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      Secret of the Sonnets "will keep readers turning pages" - Publishers Weekly

      

      "This Shakespeare-connected mystery takes on the challenge of living up to the many excellent Regency romances available. Challenge met and exceeded!" - Historical Novel Society

      

      A Novel Disguise is "wildly enjoyable" - Publishers Weekly

      

      “Class differences, prejudice, and the lack of women’s rights drive this enjoyable mystery.” - Kirkus Reviews

      

      The Marquess and the Runaway Lady "VERDICT Combining the Regency season with the runaway woman trope makes for a delightful story." - Library Journal

    

  


  
    
      “In England, as on the Continent, the American woman was looked upon as a strange and abnormal creature … Anything of an outlandish nature might be expected of her. If she talked, dressed, and conducted herself as any well-bred woman would, much astonishment was invariably evinced, and she was usually saluted with the tactful remark: ‘I should never have thought you an American’—which was intended as a compliment.”

      
        
        —Jennie Jerome Randall
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      Whispers followed her around like the wind.

      Miss Cordelia Jones was used to people staring at her. She was a Jones, after all. Her clothes were made in Paris by the house of Worth, and her five-strand pearl necklace cost half a million dollars at Tiffany’s. She was a member of one of the richest families in America, and until last month, one of the most sought-after social connections.

      She slowly walked out of church behind her mother, who seemed impervious to the insolent looks. Gentlemen turned their backs to them. Matrons whispered behind their hands. And young ladies whom she had once called friends greeted her with cold stares instead of smiles. Miss Eva Astor, niece of the Mrs. Astor, the head of New York society, openly sneered at her. Alida and Julia Wilson both had tears in their eyes as she passed them, but they did not wave or acknowledge their long friendship in any way. Even Lucy Miller, who was illegitimate, glanced down as they approached.

      Lucy’s betrayal stung the deepest, like a barbed fishhook caught underneath her skin. Cordelia had never once held Lucy’s parentage against her.

      Cordelia’s younger sister, Edith, tugged on the sleeve of her dress. She glanced back at her. Edith was only twelve, six years younger than she, and her sister’s head barely reached her shoulder.

      “What?”

      Edith leaned closer. “Why aren’t my friends talking to me?”

      “It’s church, you’re supposed to be silent,” Cordelia whispered.

      Edith squeezed Cordelia’s hand, which was already being pinched by her too-tight gloves.

      “I’ll tell you when we get home.”

      This answer finally satisfied her sister, for Edith released her viselike grip. Cordelia saw Stuyvesant, her best friend and the man that she loved. The pressure moved from her hand to her heart, squeezing it tightly. He was standing in the back of the church. Stuyvesant was no longer the scruffy boy next door, with dirt on his nose and messy brown hair. He was all man—tall, broad, and handsome, with his recently grown sideburns and new gray suit. He had changed so much in the last year at college. Cordelia’s throat felt dry, her pulse quickened, and she felt a bead of sweat slide down the back of her neck.

      Surely he would not cut her.

      Every step closer to the door, Cordelia’s corset seemed to tighten. She felt as breathless as she had that morning, when the maid tightened the contraption to make an eighteen-inch waist—the number her mother insisted upon. She clutched her reticule with one hand and pulled the double veil down from her hat to cover her face.

      To hide.

      She felt ashamed. She wouldn’t, couldn’t, look at Stuyvesant. Instead, Cordelia followed her mother’s footsteps out of the church and into their carriage.

      The ride to their home was uncommonly quiet. It was as if the very architecture of New York City looked upon them in silent condemnation.

      Cordelia felt relieved when the carriage finally pulled up in front of their home on Fifth Avenue called the “Château.” The architecture was styled after a French castle, with spires, balconies, and impressive stone steps. Her room was called the “tower” because it was circular and the roof pointed. The footmen opened the door to the carriage and helped both Edith and Cordelia down and then their mother, who walked into the house without acknowledging either of her daughters.

      Edith squeezed Cordelia’s gloved hand once more.

