. And he will never be told the truth about his mother. He will be told how she loved him more than she ever loved anyone. And he will be told that you died when he was one year old.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte blinked twice. “Why would you do that for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because, in spite of your wickedness, you are a mother who truly and clearly loves her child. Why should he suffer for your transgressions? I will not let it happen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I see. So you want me beholden to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I simply don’t want to see an innocent child suffer for the misdeeds of others, most notably his mother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I suppose you want gratitude from me, then. You want me to tell you how selfless you are, how giving and wonderful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do not. I only wish to give a little boy a fair chance. This has nothing to do with me … or you for that matter. But as women, I think we can agree that your child should not suffer for deeds not of his doing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte said nothing, but in her eyes, Phoebe glimpsed a tiny spark of light.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The men in the hallway were growing impatient. Their shuffling came to the ears of both the women who were caught in a mutual gaze that spoke of many things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte dipped her head ever so slightly. Her chin quivered, and she curtsied as best as she could with her hands bound behind her. “Your Grace.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia left Atwater with Bruce in the cellar. The man had been knocked out by the Duke, and he wanted to avoid any chance that the thug would escape. She went into the hotel to retrieve the baby from the third floor room.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Smothers was at the desk. He hadn’t been able to get his early night after all. His father was passed out in the back room behind the desk, so the boy was on duty after all. He ate some bread and cheese in a vain attempt to sober up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has anyone come in, Mr Smothers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, but they’ve certainly gone out.” The boy laughed at his private joke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I saw some men earlier, or maybe it was one, but he took a rug from the cellar. If I’d known thieves wanted to store things down there, I would have charged a fee. A small fee. But a fee. Why should my father’s establishment …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Smothers, this is a lovely story indeed. But I must go.” Olivia made a dash for the stairs before he began to talk again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was about to enter the staircase when she heard noise from above. There were people coming down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Colonel Drake. His Grace said you would be coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where is His Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In the cellar, Colonel. He’s holding a prisoner. Your Grace. Oh, thank God. How did you get away from Bruce?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He was drunk. He never tied my hands because I was unconscious. But I’d come to as he was carrying me up the steps. I feigned that I was still knocked out. When he leaned forward to tell the hackney driver where to go, I was able to slip out. It was dark out, so he didn’t realize the door to the vehicle opened just enough to rescue me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He must have found you were gone at some point. He came back here. He got into a scuffle with His Grace in the cellar. He is lying, unconscious and bound, waiting for the Colonel and Lieutenant to take him to the jail.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “His Grace is here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He is.” Phoebe looked up at the sound of her husband’s voice and ran to him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Robert.” She threw her arms around his neck. “My darling.” She burst into sobs. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m here now, my love. You are safe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Lieutenant took Olivia by the arm and escorted her out to the same carriage Charlotte waited in. Bruce, by now awake and quite sobered up was taken to the unmarked carriage as well. The Colonel sat on the bench with the driver while Lieutenant Stone stayed inside the vehicle with the prisoners. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom rode back to Regent Street with Atwater’s and Jorge’s mounts. Jorge had little baby Robert with him. He hailed a hackney for himself and one for the Duke and Phoebe. They left Covent Garden with the intention of regrouping at the townhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater kept his arm protectively around his wife in the confines of the hackney. He’d been worried sick about her. He didn’t know what he would have done if any real harm had come to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My love. Thank God you’re safe.” He pulled her closer to him and kissed the top of her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew you’d find me, love.” Phoebe snuggled her husband. “I knew you would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they got back to the house, Mary rushed Phoebe upstairs for a bath before the doctor looked at her. The room had been cleaned of the morning’s misgivings, and a cheery fire warmed it. Steaming water once again waited in the bathtub to soothe Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you well, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was reclined in the tub, eyes closed. She cracked one eye. “My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my goodness. This has been such a strange day, Phoebe. I forgot who or what anything was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I was not treated like a lady. I slept under a moth-eaten piece of fabric that served as a blanket. I ran through the streets of London in a servant’s frock, and I fraternized with vermin. Most distasteful indeed.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to be alive. I’m glad that Charlotte Evans is in jail, and I’m glad we’ve rescued her son before anything bad happened to him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you mean to keep the child, Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is not my plan, but if it needs be, it needs be, I suppose. I certainly will pay for his upbringing, wherever it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have some news to share with you, Phoebe.” Mary moved the stool she occupied a bit closer to the tub. She took Phoebe’s hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary. What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing. Nothing, but I believe you should be aware of something before you go back downstairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! So mysterious. What is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith has come home, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Judith? What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The real Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand, Mary. Are you speaking of my husband’s cousin?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am. Lady Judith was sold as a slave to the proprietors of the inn in Seville where she’d stayed with Charlotte while in Spain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sold? How do you mean? Mary, this is all so, so much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I agree with you, Phoebe. But Lady Judith informed us that, well, she was given to the couple in lieu of the room fee. No actual money changed hands, but the deal was for Judith to be a house slave for the innkeeper.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did this happen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just before Charlotte, as Judith, arrived in London.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do believe Charlotte Evans to be crazy,” Phoebe blurted out, and then quickly covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary giggled despite the depth of the conversation. “I believe you may be right, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So. What now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There will be a trial. Charlotte will be tried on charges relating to what she’s done that can be proven. It cannot be proven that she killed the father of her child, even though it looks like she did. But your kidnap, impersonating Lady Judith, and her threats promise to keep her in prison for a good long time. At least that’s what Tom said.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Olivia? What’s to become of her?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She acted under duress from Charlotte. She was threatened with death. Olivia was afraid of her. She will, of course, spend a little time in jail, but it really depends on you, Your Grace. Do you want to press charges?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe sighed. “No, I don’t. Olivia gave me the opportunity to escape by leaving the door to my cellar prison unlocked. She’s young and brash, but I don’t believe her to be a thief or a murderess. I don’t think she’s cut from that kind of cloth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What kind of cloth would you say she’s cut from, Phoebe? I mean she showed up at each of our weddings with the intention to alarm us or, at the very least, to make us extremely uncomfortable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Her act of being at each of our weddings was forced by Charlotte, I’ve no doubt. And Olivia’s behaviour at both was more akin to that of a sassy, naughty girl than anything. You know? La. Nasty schoolgirl behaviour. There was never any danger involved. No, I don’t want to press charges against her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are a kinder woman than I, Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s not kindness, per se. You see, Olivia only wanted to be raised up, much as you had been. She was inspired by Charlotte, not realizing that what Charlotte was doing had far reaching and negative consequences. And she was afraid to leave the odd partnership they’d forged. Charlotte had actually threatened her with murder on more than one occasion.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No! I suppose that sort of threat could get many to do a great deal of things they would never do otherwise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Mary, Charlotte had given the task of my murder to Olivia. When Olivia told her she thought that was going too far, Charlotte told her she had to do it. Or she, herself, would be the next to die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had no idea.” Mary clasped her hands together in front of her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was when Olivia got the idea to rescue me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And thank the Good Lord she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded. “Yes, and she not only saved my life. His Grace told me that Bruce, the current paramour of Charlotte, came very near to killing him. If it weren’t for Olivia, my husband would be dead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m thankful it all worked out as it did, Phoebe.” Mary assisted her out of the bathtub, and there was a knock at the door to the chamber. Mary went to answer it as Phoebe donned a chemise. Mary let Abigail into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The doctor is here, Your Grace. His Grace would like to know if you’d prefer to stay in your chamber afterwards for some light supper. Or do you prefer to come down to the library?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will come down. Thank you, Abby. Are you well, dear? Let me look at you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby walked into the room and over to Phoebe. “Oh la! Abby! That’s a frightful bump. And the bruises! What says the doctor about it?” She put a finger under Abby’s chin and tilted her face towards the light. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am fine, Your Grace. I will appear somewhat unsightly for a few days, but then I’ll be good as new. Mrs Crabtree has made up an ointment that will aid in the healing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear, you do not look unsightly, but I insist that you take the next few days off. Rest, go riding, read. Whatever you’d like to do. But I won’t have you on your feet assisting me. Have I made myself clear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace, but who will assist you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You let me worry about that. I’ve just spent about twelve hours in a rat infested, cold and damp cellar. You need not worry about me, dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The young woman curtsied. “Thank you, Your Grace. Shall I send the doctor in?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, please.” Phoebe smiled and then turned to Mary. “What shall I wear to meet my husband’s cousin?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat in the drawing room, the ladies drinking wine and the men, brandy. Mary had sent over to Wimpole Street for her maid, Susan, who now serenaded them with her lovely piano playing. Little baby Robert slept peacefully in Jorge’s arms. Everyone was relaxing after a very tense day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Uh, Your Graces, Duke and Duchess Atwater, my husband and I have a question for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Lady Judith?” Phoebe smiled. “Cousin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith smiled back. “What is to become of this little child?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have promised Charlotte Evans that I will take care of his schooling and well-being.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well,” Judith looked at Jorge and smiled. “Jorge and I would like to adopt him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater sat forward. “That’s a huge responsibility, cousin. Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith looked at her husband and smiled sweetly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are very sure, Your Grace,” Jorge answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You see, Robert, I’m unable to have children of my own. This little darling has stolen both my husband’s heart and my own. Jorge’s family makes wine. We have no money worries. I would like to go to the jail and ask Charlotte Evans if she will sign a paper giving us complete custody of her son. And the guarantee to never contact him. Ever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It sounds like she and Jorge are sure about this, Robert.” Phoebe smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, here, here, then. Let us have a toast. Terence, get a few bottles of the French bubbles my wife so enjoys, will you?” Atwater smiled back at Phoebe, and everyone began talking at once, laughing and joking, kissing on the cheeks and patting each other on the back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But where am I to go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lieutenant shrugged. “Wherever you like, Miss McGowan. But the Duke and Duchess choose to press no charges against you. Your crimes have been cancelled out due to the fact that you saved the lives of the Duke and Duchess of Atwater.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So I’m free to go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, Miss McGowan. Oh, and you may as well take this.” He handed her Charlotte’s frock. “It was taken from Charlotte Evans when she came in. She was given a prison smock to wear. And she will be wearing that smock for a long time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh. I see. Well, thank you again, Lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia walked out of the jail. She knew that Bruce and Charlotte would be incarcerated until their trials. Bruce was to be tried for kidnap and attempted murder of a member of the peerage. Charlotte was to be tried for kidnapping and intent to murder a member of the peerage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She sighed, realizing that she’d been given a new lease of life. But where to go? She headed to Covent Garden. It had been just a few hours since they’d been taken to the prison. She knew the room had not been let as Charlotte had secured it for the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She entered the building. Young Smothers was asleep at the desk, and she quickly got past him. She headed up to the third floor. Once inside the room, she lit the lantern off the spill she pressed against an ember in the tiny fireplace. She looked around. Charlotte’s belongings were still in the room. Well, she wouldn’t need them where she was going. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She sat on the bed, her reticule open beside her. She began to go through Charlotte’s things. There were twenty gold sovereigns wrapped inside a chemise.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia remembered something. She went to the clothes press and removed Charlotte’s five frocks. In the hems of all, there was jewellery. Olivia slashed the seams and gasped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was all manner of brooches made from emeralds, pink topazes, and diamonds. There were coral earrings and a brooch, and there were loose gems, with no settings. There was a veritable fortune. Charlotte must have stolen from every family she’d ever worked for.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia checked the dress the lieutenant had given her. Sure enough, the hem was loaded with even more jewellery. What to do? Olivia thought that for sure some of the jewellery or gems must belong to the real Lady Judith. Charlotte had lived in the woman’s house. In her chambers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was nothing to do about it now. Olivia was exhausted. She lay on the bed and was asleep before her head touched the pillow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, Judith and Jorge prepared to go to the jail with little Robert. Judith’s heart was particularly soft when it came to women and their children. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They pulled up to the prison building in a hired hackney. Jorge assisted his wife out of the carriage, and they went inside, Jorge holding the baby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte had been thinking long and hard about her crimes. She hadn’t killed Jacob, even though she knew that there were those who believed she had. However, since it could never be proven, she was to be charged only with the kidnap with intent to murder. No one knew about the side crimes of theft and working the deserted country roads at night as a highwayman. She smirked. She’d been mighty surprised the night she and her partner had attempted to rob a carriage only to find the Duke of Atwater and his party. She’d thought herself lucky, indeed, that he hadn’t recognized her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew that she’d be defending herself. She’d realized that one day she might be caught and in a position such as she was in. She reckoned the very least she would get in sentencing was a branded thumb. But when would that be? She could be in this place for months, possibly years before her defence would be heard. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d decided to write a letter to the powers that be asking to be sent to the Colonies. The United States. She could start over there. She was still young, just twenty-three. No one would know her past. She could make up a new one. And she was very good at that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Evans.” The sound of the guard’s voice tore her from her reverie. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes? What?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have visitors.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. There must be some mistake.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re Charlotte Evans, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am. You know this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, you have visitors. Follow me.” He bound her hands behind her and shackled her ankles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked down a long corridor. Charlotte’s mind was racing. The only person she could figure it might be would be Jacob, and she prayed it wasn’t him. He would want to take the child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered a sort of sitting room, a table and chairs and some other chairs against a wall. There was a window high in the wall covered with bars. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte looked up, and her breath caught. “Lady Judith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Judith stood. “Hello, Charlotte. I don’t imagine you ever expected to see me again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have someone here to visit you. Jorge.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jorge entered the room with little Robert. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte went to the boy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, my darling. Mama loves you so much. More than anything. Please, always remember, darling. Mama loves Robert.” She smiled through tears then turned to Lady Judith. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why do you do this? Why do you bring him here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lady Judith untied Charlotte’s hands and led her to a chair. Her husband brought the baby to Charlotte so she could hold him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte, I, or we rather, would like to adopt Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Adopt? I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you sign this paper you give us all parental rights regarding your son. And we love him, Charlotte. He will have the finest of everything. We will take him back to our estate outside of Seville.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But why? Why would you, of all people, want to adopt my child?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because I cannot have children. And because we can give him what his mother went to prison trying to give him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you will take care of him? Always?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We will. This is my husband, Jorge. We’ve made this decision together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, I remember you,” Charlotte spoke to Jorge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If you need a little time to think about it …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Lady Judith. I need no time. I give you my son with my blessing. Where do I sign on the paper?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here.” Judith pointed to the line. “Your son will be Lord Robert when we are in England, Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Charlotte whispered, “thank you, My Lady. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s that, I suppose. Would you like a moment alone with him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte made a stoic effort to stop the tears that rolled down her face. “No, My Lady, he is your son now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Atwater were having breakfast, basking in the sense of normalcy that now rested over their home. One month had passed since the abduction, and Lady Judith had gone back to Seville. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What shall we do today, love?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, we could go for a ride in the park. Or perhaps a whist game with the Radcliffes. I’d very much like to have them over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why I haven’t seen Tom in a fortnight. That’s a splendid idea, my love. I’ll send a note straight away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. There’s something I want to share with them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater was writing his note and half listening. “Mm-hmmm.” He folded the note and gave it to Terence to hand off to Jimmy. “Yes, my love you have something to share with the Radcliffes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do.” Phoebe had another sip of chocolate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater gazed at her, enjoying the pert figure she presented in her morning dress, her hair in curls and tied up with a ribbon. “You know, my darling, sometimes you look so beautiful, I need to remind myself that you are, indeed, my very own wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe giggled. “Is that so, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes it is, and I don’t think I could ever be happier than I am at this moment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What if I were to tell you something that, I believe, would add to the happiness of this moment?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What could that possibly be?” He reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What if I were to tell you, Your Grace …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ringing of the bell at the front door interrupted their loving exchange. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you expecting anyone, darling? Mary, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace.” Terence entered the room with a tiny silver tray. A letter had been carefully placed in its centre. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was that racket about, Terence?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The letter, Your Grace. It’s from Scotland.” Terence hurried from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe laughed. “Oh if you could see your face, Robert!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shall I do the honours or would you like to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, Your Grace.” Phoebe bowed her head in a charmingly flirtatious way. Robert, once again thanked his lucky stars. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
