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			Chapter 1


			London, 1815


			Margaret stifled a sigh. She tried to focus on buttering her toast, but her uncle’s lips smacked while he chewed—audible even though she sat two chairs away at the large dining table. He picked the cold ham from his teeth with his letter opener as he read his correspondence; it was the only flaw which Lady Frances Colborne, Margaret’s aunt, had never successfully corrected in her husband. Margaret could have pointed out a few more, but to Lady Frances, arrogance, pride, and disdainful treatment of one’s niece were completely acceptable behaviors in a husband.


			Margaret stared at the other eight empty dining room chairs and wished her mother was alive, or that Sir Reginald and Lady Frances had produced children, or that they had invited company to stay, which they never did. Then she would not sit here in silence morning after morning, day after day.


			She placed her toast back on the plate and focused on the carved Colborne crest in the oak chair across from her and the marble fireplace behind it. She imagined the crackle of burning wood and warmth flowing toward her. There was rarely a fire at breakfast, even though London was never warm enough in February. Unfortunately, Sir Reginald never felt the cold and never asked Margaret’s opinion. Someday, when she was mistress of her own home, she would have warm, glowing fires whenever she wished.


			Sir Reginald slit open another letter, totally engrossed in his correspondence—and his chewing.


			Her silence would not offend; her uncle preferred her to speak only when spoken to. Since Lady Frances always took her breakfast in bed, Margaret was able to remain quiet most mornings, if not at peace. She dreaded her uncle’s questions about the conduct of proper young ladies, or worse, his oft given lecture that she was “the burden resulting first from your mother’s marriage to a mere sailor, which most likely caused your mother’s early and unforgivable death.”


			Margaret practiced concealing her anger during this reminder by digging her nails into her palms. Though she agreed that her mother’s death was too soon, she wondered why Sir Reginald had such disdain for her father even after he had earned the rank of captain and retired quite wealthy. Now that Mother was gone, Sir Reginald took out his resentment on Margaret, who was “the undeserved blessing of your parents’ union.” It would be Margaret, as Lady Frances often bemoaned, and not Sir Reginald, who would receive his sister’s inheritance.


			Sir Reginald stopped smacking, and his hands stilled. Margaret froze. Sensing something was amiss, she glanced at him from the corner of her eye. His brow was creased, and his faded blue eyes stared at her over a tattered letter, stained at the corner. Her eyes darted back to her plate, and her fork tine scraped the Wedgwood blue when she stabbed a bite of boiled potato.


			He began smacking again.


			He opened the letter, read the first page, and folded it back up. Placing it face down, he motioned for George, the footman. “Ask Lady Frances to join us.”


			Margaret’s eyes widened at the unusual request. Having Sir Reginald and Lady Frances in the same room often resulted in their combined effort to reform Margaret of some perceived ill. She eyed the door. The Colborne townhouse was large, even by London standards, and afforded more than one hiding place. “Sir Reginald, may I be excused?” Her normal course of action when she sensed distress was retreat.


			“No, you may not.” His words were quiet, yet disdainful.


			Margaret swallowed down her anger with her hot tea. She hated having her activities and actions controlled. She peeked at him, again. He was reading a different letter. She dropped her gaze to the polished mahogany table around his plate, looking for some part of the ragged letter which had caused the disruption of the morning’s rituals, but it was tucked under the rest.


			Fifteen minutes passed as slowly as the last century. Margaret pushed her ham about her plate. Her stomach twisted in knots. She dabbed at the corners of her mouth and folded her napkin, both efforts to quell her nerves.


			When Lady Frances deigned to enter, Margaret noticed a tendril of her aunt’s upswept hair had come loose. She had hurried—uncharacteristically so. Margaret straightened her posture and cleared her expression of any emotion, exactly as she had been taught, trying not to give her aunt a reason to reprimand her.


			Lady Frances took a seat across from Margaret and dismissed George. After he closed the door, she said, “Reginald, I demand an explanation for why you summoned me—and at this time of day.” She pierced her husband with her gray-eyed gaze, though her tone remained “ladylike.”


			He handed Lady Frances the letter, the address side facing her. She paused, and their eyes met. Lady Frances unfolded the letter and skimmed it. “This letter is for you, Margaret. From your father.” She extended it to Margaret. “Pity your hair is still auburn. It is too… common. I had hoped it would lighten in time. Lady Quintrell’s did. Do not let your hands tremble. An accomplished young lady is always calm.”


			Margaret could not help quivering. Her heartbeat quickened; her smile grew. She ignored the quip about her hair, knowing that it was the exact color her father’s had been at her age. She loved the color. But what excited her was the letter. It had been a month since her last letter from Father. Correspondence between London and Lisbon, where her father had returned after Napoleon’s defeat, took from two weeks to a month. He was restoring his shipping business, but she hoped, soon, it would be safe for her to join him.


			“You will notice he has not addressed the letter properly.” Lady Frances tsked. “You are not Miss Margaret Pearl Beaton but Miss Margaret Colborne. When we took you in, we insisted on this change; still, he flaunts it. As your aunt and uncle, your guardians, we expect you to pay more attention to what propriety dictates.”