      “Come to my room,” Cordelia said.

      They gave their wraps and hats to the butler and climbed the stairs to the third floor. It wasn’t until they were safely inside, with the door closed tightly, that Cordelia talked. “You know how Father hasn’t come and seen us for a few weeks?”

      Her little sister shrugged her shoulders. “He’s sailing on his yacht.”

      Cordelia yanked off her gloves and set them on the bureau. “Yes, darling, but it’s a bit more than that,” she tried to explain gently. “You know how Mother and Father used to argue?”

      “Even the servants know about that.”

      “Yes,” Cordelia said with a sigh. “Well, they decided not to be married to each other anymore… They got divorced.”

      “Why?” Edith said, folding her arms and giving her elder sister a wide-eyed look. Edith resembled their mother, who was still considered to be one of the most beautiful women in New York society. Edith’s hair was golden, her large eyes bright blue, and her expression precious. She had not yet bloomed into womanhood, but she was still lovely enough to make strangers stop and stare.

      Unlike Cordelia, who did not resemble her mother very much at all. Her hair was a nondescript shade between dark blonde and light brown, which her mother called “mousy.” Cordelia’s eyes were ordinary and such a dark blue that they almost looked black. Worst of all, she’d gone sailing with her father frequently as a child and not worn a hat. Her face was covered in freckles, and no matter how many products her mother purchased to eradicate them, Cordelia’s freckles stayed obstinately on her face. She folded her own arms across her ample chest—the only part of Cordelia’s body that her mother did not find fault with.

      She swallowed, wondering how much she should tell her little sister about a certain actress named Suzy Velvet (if that really was her name). Her father’s previous “indiscretions” had at least been discreet, but he was so enamored with Suzy Velvet that he had entertained her openly in the city. Mother not only decided to divorce him (a major social taboo) but to sue him for infidelity. Something that no one from their elite social circle, the Four Hundred, had done before. Women usually lost everything when they divorced their husbands: their home, their fortunes, and their children. But Mother hadn’t. Because she sued Father and won, she’d kept it all. Unfortunately, fashionable society did not condone liberated and financially powerful women.

      “They decided that they would be happier apart,” Cordelia said at last.

      Edith shrugged again. “Father was rarely here anyway. That doesn’t explain why my friends wouldn’t talk to me.”

      She struggled to find the right words. “I’m sure it had nothing to do with you, Edith. It’s just some gentlemen don’t allow their wives or children to associate with people who are divorced.”

      “I’m not divorced.”

      “But our parents are.”

      “That’s not fair!” Edith nearly shouted and stomped her foot, acting more like a child than the young woman she was becoming.

      Cordelia walked over to her sister and put her arm around her shoulders. “I know, darling; but you are about to return to school. I’m sure everything will be the same there. Hopefully in a few months we’ll get back to our normal lives, and our friends will be able to talk to us and invite us to parties again.”

      “Is that why you haven’t worn your new dress yet?”

      Cordelia thought longingly of the gorgeous green satin gown from Paris that managed to make her look pretty. It was an original from the house of Worth and practically a work of art. Not that her mother thought she looked good in it. Mother told her that she had no taste in clothes and could never appear beautiful, no matter what she wore. The words had cut at the time, but now they had lessened into a dull sting. She would never be a beauty like her mother, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t attractive. Or that her worth was measured by her waistline.

      “Yes, Edith,” she said with a sigh. “I haven’t received any invitations since the divorce, so I’ve had no opportunity to wear my new gown.”

      “Then, how will you get a husband?”

      Cordelia blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “A husband,” Edith said matter-of-factly. “You’re eighteen years old now and you should be ‘out.’ If no one will invite us to parties, how will you find a husband?”

      Cordelia recovered her composure enough to laugh. “I am much too young to get married yet. I plan to go to university first. Mother had me take the entrance exams to Oxford and I passed them. And even when I do find a young man to marry, we will be engaged for two or three years before the wedding.”

