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May 15, 1814, London

Excitement burned through Mary Fellingham’s veins with the forbidden thrill of her first kiss. But her trustee’s voice doused those tiny flames so that even the sizzle left her blood.

“What the devil are you doing?”

She unpuckered and removed her lips from her friend’s mouth, pushing off Corny’s narrow chest. Before facing Mr. Merriweather, Mary tried to quell a triumphant smile. Her desire to gloat vanished as soon as she saw his unnatural color. He’d grown pale then red splotches streaked into his cheeks, as if he’d been slapped with a thorny switch. 

Mary swallowed the sudden guilty lump in her throat. She hadn’t expected him to be hurt... 

Mr. Merriweather shielded his eyes so that it was possible she imagined that hint of betrayal. 

“Oh, bother,” she mumbled, very contrite.  

Mr. Merriweather’s gaze fastened onto Corny Beddington.

“I expected better from you,” he said. 

“Leave him be,” Mary said, moving in front of Corny to shield him. Her gaze flickered over her trustee’s companion, the German baroness. She hadn’t noticed the woman before, but her humiliation was now complete. The woman with her voluptuous curves and knowing smiles nettled Mary. She touched Mr. Merriweather far more frequently than Mary thought necessary. Both disliked each other, although they’d never spoken to one another. 

“Go away.” 

Mr. Merriweather stood, a daunting figure with wheat-blond hair, a lantern-jaw, and garbed in black coat and pants with a white cravat made of silk. He wore suede shoes adorned with gleaming silver buckles. There were no other accoutrements to soften his look—no fobs at his waistcoat, no signet ring, not even a magnifying glass dangling from his waistcoat by a satin ribbon. 

He was handsome in the conventional sense and maintained a circle of close friends which included her cousins, Lord Kempner and the twins. They thought him a fine fellow, but then he treated them as equals. Mr. Merriweather had bracketed her as a feather-brained creature, which Mary greatly resented.  

Merriweather’s flush was receding, she noted with relief. She worried perhaps she had pushed the man too far? Perhaps she wasn’t lost to all sense of shame. Not one to indulge in self-reflection, Mary shoved that thought aside, never to take it up again. 

Mary’s gaze veered back to Freifrau von Braun. Gowned in Parisian fashion, her dress was nicely complimented by a magnificent sapphire pendant nestled above the smooth valley of her breasts.  

Corny made a strangled sound, as if he were trying to whistle. He lacked savoir-faire. Mary regretted she hadn’t selected someone more experienced to initiate her into the arts of kissing. 

“I imagine Corny and I were engaged in the same activity you and the baroness hoped to do,” she murmured. 

Mr. Merriweather’s jaw tightened.

Satisfied she’d scored a hit, she dared further, saying in a blasé tone, “We, however, are not so rude as to interrupt another’s pleasure. Do go about your...um...business and leave us to ours.”

“Miss Fellingham,” Mr. Merriweather warned, his steely eyes glinting as he took a quick step toward her.

Corny stuttered.

Mary ignored it.  

“We will gladly excuse you and the baroness. Goodnight, Mr. Merriweather.” 

She chanced to look at Corny. His face, suffused with crimson shame, starkly showed his youthful blemishes.  

It had taken some effort to persuade Corny to kiss her on the Wentworth’s terrace. He’d been nervous they would be discovered, which concern now proved justified, blast it. Corny feared the twins would tear his hide for taking advantage of their cousin. He reminded Mary, with a nervous swallow that made his Adam’s apple leap, that Leslie had a particularly wicked right hook.  

Mary had assured him their tryst would be secret, but now Mr. Merriweather had appeared to ruin everything. From his scowl, Mary wondered which should concern Corny more, Leslie’s right hook or her trustee’s simmering rage? 

“Please don’t say anything about this to Leslie and Andrew, and don’t be angry with Corny.” 

Mr. Merriweather gripped Mary’s shoulder so tightly that she feared he would leave a bruise, and so she told him in her tart tongue.  