“Hmm. Your good cousin, the Duke of Carlisle, will be visiting London. He requests if he may stay here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh. La! He is such a bore. You know, I don’t recall ever hearing of his lecherous behaviour prior to the last time he visited. Right after my father, God rest his soul, was taken from us. I happen to know he was absolutely devoted to the late Duchess. My father told me that the Duke had been heartbroken to lose his wife. She died in childbed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Grief has driven more men to baser things than being an obnoxious prig. I vote to have him here. However, if you do not wish it, I will alert him. I will of course, as a gentleman, make something up as to a reason why.” Atwater chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once more Phoebe giggled. “So when does my dear cousin arrive?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s see, September 2nd.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Darling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is September 2nd.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater checked the newspaper. “Well, well. I guess the Duke will be making his arrival imminently. Wonderful.” He smiled wryly not having any idea of how things might turn out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia was down to the last gold sovereign. She’d paid the hotel bill and sold Charlotte’s frocks. She had some gems and jewellery in her reticule. She’d also taken a pointer from her mentor and sewn other, more expensive pieces, into the hem of the frock she wore. She also had a pair of old-fashioned pockets sewn to a ribbon that she tied around her waist under her skirt. And she had the haphazard collection of silver Charlotte had made her steal from the Atwaters. It was time to pay a visit.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She gathered everything she needed. She had the reticule, and the best frock she owned was on her body. She sat and waited at the top of the stairs until the Smothers boy left his post at the desk inside the hotel. And when he stepped out, she ran down the steps to see which way he went. Then she went the opposite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was on her way to Regent Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She hoped upon hope that the Atwaters would believe her. She’d acted horribly towards them. She wanted to apologize and return the silver and anything else she might have that possibly had belonged to Lady Judith Barton. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She walked at a brisk pace so she wouldn’t lose her nerve. Why had she not listened to her first inklings as far as Charlotte Evans had been concerned? When they’d been in Spain, Olivia had thought there’d been peculiar occurrences. And when the real Lady Judith was ill, Olivia left the staff.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next time she’d seen Charlotte as Lady Judith she’d been alternately impressed and horrified. Where had the actual Lady gone?  
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d told Duchess Atwater what had transpired, but then somehow everything had backfired. Olivia had found herself learning the art of the con artist. From Charlotte Evans. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Conning was one thing, but when Charlotte began to talk murder, Olivia had become afraid of her. And, she reckoned, Charlotte Evans could smell fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What had she done? Olivia not only found herself alone, she feared she would not be able to find domestic work. She had no letters of reference. The one she’d had from Lady Judith had disappeared. Of course, Olivia suspected Charlotte, but she’d gone through all of Charlotte’s belongings after she’d been taken to prison.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The reference letter had been nowhere, and Olivia reckoned it had been destroyed. She prayed that by returning the silver pieces to Regent Street she would be able to procure another.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean he’s not in his cell, Lieutenant? This is highly improbable.” Colonel Drake was red in the face. All he needed was an attempted murderer disappearing from the confines of his prison. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir, he got to the window somehow. He actually filed through the bars. He must have begun his deed that very night. It’s been one month, and he managed to file through all eight bars. The file must have been hidden in his boot when we brought him in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In his boot? Why was the man not searched? Why was he not restrained while in the cell? Now you tell me that he’s escaped.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Y-yes Sir. He’s escaped, Sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, what is the prisoner’s name?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wallace, Sir. Bruce Wallace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom and Mary arrived at Regent Street. They generally indulged in their pastime of whist twice a week with the Atwaters, but after all the intense episodes of the previous months both couples had stayed close to home and regrouped for a few weeks. This evening, the games would re-establish their tradition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, la, Mary! You look lovely. I’ve missed you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve missed you too. Tom and I have been getting down to married life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see.” Phoebe winked at her friend, and they both began to giggle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I was referring to. Phoebe! For shame!” And they giggled some more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s get seated,” Atwater suggested. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Right.” Tom pulled a chair out for his wife, and the four sat around the card table for their game. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Before we begin, I must apologize for a rather, ah, unusual occurrence.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, what happened Robert?” Tom looked at his friend with concern. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing dire, I can assure you, Lord Thomas and Lady Mary. However, today it’s come to my attention that my wife’s esteemed cousin, His Grace, the Duke of Carlisle is to arrive any moment, here at Regent Street. I sent Jimmy back with a note to let you know, but clearly you missed each other.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom and Mary were silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, it’s not as bad as all that. I’ve decided to give the chap a second chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re a good man, Robert. It pains me a bit, but since you’re being so benevolent, I myself, will join in that with you. Darling?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary shrugged. “I’m willing. But if he acts at all like he did when last here, I will ask you to escort me home, husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re agreed then!” Atwater glanced at Phoebe and picked up his glass to make a toast which the others joined in making. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s get to the cards then!” Phoebe smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater looked around the table at his wife and friends. The London season would begin in less than two months. It promised to be a good one. He sat and began the deal. Within minutes, all were engrossed in the game. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cards were going well. Phoebe and Atwater were winning, and the friends traded kidding words about the prowess of the others. Everyone was laughing, and in another hour, they would sit down to light supper. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A knock on the sitting room door, from Terence, brought everyone’s attention back to the reality of the moment. “Your Grace, Duke Carlisle is arriving. His carriage is outside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, show him in, Terence. We’re going to give it another try with the old chap.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence hesitated for just a second, “As you wish, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A moment later, Carlisle hopped down the stairs and into the family sitting room on the street level. Atwater and Tom stood to greet him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked very well. He’d shed a great deal of weight and clearly had been spending time outdoors. He looked altogether healthy. And something else. He seemed happier.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle shook the men’s hands in a seemingly uncharacteristic gesture, and then took a seat on the sofa after bringing Phoebe’s then Mary’s fingers to his lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look positively wonderful, cousin, or I should say Your Grace.” Phoebe smiled as the others nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cousin is a fine address in private, Phoebe. I will say I feel as well as ever in my life. I had an epiphany when I went back to Scotland over a year ago, dear Phoebe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, Your Grace. It is happy news. We’re to have light supper in about an hour. Will you have champagne, or would you prefer brandy?” She was gracious, polite, not knowing how the Duke would respond. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will have champagne, thank you. And, if I may, I’d like to say I’m pleasantly surprised to see all of you gathered together. If you don’t mind I’d like to say a few words.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The friends all looked at each other, then Atwater spoke. “Of course, Your Grace. The bottle stands before you, sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, thank you, Your Grace.” His eyes met each of theirs in turn. “As I said, I, relatively recently, found myself in a situation that caused me to rethink my entire life. I will not get into the details of the situation, only to say that I am here today, to offer my deepest, most sincere apologies for my behaviour on my last visit. I acted as an ogre, a prig. I’d like to apologize to your man, Terence, as well. And my most sincere apology goes to your maid, Lady Mary. The young Susan. I said awful things regarding her. I do not, necessarily, expect any of you to accept my words, but suffice it to say that I will spend the rest of my life proving to you all that I am not that lecherous being you met.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, the friends looked around at each other, and Phoebe spoke for the group. “Your Grace. Your apology is most accepted. Please, join us in a toast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To Duke Carlisle.” Atwater raised his glass and the others joined, then Carlisle asked Atwater, “May I go and see your man, Duke Atwater?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    With that, Carlisle left the room, leaving the other four bursting with questions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you suppose happened?” Mary wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To admit one’s wrongs and go about rectifying them. Well, that takes some deep soul searching. I respect the man,” Tom added. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever it is, I’m very glad for it. He’s seems to be a much happier person.” Phoebe offered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here, here, I say. Another toast.” Atwater winked at them and lifted his glass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After about fifteen minutes, Carlisle came back into the room with a pleasant look on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence was in his sitting room off the butlery. Duke Carlisle had apologized to him. He was nearly in shock. He’d never seen such a change in a man, but he was glad for everyone involved that it had taken place. He could only reckon that the man had been spoken to by God. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence uttered a prayer of thanks as he changed his jacket for serving supper. Terence put the twenty-five gold sovereigns Carlisle had given him as a tip for his service on the Duke’s last visit the year before into his desk drawer and locked it. Duke Carlisle had said he wished to make things right with everyone he’d offended on his last visit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terence?” There was a light knock on the open door of the butlery. He turned around at the sound of the voice he didn’t recognize. Olivia McGowan was standing in the doorway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You never cease in your desire to show up where you are unwanted, do you, Miss McGowan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terence, I … I have something that belongs to this house. I’d like to return it if I may.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, and what might that be?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stepped into the butlery and laid a fabric wrapped package on the sideboard. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go ahead, girl. Open it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She opened the fabric to reveal a cluttered collection of silver. It was dark with tarnish, but the Atwater emblem on the tips of the handles could be clearly seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence pulled his breath in sharply. “We need to share this with the Duke and Duchess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say, Terence. However, please allow me to state, that although I behaved grossly inappropriately during my time and my visits here, I have never stolen anything in my life. I was forced to take the silver.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence looked her over as if trying to ascertain if she was lying. There was a long pause before he said, “I know you were forced to, Olivia. Please, come to the sitting room. I dare say you were obliged to do a great many things you were uncomfortable with while in the company of Charlotte Evans. It is good of you to come and return what was taken. And to ask forgiveness for your poor behaviour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They went down the corridor that led from the servants’ hall and entered the sitting room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The others were chatting, the whist game having been forgotten when the Duke of Carlisle arrived. Terence led Olivia into the room. “Olivia McGowan, Your Grace.” Terence addressed Atwater, who along with Tom and Carlisle stood. Other than that, no one said anything.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia was dressed in a pale rose frock that set off her complexion. She’d removed her bonnet, and her hair was pulled back into a simple chignon.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle stepped forward, “My Lady, will you sit?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia looked at Phoebe. Phoebe nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you have supper now, Your Grace?” Terence asked Phoebe.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, Terence. And bring another glass and place setting, will you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Supper had been delicious; the white soup had contained every manner of vegetable available from Mrs Crabtree’s garden. Biscuits, cold ham, cheese, dry cake and, for dessert, shortbread and trifle. The men drank wine, and the ladies had tea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Atwaters and Radcliffes sat, happy and full and utterly amazed at the change that had come over Duke Carlisle. First for him to arrive and apologize to everyone, and now his appearance of being altogether smitten with Olivia McGowan added to the sense of unreality surrounding Carlisle’s visit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two sat apart from the group, Carlisle regaling the girl with stories of the Scottish Highlands where his ancestral home, Duncan Castle, was located. Olivia looked enchanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe turned to her husband and squeezed his hand. “Who knew?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence and the new kitchen maid, Sally, had cleared away the plates and cutlery. Sally was sent up to bed upon finishing the dishes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the sitting room, the Atwaters and Radcliffes had decided on another game or two of whist before calling an end to the night’s surprises. Carlisle and Olivia opted to stay with their conversation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    About thirty minutes had passed. Phoebe asked for more champagne. “My darling … will you ring Terence for more of the bubbles?” She giggled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater bowed, “As you wish, Your Grace.” They both laughed, and Robert rang Terence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The game continued, and after a bit, Phoebe glanced over at Robert. He shrugged. “You know, love, Terence may have fallen asleep. I’ll get the bottle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, darling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater rose and went to the closed door of the sitting room. He placed his hand on the handle just as the door flew open causing him to quickly jump back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well.” All heads turned at the sound of the east London accent that had just spoken. “You’ll do well to sit right back down, Your Grace.” The interloper closed and locked the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe stood. “Who are you, and what do you mean interrupting us so late?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Laughter emitted from the man’s lips. “But surely you know me, Your Grace, or shall I have to blindfold you so you listen more closely to my voice?” He brandished a knife, testing its sharpness with, first his thumb, and then slashing it through the fabric on the back of the upholstered chair in the corner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe gasped, her hands instinctively attempting to cover her body. This man had pulled her from her bath. He’d seen what only one other man had ever seen. Her naked body. “How dare you.” She sneered at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater stepped in front of his wife, Tom following suit with Mary. And then Carlisle did so with Olivia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t try and hide, Miss Olivia McGowan, Your Grace. She needs no protection from me, do you pet? No, she’ll help me in my endeavour here before she’ll help any of you. Come on Olivia. For old times’ sake, what?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe looked closely at Olivia. “Olivia, are you, did you, plan this, this invasion? Did you come here meaning to rob us with this vile man? Are you a part of this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, see here, cousin. I do believe, even you, have crossed a boundary with this unsavoury inquisition.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please, let Olivia speak, Your Grace.” Phoebe didn’t take her eyes from Olivia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Your Grace. I did not. I came here tonight to return the silver I was forced to take from this house. I also have jewellery, some of which might belong to Lady Judith.” She looked directly at Wallace. “There are no old nostalgic times between us, Bruce.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shut up, both of you. And I’ll take that jewellery. Now.” Wallace snatched Olivia’s reticule from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is the actual meaning of this interruption?” Atwater, himself, wasn’t frightened, but he feared for the ladies. This was Bruce Wallace, the man who’d tried to kill him at the cheap hotel in Covent Garden. Charlotte Evans’ lover.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Wallace had been put in the army’s jail until his trial for kidnap and attempted murder was to take place. He must have escaped. That meant soldiers would be searching for him. And Atwater hoped upon hope they would begin the search here at Regent Street.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “The meaning of this interruption, Your Grace? Why, I’m to be taken back to prison, my trial will not happen until the authorities have the time. Or until they feel like addressing it. I might as well go back with an actual crime on my hands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Mary had stepped forward, her protective tendencies seeming to have gotten the best of her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What I mean, My Lady, is that I am going to kill you. All of you.” His eyes narrowed as he looked around the room eyeing each in turn. “You.” He addressed Carlisle. “Lock the door that leads to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wallace, there must be something you want from me. What is it? Money? A horse? Name it. It shall be yours, and then you leave here and never come back again,” Atwater spoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle had locked the doors, one on each end of the room. Everyone looked to Atwater for direction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr … ah, Wallace, is it?” Atwater said in his most gracious manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You need to ask, Your Grace? I’ll go to the gallows singing a Highland song. Famous for all intents and purposes. And you, all of you shall be dreaming in your graves,” Wallace supplied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re a Scotsman, are you not Duke Carlisle? Though your accent is barely detectable I would venture to say you are from the Edinburgh area? Is that right? But alas, you’ll go to meet your maker, and I’ll be the one to go back to Scotland. Or jail. It makes no difference to me. I don’t mind being imprisoned if the crime was worth it.” Wallace smiled showing a loss of teeth across the top of his mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You can be famous, Mr Wallace, only let these people go. Your problem is with me. It is I, who pressed the charges against you. If you let them go, you may do to me what you will,” Atwater pleaded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No!” Phoebe burst out. “Robert. No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s what must be done, my love.” Atwater spoke to his wife, but his eyes sought Tom’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That would take the fun out of it, Your Grace. See, you will be tied up, in fact.” Wallace threw four lengths of rope to Carlisle. “You. Bind both of these men. Hands behind their backs. “Do it.” He raised his voice against Carlisle’s seeming hesitancy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A slow tear coursed its way down Mary’s cheek followed by another and another. Phoebe stood defiant, and Tom and Atwater clenched their fists behind their backs to make their wrists as large as possible. 
 