      “Good,” Edith said. “I shouldn’t wish to lose you yet.”

      Cordelia hugged her little sister and assured her, “You won’t.”

      Edith returned the embrace and then left the room. Cordelia locked the door behind her. She needed to be alone. Her head ached from the weight of her hair and the awful day. It was the first time they’d appeared in public since the divorce, and surely it would get better. She didn’t care that it was only the afternoon; she took out the dozen hairpins that kept her hair in a loose bun on top of her head. Cordelia shook out her long hair that reached past her waist. Her head still pounded. She needed fresh air. Cordelia opened the double doors that led to a small balcony, barely large enough for her to stand on. She placed her elbows on the stone railing and rested her head in her hands.

      Cordelia did not know if she could survive another Sunday like this one. Perhaps she ought to ask her mother to take them all to Paris for the rest of the summer. Somewhere that society did not know about the divorce.

      In the fall she would be at Oxford University as a student. Without her mother or her father. It was a heady thought.

      “You look like Juliet,” Stuyvesant called across to her from the door to his own balcony. It was scarcely four feet from hers, but there was a two-story drop between them. At nineteen, he was already taller than his father and had broad shoulders, with lean, muscular arms. His wavy brown hair was supposed to be slicked back, but it fell forward across his brow, giving him a roguish look. He grinned at her and she forgot about her headache. Her body felt so light that she thought she might float. Stuyvesant still loved her. His feelings had not changed.

      “Would that make you Romeo?”

      “Of course,” Stuyvesant said, leaning over his own railing toward her, with one arm outstretched. “Juliet, Juliet, let down your hair so that I may climb it.”

      “I think you mean Rapunzel, Romeo.”

      “Very well, if you won’t let down your hair, Juliet,” he said with a laugh, “I’ll just have to jump over there.”

      “You can’t,” Cordelia nearly shrieked. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Stuyvesant ignored her, swinging one leg over his own stone balcony and then his other. With only one hand holding on to the rail, he reached for Cordelia’s balcony. She grabbed his hand with both of hers, holding them tighter than Edith had held hers at church. Stuyvesant swung his legs across and over the balcony. He stood close enough to her that their shoes were touching. Oh, how she’d missed his nearness. The smell of his cologne and aftershave. The way the heat of his skin made her heart flutter.

      “You nearly gave me a heart attack,” she teased. “You could have talked to me just fine from your house.”

      “But I couldn’t have kissed you from that distance.”

      Stuyvesant tentatively put a hand on her waist, pausing before leaning in, as if waiting for permission. Cordelia smiled and that was all the encouragement he needed. He leaned closer to her and gently pressed his mouth to hers. His lips felt soft, warm, and entirely marvelous. They moved over hers until she opened her mouth to him and the kiss deepened. It wasn’t their first kiss or their second, but something about this kiss was special. Magical. The happily-ever-after ending that she hadn’t dare to hope for.

      After what seemed as long as an hour, but as short as a blink of the eye, the kiss ended.

      Stuyvesant’s arms were around her shoulders and he leaned his forehead against hers. Running his fingers through her hair, he said, “That kiss was certainly worth risking my life over.”

      A laugh bubbled out of Cordelia and found its way to her lips. It felt wonderful but unpracticed. She hadn’t laughed in weeks. “I’m glad, but don’t do it again. I’m not sure if my heart could survive another scare like that.”

      Stuyvesant grinned. “Do you realize this is the first time we’ve ever been alone together?”

      “Mother makes certain of that,” Cordelia said, but instantly wished she hadn’t, for Stuyvesant’s smile faltered.

      “About that—”

      “Don’t,” Cordelia said, pressing her finger on his soft lips that she’d just kissed. “I can’t bear for you to scorn anyone in my family.”

      Stuyvesant’s hand covered hers and he gently kissed her finger as he took it away from his mouth. “I would never censure you or any member of your family. I don’t care that your parents are divorced. I have loved you since the first day I saw you. You had just moved in next door, and you wore a little blue coat with a matching beret hat.”