“If that’s the worse that happens to you, consider yourself fortunate, indeed.” 

He did, however, ease his grasp.

“Mr. Merriweather, you are neglecting Freifrau von Braun and showing poor English hospitality. Please don’t slight her on my account.” 

“Ach, nein,” said the baroness with a vehement shake of her head. “Edmund ist ein—wie heiss es—a good boy?”

“Just like a puppy who makes on the newspaper rather than the carpet,” Mary muttered. 

Merriweather’s grip tightened to a punishing degree, and she winced. 

“Miss Fellingham,” he warned.

“I meant it as a compliment, Mr. Merriweather,” Mary sweetly denied. “Germanic people are very attached to their hounds.”

His silver gaze narrowed upon her, silently promising retribution for her impudence. 

“The amount of tact you possess, Mary, could fill a thimble.” 

“B-beg pardon.” Corny stepped forward, finally showing some mettle. “I shall take M-Mary back to Lady Kempner. Goodnight, Mer-Merriweather, B-baroness. Delightful.”

As Mr. Merriweather considered the youth, his face softened into an expression of pity. 

“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Beddington, although I thank you for your offer. It would be best if you were to escort Baroness von Braun into the ballroom, and I return my wayward ward to Lady Kempner.”

“Why can’t you simply ignore us? Go about your way? Nothing’s preventing you from enjoying Freifrau’s company. Why must you humiliate me like this?”

“You’d be wise to be quiet.”

She tried to break Mr. Merriweather’s grip but only succeeded in shedding so many hair pins that her coiffure tumbled free. Large hanks of thick, honey-brown hair escaped as pins scattered on the terrace making a tinkling sound.  

“Now see what you’ve done?” she accused her trustee, blowing stray hairs out of her eyes.

“What I’ve done?”

“Yes, you. Why must you be so overbearing? I hate when you bark orders at me and treat me as though I were stupid. You’re just a big bully. Leave me alone!”

She wrenched herself free, intending to stomp off with Corny on that grand exit line, but he had gone. So, too, had the baroness.

“Oh, bother!” 

Mary slapped her fists onto her hips, vexed beyond reason. 

“You’ve scared him off! And we didn’t even get to finish our kiss.”

Mr. Merriweather, that unfeeling monster, laughed.

She studied him with a cold eye. “You’re a hypocrite. You brought that woman out here for your own tryst, yet you denied me that same experience.”

His blond brows spiked.

“What I do with the baroness—or any other woman—is none of your business. While you are my ward, your conduct is very much my concern.”

“My conduct is none of your business!”

“In a turn of events which should surprise no one, you couldn’t be more wrong.” 

“You are the worst possible trustee I could ever have.” 

“Nevertheless, I am your trustee, and you would do well to remember that, brat.” He loosened his grip and tipped her chin up. Kindly, softly, he asked, “You don’t really dislike me, do you, Mary? Come. Tel the truth.”

Shoulders sagging, she muttered, “I don’t like being treated like an idiot.”

“I don’t expect anyone does.”

He stepped back, paused for a second then said, “There’ll be no more kissing between you and Mr. Beddington, do you understand? He’s not up to your weight, anyway, Mary.”

“I shall kiss whomever I wish!”

He shook his head.

“Oh, no you won’t.”

The words were softly spoken, but they sent a chill down her spine.

For a heartbeat, she quailed.

When he spoke next, his voice was harsh. “Someday you may be cursed with a stormy, willful ward who has no regard for propriety or self-restraint.”

“I’m already saddled with a trustee who bears a striking similarity to what you’ve just described,” she parried.

Mr. Merriweather’s lips thinned to the point they nearly disappeared. 

“That’s it!” 

In the next moment he dipped his shoulder and tossed her over it. He jogged down the steps and made his way to the mews as Mary struggled to catch her breath. She sputtered, lifting the curtain of hair from her eyes so she could see the garden path.

He lifted the latch then crossed the mews. It was darker here, and the pungent odors of the stables assailed them.  