      
 
    There could be a chance, maybe, to wriggle out of the bindings once they were set. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I insist the ladies not be bound, Mr Wallace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Insist until your heart’s content. As I was saying, Your Grace,” Wallace made his way to Phoebe and held the side of the blade against her cheek, “I mean to kill your loved ones first. And slowly. So you can bask in the full measure of humility I am about to bestow upon you.” He pressed the tip of the knife into Phoebe’s apple cheek, piercing the skin. The tiny drop of blood coursed down her face much as Mary’s tears were doing the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, and what do we have here? Crying are we? Soon you will surely have something to cry about, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop. Bruce. This must stop.” Olivia stepped towards him and Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not order me, Olivia McGowan, giving yourself airs. You’ve supped with the peerage as one of their own this eve. It will be the last time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You must stop. Now.” Olivia ran towards the man, meaning to startle him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia, no,” Phoebe and Mary cried in unison as Wallace drove the blade into her torso. She bent forward for a moment, and then collapsed to the floor. Carlisle went to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia. Olivia.” He turned to the group. “She needs the doctor.” In the meantime, Carlisle removed his cravat and pressed the fabric against the wound. He looked up at Wallace, “You shall pay dearly for this,” he hissed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wallace wiped the knife clean on the dirty buckskin pantaloons he wore. He threw his head back and laughed. “Don’t you bon ton types understand anything? You are all to die this night. It really makes no difference to me what order it happens in, except for you.” He turned his attention to Atwater. “You shall be last, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do not frighten any of us with your bullying tactics, Mr Wallace. Carlisle, untie these bindings.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll do nothing of the sort, Carlisle, or I’ll finish off your little Olivia right now. Now, if you would care to negotiate, hmm, you might consider, Duke Atwater, calling off the charges you have made against Charlotte Evans. She will be released and will run away with me, of course. Then the two of us shall be out of your hair, so to speak, forever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The two of you will be out of my hair forever after I press further charges against you, Wallace. Now, Carlisle,” Atwater gestured with his head and lifted his arms behind him as far as he could. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wallace stepped in front of Atwater. “If you untie these men, Carlisle, remember what I said. I will kill Olivia. Slowly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Mary were huddled together on the sofa but stood so Carlisle could place Olivia where she would be more comfortable. 
 
      
 
    The two women sat at the table. Olivia moaned faintly as she was moved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Evans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was trying to sleep, something she found that eluded her these days. The more she entertained the idea, the more she was resolved to go to America. She was aware that Bruce would want to go with her, but she wanted a clean start. She wanted to go where no one else would know her or her past. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She pulled the blanket over her head in an attempt to block out the voices that kept her from her dream planning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Evans.” There it was again. It was the guard. Charlotte lifted herself from the bed and went to the tiny opening that served as a window to her cell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it now?” She wiped the sleep from her eyes and smoothed her chignon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re to come with me.” The cell door opened. “Put these on.” He handed her the leg shackles. “And don’t try anything cute.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this about?” Charlotte squelched the panic that was rising inside her. She hadn’t done murder. That was the only crime that came with a death sentence. Even attempted murder didn’t get the death penalty. Even attempted murder against a Duke or Duchess. Could it be possible that her trial would be now? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Move, woman.” The lieutenant was noticeably sharp. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she had the shackles on, the lieutenant bound her hands behind her back and let her out of the room. She was guarded more securely than she’d been previously. Something must have happened, a change in protocol, for her to be guarded so thoroughly. They could not lawfully hang her without a trial in which she could defend herself. Then, if the verdict came up guilty, she would ask to be sent to America. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no guarantee that supplied a ticket to America except a second chance. There was absolutely no guarantee that a second chance would be had. And going to America was what Charlotte now desired much more than becoming a Duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lieutenant led her to the public sitting room where she’d seen and spoken to Judith and Jorge. Everything was as it had been the last time she’d been in this room some months ago. She had a moment of sadness remembering her little Robert and signing her rights as his mother away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But it had been for the best. Lady Judith had promised to write and let Charlotte know details of her child’s life. As long as Charlotte stayed away, Judith would uphold the bargain. But if Charlotte ever tried to see the child, the arrangement would immediately be null and void. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered much. Charlotte would tell no one where she was headed once she was out of this prison. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sit.” The lieutenant’s hand pushed down on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this about?” Charlotte wanted to know. She feared they might be trying her at this very moment. She’d planned what her defence would be. Each night before she fell asleep, she’d envisioned herself convincing the judges that she’d done nothing that could be proven against her. But, as she waited in the reception room for whoever was coming, her well laid plans fell away from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll see what it’s about.” The lieutenant left the room, slamming the heavy door shut behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte sat alone and tried not to think. What could this be about? She grew even more frightened. What if they decided to hang her after all? It was night time. To her knowledge, no one was ever hanged at night. The example had to be made. There were so few executions that the crowd would turn to a mob if they missed one.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The door squeaked open, and Colonel Drake walked into the room. He took a seat opposite Charlotte at the table. “Well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She said nothing, only looked at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where is Wallace? I saw you speak to him briefly just the other morning when you were having your daily walk. Where did he go?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wallace? I know not of what you speak, Colonel. Yes, I spoke to Mr Wallace that morning, but only about the inclement weather of late.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You expect me to believe that two days ago you spoke about the weather with your former lover, and now he’s gone, and you know nothing about it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bruce is gone?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Escaped today. Now, let’s try this again, or we can set up the dowsing pool.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was threatening her with torture as a means of getting information from her. Information she did not have. Time was of the essence. She racked her brain. Where would Bruce go? Her head began to throb. She wished she could rub her temples to gain some relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have one minute, Miss Evans. Then you shall be taken to the pool.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Colonel sat back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Where would he go? And then, as if it had been in her mind the entire time, she made a quick plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What will be given me if I tell you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you know?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I might. He’s told me nothing, but I know him well. I know the way he thinks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will not be tortured for an answer if you just give it to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I want something. And if you consent to it, in writing, I will tell you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well. What are your terms?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I should be sentenced to prison?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the moment of truth. At the very least, it would get her out of being tortured for information she didn’t have. And she knew they didn’t really want to torture her. It was an idle threat to get her to talk. If she did things right, she could have an entirely new life. She decided to lay all her cards on the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “First, I would like your guarantee, Colonel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You have my word, Miss Evans.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I should like your word in writing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, in writing, is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sir. You see, I have not met a great many men I’ve been able to trust in my life. This guarantee, we’re about to create, concerns my future. I ask you to respect that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Colonel sighed. “Very well. Lieutenant, fetch me paper and ink. He scribbled out the document and hastily signed. “There. Done. Where is he?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you not have the lieutenant sign? As a witness?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, Drake let out a huge sigh and slid the page across the table towards where the lieutenant guarded the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There. It is done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And may I be given the document?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You drive a hard bargain, Miss Evans.” He walked around behind her chair and handed the paper into her bound hands.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She smirked. “I will read the agreement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will tell me where Bruce Wallace is. And you will do so this very instant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte rolled her eyes to appear nonchalant. The only reason Bruce would escape without alerting her would be if he were going to see Duke Atwater. To exact revenge. She prayed it was true and took a slow deep breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I were you, Colonel Drake, I should look at Duke Atwater’s townhouse, on Regent Street, for Bruce Wallace. He is a vindictive man.” She exhaled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Atwater? He’s pressing the charges of attempted murder on Wallace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, and as I said, Bruce Wallace is a vindictive man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Take her back to her cell, then report back here,” Colonel Drake said to the lieutenant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia was white as a sheet. Carlisle still held his cravat to the wound in her abdomen but realized it was not mortal. It was not even severe. He looked at Olivia with admiration. A brilliant distraction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl had bunched up her dress in front and bent forward when Wallace stabbed her. It had been a trick, something she must have learned somewhere deep in her past. Something which Bruce Wallace was not familiar with. But Carlisle was well aware of the trick when Olivia put her hand on his wrist. She spoke to him with her eyes, which seemed to say, play along. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle sat back from the sofa. He was stooping on the floor. “My man, this young lady needs a doctor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I daresay that’s too bad. She’s going to die anyway, although I am allowing Duke Atwater two more hours to decide to drop all the charges against Charlotte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing this, Mr Wallace?” Phoebe pleaded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’d do well to keep to yourself, Your Grace. Or you will be next.” Wallace snarled and made eye contact with each of the hostages. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was goading them. Carlisle took a deep breath. The interloper clearly underestimated them. Carlisle again stroked Olivia’s hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get away from her. Sit over there.” Wallace gestured to the table, and Duke Carlisle did as he was told. He feared Wallace would up and kill Olivia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wallace picked up the carafe of madeira. Clean brandy glasses had been set up on the side table for after supper refreshment for the men. “Ah. Madeira. A lovely wine. The Spanish know their wine business.” He lifted one of the brandy glasses and filled it with the wine. He drained the glass and walked around the room looking at some of the items within it. He came back to the side table and poured another snifter full of wine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle was waiting for the perfect opportunity. He extricated his pen knife from his vest and pushed it up his sleeve. Wallace’s back had been turned for just a moment, but it was enough time. Atwater saw the gesture, and the two made eye contact. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe and Mary still sat together at the table, tears streaming down Mary’s face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr Wallace, may I see to Miss McGowan? She needs a doctor. At least let me give her some comfort,” Carlisle pleaded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm? Yes, fine.” Wallace had moved to one of the windows set high up in the wall and looked up towards the street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle crossed the room from the table to the sofa. He made his way behind Atwater and passed the knife into his waiting hand. Carlisle then sat on the edge of the sofa and stroked Olivia’s hair back from her face in a gentle manner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His mind was spinning. Hopefully, Atwater would be free soon and pass the knife to Thomas. Carlisle turned to Phoebe. “Your Grace, might I ask you to hold this bandage against Miss McGowan’s wound?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, y-yes. Of course, Duke Carlisle.” She walked over and knelt on the floor by the sofa. “What is happening?” She mouthed the words to Carlisle who gestured for her to be quiet and go to Olivia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Listen, My Lady,” Olivia barely whispered, “I am not injured badly, but I will use this to distract.” She pointed at Wallace’s turned back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duchess nodded at Olivia’s words. “What should I do?” she whispered back to the girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stay here by me, and let Duke Carlisle assist His Grace and Lord Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe nodded again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wallace turned from the window. He seemed almost startled to see them and began laughing. “I daresay, if the ton could see you now. But they’ll see you all soon enough. Tomorrow when they come to this house and find you all dead.” He snickered. No one answered him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re so good to care for me this way, Your Grace.” Olivia drew Phoebe to her and slipped a vial into her hand. Phoebe, having no other recourse, quickly pressed the tiny vessel into her bodice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, la. I am so thirsty. Mr Wallace, may we have some wine?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. I am enjoying this carafe. Drink the cold tea on the sideboard if you’re so thirsty, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The time was passing slowly. The six hostages said nothing, only waited. They waited until the perfect moment to strike back, each looking at the others in an unspoken conspiracy to take down their mutual enemy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “In fact, pour me another, Duchess Atwater. I fancy being waited on by the peerage for once.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe went to the carafe on the sideboard. She removed the cut glass stopper and withdrew the vial from her sleeve. Quickly she opened it and raised it slightly over the bottle. She tipped the vial. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A hand appeared from nowhere and clamped around her wrist. Carlisle could see Phoebe’s flesh turning purple as Wallace forced her to drop the vial. He pushed her viciously against the wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater sprung forward and caught Wallace off guard. Wallace spun around flailing; the wine he’d drunk had gone to his head. He’d drunk too fast. Atwater squared off and hit Wallace with a right hook followed by an uppercut.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Wallace came back at him, his pen knife unsheathed. Atwater deflected the downward thrust of the knife by knocking Wallace’s forearm away from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did she think she was going to do? Save everyone? Save yourself?” Wallace said from the floor as he struggled to rise to his feet. He collapsed and fell to his back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brava, Robert!” Tom and Carlisle clapped, and then the three intended to join their female counterparts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence had been bound and gagged in the butlery. Almost an hour had gone by in which he’d been holding the bindings as close to the fire as he dared. But at least his hands had been tied in front of his torso. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once his wrists were free, he could untie his ankles and get help. He would scorch the rope and pull his wrists apart as hard as possible, then do it again. It was taking much time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He heard a sound and half scurried, half hopped back to his seat as quickly as he could. Jimmy, the stable boy had entered the servants’ hall. If Wallace heard him, he would take the boy hostage, or worse. Terence did not feel the need to try the man’s patience. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jimmy was getting some bread and cheese for his supper. What a racket he was making. Terence decided to risk it and called for the boy in a hoarse whisper. “Jimmy. Come into the butlery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The boy appeared in the doorway. “Mr Sheridan! Sir! Are you quite alright?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence shushed the boy and called him further into the room. “You must untie me boy. There is an interloper in the family sitting room. He holds His Grace and Her Grace prisoner, along with the Radcliffes and Her Grace’s cousin. Olivia is there too. I believe he means to kill them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What should I do, Mr Sheridan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Run as fast as you can to find Colonel Drake at the army barracks. Tell him he must come. And go to fetch the doctor. When you come back, if I am not in the mews, do not enter the house alone. Can I count on you for this?
  