      “I’ve only loved you three years, not fifteen.”

      “Someday you’ll catch up with me,” Stuyvesant said, and kissed her temple. “Cordy, I’m leaving on a trip to South America tomorrow and I’ll probably be gone several months, but I want you to know before I go that you are the girl for me. The only girl for me. And I mean to court you when I come back and marry you when you turn twenty-one.”

      “That’s in three years. I should be done with university by then.”

      “Exactly. Set the date and start planning.”

      Cordelia couldn’t help but smile. “I hope you intend on asking me more romantically for our official proposal, Romeo.”

      “Rapunzel, I risked my life to climb over to your tower because you refused to let me climb your hair. What could possibly be more romantic?”

      “If you remembered my name.”

      “I love you, Cordelia Violet Jones.”

      “And I love you, Stuyvesant Eugene Bradley,” Cordelia whispered and then pulled his head down to hers for another kiss. Stuyvesant’s hands moved to her waist and he pulled her closer to him.

      A knock on her door broke their reverie.

      She pulled back from Stuyvesant. “Who is it?”

      “Your mother. Now open this door at once.”

      Cordelia’s throat constricted. She felt as if someone had a hand on her neck and was choking the air out of her. She looked at Stuyvesant, who was silently laughing. He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and then preformed his acrobatic move to cross from one balcony to the other. One of his feet slipped, causing his legs to dangle. He was holding on only by his strong arms. Her heart dropped in her chest.

      “Cordelia Violet!” her mother’s voice rang loudly through the door.

      She couldn’t move until she saw him safely reach the other balcony. Stuyvesant managed to get one foot back up and pulled himself over the railing onto the safety of the other side.

      “Do not keep me waiting!” her mother yelled loud enough for every mansion on Fifth Avenue to hear.

      Stuyvesant scrambled to his feet and waved for her to go to her mother. Cordelia blew him one last kiss.

      “See you soon, Rapunzel,” he called and walked into his house.

      Cordelia waited until his door closed before dashing into her bedroom and unlocking her own door for her mother. Mother did not say a word but strode purposely into the room. She was still wearing the same green silk gown with a black lace overlay that she’d worn to church. It clung perfectly to her mother’s ample curves and narrow waist. Not one golden hair was displaced on her head. Her mother’s cold blue eyes looked at her with patent disapproval. Cordelia turned from her mother and picked up one of her old dolls off the bureau, foolishly seeking comfort and love from it like she had as a child.

      “You are too old to be playing with dolls,” her mother snapped. “You are about to be married. You are no longer a child and I cannot allow you to behave like one.”

      Cordelia dropped the doll and its porcelain face shattered on the marble tiled floor. She felt cold all over. “Excuse me?”

      “Do not make me repeat myself.”

      Dozens of thoughts whirled through Cordelia’s mind. Did her mother know about Stuyvesant’s visit? How soon would they be married? In only two years, instead of three? New York society deemed any engagement less than two years unduly fast. Surely she would have at least a Season before there was a formal proposal and announcement. Would her father be invited to her come-out party? To the wedding? Cordelia hadn’t seen him in over two months since before the divorce. He seemed to have washed his hands not only of her mother but Cordelia and Edith as well.

      “I did not think that I raised a dullard.”

      Her mother’s comment stung, but Cordelia was trained from her first words to subject herself to her mother’s iron will. To never fight back. Her mother demanded complete obedience. Cordelia swallowed and straightened her posture. “I assumed that no wedding announcement would be made until after my come-out. Stuyvesant just turned nineteen and I am barely eighteen.”

      Her mother laughed. It wasn’t a happy sound but sharp and cruel. “Foolish child. You are not going to marry Stuyvesant Bradley or any young man from the Four Hundred. No one in New York society would have you. You’re only passably pretty, and even your impressive dowry is not enough to overcome our family’s current social dilemma.”