Mary was forced to hold her breath as she pummeled his back. It was only after they cleared the area that she dared to speak. She took advantage of her wind and turned the air blue by wishing him to the devil.  

“Why, oh why, couldn’t you have fallen into an Egyptian sarcophagus when you toured the pyramids?”

For answer, Mr. Merriweather slapped her bottom until it stung.

“Ow!” Surprise commingled with hurt in her voice. “That really smarted.”

“Good,” he grumbled, adjusting her weight.

“Aren’t there venomous adders in Egypt that could have crawled into your cot at night?” 

She placed her bent elbow in the middle of his back and propped her chin in her hand while ruminating, exploring the possibilities her words created.

“That’s the trouble with snakes, you know. They’re like watchmen. They never appear when they’re needed most. Here I am, an heiress, who could very well be a kidnapped victim, yet no one has even noted my disappearance. Or called you to book. Why, just think what kind of damage Leslie’s right hook could do to you if he were to see you behave in such a Philistine fashion.”

“Leslie’s a fine pugilist, but so far he’s yet to land a blow on me while we spar at Gentleman Jack’s.”

She sighed. “Shame, that. Still, the watchman’s derelict in his duties.”

His chest rumbled with laughter, causing his footsteps to falter. Mary landed on her feet more roughly than she would have wished, to which he murmured a pardon. No sooner had the words sprang from his mouth though, than Mary whirled about, ready to take flight and dart down the dark alley.

He caught her by the wrist.

“For God’s sake, Mary! Enough. Can’t you conduct yourself like an adult?”

“That’s what I was doing when you interrupted me kissing Corny!”

“That is NOT what you were doing! I’d wager you browbeat that poor lad into taking you to the terrace, didn’t you? Probably initiated the kiss, for you have no shame.”

She gasped, angry and humiliated at his accurate guess. Her temper whipped into a firestorm as lightning flashed in her eyes. Once ignited, it was like a runaway horse chasing the wind. Her distemper would stop only after it became exhausted.

“Of all the horrid notions spinning around in your head! That you would dare speak so cruelly, yet claim to be a gentleman, is fantastic! You have no right to comment on my personal affairs, only my financial ones, and even in that arena, I don’t require your interference.” 

“No? Who was it who wished to invest in that canal scheme of Jeremiah Banks? You’d have lost a thousand pounds if I hadn’t stepped in to prevent it.”

“I can afford to lose a thousand pounds!”

“How many times?” he demanded. “Will you never shut up?”  

Some diabolical imp sat on her shoulder, urging her to goad her trustee just a bit more. There were ample stores of energy in that runaway horse yet.

“You’d love that, wouldn’t you? If I were to shut up and never speak again? Well, like it or not, I would never grant you that satisfaction.” 

“I don’t say you mustn’t ever talk,” Mr. Merriweather said with a crooked smile. “Perhaps we could agree on a fifteen-minute interval once every other month?”

Determined not to laugh, Mary squashed her amusement and schooled her features into an austere expression. 

“Very amusing.” Swiftly, she turned away to hide a reluctant smile tugging at her mouth. 

Glancing around, she found her bearings and her temper subsided. Like that metaphorical runaway horse, she had finally run out of steam. It was impossible to be angry when amused. 

Abruptly, she asked, “Where are we?” 

“Reeves Mews. Mount Street is that way.” He pointed in the direction.

“I will not walk from here to Curzon Street,” she said with a lofty air. “Call me a hackney.”

“Fine. You’re a hackney.”

Mary’s eyes slanted, and once again, was forced to turn her head to hide her smile. 

Gently, he said, “We will not be using a hackney tonight.”

She paused in mid-step.

“No?”

“No,” Mr. Merriweather repeated with a sly grin. “I’ve no money, nor do you.”

Recalling she’d left her reticule with her cousin, the Countess of Kempner, Mary smacked the sides of her legs in frustration.

“Bother.”

“Mary.”

She ignored his mild scold and directed an accusing glare at her unprepared trustee. 

“Why didn’t you bring your purse? Why have you nothing?”