 
    “Of course, Mr Sheridan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I believe Mrs Crabtree to be in back in the garden. Leave her. If she comes here, I can stop her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mr Sheridan.” The boy finished untying the burnt and blistered wrists of the butler and made his way for the back door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mind you keep to the alley. If you use the passage to the area, you might be seen,” Terence whispered before the boy went out. Then he headed down the corridor to the sitting room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bell at the front door of Regent Street chimed. The six prisoners looked at each other marvelling that they were still alive. It seemed Bruce Wallace had fallen asleep, lulled by the wine he’d drunk. Sleeping in the prison must have been very uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The group looked at Wallace. If one of them could get the keys from his waistcoat, they could get out of this room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They conducted a whispered meeting, while Mary freed Phoebe. When they were ready, they put the ropes on the evil Mr Bruce Wallace. Atwater and Tom tied Wallace’s torso and hands while Carlisle tied the feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The front door chime sounded again. Terence answered. It was the Colonel and the Lieutenant. The Dukes Atwater and Carlisle, Phoebe, Mary, and Olivia all came out of the sitting room and up to the front hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The doctor had arrived by this time and took Mary and Olivia upstairs into one of the guest bedrooms to examine Olivia’s wound. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater and Carlisle spoke with Colonel Drake, and they went downstairs to collect the perpetrator.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s right this way, Colonel. Atwater opened the sitting room door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now isn’t that peculiar?” He stepped into the room. What had happened? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bruce Wallace was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men immediately made their way to the ladies, now upstairs in the parlour.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Duke Carlisle, may I impose on you to watch over the ladies while we search for Wallace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whatever I can do, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Terence, I leave any decisions that need making up to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d like you all to barricade yourselves in the servants’ hall. You’ll be together, and there is a means of egress nearby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Colonel, the Lieutenant, Tom, and Atwater made a thorough search of the house, the mews, and the gardens. Outside, in the gardens, Atwater strode over to the housekeeper and kitchen maid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Crabtree, Sally. Go into the house straight away. Terence will explain everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The women nodded and went inside. Atwater sent Jimmy inside as well, and then turned to the others. “Gentlemen? Where to now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My first guess is he’ll go back to the prison to pick up Charlotte,” Tom supplied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s got another thought coming then,” Captain Drake responded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why would that be?” Tom asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charlotte Evans wants to go to America.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t say.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s what Miss Evans told me. In fact, the little wench manipulated me into putting it on paper. She won’t be convicted. She’ll most likely get a year or two of labour. By going to America, if she survives the journey, she’ll never come back here to England.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How can you say that with such certainty?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Because. I reckon Charlotte Evans wants to start clean,” the Colonel offered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmmm. A brand new life in a strange land, where not a soul knows her. It’s a good plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Psst. Charlotte. My lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte was dreaming again. The glow of the full moon, through the one 
 
     tiny window in the cell had woken her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “My lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte opened her eyes. Bruce Wallace was at the window high up in the wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a file. I’m dropping it down to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stood and made her way to the window. “No.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No? Why you can file two of these bars and get out by morning. I’ll start it for you. That’s the hardest part.” He began sloughing the tool to and fro stirring up a dust of iron filings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bruce. Stop. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m staying put.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is a poor time for a joke, Charlotte. There’s only about five hours until daylight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You misunderstand me, Bruce. I’m staying put.” Charlotte generally resorted to sarcasm when annoyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, I can get you out. Come on, woman. I’ve risked my neck coming here. I could be halfway to France by now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s none of my concern,” Charlotte hissed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going to France, Charlotte. Are you coming with me or not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No. That’s what I’ve been trying to say to you. I’m staying here; I’m putting in exemplary behaviour. I will be released, and the record of my being here will be destroyed. Now go. Leave me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But, but, Charlotte. I love you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As I said, that is none of my concern,” Charlotte said with finality. Bruce had been fine for awhile. She’d used him as she’d used every man before him. To her, relationships with various men were conducted merely to manipulate a man into doing the dirty work that she, as a woman, could not do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had an arrangement with the Colonel, in writing. The Lieutenant had told her that the Colonel would, most likely, allow her to leave on the next ship of criminals being sent to America.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Not to worry, he said. She need not be seen as a criminal. He knew a place where he could procure identification papers for her. She could change her identity. Of course, the attainment of the papers came with a cost. And Charlotte had dutifully lain beneath the man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is your final decision?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Bruce, it is.” She looked deeply into his eyes. She did share a morsel of feeling with him. But it was nothing she couldn’t live without. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was about to tell him she was sorry when he spit between the bars. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The little puddle at her feet had missed her, so he tried again. She retreated to the far end of the cell knowing full well that when the Colonel got back, if Bruce was still outside, he would be arrested again. Wherever he’d been, escaping would add to the severity of his already severe sentence.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Bruce would never get out of prison alive unless he escaped again. He would be in solitary confinement, guarded twenty-four hours a day. He would never be sent to America.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d been a petty thief and thug. Now, Wallace had held a Duke hostage in his own home. Charlotte didn’t need all the facts to ascertain where he had been all afternoon and evening.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard the clatter of horses’ hooves pounding down the cobbled street. Wallace still tried to entice her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go, Bruce. Run. You’ll never get out again if you don’t.” She said it more to assuage her guilt than any other reason. The man had risked his life for her. Well, she’d never asked for that level of devotion. Whatever happened to Wallace now was of his own doing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He disappeared; his moonlit silhouette there one moment then vanished.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia had been ensconced in one of the guest chambers, Duke Carlisle staying by her bedside in case she needed anything during the night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I get you anything, Cousin?” Phoebe poked her head into the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke stood and quietly walked to the door. He glanced back over his shoulder to satisfy himself that she was asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have made my apologies, Your Grace. To yourself, your husband, and I’ve spoken privately with the others and given Lady Mary a note of apology to give to her maid, Susan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. It’s wonderful to see you in this light, I must admit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May we go to the sitting room, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They entered Phoebe’s sitting room, off her bedchamber, by the hallway door. Carlisle stoked the fire, and Phoebe rang for Sally to bring some refreshment. It was almost midnight, but Phoebe was wide awake after the happenings earlier. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat at the little table. “What is it, Cousin?” Phoebe asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d planned on staying a week in London, but I’ve decided I will be going back to Edinburgh in a couple days.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Your Grace. You know you have a place here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And for that, I thank you. I also have a question of the utmost importance. I’m about to venture into territory that has, in the past, left me with my soul shattered.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You see, my odious behaviour of a year ago had to do with my shock and sorrow over the death of my late wife. I’d never felt a pain so keen, and I suppose I thought if I drove those around me away, then I should never feel anything like it ever again. It’s a poor excuse. I only want to say that I am so grateful to you and the Duke for your forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is actually my husband to whom you should be telling this, Your Grace. He is a good man. He chose to give you another chance in our lives. I’m glad it worked out to the benefit of all concerned.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Duke smiled, a slow blush of colour extending from his neck to his face. “Your Grace, ah, I would like to ask you a question of the utmost importance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would like to ask Miss McGowan to become my wife.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why, Cousin! That is lovely news, indeed.” Phoebe hugged the Duke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. I don’t know who I’m to ask for her hand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is a free woman, Your Grace. But, I’m sure Duke Atwater would be happy to give you his blessing if that’s what you’d like. He’s in the library alone now. The Radcliffes went home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh thank you, Your Grace. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! Go and speak to him, Your Grace. I’ll sit with Olivia until you come back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Lord Thomas Radcliffe and Lady Radcliffe arrived at Regent Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The drawing room was festooned with flowers, and a lavish dinner was being set up in the dining room. The house was awash in delicious aromas emanating from the kitchen. It was ten o’clock. The nuptials were scheduled for ten thirty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “However were they allowed to bring this all together so quickly?” Tom mused. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Duke procured a Bishop’s license for twelve shillings, love. And Mrs Crabtree, Terence, Abigail, Sally, and my own Susan have worked tirelessly for two days.” Mary smiled. “Mrs Crabtree said it reminded her of the old days when the old Duke and Duchess entertained often. She loves the challenge of having it all ready in a few days. La! Now, if you excuse me, I’ll go upstairs to see how the bride is weathering all the excitement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary went upstairs to the third floor. She knocked at the partially open door. Phoebe and her maid, Abigail, were putting the finishing touches on the bride. They’d curled her hair and dressed her in Phoebe’s wedding frock that Abigail had fixed to look like an entirely different dress. Olivia looked beautiful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And to think. You will be a Duchess now, Olivia. How does it feel?” Mary entered the room and kissed the girl on the cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah, Your Grace. Abigail. Might I have a moment alone with Lady Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, dear. We’ll be just outside. But do hurry, the ceremony is in twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Olivia?” Mary asked after the others were gone from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is an apology, Lady Mary. I told you once, that you couldn’t be raised up. I said awful things because I was jealous that a man, although a commoner, would raise you up to the gentry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is all behind us, Olivia. We all know and understand what Charlotte put you through. The empty promises, the threats. We know the truth. And after this moment, we will never speak of it again. I shall be calling you by your new title of Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia fell into a chair. “That’s just it, Lady Mary. I will be in Scotland. I have worked there in the past. It is only a matter of time before I am called out for having been a maid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Olivia, people will talk. The certainty of this is as certain as the sun rising in the morning and setting at night. You must hold your head high. You must ignore the gossip. It is fun to be a lady, Olivia. And not so very hard. It’s like looking in the looking glass from the other side. The image is clear yet altered from what it appeared to be. Also, Scotland is a little more forgiving. You’ll be in Edinburgh and in the highlands. It will be grand. There is nothing to worry about. You look like a lady. That’s half the battle. Now, come. Let us go with Abigail and Phoebe to wait at the top of the step for the music to begin. My Susan is to play the pianoforte for your descent on the stairs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later, everyone was enjoying the music. For the dancing, musicians had been employed. Carlisle and Olivia appeared as if in their own cocoon of love.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater turned to his own wife. “May I have this dance, my love?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may, Your Grace.” She bowed her head then took her husband’s proffered hand to be led to the dance floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They danced past Tom and Mary; they danced around the newly married couple, and then they took seats along the perimeter of the dancing. Phoebe was a little winded, and Atwater went to get her some lemonade. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe knew that almost every guest at the house was sizing up Olivia to see if she had what it took to be a Duchess. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe thought wryly that if a woman could find wrong in any situation and blurt out her opinions about said wrong to anyone who might listen, then that woman had what it took. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gossip bored Phoebe. She looked forward to going back to Hempstead Hall for the summer the following day. The Duke would be taking his new Duchess to Scotland, and Phoebe looked forward to the relaxation, fresh air, and open space of the country. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah. There you are, my darling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello husband.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look a vision sitting here. Like a flower among lush foliage.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace! You’re too kind.” Phoebe always enjoyed these little games with her husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I join you, Your Grace?” Atwater sat in the chair next to Phoebe’s and took her hand. “We are very lucky, are we not, my love?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are. May I tell you something regarding our blessings, Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. Why you were going to tell me the other night, then Carlisle showed up and then that vile Bruce person.” Atwater chuckled. “What is it, love? Are you well? Is everything to your liking here on Regent Street?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Phoebe’s laughter tinkled delightfully in his ears. “Everything is so wonderful. And I didn’t believe I could be any happier. Until last week.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Last week? What happened last week to cause your happiness to expand, my love. I like seeing you like this. I will do whatever it takes to keep you perpetually happy.” He took her hand in his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will, will you? Well, then it’s lucky we’re married, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel like the luckiest, happiest man in England. Nothing could change it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The news I have may change it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suddenly serious, Atwater frowned. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all is wrong. In fact, Your Grace, everything is right.” She smiled and brought his hand towards her body. She looked at him deeply and placed his hand on her belly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment he just sat there. Lost in his wife’s eyes. Then realization slowly began to dawn on him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Phoebe?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She nodded, smiling. “Yes, Your Grace. I am going to have a baby.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, the Atwaters saw the Carlisles off. Before she stepped into the carriage, Olivia turned to Phoebe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. I don’t know how to thank you enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is I who owe you thanks, Olivia. I feel sure that Bruce Wallace would have killed me if it hadn’t been for you, and for that I am very grateful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carlisle stepped up to Phoebe next. “Thank you, Your Grace,” he said as he held her to him. “Thank you for giving me another chance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But for my husband, you are the only family I have, Your Grace,” Phoebe said with tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The new Duke and Duchess boarded their carriage and headed off to Scotland. The guests went home. Mary and Tom went to the family sitting room inside for a few games of whist. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abigail sat at the long table in the servants’ hall with a glass of wine. The Atwaters had given some bottles to the staff to enjoy after the wedding party. It had been a long, albeit, lovely day, and Abby was exhausted. She glanced up from her knitting as Terence entered the hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Abby. You’re feeling better, I trust.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. With all that happens in this house, it’s nearly impossible to remember what happens from one day to the next,” she smiled. “And you, Mr Sheridan? How have you been?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I must say that I’m looking forward to the country, Abby. Hempstead Hall is a grand manor house, but it’s also away from all the hubbub of the city and the prying eyes of the ton.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I understand. This is to be my first summer at Hempstead. I’m very much looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m happy you’ve come into the house, Abby. Mrs Cavendish speaks very highly of you. She says you’ve always been a lady’s maid, and for your age, you have quite the sparkling reputation.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby smiled. “She said that did she?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, I adore it here. Her Grace is a most pleasant employer. She’s a joy to assist. She allows me to experiment with new hairdos. She gave me my own curl iron so I may practice and do her hair in all the latest chignons.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you curl your hair today, Miss Abby? It looks lovely.”
  