			“It is my legal last name.” Margaret bit her lower lip.


			“Beaton, as we have explained, is not a name of distinction. Colborne is.” Uncle Reginald’s eyebrows furrowed into one continuous tuft of hair.


			“Yes, Sir Reginald.” Margaret had never called her uncle or aunt by anything less formal or more familial than their titles. Living with them after her mother’s death had been an unpleasant necessity; they were the only family she had left during the war years when her father was at sea supplying goods to the British fleet.


			“Well, open it, girl,” her aunt instructed. “And read it aloud.”


			Margaret looked up. Having her letters read before they were given to her was not uncommon. Being required to read one aloud was. Why this time? Evidently, her aunt and uncle wished to discuss something with her. Still, she waited, unsure if reading her father’s letter in front of them was wise. She did not want to hear their unkind words about her father, which happened whenever he became the topic of conversation. She also feared she would be censured if her excitement bubbled out of her. Obediently, Margaret read aloud. She tried to hide her joy beneath the monotonous tone her aunt insisted she use, but her voice trembled and rose in pitch.


			My Dear Pearl,


			Know of my deep and abiding love for you. I hope you are well.


			I have learned from your uncle of your upcoming wedding to Sir Edgar Fortescue, Baronet, nephew of your aunt—


			Margaret tried to focus, but her thoughts and emotions were jumbled; she was first surprised and then quickly incensed. Sir Edgar had only recently paid her any attention, yet her father had received word a month ago from Sir Reginald about her engagement. How had her uncle known what Sir Edgar intended?


			“Your father knows I am the daughter of an earl,” Lady Frances interrupted. “Yet he continually fails to respect my position or that of my husband by addressing us properly.” Lady Frances puffed out an exasperated breath. For the hundredth time, Margaret wondered why Lady Frances took her father’s “failings” personally. Or Margaret’s, for that matter.


			“If my sister had not married poorly, we would not be in this situation.” Sir Reginald frowned at Margaret and shook his head, a dangerous pursuit since he was picking his teeth again.


			Margaret squeezed her eyes shut for a moment to fight down the anger. Their maligning her mother was nothing new, but the sting had only increased over the three years since her death.


			“Continue.” Lady Frances glanced at Margaret and poured herself some tea.


			Margaret swallowed and took a breath.


			I rejoice in your having found a man of good character, and believe that if you are marrying for love, as your dear mother and I did—God rest her soul—


			Margaret paused to swallow so her voice would not crack.


			that you truly will be as happy as you are good and beautiful. In short, I give my consent.


			Her breakfast roiled in her stomach. They had planned a marriage of convenience without consulting her? She would not believe her father was involved; he was not conniving like her aunt and uncle. But marry Sir Edgar? His image came suddenly to her mind: congenial, fashionable but over-dressed, foppish, long-winded. No, she had no romantic feelings for him. Sir Edgar was pleasant, but she wanted to marry for love.


			“There. It is as we hoped.” Sir Reginald placed his napkin on the table and pushed his chair away. “Your dowry will no longer be a question. The money from your father combined with what we have graciously agreed to bestow upon you will make a fine wedding present to Sir Edgar. Frances, write to your nephew at once. Invite him to dinner, and I will reassure him of Margaret’s wealth. No doubt, with this assurance of your inheritance, Sir Edgar can overlook your father’s low birth. Now, Sir Edgar will move with more haste.”


			“Low birth?” Margaret asked, trying not to crinkle the letter even though her hands clenched. She would have to act quickly; if only she weren’t alone and unaided. Again.


			“Ah, the chit has little mental capacity,” Sir Reginald rose from the table. “My dear, you explain to her again how her circumstances—inferior connections but a large inheritance—are tied to her need to marry a suitable gentleman. A June wedding, I think. Now, I must change before I leave for Parliament.” Sir Reginald bowed over his wife’s hand and sauntered out of the room.


			Margaret’s mouth dropped open. Less than four months and she would be married. Why such haste? How could she prevent it?


			Lady Frances took a long draw of her tea. “Really, have you learned nothing?” her aunt began. Normally Margaret would have steeled herself for one of her aunt’s lectures and stinging set-downs, but her desire to finish the letter was stronger. Placing the unread portion face up, Margaret folded her hands in her lap, bowing her head slightly, as if in apologetic submission. But she kept her eyes darting. She skimmed the next few paragraphs and gasped.


			Lady Frances scowled. “Whatever is the matter? Have I not taught you—”


			“He may arrive within the week?” Margaret smiled, then laughed. “With a present for me.”


			“Your father is coming?” Lady Frances pulled the letter from Margaret’s hand.


			“No, his business partner. Mr.—”


			The door opened, and Henshem, the butler, announced, “A Mr. Joshua Wynn is here to see Miss Colborne.”


			“Here?” Lady Frances frowned.


			“Yes, ma’am. He is in the library.” Henshem gulped. “He insisted.”