Before he could answer, she guessed at his reasons. 

“Are you in dun territory, Mr. Merriweather? Is that why you’re so unpleasant? Rolled up? Without a feather to fly with? Gambled it all away, did you? Or perhaps your finances are now overextended since purchasing a sapphire bauble for a certain German widow?”

He gave a warning shake of his head.

Ignoring that, Mary continued with an artful yawn, “I can’t say I’m surprised. How I wish you would have allowed me to counsel you in financial dealings. I learned from Kwasi Hawksley, Stephen’s steward, and the man is an absolute wizard with numbers. Very mathematical, don’t you know? Perhaps it’s not too late. Perhaps I or Kwasi could examine your ledgers, find some income, help you—”

“Oh, my Lord! Cease and desist, I beg you, Mary!” 

Mr. Merriweather took her by the elbow and steered her away from the smelly mews. Quickly, they rounded the corner onto Mount Street then headed toward Curzon Street where Kempner House was located.

“I am not punting on the River Tick, I tell you. I’m quite well off, thank you very much. I simply left my roll of flimsies in the pocket of my outer coat. I will return to the Wentworth’s and collect it after I see you home.”

“But I don’t want to go home. I was having a marvelous time at the ball.”

“That’s unbelievable,” he said dryly.

“I don’t know why you make such a fuss over a little kiss. Your views of the liberties allotted to today’s young women are antiquated.”

“I’m more concerned today about the liberties young women allot to others.”

She made a fencer’s salute and murmured, “Touché” to acknowledge the hit.

With one shoulder, she shrugged, trying to explain. 

“That kiss—which you interrupted— was my first kiss. A first kiss is supposed to be special, but you ruined it.”

“Your first kiss, really?”

“Yes. You see, I thought I might be missing out on something wonderful. Vikki tells me how much she enjoys kissing Aldrich...” 

“Of course she enjoys kissing her husband! As you will, too, Mary, but you must wait for marriage.” 

“Why? Because society says I must?”

That took him aback.

“I don’t give two snaps for what society says young ladies should be. Do you realize that even that squinty-eyed Lydia Crawley has been kissed seven times already?” 

“I thought you liked Miss Crawley?”

“Oh, I do,” she said impatiently. “But that’s beside the point. Nobody thinks less of her, do they?” 

Mr. Merriweather pinched the bridge of his nose.

“You imagine kissing Corny Beddington on the Wentworth’s terrace to be something wonderful? Why, you are a green girl.”

“I know.” She nodded, impervious to being offended. “I mean to rectify that.”

“Do you mean to catch up with Lydia’s record?” 

She shrugged. “I’m not certain about that, but I don’t mean to languish on the shelf.”

“Do not, I implore you, follow her example. You must save your tokens of affection for your husband.”  

They arrived at Kempner House where Mary lived with her cousin, Chastity, and her husband, the Earl of Kempner. Resting her hand on the doorknob, Mary craned her neck to look at Mr. Merriweather.

“What are you thinking?” he asked warily.

“Nothing in particular.”

“It’s not nothing. I know that evil look for what it is.”

“Really, Mr. Merriweather, you do have the most remarkable imagination. I wish you’d direct it toward your wardrobe, which is in dire need of improvement.”

“What’s wrong with what I wear?” He glanced down, surveying his attire.

“Nothing, if you were an undertaker or cleric, but you’re still a young man. Well, youngish, anyway.” 

He made a vexed sound. 

“Why not dress more fashionably? If you’re not punting on the River Tic, why not delight your tailor and purchase some colorful waistcoats?”

He muttered a prayer for swift patience, inhaled, then said, “First of all, I am nine-and-twenty. That’s not old. That’s not even ‘youngish.’ I am in the prime of my life. Remember that thimble, Mary. Try to fill it, please.”

Wide-eyed, she assured him, “I don’t believe a word of the tales the twins say about you.”

“Tales?” 