      Cordelia held her breath. She was determined not to cry. She hadn’t sobbed when her father left. She hadn’t wept when her friends stopped calling and social invitations ceased. She would not break down now.

      “If not Stuyvesant, who do you intend for me to marry?”

      “I have given this matter a great deal of thought,” her mother said. “The only way for you, Edith, and me to re-enter society is for you to marry an English lord… Even Mrs. Astor, the undisputed leader of fashion, would not snub the mother-in-law of an English aristocrat, and whomever she approves of, the rest of New York will accept without question.”

      Cordelia shook her head. “I am only eighteen years old. I am much too young to be married yet. Besides, I’ve passed the entrance examinations to Oxford University, and I thought the plan was that I attend there in the fall with a chaperone. You’ve always told me how important my education is. How a woman’s mind is equal to any man’s.”

      “I don’t ask you to think,” she said. “I do the thinking.”

      “It’s 1893, Mama!” Cordelia burst out. “This isn’t the Middle Ages. Arranged marriages are a thing of the past.”

      Her mother’s beautiful features contorted with anger. “You will do as you are told.”

      “But it is my life. And if I am only ‘passably pretty,’ why would an English aristocrat wish to marry me in the first place?”

      Her mother smiled, a cold, calculated one. “If you weren’t so young and foolish, you would know that most English lords are desperate for money. There have been many marriages between American heiresses and Europeans with titles.”

      Cordelia had heard of them. The newspapers loved to publish articles on “cash for coronet” marriages. They called American heiresses “dollar princesses” and tried to sell papers by pretending it was a modern fairytale spectacle. But Cordelia was not fooled. She knew firsthand the misery that lay beneath the glitter and gold of the upper class. The sadness behind the smiles. And what little happiness could be found in a marriage based on money like her parents’ had been.

      “I will not do it,” Cordelia said, shaking her head. “You cannot make me marry a complete stranger.”

      Her mother clutched her chest where her heart should have been, but Cordelia thought it was empty underneath.

      “Do you not care about your family? Your own mother? Your sister? What chance do you think Edith will have at school if you do not restore our place in society? And when she comes of age? She will be censured and despised. All because of your selfishness.”

      “Perhaps you should have thought about that before you divorced Father.”

      Her mother rounded on her. “You are a child. You know nothing. You understand nothing. I am your mother. You must be guided by me. And you will not leave this room until I have your word that you will marry whomever I select.”

      “Then I shall stay in here forever.”

      “We will see about that,” her mother said, and opened the door to the room. She stepped out and called for a footman. “Peter, see that Miss Cordelia does not leave her room and that no one else goes in unless it is one of her governesses.”

      The tall footman bowed and walked to her door to stand as a sentry.

      “I’ll give you some time to come to your senses and realize your duty,” her mother said, and the footman shut the door.

      Cordelia fell to her knees, lacking the energy to stand any longer. She picked up the broken doll. More than half of the doll’s face was now a jagged hole. The only facial feature that remained was one blue eye, permanently open. Cordelia cradled her broken doll against her chest, crying for the loss of her childhood and her own dreams. And for Stuyvesant.
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      There was no service said over his father’s body. The seventh Earl of Farnham was buried in the Petersley Church graveyard, with nary a soul save for Thomas and the rector, Mr. Ryse. Thomas watched the two burly gravediggers shovel dirt onto the simple wooden casket until it could no longer be seen.

      Mr. Ryse was a stout man of middling years, with thinning brown hair and a trimmed beard. He was a remote relation of the Ashby family and had spent more time at Ashdown Abbey than his father had. Mr. Ryse placed his hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “’Tis a bad business.”

      What an understatement, Thomas thought. His father had shot himself in the ash grove adjacent to the house, leaving Thomas with a title, a heavily mortgaged estate, staggering debts, his mother, and his ward, Penelope Hutchinson, to provide for. Thomas barely had enough cash to pay for his father’s burial, as no one in the village of Petersley would give him credit. Not that he could blame them. The debt to the butcher was two years overdue and the wine merchant hadn’t been paid in five years.