			“Call Sir Reginald at once.” Lady Frances dropped the letter on the table and stood.


			Margaret’s heart rose to her throat. Her cheek flushed. She would have more news of her father. She quickly gathered the letter and stood to follow, but Lady Frances said, “You may go to the music room to practice either the harp or the pianoforte.”


			“May I not see him? He has come from my father. I wish to ask how—”


			“You will not contradict me. I do not know what has made you so forgetful of your proper place this morning. Clearly, you are too excitable to receive visitors without embarrassing us all. Go to the music room.” And with that, Lady Frances swept out of the room.


			Margaret fought to control her tears. Only her trembling chin betrayed her. Once in the hall, she tucked the letter into her bodice for safekeeping.


			She slowly made her way toward the staircase opposite the library. Fortunately, the library door was ajar since her uncle had not yet joined Mr. Wynn and her aunt. She could hear her aunt’s haughty voice, the one reserved for servants or visitors who were beneath her in rank.


			Quietly, Margaret approached the library; she halted and peered inside. There stood the tannest man she had ever beheld. Beneath his wavy blond hair, one eyebrow was lifted along with a corner of his mouth. He possessed a commanding air, standing straighter than she had ever seen a man do. Her father had written to her about his new partner, the recently retired naval captain who had captured enough enemy ships and their prize money to leave the service a wealthy man. Yet, her father had failed to mention Mr. Wynn’s strong jaw, commanding presence, or lively expression. Her pulse quickened as she stepped toward him. With such a tanned but youthful face, he looked younger than the twenty-eight indicated in her father’s last letter.


			His faded clothes showed a familiarity with the sun and sea that no Londoner would have known. The salt stains on his shoulders meant he had come straight from his ship or the docks. Margaret wondered why he had come without changing into the attire of a London gentleman. Was he in a hurry? Was there bad news from her father?


			He glanced over her aunt’s shoulder, and their eyes met.


			Margaret averted hers and blushed.


			“Here is the young lady now, I believe.” With a few quick steps, ignoring the gasp of her aunt, Mr. Wynn came into the hall and bowed. “Do I have the honor of addressing Miss Margaret Pearl Beaton?”


			To avoid the embarrassment of looking into his eyes, Margaret stared at Mr. Wynn’s chest. This did not, however, make speaking any easier for her, because she noticed the fit of his sunbaked blue jacket over his broad shoulders, down to the trim leanness of his waistcoat. It was a sharp contrast to Sir Edgar’s pudgy waist, often festooned in silk brocades.


			Her aunt interrupted. “Sir, you have not been introduced to my niece. It is improper for you to address her.”


			Mr. Wynn looked at Margaret with a kind smile but spoke over his shoulder. “Lady Frances, I have not come to court her but to deliver a message and gift from her father.”


			Normally, Margaret would have blushed at such directness, but she was too in awe of a man who would speak to her aunt without much deference.


			Her aunt’s mouth dropped open, and she blinked several times.


			Margaret seized the opportunity. “Sir, thank you. Yes, I am the daughter of Mr. David Beaton and would gladly hear your message. Please, go back into the library and sit down.”


			Lady Frances raised her chin. “Margaret, we are leaving.”


			“I wish to hear the news about my father.” Margaret turned to the footman. “George, could you join Mr. Wynn and myself in the library?”


			George’s eyes grew wide as they flicked to Lady Frances. She gave the slightest nod and walked away. To the casual observer, Lady Frances’s manner belied little. Margaret, however, knew the determined click of her aunt’s heels meant trouble. Mr. Wynn might be thrown out at any moment. Margaret sighed. Later, she would hear a lengthy lecture about her lack of propriety.


			“Please excuse my haste,” she said, sitting in the nearest chair and leaning in, “but how is my father? Is he well? Tell me everything you remember from when you last saw him.”


			Mr. Wynn’s smile softened. He pulled up a leather-padded chair near her. She caught the scent of sea salt and tar—the way her father always smelled when he returned home from the sea.


			“You have his auburn hair and chin, but I assume your green eyes are your mother’s?” Mr. Wynn smiled.


			She blushed and nodded under his gaze. He cleared his voice.


			“Your father stood before me not an hour before I left port. He raked his hand through his graying hair, as you know he does, and said in his booming voice, ‘Joshua, my good man. You find my daughter, Pearl, and tell her to her face that she is the most beloved daughter in all the wurld!’”


			Tears gathered in Margaret’s eyes, and she laughed. Mr. Wynn’s portrayal of her father’s gestures and Scottish accent was endearing. How she loved her father. How she missed him. The familiar loneliness welled up in her, and the guilt for believing that her father, who had chosen duty to king and country before her, loved her—just not enough to send for her.


			He went on. “‘Tell her I am sending her a gift for her wedding and hope she will wear them with pride.’” Mr. Wynn removed a rectangular rosewood box from a leather satchel and handed it to Margaret.


			She ran her fingers over the carved top, thinking of how her father’s hand had recently touched the box. Overwhelmed with love for her father, she wished she could embrace him. She traced the delicately chiseled rose and bee, for Beaton. “Our family crest,” he had often joked. Her fingers smoothed the inlaid cherry wood border before opening the gold clasp.