“Oh, yes. How you met with the Iroquois and hunted moose in Canada then danced with an Egyptian princess. Given your outrage over a simple kiss, I doubt you have an ounce of daring in your soul.”

Smiling broadly, her trustee quipped, “You are wise beyond your years, my annoying ward. You realize, of course, that Egypt has no royalty, so I could not have danced with an Egyptian princess.”

Mary raised a finger in triumph, glad he had confirmed her suspicions.

Mr. Merriweather bowed then clarified. 

“In point of fact, I danced with Princess Victoria of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld...in Egypt. She is a delightful woman, and we are of the same age. Unlike you, she didn’t have to ask to be kissed.”
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Seated behind his desk, comfortably ensconced in his private study, Edmund had become accustomed to the soft leather chair. Sunlight bathed the sidebar filled with Scottish whisky in crystal decanters and smooth Italian red wine. A pile of correspondence sat on a blotter pad made of goat hide. A Turner seascape graced the wall above the fireplace while a marble bust of the recently departed Lord Admiral Nelson sat on its mantel.  

He read the message from his mother then softly swore. Anne Merriweather wrote that his uncle Ned had returned from his travels in poor health. Could he please come home, straightaway? That his mother felt compelled to send an abbreviated note signified her troubled state of mind. When Anne Merriweather communicated with two scant lines rather than two full paragraphs, things must be dire, indeed.

Sighing, he wrote a brief note of his own, begging forgiveness from the wildly provocative widow, Baroness von Braun. He would not be able to escort her to affairs this week as an urgent family matter required his presence at home. As he signed his name with a flourish, it occurred to Edmund he wasn’t as disappointed as he ought to be. If he were being brutally honest, Edmund admitted he was glad to be freed from the widow’s oppressive company. She was a delightful companion, but Helga had an avaricious nature, something which did not appeal to him. She had hinted they would make an excellent couple, but he was not interested in marrying yet. He did not plan to marry for another four years. 

The sapphire pendant would serve as her congé.

Satisfied that the matter was concluded so neatly, he instructed a footman to deliver the note to his former paramour. He then climbed the staircase and discovered his valet in his dressing room, brushing down his topcoat.

“Send a message to the mews that I shall require my cabriolet. Pack a valise—a week’s worth of clothes, I should imagine. I am traveling to my parents.”  

“Will you notify Miss Mary of your absence, or shall I?” Thompson asked.

“I will. Uncle Ned has returned to Ramsgate and is unwell.”

“I believe Miss Mary is close to your uncle Ned.”

“She is.” 

“Then I’ll ask Mrs. Welch to provide a basket of sandwiches and a jug of lemonade.” 

“I prefer ale.”

“That’s not suitable for the young lady.” 

“Agreed, but I have no intention of bringing Mary with me.”

“But she will wish to see him. Your uncle Ned is one of her favorites.”

“Miss Fellingham wishes are, of course, paramount to me.” 

“And yet...” 

Edmund grinned, glad his valet understood his meaning. 

Thompson shook his head, warning his employer, “Once Miss Mary sets her mind to something, it’s difficult to dissuade her.”

“You don’t have to tell me the minx is as stubborn as a mule. I know that well. But you’re right about Uncle Ned being one of her favorites. I wish I knew his secret,” he mumbled.

Wordlessly, Thompson tucked a pair of velvet slippers into the valise then buckled it. 

“Thank you, good man.” 

As Edmund traipsed down the carpeted stairs of his respectable house on Jermyn Street, he donned his leather driving gloves. Upon reaching the foyer, he noted a gilt-framed picture hanging crookedly.  He quickly adjusted it, making minute corrections until satisfied it was straight.  He left, whistling a jaunty tune as he climbed into his cabriolet. His tune ceased when he spied a jug of lemonade and basket of sandwiches.

“Damn Thompson’s impertinence.”

Edmund gave his team the office to start, reasoning that having food and drink for the journey was not a bad thing. He may yet thank Thompson for his long thinking. 