 
    “Thank you, Mr Sheridan,” Abby smiled again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please. Call me Terence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. Terence.” She put her eyes back on her work and attempted to still the jumping that her stomach was indulging in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the Atwater household made its move to Hempstead Hall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe was happy that her baby would be born there, and as soon as they’d arrived and everyone had eaten dinner, she rang for Mrs Crabtree and Abby to come to her private sitting room on the second floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You rang, Your Grace?” The two women entered the sitting room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did. And I’d like you both to sit down, please. I realize there is much to do because you were unable to come out early to open the house. But this won’t take too long, and I hope you will enjoy this news as much as I will enjoy sharing it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace! You are with child! I knew it. I could tell by your glow. How wonderful.” Mrs Crabtree burst into tears and reached into her sleeve for a handkerchief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby sat dumbfounded. “Is it true, Your Grace? What happy news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes it is. My baby will be joining us sometime in October.” Phoebe laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree and Abby stood and went to their mistress to give her a congratulatory kiss on the cheek. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I will begin now with my herbal preparations to help your little one to grow. I have a tonic already made up that you will take each day. I keep it on hand, Your Grace. Here and there I sell my herbal potions and make a little side money.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Then I shall pay you for it, Mrs Crabtree.” Phoebe smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh no, Your Grace. That is not necessary. Please accept it as my gift. But please make sure to take a good half wine glass of it per day. Once in the morning and once before bed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will see to it, Mrs Crabtree,” Abby supplied. “And, Your Grace, this might be a wonderful time for you to start with your Spanish lessons. Would you like that? You can teach your baby as well. It never hurt anyone to have two languages, or more, under their belt!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s laughter chimed into the hallway where Mary was making her way to the sitting room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! What is this, a little afternoon soiree?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary! Come, sit with us. I’ve just shared some news with the ladies here. When did you arrive at Hempstead?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Late last night; I came around as soon as I was able. Now, what is going on?” Mary’s eyes went from Mrs Crabtree to Abby then back to Phoebe. “You’re with child, aren’t you, Phoebe, ah Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The other three laughed and clapped their hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How absolutely wonderful, and when …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “October, My Lady,” Abby blurted out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well then, we have the entire summer to prepare. Such grand news, I believe, Your Grace, that we should have a toast.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe’s laughter heartily increased. “Since my husband is not present, you will do the honours, Mary? Is that what you’re suggesting?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am.” Mary rose and went to the sideboard. She poured ratafia into four tiny port wine glasses and placed them on a tray. Some ways of doing things are never forgotten. She brought the tray to the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Each took a glass and raised it. “To Duchess Atwater, Duke Atwater, and their new little one about to appear in October. Hear, hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hear, hear!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater paced back and forth in the library. Phoebe had been fighting birthing pangs for a long time. He’d gotten back from riding yesterday afternoon and been told the labour had begun. He had gone in to see his wife, and then had been shooed away by the other women. It was now suppertime on the second day. His wife had been struggling for over twenty-four hours. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom came to the door of the room. “Your Grace. I came as soon as I was informed. How is she?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh I don’t know. The women sent me away. If you ask me, it’s taking too long, Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now don’t go getting yourself all flustered. Why don’t we go for a ride? It will take some of this angst away from you. She’s going to be fine, Robert.” Tom sounded confident, but even he knew that the longer it took a baby to be born, the worse things were. Exhaustion, haemorrhage, infection. He shook his head to clear it. “Come, Your Grace.” Tom led him down the back stairs and out to the mews. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jimmy ran out of the stable and bowed awkwardly. “Will you be riding Roy, Your Grace? He’s ready to go. Lord Thomas, which pony would you like?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whoever you think, Jimmy. Is Dan around?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Lord Thomas. This is Dan’s half day. He finished his chores early and went over to Rosemont. He said he needed to get an answer to something he’d asked the housekeeper just before we all went back to London for the season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmm. No mystery there.” Tom chuckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Robert, you’re distracted. Clearly, he’s asked the lady to marry him. What will you do when Dan leaves to go to Rosemont? I daresay Jimmy’s up to the task. He’s young, yet, but I think he’s ready. What say you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dan is leaving? Tom, has he told you this?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Your Grace. I’m surmising. But Rosemont is not that far away. Dan can live with his wife and come here to work. The fair lady, I’m afraid must stay at Rosemont. She is the housekeeper after all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater nodded absentmindedly. “What is taking so long with this labour, Tom?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, you must be patient. The little one is taking his time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a boy, Tom? Have you had a vision? Or have you heard a voice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I haven’t. In fact, I don’t know why I said that. So, come now. Let us have a ride. It will take your mind off things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re right, Tom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They went into the stable. Jimmy let Roy out to Atwater, and he gave Blackie, Atwater’s newest Irish horse, to Tom. They were mounted and just about to the wilderness of the garden in the back when Abby came running and waving from the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. Come. Hurry.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater and Tom looked at each other and then dismounted. They handed the reins to Jimmy and ran for the back door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is it, Abby? Is everything well?” The colour had left Atwater’s face. He took the stairs two at a time and burst into Phoebe’s chamber from the corridor between his and hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree turned with a smile, holding a tiny bundle that scrunched up its little face and made kissing motions with his kitten mouth. “Your Grace. I congratulate you. A fine son.” She handed the bundle to Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was transfixed. Never had he felt such love for any living being. The boy, although just a few minutes old bore a striking resemblance to the Duke. Atwater crossed the room and sat on the edge of Phoebe’s bed. He took her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My love. How do you feel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m mighty tired, darling. But, I think this is worth it.” She smiled and feebly reached her hand up to run her finger along the baby’s jaw. “He’s perfect. I’d like to call him ... Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sounds wonderful to me, my darling.” Atwater was touched that his wife would consent to naming her first child after his best friend. He’d been meaning to ask her, but he’d thought since she would do all the hard work in birthing his child, she should have the permission to name the baby. And here it had all turned out as he’d wanted.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom had stood by Atwater through thick and thin. He was a true and good friend, through and through. Atwater called from the hall for him to come and see the infant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, he favours you in every way. What a handsome little man he is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “And his name is to be Thomas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom stopped cooing to the baby and looked at Atwater. “Thomas?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord Thomas Weston. Has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I hold him, Robert?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” Mary had just reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    She strode over to the men. “This must be the newest arrival to our whist club.” She laughed. “May I hold him?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom carefully handed the swaddled bundle to Mary. “Oh Your Grace! La! If he doesn’t look just like you!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s to be named Thomas, Lady Mary.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thomas?” She looked at her husband who was grinning ear to ear. “Your Grace, you are too kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Actually, it was Phoebe’s idea. I mean, I’d thought about asking her, but I’d thought she’d want to pick out our baby’s name, so I said nothing. She just told me that she wanted Thomas for our first child’s name.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well then, toastmaster. Do you have a toast in mind?” Mary laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do, but I’d like to wait until Phoebe can partake. She’s tired. It was a very long night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La, I know. Mrs Crabtree and Abby stayed with her while I went back to Pinebrook for a few hours. The poor thing needs rest. Let me go and see her quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe had already drifted off to sleep, 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mrs Crabtree, why don’t you get some rest? I can sit with Her Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will be getting breakfast for His Grace and Lord Thomas. Do you wish anything, My Lady?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just some tea, Mrs Crabtree, thank you. I’ll let the men eat in the family sitting room. They have much to catch up on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary looked at Phoebe sleeping soundly and wondered at all of the events of the last two years that had brought them all here. She decided to wait on sharing the secret she’d been harbouring for two months. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby was in the kitchen overseeing the preparation of a breakfast tray for Lady Mary. She had a feeling that Her Grace would probably not eat until later in the day. And then she would eat sparingly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good, Sally. Mrs Crabtree has taught you well. I think you are housekeeper material, for sure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl curtsied. “Thank you, Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby smiled. “Take this up to Lady Mary. Leave the infusion near the fire to stay warm. Mrs Crabtree said Her Grace must have a sip of this decoction each time she awakens. She won’t like it, but it will help her body to heal quickly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The girl stepped out of the kitchen and headed for the back steps nearly crashing into Terence as she did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mind, Sally. No need for that all to go on the floor.” Terence smiled at the girl and went into the servants’ hall next to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abby sat at the table with a cup of coffee and her knitting. There were dark shadows under her eyes, and she looked rather tired. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Startled, the young woman looked up. “Oh. Mr Sheridan.” She smiled and went back to her knitting. “It was a long night, but I take it Her Grace is as strong as a country peasant girl.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “And how are you, Abby? Do you feel well?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do, although I am exhausted. I can only imagine how Her Grace must feel. She must want to sleep for a fortnight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence smiled. “Tomorrow is Sunday, Abby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mr Sheridan. Then Monday starts the new week. I daresay the Duke and Duchess will be celebrating the birth of their child with some parties. Then it will be back to London for the season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, but as for tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow? Yes? Is there something I can help you with, Mr Sheridan?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, or rather, I mean I was, I was … There is the country harvest festival. I wondered, well I ...” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Has the cat got your tongue, Mr Sheridan?” Abby teased.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He was just about to say it when Phoebe’s bell rang. Abby set her knitting on the chair. “I must go to Her Grace.” And she was gone, her footsteps echoing on the stairs as she climbed them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terence turned into the butlery and went to his room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three weeks later, the Atwaters made the trip back to London. The season was about to begin with a ball at Hudson House in honour of the birth of the little heir to the Dukedom of Atwater. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary, la, the country agrees so well with you. You look lovely, my dear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe sat in her old sitting room on Wimpole Street. It now belonged to Mary. Mrs Crabtree had the baby at Regent Street, telling Phoebe that she needed to get out and socialize and get fresh air. She looked positively ravishing. “You and Tom are coming for whist tomorrow, are you not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course. We wouldn’t miss it. You know how my husband is about cards. Almost as fanatic as you, I must say.” The two friends laughed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Motherhood certainly agrees with you, dear Phoebe. You look more beautiful than I’ve ever seen you look. And I’ve seen you under many different lights on many different occasions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why thank you, Mary. It’s having the baby that did it. La! I feel sixteen again. As young and pretty as I was when I went away to boarding school in Paris.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I certainly hope something similar happens to me when my little one comes.” She gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did you say, Mary?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh nothing. Just that I hope motherhood would take to me so kindly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is not what you said. Come now, Mary. This is Phoebe. Surely you realize I know you better than anyone. What did you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary blushed and looked down quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mary! Are you going to have a baby?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mary met Phoebe’s probing eyes. “Yes, Your Grace. I am. My little one had decided to accompany me to the London social season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! How grand. Now our little ones will grow up together. Oh, how wonderful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I … I didn’t want to come in between you and your happiness, Phoebe. I was going to wait a few months before telling you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “La! That is nonsense, Phoebe. Hearing your wonderful news only adds to my happiness. When does your bundle arrive?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sometime in early April, I believe. Now, I have a question for you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have maternity frocks; of course you may borrow them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I, I’m having some made. What I want to ask you is … well, I know your labour was long, but was it terrible? I mean, did you pray for death?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe giggled. “No. I didn’t pray for death. Mary, for shame! The labour was long, but the pain was never excruciating. And for that I have Mrs Crabtree to thank. My hips are narrow. She’d given me herbs to facilitate the birthing. And you’ve seen how quickly I’ve recovered.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know. And look I was just wondering if I might talk with Mrs Crabtree. I won’t take her away from her work, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be fine. I’m not worried about that. I shall ring for her now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs Crabtree came to the door of the kitchen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace? Little Thomas is sound asleep. Hello, Lady Mary. Are the two of you ready for dinner?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We are, but I want to ask you something first.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you have a consult with Lady Mary? She needs potions and infusions much as I did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very well, Your Grace.” Mrs Crabtree turned to head back out of the sitting room and return to the nursery. She’d moved her bedroom upstairs until such time as a proper nanny became employed. Suddenly she stopped in her tracks. She looked back over her shoulders at these two women she loved as if they were her own daughters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did you say potions and infusions such as I made for you, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That is exactly what I said, Mrs Crabtree.” Phoebe smiled and placed her arm around her friend. “Lady Mary is to have a baby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late. The Radcliffes had stayed to supper, and they’d all enjoyed a few rounds of whist before calling an end to the evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater had played toastmaster and had made toasts to everyone, staff included. It had been a joyous celebration, and everyone had left the festive event with full stomachs and smiling faces. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater and Phoebe walked, arm and arm, upstairs to their chambers. First they stopped in the nursery to see their child. They stood, silently, watching the little one as he slept. They sent out their silent thanks to God and their silent blessings to their child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In just a little over a month, a new year would be upon them. A year which promised more contentment and happiness. They marvelled at the fleet footed quality of time and wanted to preserve the feeling of this moment.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will come to you tonight, my darling, if you are up to it. I wish only to hold you in my arms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can think of no other way I’d prefer to sleep this night but wrapped up against you in sweet slumber, love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They gazed deep into each other’s eyes then. Eyes filled with promises of more tender and intimate moments such as this one. They both leaned down and kissed their baby, then quietly left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Atwater walked Phoebe to her chambers. They entered and walked to the door of the corridor that separated Atwater’s room from hers. Soon, Abby would come to help her mistress prepare for bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall come back in thirty minutes, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebe stood on her toes and kissed her husband sweetly. “No, my love, do not go.” She kissed him again with a sweet hunger that lit a fire within him. He picked her up and carried her to the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, my love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    Can't get enough of Phoebe and Robert? Then make sure to check out the Extended Epilogue to find out…  
 