			The lid popped open, and she looked inside. She gasped. Her mother’s necklace, a single strand of pinkish white pearls, gleamed against the black satin. “I remember that Mother left them in Father’s care. I never knew why.”


			“Sir!” Uncle Reginald’s voice cut through the room. He stood in the doorway, his chest puffing out his fluffed cravat since he was dressed to meet with the ministers of government, his roundness blocking most of the light. Henshem behind him. “I must ask you to leave. Margaret, go upstairs at once.” He motioned to George, who quickly moved to open the front door.


			Mr. Wynn raised an eyebrow, but stood and bowed. His smile did not wane; he politely waited for Margaret to step into the hall first.


			When Margaret passed, she quietly clicked the box closed and held it low, but her uncle reached out. Her heart dropped and her fists clenched. Sighing, she lowered her head and placed the precious box in his open hand. In the entrance hall, she turned. Catching Mr. Wynn’s gaze, she said, “Thank you.” She attempted a smile.


			Mr. Wynn peered at her with concern.


			Dropping her shoulders, she climbed the first few stairs, then paused when she heard Mr. Wynn object. “That gift is for Miss Beaton, from her father.”


			“You will address me as Sir Reginald.” Her uncle said in a clipped tone. “And she is not capable of caring for such a valuable gift. I will protect it. The rest is none of your concern. Now leave at once before I have you thrown out.”


			“That remark, Sir Reginald, is nonsensical. Her father describes her as a level-headed young lady of eighteen.” There was no reply, so Mr. Wynn continued. “Here is the letter Mr. Beaton charged me to deliver to you.” Mr. Wynn pulled a letter from his coat pocket and held it out.


			Sir Reginald waved two fingers, and Henshem retrieved the proffered letter.


			Margaret blushed at the demeaning gesture. Mr. Wynn walked toward the front door with an unhurried manner. George opened it. Before Mr. Wynn left, he looked up at her and winked. He stepped out the doorway and was gone.


			Her blush deepened. No man had ever winked at her. She hurried up the stairs. The sooner she reached the music room, the sooner she could re-read her letter in private.


			Closing the door behind her, she pulled open the letter and sank into the sofa. Tears gathered in her eyes, but she smiled. A warmth filled her heart. She re-read her father’s closing line: all my love. No one else on earth ever told her that. Notwithstanding the distance between them or the years of absence, her father loved her. She had worried of late that her father’s letters provided fewer details than usual; they were shorter. Even his script was irregular. Had conditions in Lisbon worsened? Was he distracted by business? Had he forgotten how much she needed him?


			She re-read the portion concerning Sir Edgar. Regardless of what her uncle had told her about the worthiness of Sir Edgar, her father only wanted her to be happy and to marry for love. Sir Reginald treated her more like a mare for sale at Tattersalls.


			She let out a frustrated sigh. How could her uncle keep the pearls? Yes, they had been a gift from Grandfather Colborne to her mother before her elopement. But now they belonged to Margaret. Touching the pearls which her mother had worn had brought a tender reverence for the necklace. How dare Sir Reginald think she would be careless with them.


			Margaret remembered playing with a doll near her mother’s dressing table. Her mother was preparing for a ball, and her maid placed the pearl necklace around Mother’s neck. Margaret was entranced by their lustrous pink glow. Her mother, seeing her fascination, pulled Margaret onto her lap, removed the necklace, and placed it around Margaret’s neck. Margaret felt so grown up as she smiled at her mother in the table mirror.


			A single tear fell on the letter. Margaret could almost feel her mother’s hands on her shoulders. Putting the letter down on the table, she crossed to the piano and retrieved her pocket Portuguese phrase book from its hiding place beneath a Mozart concerto. She opened to the pressed jacaranda blossom, now dried a purple-black color. Another tear fell.


			Father had given this to her ten years ago when they’d left Lisbon—to remember their time there as a family.


			“You must be brave, Pearl. And patient. Wait for me. I will not fail you.” Her father embraced her. The buttons on his navy overcoat scratched her ear as she pressed herself into his arms.


			She had waited, patiently. Why had her father not come in person? The loneliness hit her like a wave, engulfed her, threatened to drown her. She stood and breathed deeply. She had not seen him in three years. If he had thought she was going to marry, why had he not come himself? He had promised to visit this summer, but if her aunt and uncle had their way, she would be married by then. How she longed to embrace her father and ask for his counsel. How wonderful it would be to accompany him in society—instead of her aunt and uncle. She replaced the phrase book under the music.


			Lisbon may have been too dangerous a year ago, but now it must be different. Under British control, the civil unrest borne from seven years of the Peninsular War must be subsiding. Besides, her father could protect her. His shipping business was doing well. Margaret knew some details from skimming her uncle’s cast-off copies of the Gazette, searching for her father’s name and for news of his ships arriving at the London docks.


