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Chapter 1


Gloucestershire, early spring 1806


An early morning to prepare for the approaching lambing season followed by a substantial breakfast should have invigorated Charles Denham for the day. But on his way through the rambling manor house to his father’s study, now under Charles’ jurisdiction, his concentration faltered.


The older Mr. Denham’s decease last summer had been a calamitous blow for the entire family. With shocked disbelief, they witnessed a robust and healthy man dwindling to a shade in a matter of weeks.


Charles’ mother was understandably distraught at the loss of her beloved spouse. She and her younger children relied on Charles, at the age of twenty-five, for solace and direction in their hour of need. In addition to maintaining his family’s emotional well-being, as the heir, Charles was plunged into directing the business of the family estate as his father would have wished. All these serious obligations combined to disguise how deeply Charles was affected by the death of his father. The harder he toiled at his new duties, the more his sorrow turned inwards.


Avery Mallory, his closest friend, his lover, and his constant companion since their university days, had described Charles’ reaction as a kind of brain storm. With his hand on the doorknob, Charles paused. These days his thoughts were constantly turning to his paramour. Avery, or rather Charles’ guilty conscience about him, was the root cause of his current dereliction of duty.


Once through the study door, several immediate concerns awaited Charles. He had to notate some essential provisions for the farm and household and then calculate the expense in timber and manpower to replace the rotted fencing in the lower field. Yet the mental image of Avery’s smiling face interposed between Charles and the estate books.


Charles sat at the desk in the study and opened the accounts ledger, at least pretending to peruse the contents. Without Avery’s enduring love, he thought for the hundredth time, heaven knows what sort of state I would be in.


He was all too conscious that the events of last year, particularly his ill-fated trip to Bath, could have been permanently detrimental. For what now seemed like unfathomable reasons, Charles had broken off with Avery earlier in the autumn. He had been determined to find himself a wife while staying at the spa resort in November. At the time, Charles couldn’t perceive a flaw in his logic, despite never having looked twice at a woman and his continuing tendre for Avery.


I must have been quite deranged, he thought, shaking his head at this disastrous course. Avery, in his wisdom, had later pointed out that Charles’ misguided impulse was an attempt to divert the worst effects of bereavement. “A call to action, however misguided, can seem an easier alternative than facing one’s deeper feelings,” Avery had said with a rueful smile.


Thankfully, Charles’ flawed premise had gone awry before anything definitive occurred. This was entirely due to Avery’s coincidental but timely arrival in Bath to celebrate his Great Aunt Clarissa’s seventieth birthday in the style she demanded.


At the pivotal point where Charles was on the verge of being hustled into a betrothal with a particularly rapacious female, Avery had intervened. His unfailing compassion had broken through Charles’ pig-headed design, rupturing the dam that contained his pent-up grief. After the storm of tears and a further release in passion, Charles began to heal.


As a result, rather than a bride, Charles brought Avery home to Gloucestershire before Christmas, reconfirming him at the centre of Charles’ life.


But once Avery had returned home to Worcestershire, Charles was ill at ease. Not from any doubt about Avery’s staunchness, but because he couldn’t condone his shabby treatment of the nicest man he knew.





Chapter 2


Charles’ nagging preoccupation had not abated by the time lambing was almost over. His mother saw fit to take matters into her own hands.


“Since Avery’s last letter informed us that he is staying in London, why don’t you join him?” she said one evening as they sat by the fireside.


“But there’s so much to do at home!”


“Nothing that can’t wait until your return. You’d make shorter work of any outstanding matters if you were refreshed. A tired mind can spin out a task beyond its allotted span.”


Charles gathered he had failed to disguise his prevailing fretfulness.


Mrs. Denham warmed to her theme. “You’ve managed admirably, but you need not shoulder the responsibility alone when there is help at hand. Albie might be your younger brother, but at twenty-one he’s no longer a boy. Since he came down from university, he’s been kicking his heels, spending his days lurking around the stables, and roistering abroad with his friends at night. There’s nothing wrong with youthful high spirits, but Albie could cope with a little more responsibility. I’m sure he’d jump at the chance to oversee the estate in your absence. Under your instructions, of course.”


“Can I be spared?” Charles asked doubtfully.


“I can’t see any reason to prevent you from going. The lambing is all but concluded, and we can manage the odd late arrival. Invaluable though you are, we don’t require your constant supervision. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that I’ve been a landowner’s wife since before you were born. I am perfectly capable of maintaining the standards you have set.”


Mrs. Denham’s smile removed any censure from her comment.


“You’ve been so industrious,” she continued. “You’re due a rest, and you haven’t seen Avery since before Christmas. I’m sure you’ll have plenty to catch up on. Might I suggest that as a reward to Albie for doing his share of the work, he could join you and Avery in London for a week or so.”


Charles smiled and agreed with his mother’s design as the line of least resistance. To be fair, he couldn’t devise a constructive argument against her clear-minded appraisal. Even as he wrote to Avery and made arrangements for his departure, he felt gritty resolve rather than joyous anticipation.


A snatch of conversation between him and Avery kept turning in his mind. He recalled the sensation of the chill night air of Bath together with the warm glow of newfound serenity as he and Avery traversed the walk between the Upper Assembly Rooms and the Circus where Avery and his relatives were staying for the birthday celebrations. Pertinently, Aunt Clarissa was the subject of their discussion as they walked.


Before Charles saw the error of his ways, Aunt Clarissa had attempted to enlighten him with a story from her distant past, how her youthful folly had almost driven away the man to whom she was betrothed.


Avery expanded on the tale from his great aunt’s perspective. “She told me that once reconciled with Uncle Henry, it wasn’t all plain sailing. They both had to adjust and have some very honest and humbling discussions before they started to regain their former closeness.”


While dwelling specifically on these words, it didn’t occur to Charles that he was employing the same blinkered focus that had almost led him into an imprudent marriage. He quite forgot to balance this with the many protestations of Avery’s devotion.


Instead, he became dismayed that he and Avery were yet to have such a difficult conversation. Charles was increasingly convinced there was a gulf between them to be breached, and that the foundations of their relationship were in sore need of repair.


There had been no opportunity for such a heart-to-heart during Avery’s pre-Christmas visit. He had slotted into life at the manor house with accustomed ease. No one could have guessed at the newly-mended fracture between him and Charles. On the surface, their close friendship appeared unaltered.


Since then, the contents of Avery’s frequent letters, often shared with Charles’ family, contained nothing unusual or disconcerting. A man with a more accepting nature than Charles might view this as auguring a smooth continuation of their connection.


Despite the long days spent in the fields or balancing the books at his desk, the irksome reminder of a necessity left undone disturbed Charles’ peace of mind.
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