      
 
    What future awaits Charlotte Evans, after all she has done? 
 
    Will Lady Phoebe ever be able to forgive her, or even forget about had happened? 
 
    Will our beloved couple get to have the family they've always dreamt of? 
 
      
 
    Click the link or enter it into your browser 
 
    http://bridgetbarton.com/phoebe 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    (After reading the Extended Epilogue, turn the page to read the first chapters from “The Secret Admirer of an Extraordinary Lady”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!) 
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Introduction 
 
      
 
    Lydia Gibbs is much more interested in drawing beautiful dresses than settling for something less than a fairytale love. But when she unexpectedly starts receiving anonymous letters from a secret admirer, she begins to dream of a love she never knew she could have. The situation becomes further complicated when she starts to see a different side of her childhood friend, someone she used to despise as a young girl. Will she dare to fall for someone she has never even met, or will she realise that someone else entirely is worth her attention? 
 
      
 
    Anthony Boyle has always found pleasure in teasing his best friend’s little sister. When one day he takes it too far and she walks off leaving him standing with everyone looking at him, he starts plotting his revenge. But the lesson he’s planning to teach her is one he will be taught himself when he starts realising that he has fallen in love with her. How will he be able to resolve the situation he created without losing the only woman he has ever loved? 
 
      
 
    Anthony and Lydia will find themselves in amusing situations where one will always be a step ahead of the other. Who will be the one to claim Lydia’s heart when all the cards are on the table? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve no proper understanding of the game, Lydia.” The new girl stood opposite her with her small arms crossed across her chest in a pretty pout. The girl had arrived only yesterday in the county and her family’s decision to let the squire’s acreage had caused a stir in the countryside surrounding everything nine-year-old Lydia held dear.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I do too have an understanding,” she shot back at the newcomer. “The game of graces isn’t that hard, after all. ‘Tis only dull.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked longingly across the yard to a sunny space of grass where her brother Gregory was engaged in a rigorous game of lawn bowls with a few of the neighbourhood lads. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were older than her and looked to be having a good deal more fun frolicking to their hearts’ content while she and this pale little girl stood in their best muslin and attempted to toss a beribboned ring lightly between two pairs of sticks.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sighing, she tried to attend to her lot, catching the ring on one of the sticks and righting it before sending it back to the girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marilyn, is it?” she asked, trying not to sound bored. “How have you found the county thus far?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is well,” the other girl replied demurely, bowing her head with all the delicate grace Lydia’s own mother was constantly trying to instil. “We’ve a lake at the back of the squire’s place, and some very fine walks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I would hardly call it a lake,” Lydia ventured, tossing her long brown hair over one shoulder. It hung nearly to her waist and swung warm and heavy against her back. “Papa has a lake where he fishes and boats on occasion beyond our orchard. I’ll show you some time if you like and you needn’t be shackled to that little pond at the squire’s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She hadn’t meant to sound imperious but saw from the other girl’s expression that her words were ill received. The girl, shorter and slimmer with big blue eyes and feather-like blonde hair, seemed to shrink under some unspoken reproof. Lydia, who had been raised to be kind in all matters, felt a sharp stab of conscience and rushed to amend her statement.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But ‘tis a nice place all around, and I’m sure you have some very pleasant fish.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ring soared past Marilyn and landed softly on the grass beyond. The little girl looked at it solemnly, then back at Lydia. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wish my papa had a lake like yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” Lydia said, feeling the heat of a blush creep into her face. “It’s not so fine, and there’s no need now that you live nearby. You can come to mine any time you like.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn’s smile warmed at once. “That would be lovely.” She picked the ring up and spun it twice around one of her play sticks. “What is the winning in a game like this, I wonder?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I suppose you win if you keep it from touching the ground.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But who wins, exactly?” the new playmate pressed on with the first hint of a mischievous smile. “Both of us, and that’s so dreadfully politic.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia wasn’t sure what ‘dreadfully politic’ meant, but she felt the first real twinge of kinship with the girl standing across from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you like to play something else? We could join the boys’ game.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or we could all together play a round of seek and find.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled broadly and called across the yard at her brother, “Gregory! We’ve a new game to play!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boys looked up from their lawn bowls in surprise, then, shrugging, jogged together towards the girls. Gregory reached them first, closely followed by the long-legged Anthony, his best friend. Plump, sweet Will from the parish nearby brought up the rear, panting for air and sweating something fierce.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What have we done to be graced with the princess’s attention?” Anthony said, speaking first as he always did in the trio. He was nearing twelve years of age and had a fine shock of dark hair and flashing brown eyes. “You sure you can tear yourself away from your fascinating sport? It’s hard work, keeping a little ribbon in the air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia flushed with frustration as she always did in her brother’s best friend’s presence. She found him an annoyance at best and spent much of her time avoiding him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “See if you can do any better,” she said, holding out the sticks to him with an air of restrained dignity. “It’s not as easy as it looks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory laughed and took the ring instead, spinning it once on his finger and then sending it spinning away across the lawn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Gregory!” Lydia exclaimed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, little sis, you know Mama wouldn’t stand for a pair of boys playing the game of graces. I’m just trying to stick to propriety.” He switched his voice into a perfect imitation of their mother’s prim and proper tones. “’Lydia,’” he shrilled, “’you mustn’t shout or encourage improper play.’” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled despite herself. “Well, we’ve an idea for proper play. How about a round of seek and find?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who will hide first?” Will asked, still panting heavily. “Could I stand and count?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll hide,” Lydia said with a bright smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You?” Anthony leaned forward, peering at her as though she were a specimen in his butterfly collection. “No, you haven’t the skill for such a task. Besides, all that brown hair will get tangled in the brambles and if we don’t find you, you’ll have to spend all night outside with the wild animals.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia took a step forward, a familiar annoyance surging into anger, but Gregory stuck his arm out and laughed the drama off as he always did. “Come now, I’ll hide. Give me a count of thirty and then if you find me, you have to hide with me until the others do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia rolled her eyes. “All right, but don’t pick a tiny place in the garden like you did last time. I still feel like I have spiders in my hair –” catching Anthony’s mocking gaze she snapped her lips shut and kept the rest of the story to herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone came into a circle, grabbing hands and closing their eyes while Gregory took off away from the group. The estate had numerous places to hide – the lake was there, and the trees, and he could even beeline for the stables if he had a mind to. Lydia held Marilyn’s thin, cool hand in one of her own, and felt Anthony seize the other with his usual playful force. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They began to count, and at each number Anthony squeezed a fraction tighter. Lydia bit her lip to keep from giving Anthony the satisfaction of her crying out in alarm, but as soon as the count ended, she jerked her hand back and bestowed him with a withering glare. He pretended not to notice, taking off in the direction of the orchard.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn headed towards the stables, and Lydia split off towards the lake, all three leaving poor Will in the dust. It was hard to run in her skirts, and Lydia hiked them up nearly to her knees, hopeful that her mother and her guests wouldn’t be paying attention. The wind felt good in her hair, and her legs pumped away in pursuit of Gregory. When she came out of the open lawn and into the first copse of trees she slowed, peeking around the broad trunks to be sure her brother wasn’t hidden there. He was nowhere to be found.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia checked under bushes and inside hollows, eventually deciding to swing by the orchard on the way to the lake. As she passed beneath the mature apple and peach trees, hidden by their greening boughs, she felt something hard fall on her head and looked up in surprise. There, silent in the tree limbs above, sat Gregory and Anthony.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” Gregory hissed. “You dropped that on purpose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony shrugged innocently, and then motioned for Lydia to climb up beside them. She struggled to reach the first tree limb, but Gregory and Anthony each took one of her hands and hauled her up. She put her back against the trunk and braced her legs.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised you found us,” Anthony whispered at last, when they’d determined Will and Marilyn were both out of earshot.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She had help,” Gregory sniffed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did not,” Lydia snapped. “I would have looked up eventually.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look –” Gregory pointed toward the great house, “– Mama and Papa are walking down with the guests. You’d best stay quiet Lydia, for Mama would have a fit if she saw you in a tree.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia knew he was right, and she didn’t doubt for a minute that he’d chosen that hiding place because he thought she wouldn’t risk climbing up with him. She peered up at her brother in silent disdain, catching sight of Anthony as she did so. He winked at her solemnly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “’Tis no matter. Stay quiet and they won’t see us,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony nodded seriously. “Oh, I’ll stay quiet, but I won’t count on you to hold your tongue. Women are always prattling on so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia frowned and tried to ignore the older boy. He was a daily frustration – the only son of a nobleman and the eventual heir to Rosebury Park. When he wasn’t playing an exclusive game with Gregory, he was baiting her into trouble. She never learnt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just then, as the slender and well-tailored figures of the adults cut very near their tree-top perch, Anthony leaned down very low and whispered into Lydia’s ear, “Best close your eyes, lassie. That green might blend in with the trees, but you’ve got that brown spot in the left one and they’d be sure to spot their own deformed princess from a mile away.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stinging with the insult, Lydia rose up in anger, tottering on the tree limb, and grabbed hard for Anthony’s lapels. He tried to shake her off, but her hold was good, and when she tumbled backwards to the ground he followed, landing heavily beside her. They weren’t far off the ground, but the blow still knocked the wind out of Lydia’s lungs and by the time she’d gasped for air again, Anthony had risen to his knees with flashing eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brat!” he cried out, heedless of the shocked adults nearby. “Where do you get off attacking me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thousand insults rushed through Lydia’s mind, but she stuck to the tried and true method of communicating she’d learnt from Gregory at a young age and merely lunged toward Anthony, catching him across the shoulders and taking him by surprise again. He hurled her off, and she rolled back for a moment, bent on attacking again when she felt strong arms hauling her up by the waist and setting her aside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Father, his face grim, and Mama loomed beside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lydia, how could you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia’s mother was a pretty, pale little thing, but she held a firm line of discipline when it came to matters of grace and propriety. Lydia knew with a sinking feeling that retribution would be swift.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He started it,” she began lamely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There is never an excuse for such reckless and inappropriate behaviour. You are a lady, and if you insist on behaving like an animal our guests will be forced to think you are one. Climbing a tree? Fighting with children? What has got into you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia hung her head in shame, feeling the eyes of the other parents like needles on her conscience.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony’s father stepped forward too, laying his hand on his son’s shoulder. “And don’t you think you’re getting off easy, son. You are the son of a gentleman, and a gentleman you must be at all times. You must behave kindly towards ladies –” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She is not a lady,” Anthony said darkly, staring up furiously at his opponent. “Look at her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked down and saw the tear in her muslin, the grass stain on the white fabric, the bright scratch across her forearm, and the rumpled ribbon at her waist. He was right. She bit her lip, the fury still simmering below the surface. Here was a miserable boy if she ever knew one, and for the rest of her life she would detest him with every fibre of her being. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunlight poured in over the vase of wildflowers set upon the sill in Lydia’s room, highlighting the pale lilacs and the drooping boughs of honeysuckle that spilled like water from their crystal container. Lydia, now a blooming young woman of nineteen, stood and turned the vase ever so slightly before sitting once again before her easel.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was afternoon light, the very best kind for this sort of composition, but she knew it would only last another half an hour before she was forced to work from her imagination only. She snapped open her paint box with ready fingers, dipped some ultramarine pigment from one of the small bowls, and mixed it with a pale ochre and a few drops of clear water. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia wondered, sometimes, which she preferred most out of the painting process. Was it the magnificence of seeing a figure come to life on paper, or was it simply the everyday motions of mixing yellow and blue and finding an earthy green emerge on the pallet? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door to the solar opened and in walked her mama, Lady Holden, arrayed in dark purple silk with a wimple settled atop her greying curls. Lydia rose at once, setting the paintbrush aside with a curtsey. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mama, what a pleasure. How was your walk?