			In spite of the advantages of London society, which her aunt and uncle could provide, she wanted more than anything to live with her father. She loved him and shared his adventurous spirit; she longed to walk the streets of Lisbon with him.


			Going out with Lady Frances meant visiting one stuffy London drawing room after another.


			Now that she understood her aunt and uncle’s intention was to marry her off to Sir Edgar by June, her stomach turned. She rubbed her temple.


			Her mother had passed, and her father was far away. She could only rely on herself now. She had no one else to trust.


			She rose and opened the window to look at the small park below, leaning forward her face caught the cool air. A bird flew down from the roof and onto one of the trees. If only she could fly off and leave this house behind her.


			That wish brought a distinct hope to her heart, and her smile returned. For the past few years, the grief of her mother’s loss, the seven years of war, and the separation from her father had numbed her. Her life was one of enduring, waiting for someone or something to return her life to normal. Nothing in her uncle’s house or in London mattered to her. She could leave. She should leave.


			Fully awake to the plans of her aunt and uncle, she realized she had almost been lulled into a marriage of convenience. If they were so eager to be rid of her, she would leave, just not the way they anticipated. She would no longer blindly obey and wait for a better day. Before she married, before she made any other decision, she would go to her father.


			Mr. Wynn would return to Lisbon in a few weeks. All she had to do was convince him to take her with him. She smiled and, sitting at the pianoforte, sorted through the music until she found her father’s favorite Scottish air.
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			Chapter 2


			“I am going for a walk. If either Sir Reginald or Lady Frances asks, Betty and I are taking a turn in the air,” Margaret said to George. She tied her bonnet to give her shaking hands something to do.


			“But miss… ” George said, looking from Margaret to Betty and back. His brow was slightly creased, his mouth open.


			“The door, please,” Margaret said with a smile.


			“Should I ask—” George twisted his gloved hands in front of him.


			“Never mind, I shall open it myself.”


			The color drained out of George’s face. He stepped quickly and opened the door.


			Outside, Margaret released a shaky sigh. “There, Betty. I told you. Confidence—even pretended—wins the day.” She pulled her shawl tighter. The moist morning air seeped into her clothes. The early hour and the overcast gray sky darkened the path. Margaret had planned their departure early enough to avoid Sir Reginald, but still at an acceptable hour. Yet no other ladies were about—only servants returning from errands and a few carriages clattering on the cobblestones. Squaring her shoulders, she reduced their pace. “There is nothing unusual about the two of us going on a walk.”


			“Oh, miss. I still don’ like this. It’s too risky. We could still take a turn roun’ the square and return inside.”


			“That is exactly how we will begin. We will walk until we leave Hanover Square and find a coach on Regent Street. I estimate it will take about an hour to reach my father’s shipping office near the docks.”


			“Consider, miss. It’s an undesirable par’ of town. Who knows the type of men we might meet?”


			“Betty, we will be fine.” Margaret lifted her chin and smiled, but inwardly, she had many of the same doubts. Her actions were irregular, if not reckless. The part of town by the docks was known for unsavory elements. She shook her head to free herself from those thoughts. The inconvenience of traveling there, the risk to her reputation, her aunt and uncle’s reprimand—it would be worth it to secure passage to see her father. She increased her pace.


			Securing a coach had been harder than Margaret had anticipated. She tried to wave down a few and even stepped into the street, but all she got was mud splattered on her day dress. Still, after enlisting the help of a shopkeeper on Beak Street, she had to convince the driver to take them to Beaton and Wynn’s Shipping Company on Adams Street. Yes, it was true that ladies did not visit the docks. Yes, her father’s business was there. Yes, someone would meet her there. “I will pay you half now, if we can begin,” she said, pulling open the strings of her reticule.


			“O’course, miss. Pay me after. I just don’t want a fine lady like yourself to be in trouble.”


			She thought she heard him mutter as he closed the door, “Or get me in trouble.”


			Margaret sank back against the seat but gave Betty a wide smile. “All will be well now.”


			Almost an hour later, the coach slowed.


			“Do you wan’ I should wait?” the driver asked, his face scrunched while looking up and down the street as he helped Margaret out of the coach.


			“No, thank you.” Margaret’s voice cracked. She paid the driver and turned, nearly stepping on a slumped sailor sitting half on the sidewalk and half in the dirty street. He was evidently asleep or drunk—or both. Then looking over the sailor’s head, she blushed. There she saw a half-dressed woman talking with a man.


			“Miss Beaton!” A deep voice called from a window above her.


			Looking up, Margaret could see Mr. Wynn’s tanned face and blond hair. She took a breath. She was not used to handsome young men calling her name. Then his forehead crinkled into tight lines, his mouth turned down into a heavy frown. “Do not move!” He disappeared.


			Margaret turned to the driver, “We will be fine. Come, Betty.” They walked up to the front door of the office. It opened before Margaret had a chance to knock.


			“Come inside at once!” Mr. Wynn said.


			Margaret stepped inside and curtseyed. Betty followed but kept her head down.


			“Miss Beaton, I am shocked at your appearance here unaccompanied!”