      “How are you holding up, young man?” Mr. Ryse inquired, still holding Thomas’s shoulder with his beefy hand.

      “Well enough,” Thomas lied. He was only twenty-one years old and his family was depending on him to save them. But how? His father had already pawned all the family jewels, sold their 18,000-volume library and both the Raphael and Van Dyck paintings. The only item left of value in the entire Ashdown Abbey was the silverware. Thomas tried to picture himself paying the butcher’s bill with silver forks and spoons.

      “At least you didn’t lose Ashdown Abbey,” Mr. Ryse said in a reassuring tone.

      Thomas could feel the blood draining from his face. He felt as if he was going to be sick. He did not know how he could possibly save his home. It was already mortgaged past what it was worth, and he would still have to pay all of his father’s outstanding debts.

      “I didn’t mean to frighten you, Thomas,” Mr. Ryse said quickly. “I only meant that twenty years ago your father’s property would have been forfeit to the crown. Suicide is a crime, after all.”

      Thomas gave him a polite nod, but in his heart, he didn’t agree. Taking one’s life was a terrible act of sorrow, desperation, and temporary insanity. His father had gambled away his fortune, and once the money was gone, so were his father’s so-called friends. Thomas felt deep grief that his father had seen no other course of action.

      The gravediggers used their shovels to pat down the newly turned soil over the mound. There was not a grave marker yet and Thomas did not have enough money to order one from the stone mason. His grandfathers had large ornately carved monuments inside the chapel, but they weren’t disgraced earls. His father’s grave looked strangely blank without one. Thomas turned to Mr. Ryse and thanked him before shaking his hand. He left the graveyard without another glance backward.

      Untying his horse, Thomas swung up into the saddle and began the short ride home.

      From a distance, Ashdown Abbey looked more like a medieval castle than an estate house. Once the home of a monastery, the abbey had been sold in 1539 by King Henry VIII to Thomas’s ancestor the first Earl of Farnham. The front façade had four tall, circle stone towers with pointed roofs. Two separate wings flanked the main house, making the structure U-shaped. The wings did not have towers, instead eight arched and pointed eaves, with several narrow windows underneath. Once stately and formal gardens surrounded the house on two sides, with a large, rectangular man-made pond reflecting the west wing of the house. To the south stood the ash grove.

      The closer Thomas got to Ashdown, the more dilapidated it looked. The roof was missing shingles. The gardens were overgrown and full of weeds. The windows were dirty and in desperate need of replacing. The stables in need of a coat of paint. The entire estate looked like an abandoned ruin. But his mother and his family’s ward, Miss Penelope Hutchinson, lived there, as well as a handful of dedicated servants who had remained despite the fact that they hadn’t been paid all year.

      Thomas would pay them. He would fulfill all of his father’s debts.

      He rode his horse into the stables and was surprised to see his valet, Edwin Thayne, there. Thomas dismounted and led his horse by the bridle to the stall where he stood.

      “What are you doing, Thayne?”

      “Isn’t it obvious, Mr. Thomas?”

      “You’re mucking the stall,” Thomas said. “But that isn’t your job. Where is Gerald? And the other grooms?”

      “Gone, sir.”

      “Gone?” Thomas repeated stupidly.

      “They left after breakfast to find new employment,” Thayne explained.

      Thomas nodded dumbly, fiddling with his shirtsleeves. He didn’t blame them. Ashdown Abbey was doomed. As the eighth Earl of Farnham, he had no way to pay all the debts. His tenants couldn’t pay their rents because of several bad harvests and he had no other source of income. He had been trained for no profession, only three years of classical studies at Oxford University that had been cut short by his father’s death. It was only a matter of time before he declared bankruptcy.

      Thayne took the bridle. “Best get in the house, my lord. Lord Rutledge is waiting for you in the great hall.”