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite lovely, as always Lydia.” Lady Holden came to her side and peered at the initial lines of the painting with a critical eye. “I like that you are choosing such decorous subject matter, Lydia. It is both appropriate and enchanting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know what our dear Reverend Fordyce says,” Lydia smiled coyly. “It is up to the fine young ladies of our time to repair the rent fabric of society by pursuing once again our most graceful and appealing list of accomplishments.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I know you mean mischief when you begin to quote Fordyce’s Sermons,” Lady Holden said curtly, sinking into a chair and watching her daughter apply her attention once again to the canvas. “Although you really should read it more often than you do. I saw just yesterday a passage marked regarding the frugality and simplicity with which a girl should approach her own wardrobe. We may have wealth and title, Lydia, but it’s a mark of grace for a woman even in such a state to avoid gratuitous distinguishing finery.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia thought of the parcel of paintings hidden under her side table and felt a familiar pang of guilt. She was secretly proud of the figures and styles drawn in that secret stash, but she knew the great Reverend Fordyce would never have approved.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, Mama,” she said demurely. “But surely you don’t hold the Sermons as applicable in every situation, for surely tonight at the ball you would not have me go without so much as a ribbon to my credit? For is it not Fordyce himself who says a lady should never be an intellectual threat to her husband? If he will not leave us wit as an ally, surely finery is the only weapon left to our disposal?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia hid a smile as she watched her mother wrestle with this new idea. It was a delight to tease Lady Holden about the social morays of the day, which seemed to Lydia to crumble at the slightest intellectual examination. But outside the safety of the sunlit solar Lydia was always more reticent to push back against society.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You speak quite frankly now, Lydia, but you must grow more serious about your prospects at some point. Accomplishments and shy smiles are not enough to win an eligible gentleman if you are too afraid to put yourself forward as a suitable alternative to the other ladies of the county. You have a good title, and your face is not poor to look upon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “With attractions such as those, how could anyone not desire my hand?” Lydia asked wryly, dipping her brush back into the ultramarine and drawing a slender slash of colour along the underside of a painted leaf. “I’m sorry for teasing, Mama. You know I understand my place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m glad of the ball tonight. You keep to yourself far too much for a girl your age, and I think it surprising you haven’t had more suitors.” Lady Holden fanned herself quickly. “Are you having tea drawn up, dear?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, Mama. The maid will be here soon to tend to my wardrobe, and I thought there would not be time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quite right, quite right. Well, I will leave you to your flowers for the time being.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia watched her mother go with mixed feelings. She loved the woman as a daughter ought, but as each year passed, she found it harder to connect with her mother’s frantic concern about the marriageable status of her only daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Such anxiety had not been bestowed upon Gregory, who walked through life with his head high and his honourable title to comfort him. But while Gregory seemed to bring Lord and Lady Holden nothing but pride, Lydia always felt her parents were looking at the clock when in her presence, desperate to see her situation provided for and her future secure.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked to the door and, seeing that the maid had not yet arrived, went to her dressing table and pulled out the brown canvas parcel of paintings. She untied the string and looked at each drawing with quiet delight. There was: a jewel-green gown with high-waisted perfection and an angular shawl cut down the side; a riding habit with sharp lines and a towering colour; and there at the bottom a simple muslin day dress with a borrowed inspiration from Paris. She went on, touching each new design with loving fingers as though they were her children, carefully created and cared for, each as treasured as the last.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would Fordyce have to say about this vanity?” she said out loud. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He would say they are quite fine, Miss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia turned with a start, catching sight of the maid curtseying and then closing the door firmly behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bess. You startled me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia fumbled to put the paintings back in order and tied the string around the canvas as hurriedly as possible. She slipped the parcel beneath the table and looked up guiltily at the little blonde maid, who she’d known since childhood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, My Lady.” Bess curtseyed again, then smiled gently. “You know I’ve seen them before, and I think they’re truly lovely. You should show them to your mother, or to the tailor in town. Your gown for Lady Marilyn’s ball is a picture but think how much finer it would be if you’d asked for that neckline that’s so popular across the Channel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia blushed and stood. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bess, you know I don’t think them good enough to share with anybody but myself. They are child’s play – mere doll things I’ve not yet grown out of. I wish I had talents like the lovely Miss Parson from a county over or even Marilyn. Singing and playing the pianoforte are so much more conducive to social functions. I could hardly parade my figures and designs at my mother’s card table for county approval.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don’t know that,” Bess said, adding quickly, “My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She laid the armful of silk she carried down on the bed, stretching it out until Lydia could see all the fine points of her gown on display. It was a pale pink, with filmy gold overlay and tiny embroidery roses dancing along the hem and across the sweeping neckline. Lydia brushed the soft fabric with a loving hand.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may be right about my designs, but I’m not sure you’re right about the tailor. This is a lovely thing to behold.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come, miss. We must freshen you up and try to get all that long hair into some sort of arrangement.” Bess hustled her mistress behind the screen and helped her undress down to the thin under shift she always wore, handing Lydia a cloth with which to clean, and carrying her day dress out for pressing.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia bathed with the cloth and switched to a fresh muslin shift, stays, and a petticoat, submitting to Bess’s assistance to shake into the undergarments before lifting her slim arms and letting the pink gown slide over her head. It just brushed the floor, and in a moment, she had her stockings and shoes in place as well. Bess laced the back, buttoned the three top pearls, and brushed everything down with a final fuss of attention. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, My Lady.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked down at the generous neckline and the elegant sweep of satin and blushed. “Yes, it will do, Bess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now for your hair.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia perched on a stool while Bess brushed out her thick brown hair, which still hung long down her back and had developed a loose curl as the years passed. Bess twisted the bulk of her hair into a high bun, leaving tendrils around the face and at the nape of the neck, and then began gently winding a pale gold ribbon through the dark waves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll be at the squire’s home tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, although it belongs officially to Marilyn’s father now. The manor will be beautifully outfitted for the ball – Mrs. Winston always sees to such things,” Lydia raised an arm to pull part of the ribbon flat against her head. “I think Mr. Winston plans to announce something very special tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “About Miss Winston?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, Marilyn and Mr. Elwood have been in agreement for some time, and I think tonight will signal their official engagement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bess smiled indulgently and took some small star pins from the side drawer to put the finishing touches on Lydia’s elegant hairstyle. “It’s a fortunate match. Mr. Elwood is very respectable, I hear.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And Miss Winston seems to love him,” Lydia said wistfully.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked at herself in the mirror in sober contemplation. Her gown was fine, her figure slender. Her arms, when in gloves, would be a picture too. And her hair was all that it should be with the stars shining inside it. She leaned forward and winced at her green eyes, stricken as they’d always been with the single dark spot amid the glowing iris.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It is what it is,” she said with a shy shrug. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bess pretended shock. “My Lady, you needn’t be modest,” she said. “You’ll catch every eye in the ballroom if you walk in arrayed like this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “’Tis not I who should be catching every eye tonight,” Lydia said with a smile, brushing off the usual discomfort she felt in the face of open praise. “You know Marilyn – Miss Winston, I mean – is fully deserving of the adoring attention of the masses. I helped her pick out her gown last week, and she’ll be glowing in white taffeta with a headdress of peacock feathers and diamonds.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bess nodded and, gathering her hair supplies and the discarded day dress, took her leave of her pretty little mistress with a curtsey and a smile. Lydia watched her go with a warm heart. Tonight would be a lovely night, with all the people she cared about close at hand and her best friend’s imminent happiness the star of the show. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn had managed what Lydia had always dreamed of – an admirable and respectable match without sacrificing matters of the heart. Mr. Elwood proved himself a fine looking and well-mannered man, and though he was a bit dull for Lydia’s taste, he seemed to capture Marilyn’s sweet heart easily enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia sighed and shook her shimmering evening shawl about her shoulders. Let the festivities begin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Check.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony Foyle put forth his carved wooden bishop with flair, knocking back one of the pale oaken pawns and placing his own dark piece in full view of the vulnerable king of his opponent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s happening more often than not, fellow,” Gregory said with a frown, leaning back and surveying the board in his usual manner. “But you’re too impetuous. You set out on such conquests because you see an easy route to the king, but you don’t tend to what’s happening back at home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “If I wanted a sermon, Gregory, I would have gone down to the parson. You’re stalling.” Anthony stood and strode down the length of the veranda, looking out over Rosebury with a keen eye. It was a beautiful estate, well-manicured and possessing of some of the finest fishing lakes and walks in the region. He caught sight of a farmer in the distance driving a flock of sheep out to pasture and turned lazily to view his opponent. “Have you made a decision?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I have,” Gregory said, shooting his knight over enemy lines and landing squarely in range of both Anthony’s queen and bishop. “That’s called a fork, my good fellow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean about that, of course,” Anthony said, annoyed despite himself at his friend’s cunning on the chessboard. It was usually Anthony’s game, and he rarely lost – never to Gregory. “I meant about your father’s estate and the investment. Have you and Lord Holden decided whether or not to let the outer corners of your home to the village, or are you intent to keep it as one solid property?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve not a mind for business like you have, but I can say I’ve heard my father drone on about the trouble with change long enough to imagine he would sacrifice almost anything to avoid selling the estate piecemeal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or renting,” Anthony laughed, came back to the table, and motioned to the footman to request a scotch. “It’s amusing that you think I have a mind for business. It casts a poor light on you, I’m afraid, if in contrast to your lordship I seem intelligent and quick with numbers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, Anthony. If you set aside that rakish nature and put your mind to the matters of estate and preservation, I’m sure you’d be as responsible as the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony reached forward and fingered the bishop almost tenderly. Gregory, the tall, rough, sprawling heir to Parkfield and Lord Holden’s title, knew him better than almost anybody else, and still there was much he didn’t know about the heir to Rosebury. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony cared more than he was willing to admit about loyalty to the estate tenants and preservation of the family title, but he was a young man with good prospects and an excellent income. He was expected to enjoy life a little. To hunt and fish and squander thousands in London. Anthony smiled inwardly at the sombre tone his thoughts had taken. What a poor man you are, he mused to himself, forced to enjoy life to its fullest. How the urchins of Cowley Street must envy you! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He set the bishop back on the board, moving it to a different square. Gregory looked at him in surprise.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This may be the first time in the future Lord Carlisle’s life that given the choice between the church and the skirts he’s opted for the former.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not all queens are worth dying for,” Anthony shot back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s your funeral,” Gregory took the queen with his knight, sitting back in triumph. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, but I fear you are misinformed.” In the space that Gregory’s knight left behind on the field, Anthony moved his castle into prominence, blocking all exits for the opposing team and supporting one solitary pawn for the final death move. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory countered, but it was not enough. Anthony tucked the pawn into place with a swirl of his lace-encased wrist and then looked up with a wink. “Checkmate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s a marvel that I keep falling for this rubbish,” Gregory said, throwing aside his kerchief in disgust. “I ask you to play hazard or to ride the length of the field on horseback, both sure-fire wins for me, and yet I find myself again and again submitting to humiliation in the field of your forte.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony laughed and clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Then you have my word of honour as a gentleman. Next time it shall be a horse race on open land.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory stood and stretched his legs, quickly regaining his good humour. “Your word of honour as a gentleman? A funny thing, that. If I’m not mistaken, you were once scolded very terribly for ungentlemanly behaviour towards my sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You make it all sound very untoward,” Anthony said grimly, annoyed as he always seemed to be at the mention of little Lydia Gibbs. “It was a cat fight and I was simply trying to stay alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She pulled you out of a tree,” Gregory said with a barely contained smile. “I’d call that skill.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Or raw luck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t lucky for her. Mama had her consigned to her room for days afterwards, tending to her sewing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony turned away, placing both hands on the railing. “It was easier than my punishment. When you’re thoroughly beaten by your best friend’s younger sister you live with the disagreeable experience for all eternity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you going to the ball tonight?