			“Mr. Wynn, I must protest!” Margaret tilted her head toward Betty.


			“And you should apologize to your maid for endangering her as well.”


			“I?” Margaret said.


			“Please, both of you, join me in my office.” Mr. Wynn cut her off. He trode up the stairs.


			Margaret bit her lip and lifted her chin. “Come, Betty.” Ascending the staircase, Margaret looked back at the room below; she noticed two other men staring slack-jawed at her and Betty. The dark-haired man, clearly a gentleman, quickly recovered and nodded politely to her. His bearing was military. Perhaps he was one of the ship captains. She gave a polite nod.


			The other, with bright red hair, a sailor by the looks of his clothing, bowed to Margaret but smiled widely at Betty and said, “Hello.” His accent, and his flirtatiousness, revealed he was an Irish American.


			Betty blushed and stepped behind Margaret. They followed Mr. Wynn up the stairs.


			Mr. Wynn closed the door to the small office. His angry expression had deepened. Margaret had not expected this reaction, but then again, she had not considered Mr. Wynn’s feelings to begin with. Now, under the weight of his censure, she doubted the wisdom of asking for his help. Yet, he was her father’s partner. He could be convinced. The memory of her father strengthened her. Besides, her experience with Sir Reginald and Lady Frances’s daily disdain had uniquely prepared her for this encounter. She looked up at Mr. Wynn and smiled slightly.


			“Miss Beaton, I ask again, why have you come to this part of town?”


			“I thought it obvious,” Margaret answered, staring straight into Mr. Wynn’s blue eyes. “I came to see you.”


			Still frowning, he raised an eyebrow.


			She raised one back.


			The surprise on his face changed; he almost smiled, but instead simply retrieved two plain wooden chairs from the wall near the coat rack. One for Betty by the window and one for her opposite his own at the small table currently covered by a large nautical map and a stack of books. Behind him was a mahogany writing desk with one of its thin filing drawers partially open. Correspondence neatly tied with a ribbon. The room was clean and in complete order Just like a sailor. Just like my father.


			She followed him with her eyes. When he sat behind his desk, the serious look had returned to Mr. Wynn’s face, but he was no longer angry.


			Margaret sat straight and held her hands in her lap. Before he could speak, she blurted, “I insist you take me to visit my father. The next sailing would be quite convenient.”


			“Miss Beaton—”


			“It is of the utmost urgency.”


			“I cannot arrange it that quickly, and it is not convenient for your father’s business. We would need to provide you with proper accommodations, meals—you would need to be… chaperoned.” He rose and started to pace. “Not to mention the other risks. How do I face your father if you become ill, if we encounter inclement weather, or even—” He stopped and turned to her. “No, without your father’s written consent, it is impossible.”


			She stood, holding her trembling hands. “Mr. Wynn, I sailed from London to Lisbon as a young girl. I did not suffer from illness. Actually, I quite enjoyed it. I am aware of the risks.”


			“You were with your parents.”


			“Yes, and now my mother is dead, and my father has been separated from me by war and duty, and I am about to be… I must see him.”


			Mr. Wynn stopped at the window. Looking out, he clasped his hands behind him.


			Margaret could not see his face, could not read his expression. After a moment, she said in a quieter tone, “I have waited, patiently, for the world to return to what was normal and safe, to what it was before the war—waited for my father to come to me, waited for my life to begin again.” Her voice cracked, but she swallowed back the tears and said even louder. “I will not wait anymore. I will not be pushed into a marriage of convenience without my father’s guidance and intervention.”


			Mr. Wynn turned to gaze on her, clearly surprised by the revelation.


			“If you will not take me to see him, I will book passage on another ship.” She paused, but Mr. Wynn did not move.


			Letting out an exasperated sigh, Margaret said, “Come, Betty. Someone along these streets will be willing to take my money for a passage to Lisbon.”


			Betty gasped and rose. Her face was very pale.


			Margaret stepped toward the door, but Mr. Wynn said, “Please, wait.”


			His deep blue eyes sought hers. His brows pinched, and she saw concern, even pain. His boyish face looking at her so intently touched something inside her. She wanted to console him, to brush the hair off his forehead or caress his cheek. Her heartbeat increased. She wished she could ask for his story. She realized she was staring and dropped her eyes.


			He blinked and motioned for her to sit. Leaning against his desk, he said, “I know something of loss. I will take you to your father, but with the following conditions.” He twisted a locket ring on his left hand, then peered at her. “First, you must not come down here again. This is folly.”


			When she opened her mouth to speak, he raised his hand. She stopped.


			“Second, I must gain the approval of your uncle and aunt.” Again, before she could protest, he shook his head. “I know how to persuade them.”


			“Then you must pass on the secret.” She pinched her lips together.


			The smallest smile came back to Mr. Wynn’s face. “You are incredibly like your father. So much so that we will never play cards.”


			Margaret laughed and stood up. “Oh, we will become friends, Mr. Wynn, you shall see. Any other conditions?”