Edmund arrived at the Earl of Kempner’s townhouse, whistling a tuneless ditty. As he took the steps, he regretted having to call upon Mary this morning. She was probably still furious with him for spoiling her first kiss. When thwarted, Mary showed a stormy temper. It was a flaw he hoped would be cured as she matured. She had many lovable qualities and had endeared herself, but he was not blind to her faults. Whomever said love made one blind had never been a trustee to a headstrong heiress. 

He flexed his hands, as if preparing to go into battle. A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. A little war in the morning was just the ticket for getting the blood pumping.  

The mistress of the residence, Chastity Lady Kempner, greeted him in the drawing room. Known for her kindness, Lady Kempner had done much to bring serenity to the earl’s once-turbulent household. Slender and blonde, the countess was a gentle woman with a quiet sense of humor. Having been the daughter of a reverend held her in good stead as a countess, for it was widely known Lord Kempner’s tenants were treated well and with great Christian generosity.

The countess had very much stamped her sunny personality upon Kempner House. The drawing room was furnished with elegant selections commissioned by Thomas Sheraton. Silk drapes coordinated with the other upholstery. The rosewood curio cabinet housed country folk figurines created by the famous Josiah Wedgwood. All in all, the room had an inviting atmosphere with impeccable taste. 

“How good to see you again, dear Edmund! Have you come to join Stephen? He plans to go to Tattersall’s to purchase a team for his aunt’s upcoming nuptials.”

“No, unfortunately,” he replied. “I’ve come to talk with Mary. I’ve just been informed that Uncle Ned is at Ramsgate and in poor health. I thought perhaps she would like to visit in a few days’ time, properly chaperoned, of course, my lady.” 

The earl entered and greeted him as Lady Kempner explained Edmund’s errand. The countess then asked the butler for a tea tray and for Mary to be sent to the drawing room. In a household as well-run as this, these matters were accomplished by servants working swiftly and unobtrusively. Within minutes, a tea tray appeared. 

Mary, however, had not.

Her tardiness annoyed Edmund because he was impatient to be on his way. A suspicion that she deliberately kept him waiting as punishment for ruining her tryst with Corny sneaked into his head. 

He sat on the sofa, drumming his fingertips against its arm. 

“Mary’s in the nursery, playing with our daughter, Isabell. They quite dote upon each other.”

“I am pleased to hear that,” Edmund said politely, still drumming his fingers.

He knew his ward still played with dolls because one of the twins had told him; he couldn’t say if it was Leslie and Andrew, not that it mattered. That was another thing he hoped Mary would grow out of—playing with dolls.

Over tea, the trio made plans to bring Mary to Ramsgate. They could arrive next Friday, by which time it was hoped that Ned’s health would have improved. 

A loud, rumbling sound interrupted their conversation. A pack of wild elephants may be stampeding through the foyer. Perhaps Thor had hurled a dozen lightning bolts through Kempner House’s front door. 

Edmund groaned as a third option came to him. 

Or it could be his ward. 

She entered the drawing room at top speed, shouting, “Whatever Mr. Merriweather’s told you, I can explain!”

Her arrival shut down conversation. And movement. And breathing. 

After an incredibly awkward minute, Lord Kempner scowled as his forehead wrinkled into worry lines. He lowered his teacup without taking a sip. Then he set it on a nearby table.  

Lady Kempner raised a forefinger, as if she were about to say something, but her husband stayed her with an upflung hand. 

“Hold, dear wife, for I fear we are to learn something valuable.”

Edmund tilted his head back and closed his eyes. For want of a fraction of discretion, an ounce of decorum, a smidgen of restraint... 

These descriptors were the antithesis of Mary Fellingham. Why she appealed to him, he couldn’t understand. He’d always supposed he was rational.  

“Well, Mary, what have you to say for yourself?” Lord Kempner asked.

“You cad!” Mary hissed at Edmund, whose shoulders shook with silent laughter.

She whirled about, answering the earl.  “It was just an innocent kiss, and not even Corny’s idea. I suggested it. Please don’t be angry with him.”

“Good Lord.”  