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course I am. I hear it is to be Miss Winston’s shining moment.” Anthony turned and cast Gregory a glance. “I always thought you were destined for the fair Miss Winston. I’m amazed you allowed the dashing Mr. Elwood to upstage you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory rolled his eyes and motioned to the footman to bring his coat and hat. “The fair Miss Winston, as you call her, is a sweet enough girl, but a bit too fragile for me. I shall find someone at the heart of London society, swirling amid the drama without being afflicted by self-consciousness or false modesty. I can abide neither.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “In that, we agree.” Anthony had had his share of pleasant companions, but while fair looks and figures abounded, he found genuine conversation and heart vulnerability was far less common. He had never courted a girl the equal of his wit and ingenuity, and he felt until such a one was met, he would attend to no one with any serious understandings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why is it that young ladies always feel the need to act as though they have no accomplishments, when we have all seen them cultivating the skills since they were girls. Take your sister, for example. She was always away drawing and painting, but when you try to look at her latest work, she pretends ignorance of the entire craft and blushes as though she’d never before held a brush.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Modesty is assumed to be a good quality,” Gregory said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, so is symmetry, but then the greatest artists believe you must break the rules of perfection to achieve true beauty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory looked at his friend in surprise. “Come, now there’s a serious thought for you. What has got into you, Anthony, speaking of art and beauty as though you really cared for such things? You’ve only ever asked a pretty girl with a graceful figure to accompany you around the ballroom, and I don’t expect such things to change any time soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Anthony said, trying to laugh off his discomfort. “I don’t expect to change my standards any time soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My Lord,” the footman appeared at the door with a dignified bow. “We have brought round the gentleman’s horse, and I’ve a message from Lady Carlisle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gregory nodded and, taking his hat, made for the door. “I’ll see you tonight, old chap.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he had gone, Anthony nodded encouragement to the footman. “Go on. What does Mother need?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She says to remind you that we are leaving in the carriage in just a few hours, and you will be required at tea before that. She asks that you consider dressing now, before the gong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthony restrained the urge to roll his eyes at the severity of the schedule to which they adhered in the great house. He cared deeply for his mother, who was thoughtful and kind, despite her sometimes overbearing manner. But she ruled Rosebury with an iron fist. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Stuart,” He said with a bow. “Send my boy up at once and I will put Lady Carlisle to rest as to the strenuous matter of my wardrobe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just so, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The footman retreated as quietly as he had come and Anthony took one more look out across the estate before heading upstairs. It was a peaceful and beautiful property, and he felt the weight of responsibility as he looked at it. Whatever the young and the wealthy might deserve, he felt his father and mother and Rosebury Park deserved more. Quietly, he vowed to spend more time poring over the books and acquainting himself with them. Then he walked into the house to prepare for the ball. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Gibbs,” Mrs. Winston greeted her with a warm smile. “It’s so lovely to see you here. Marilyn has been all about the house in search of you, and now that you’ve arrived her heart will be quite at rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You do me an honour,” Lydia replied with a gracious curtsey. “Although I think we may have Mr. Elwood to thank for the peaceful state of your daughter’s heart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mrs. Winston smiled warmly back and waved Lydia through into the great hall and the drawing room beyond. The manor, usually a plain and simple affair, had been decorated with more splendour than Lydia had ever seen the Winstons expend. The inner walls were hung with garlands and bouquets, and the outer garden beyond could be seen resplendent in the light of nearly one hundred paper lanterns. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Strains of sweet violin music moved about the place, and all around Lydia heard the rush and murmur of guests preparing for the dance. She passed through the greeting hall and into the ballroom, a small affair compared to that with which she’d grown up, but hardly diminished under the hand of beribboned decorators and sparkling under a magnificent chandelier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Across the room she caught sight of Marilyn, robed in white with a brilliant smile, hanging on Mr. Elwood’s arm. The two caught eyes across the room and Marilyn came across with her beau by her side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lydia, you look beautiful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you as well.” Lydia cast a coy glance at the handsome Mr. Elwood. “You’d best keep a close watch on this lovely girl. She’ll have the hearts of all the men in the room before the first reel has drawn to a close.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will there be reels? How very northern of you,” Mr. Elwood said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But it’s the Winstons,” Lydia countered with a smile. “If there’s enjoyment to be had, they will of course be indulging, and there is no such thing as an enjoyable ball without a resounding reel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know us too well, friend,” said Marilyn. Then, leaning close, she whispered, “Come steal me away after the first few dances. I so long for a chat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia nodded her solemn agreement and the two parted ways to return to the giddy party, which was already drawing up lines for the dance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Gibbs,” came a voice at her elbow. It was Will, still round and good-natured as he’d been when a child, with a lopsided smile on his face. “Will you open the first reel with me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will!” She exclaimed with delight, clasping his hand. “I would be delighted to open with you, and I’ve been longing for a reel since the close of last season. Let’s step to it and make the whole room jealous with our skill and enthusiasm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The whole room will be jealous,” interjected Will’s friend, who stood nearby, “if William is to walk forward with the lovely Miss Gibbs on his arm.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will, I don’t believe I know your friend,” Lydia said with a smile. “Do introduce us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Of course, I’ve been remiss. This is the Honourable Sir Fredrick Bartlew, visiting from London for a few weeks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Bartlew bowed low over Lydia’s offered hand and smiled charmingly up at her from under a fine shock of red hair and a daring pair of blue eyes. “My pleasure. May I venture to request the lady’s hand for the dance after the reel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It will be a quadrille, doubtless,” Lydia said with a blush, “but if you are up to the task I am as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think you will find me more than capable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Lydia and Will took their places on the floor, Will rolled his eyes subtly in the direction of his friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He seems quite taken with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think all young men are given a handbook of proper phrases to make a lady blush,” Lydia said with a laugh and a toss of her head.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They began the joyful movements of the dance, coming together with a few light steps and then apart again, looping around their neighbours and meeting in the centre of the room for a light spin and skip before re-joining the progressive line. Lydia felt the heat come to her face from exertion, and by the time they’d finished the round she came off the dancefloor in a fair glow of energy and happiness. Mr. Bartlew seemed to notice, for he took her hand with added warmth and surveyed her flushed complexion with appreciation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “My dear Miss Gibbs, you have greatly improved from the exercise, and a moment ago I would not have thought such a thing possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia raised a hand to her flushed cheek and lowered her eyes. “You are too kind. I confess I am happy to know it is a slow quadrille on the horizon. I can catch my breath.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Bartlew took her hand in his, pressing it into the crook of his elbow and leading her back to the floor just as the first strains of the quadrille began in careful fashion. They joined with three other couples and began the friendly progression of steps with ease. Mr. Bartlew was an easy dancer, and after a time Lydia found herself falling into comfortable conversation with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How have you found the county thus far? Are we quite as exciting as London?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not as exciting,” her companion countered playfully, spinning Lydia once in the proper circle and then passing her off to the neighbour. They made the rounds separated, and when they were back together again, he pulled her close and said in a slightly lower tone, “but every bit as enchanting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ah.” Lydia searched for another question and settled upon a safer topic. “I suppose you don’t have as much opportunity for society in the country.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have opportunity enough,” her companion answered suavely. “But I understand your meaning and yes, London does have a certain sparkle that’s difficult to replicate at a country dance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They took hands again and began to promenade in a circle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have only been to London a few times,” Lydia admitted. “Often the best dances of the season start there, but we rarely travel down. Father does go on occasion to Tattersall’s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes, nothing rivals Tattersall’s for manly endeavours and horseflesh.” Mr. Bartlew peered down at Lydia. “I understand you grew up at Parkfield. It must have been a charmed childhood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was indeed,” Lydia responded, her heart sinking. It was a common enough tale for a wealthy girl such as herself. Her suiter had hardly gone two rounds of the quadrille and was already asking about her father’s estate. She couldn’t keep the edge out of her voice. “Would you like to hear the length and breadth of the estate? I should warn you that I have an older brother.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mr. Bartlew frowned deeply. “You wound me, Miss Gibbs, with such assumptions. I was merely making conversation. And here you are accusing me of ungentlemanly intentions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia wanted to say what she was thinking, that society’s sworn gentlemen were often the worst of the lot when it came to arranged marriages and mercenary wooing, but she chose the quieter escape instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No one could accuse you of being ungentlemanly, Mr. Bartlew.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And a truer lady I have never seen,” Mr. Bartlew fawned, spinning her around and carrying her through the final steps of the dance. They ended on a great crescendo from the cello and violin in the corner of the room and Lydia sank into a grateful curtsey. Mr. Bartlew led her from the floor. “Perhaps I may engage you for another dance?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia looked up and caught Marilyn’s eye across the ballroom. Her friend nodded toward the cool evening outside and the message was clear enough. “Certainly,” Lydia answered Mr. Bartlew. “But not at the moment. I must go engage the lady of the evening for the next few moments. Perhaps after?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will be waiting,” Mr. Bartlew bowed deeply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia fairly skipped across the room in her friend’s direction, drawn, as she always was, to her more girlish ways in Marilyn’s presence. Marilyn took her arm and the two walked dreamily out onto the balcony and then down into the sparkling garden. They strolled alongside one another, as they had since they were young girls sharing secrets in the orchard.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you quite happy, Marilyn?” Lydia asked wistfully. “You must be waiting with excitement for your father’s official announcement.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel peaceful, actually. It will make no difference, in truth, whether our understanding is official. It matters to Mama and Papa, certainly, but my heart is steady in Mr. Elwood regardless.” Marilyn paused under the arbour and caught up her friend’s small hands. “Isn’t it a wonderful thing, Lydia? We always hoped such a love would find us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lydia answered with mock sobriety. “Remember when Gregory once hinted that you ought to marry Linus Carson because of his wealth and position? What a close call that was.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We were only ten years old,” Marilyn said, rolling her eyes and giggling. “I hardly think Linus Carson was in danger of my affections.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “But perhaps you were in danger of his,” Lydia teased. “You lived in fear for months that he would come knocking at your door and take you away from your mother and father.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We made a pact, then, you and I –” Marilyn’s words sobered in the sparkling evening air, “– to marry for love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia felt a pang of misgiving, even jealousy. “My dear Marilyn, you have not had to sacrifice our pact, nor your better judgment. Mr. Elwood is a good match, even as he has won your heart. I fear I may not be as fortunate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, Lydia. There’s no need to be downcast. I’ve seen you just this evening dancing with an eligible and handsome gentleman that would surely be worthy of your attentions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He would be worthy of my father’s estate, perhaps, but I am unconvinced that he is deserving of my love and devotion.” Lydia sighed and sat on a marble bench beneath a rose trellis. “Marilyn, I would throw caution to the wind and vow to stay in my father’s house forever if it weren’t for my parents. They so ache to see me wed. I feel I have not the confidence to refuse them. In truth, our silly pact worked well enough for you. But I fear it will not hold true for me. There is a time to leave the childish things behind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sad to hear you speak so,” Marilyn said softly, sinking down beside her friend on the bench. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia forced a smile and a cheery word. “Oh hush. Here I am bringing a dismal hue to your lovely day. This is not a night to talk about old pacts and forgotten loves. This is a night to celebrate the one good man you managed to find in all the world.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marilyn smiled back. “And I shall keep my eyes peeled that you might find just such a man.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia was touched by her friend’s kind words, but her heart ran a different tune even as she smiled and giggled with Marilyn about wedding plans and new estates. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lydia had always been the practical one, above such things as winsome longing and pure jealousy but she could not help wondering, as they sat in the garden with strains of violin whispering into their secret thoughts, whether such an evening under such circumstances would ever come for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Want to read the rest of the story? Check out the book on Amazon! 
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