			His face flushed. He looked down at his hands and cleared his throat. “Yes. You must be chaperoned while on board. Betty?”


			Betty jumped to her feet. “Sir?” Her mouth was open and her eyes wide.


			“Will you accompany Miss Beaton to Lisbon?”


			“Sir?” She blinked, then turned to Margaret.


			Margaret took her hand. “Betty, only if you wish to. I would never force—”


			“O’ course, miss; yes sir! I never dreamed—that is I would—I’m up in the boughs! Oh miss, pardon my cant, I’m that happy, though, no joke. Oh, sir, I’m not this talk’tive. I’m sure on board I’ll be less—”


			“Thank you, Betty. I know you will serve and protect Miss Beaton very well.” Mr. Wynn gave Betty a real smile. Margaret tilted her head. She was grateful for his kindness to Betty but wondered what it would take to receive a smile like that.


			“Miss Beaton,” Mr. Wynn said, rising, his smile gone. “I will call you a carriage. Then, I will contact you at your uncle’s home when I have more information.”


			“I depend on it, Mr. Wynn. Do you think, perhaps, that my visit here today could go unmentioned to my aunt and uncle? I do not ask you to lie, but if the subject is not broached… ”


			“Will they not ask where you have been all morning?”


			“Most likely no, but Betty and I did go for a walk before the coach ride.”


			Mr. Wynn’s brows pulled down. “I will not mention it.” He bowed and left.


			After he closed the door, Margaret heard his exasperated sigh, but her smile could not be held back.


			Betty clasped her hands. “I can’t believe my luck, miss!”


			Margaret took Betty’s hands. “It will be a great adventure.” Then they both began to laugh. Margaret twirled Betty around until they knocked a few books to the floor. Laughing harder, they both dropped to pick them up. The door opened. Margaret froze, then rose to her feet.


			It was not Mr. Wynn, come to disapprove of them, but the Irish American sailor.


			“Yes?” Margaret asked.


			The sailor eyed the room and moved around the desk to help Betty pick up the books and place them on the table. “Ladies, so ya are aware, we could all hea’ ya dancin’ downstairs. Mr. Beaton says to tell ya ladies that your carriage is here.”


			Betty stood ramrod straight. “We’re not both ladies. Miss Beaton’s a lady, as you can plainly see, compared to me—”


			“But where I come from, a lady is judged by how she acts, so she is. You’re both respectable ladies in me book.” The sailor, hat in hand, looked directly into Betty’s eyes.


			Betty blushed deeply, but no smile came to her lips. “I know my place, sir. And I know flat’ery when I ‘ears it.”


			“Good.” The sailor beamed.


			“Do I detect an Irish and American accent, Mr.—” Margaret stepped in front of Betty to interrupt the sailor, who was now staring at Betty.


			He bowed slightly but rose to his full height, still a few inches shorter than Margaret. “Devine, Danny Devine. Yes, ma’am. I was born in Ireland, raised in Boston, and impressed into the British service durin’ the war, so I was. But Mr. Beaton freed me, gave me a job, and I’m the best employee he has, I am.”


			“Thank you, then, for your service to my father.”


			“Yur… ” Danny’s shoulders dropped, and one hand smoothed his red hair behind an ear.


			“Betty, we should go.”


			“Miss Beaton, I beg yur pardon.” Danny held open the door. “I’m a blunderbuss, so’s I’ve been tol’, but I meant what I said about your father. If you need anything, it would be my pleasure to assist ya.”


			Margaret smiled at him. At least she had one friend in her father’s London office.


			Outside, Margaret watched Mr. Wynn pay the driver, give precise directions about the route he should take, and then turn to help Betty and Margaret into the coach.


			Margaret leaned out the window and caught Mr. Wynn’s eye. “Thank you, Mr. Wynn, for your kind attention to all these details.”


			“Miss Beaton,” he said quietly, placing a hand on the window, “you must be more careful. Please do not travel in this manner again. If something were to happen… you do not know what men are capable of.”


			“Thank you.” She had not expected such intensity mixed with gentleness. She looked into his blue eyes. “I promise.”


			He stepped back and nodded to her, a slight smile returning. To the coachman, he said, “Drive on.”


			Margaret watched him return inside. He reminded her of her father, taking care of her transportation, seeing to every need. She sat back, the image of Mr. Wynn’s handsome face lingering in her mind, the concern in his eyes. She blushed. A small part of her heart expanded, existing for the first time.


			She hoped to see that look from him again.
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			Chapter 3


			“Ah, this evening will be delightful after a month at sea with grimy, flea-bitten men.” Foremaster tugged at his white gloves.


			Joshua surveyed Foremaster and the ballroom beyond. His only verbal response to Foremaster was, “Hmph.” Joshua would rather be swabbing moldy steerage compartments on the ship rather than be surrounded by the prim and proper London ton at a ball. Squaring his shoulders, he glanced again at Foremaster, grateful he did not have to face this ordeal alone.