“Oh, my!” 

Mary spun around, her eyes flashing and her hands on her hips.

“Stop laughing at me, Mr. Merriweather. A gentleman does not carry tales to others. I thought tattling was beneath you, but apparently, I was mistaken.” 

Being called ungentlemanly dried up Edmund’s laughter as nothing else could have. He swiftly rose to his feet and slashed his hand through the air as he towered over his ward.

“Enough of this nonsense, Mary. Beg your relatives’ pardon for your unladylike entry. Bursting into the drawing room as if you were raised by Philistines. Enough! Show some decorum, if you please.”

She remained with her fists still resting on her hips, her backbone as straight as lumber. 

While a distant part of his brain grudgingly admired her strong will, Edmund would roast in hell before he capitulated on this point. 

Finally, she bowed her head, conceding the victory for this skirmish. 

Mary faced her cousins and murmured an apology for her unseemly deportment.  

They showed their forgiveness by smiling; satisfied, Edmund returned to his seat. 

“I, being a gentleman,” he stressed. “Did not discuss your activities with your relatives. Your impetuosity is what let the proverbial cat out of the bag, Mary. Ah! It’s refreshing to see you blush—a rare occurrence, that.” 

Before Mary could spit out a reply to that, the earl broke in.

“I don’t know what to say. You and Corny? Courting? There’s nothing wrong with the match, although I think he is too young for matrimony. I didn’t expect this.” 

Chastity leaned forward. “I wasn’t aware your relationship with young Beddington was anything more than friendship, but I’ve always liked him.”

“We are friends, and I do care for Corny—”

“Yes, Mary, but is that enough for marriage?” the earl asked. “I suppose—”

“While talk of your affaire de cœur might interest some, that is not why I am here. Uncle Ned has returned home. He is now awaiting my arrival in Ramsgate.” 

“Splendid!” Mary said, ignoring the earl’s mumbling about the advantages of long engagements. “Corny is not courting me, nor will he. We shared a harmless kiss, which Mr. Merriweather interrupted.”

Kempner lifted his finger, as if he were going to pursue the matter then lowered it. He went to the liquor cabinet and poured himself whisky. He downed it in one swallow then muttered, “Lord, I had hoped for a respite after chasing Vikki to Scotland.” 

Naturally Edmund knew of the earl’s sister’s thwarted elopement. It had given his lordship fits. But Edmund was not there to discuss that young lady. He came to tell Mary of Uncle Ned’s illness, which he still hadn’t done. Then he could be on his way.

“Uncle Ned has returned from abroad and is in poor health. Your cousins will bring you to Ramsgate next Friday, properly chaperoned.”

“Poor health?” Mary echoed.

“Yes. I don’t know the particulars.”

Having completed his duty, he returned his teacup and saucer to the service tray. He made his bows, but his ward stayed him.

“What ails him, generally speaking?” she asked, accepting tea from her ladyship.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t even know that. Mother’s missive was scant on details. But I will see you next Friday, Mary. Contrive, if you can, to stay out of trouble.”  

“I will come with you.”

“Absolutely not.” 

Mary pushed her untouched cup into Edmund’s hands. “If Uncle Ned is ill, I shall nurse him. He’s one of my favorites. Wait for me to pack an overnight bag.”

“You’ve not been invited to join me.” Edmund snapped, standing there, stupidly holding Mary’s unwanted tea. 

“Are you going to nurse him? I didn’t think so. I’m going with you.” 

“You don’t need to accompany me.” He stalked toward her, nearly spilling the tea. He handed over the damned thing off to Lord Kempner. 

“I’m sure my parents can handle Uncle Ned without your assistance.”

“Perhaps.”

“Besides, I’m traveling in the cabriolet, and you’d be uncomfortable journeying so far in the open conveyance.”

“What is my comfort?”

He ran his hand through his hair.

“You will need a proper chaperone.”

“Chastity, can you leave immediately?” 

The countess, who had been following the volley back and forth with great interest, blinked. “Well, no, I can’t.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