			Joshua trusted no man in the world as implicitly as Foremaster. They had come up through the ranks as midshipmen together, each earning the commission of Captain. Now working for Mr. Beaton, Foremaster was still a captain—by his own volition—and Joshua’s first choice whenever he sailed. In fact, they were due to sail to Boston together next week. Unfortunately, Miss Beaton had interrupted those plans. Joshua tugged at his cravat.


			A young lady glanced, or more precisely stared, at him as she passed.


			Almack’s. Joshua would never have guessed he would be standing in the most “sacred” of ballrooms in all of England today, let alone at any time in the next five years. Joshua exhaled loudly, drawing a pointed look from Foremaster.


			Sighing more quietly, Joshua took in the room: fine draperies, lighted chandeliers, and the ladies’ swaying pastel gowns. At Almack’s he stood among the London ton at its most refined, but he wished the swaying was from the main deck of a ship with the motion of the crew pulling in the topsail. The orchestra located on a balcony above played a Scottish reel, but Joshua wanted to hear the shanties and calls of the sailors at work.


			“Ah, a lady in pale blue. My favorite.” Foremaster tipped his head in the direction of a dark-haired beauty.


			“Remember our goal,” Joshua muttered to his friend. He was still amazed that he had gained access to this exclusive ball. Using his grandfather’s name and title, revealing details about his own increasing wealth, and, of course, Foremaster’s good looks had done the trick, but having to justify his existence to Lady Castlereigh had been degrading.


			“Lud, man, it is not a battle.” Foremaster flashed a smile and nodded to a bejeweled mama and her simpering daughter who sauntered past them. “But, if I must turn spy, I shall have to get closer to the enemy.”


			Joshua groaned and looked askance at his friend’s close-cut deep-blue coat. He had a military bearing, dark wavy hair, and classic features. Foremaster was a man to be reckoned with. He had chosen to continue as a captain for Mr. Beaton and Joshua’s shipping company when many opportunities were laid before him. Foremaster’s explanation? He loved the sea. Joshua surmised it was also a broken heart that kept Foremaster away from England most of the time.


			Few men could hold their own against Foremaster on ship or in battle; even fewer at a ball. He was a great favorite with the ladies. Already, ladies’ fans and heads were moving in his direction. Usually, the added attention that Foremaster brought would grate on Joshua. Tonight, though, most of Joshua’s plan would depend on his friend’s social abilities.


			Foremaster nodded at a passing blonde, but in a low voice said, “A gentleman at a ball should make an effort to look… pleasant. Your current expression is more appropriate for a funeral.”


			Joshua pulled his waistcoat straight and tried to relax his frown. “Before I entertain Miss Beaton’s request to take her to Lisbon, I need to know what I am getting myself—uh, getting us all—into. The crew will not like the idea of a woman aboard. Please help me ascertain what kind of people her aunt and uncle are. I will interview Miss Beaton. Yesterday, she had the element of surprise; tonight, I do.”


			“It took a good deal of courage and tenacity from her to come to the docks to find you.” Foremaster did not try to wipe the smile off his face. He had been bringing up Miss Beaton’s unannounced visit continually.


			“Yes, but is she spoiled? Irritating? Foolish? I will not take a chance on folly.” Joshua shook his head. “I promised to take her without fully considering all the consequences.”


			“Yes, you did. Very unlike you.” Foremaster chuckled. “Your cheeks are as red as the Union Jack.”


			Joshua turned away from Foremaster to search the room. He did not realize he was scowling until he caught an older woman’s eye. She sniffed at him and looked away.


			Clearing his face and forcing the smallest of smiles, Joshua tried to look interested in the ball, the music, and the people in attendance. Internally, he was not as focused. Mr. Beaton had hinted that Lady Frances had a grudge against him, his wife, and his daughter, though he had not gone into detail. The older man was certainly anxious about Lady Frances matchmaking for Pearl—Margaret, as everyone else called her. This was getting confusing and annoying.


			In fact, Joshua was irritated by everything. If only Maria Luisa was here on his arm, enchanting London as she had himself. If only he could hold her in his arms once again, see the enjoyment in her eyes as they danced.


			Auburn hair. He followed the lady with his eyes, craning his neck. She turned. No, it was not Miss Beaton, but a different young lady—whose eye he had now accidentally caught. He bowed and moved away quickly. She was attractive, and he could reasonably seek introduction to her—to any young lady. But what would be the point? Since his own family had rejected him, why would he expect anyone here to accept him?


			This evening would be longer than attending a court martial—his own! He tugged at the cuffs of his new blue coat. It was close-fitting, more so than he liked. New clothes always bothered him. He could not make them feel right, or make himself feel comfortable the first time he wore them.


			Miss Beaton’s visit the other day had completely confused him. He did not like being caught off guard. He liked the predictable. Orderly. Safe. At first, he conjectured her behavior was that of a spoiled debutante or of a terribly naïve girl who knew little of the world. How dare she risk coming practically alone to the docks? But her reasons had moved him. Being forced into marriage was reason enough, but it impressed him that she wanted to be reunited with her father. He understood. There were a few people Joshua would move heaven and earth to be with for one more day.
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