      Thomas thanked Thayne and walked slowly to the main hall, which had once been the abbey’s chapel. Like the rest of the house, the hall was covered in a layer of dust and grime. Medieval armor, swords, and shields hung on the walls. Sitting at the front of the room, in a wingback chair, was his mother. She looked like a queen, with her dark hair piled on top of her head and wearing all black. She didn’t appear to be upset at all over the death of her husband, but then again his parents’ marriage had never been warm or loving. The majority of it they had lived apart. His cousin Oliver, known by his courtesy title Lord Rutledge (he was the heir to a dukedom), sat on her right, holding her hand.

      “Everything has been quite dreadful for me,” his mother said in her high, whispery voice. “I suppose your mother was unable to come.”

      “Mother was overpowered by the sad news and could not travel,” Oliver said, and pulled at his shirt collar uncomfortably. He was probably lying. Oliver’s mother, Lady Oxenbury, had not been on speaking terms with her now deceased brother for more than ten years.

      “Thank you for coming, Oliver,” Thomas said.

      Oliver quickly got to his feet, releasing his aunt’s hand, the relief on his face evident. He strode forward. Thomas shook his hand warmly. “I came as soon as I read about it in the papers. Terrible business.”

      Thomas nodded.

      Mr. Hibbert, their elderly butler, came through the door holding a tea tray. He set the tray on a table next to Thomas’s mother and bowed stiffly to her. “Anything else, my lady?”

      “That will be all. Thank you, Hibbert,” she said, and gestured for them to sit down. “Shall we have tea?”

      His mother smiled as if Oliver’s visit was a normal social call and not the day that her husband of twenty-three years was buried without a funeral service.

      “I’m afraid that I do not have the time,” Oliver said, pulling again at his collar. “I came to give my condolences and have a private word with Thomas here. My hired coach is waiting.”

      “I will tell Penelope that you called,” she said, and her gaze shifted from Oliver to Thomas. “She’s not feeling well enough to receive visitors.”

      “Do,” Oliver said with another smile. He took his aunt’s hand again and bowed over it.

      “Why don’t we go to the library,” Thomas said. “We can talk privately there.”

      Thomas and Oliver walked silently out of the main hall and down a smaller corridor to the library. Thomas opened the door to the long, empty room. It had once housed two stories of bookshelves lined from wall to wall with a mezzanine, and now not even one book was present. Only a few odd chairs and tables, all out of fashion.

      “How bad are your finances?” Oliver asked bluntly before walking to the row of windows.

      Thomas followed him to the windows which looked over the rectangular pond that reflected the house. “Hopeless. The estate is mortgaged to the hilt, and I don’t know how I can possibly pay my father’s personal debts or the tradesman’s bills.”

      “I could lend you some money to help you through.”

      Thomas shook his head. “You would just be throwing good money away. I am about to be rolled up and there is nothing that will change it.”

      “I know what could save you.”

      “What?” Thomas said in disbelief, mingled with hope.

      “Marriage.”

      Thomas colored and he could feel sweat forming on his brow. “There’s always been an understanding between Penelope and me. My father suggested it when we were children and he became her legal guardian. Now I realize that Father only wanted to spend Penelope’s inheritance. Which he did. Money was like sand in his fingers.”

      “Have you made Penelope an offer?”

      Thomas shook his head. Penelope was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, and he’d always planned to marry her but not immediately—in some distant future. He was only twenty-one, after all.

      “Then you are not honor bound to marry her.”

      Thomas shrugged his shoulders. “But my father wasted her inheritance.”

      “And you won’t be able to pay her back unless you marry well,” Oliver stated. “You should do what I have done.”

      “Marry an American heiress.”

      “Precisely.”

      “I didn’t know that you married Lois for her money.”

      “Not entirely,” Oliver said, blushing. The only sign that he felt discomfited by their conversation. “I was smitten from the first time I saw Lois. She was like a revelation to me of how wonderful a woman could be. But I never would have married her if she hadn’t had money, and she would not have chosen me if I was not the heir to a dukedom.”

      “I could always marry an English heiress.”

      “Not a bad idea, Thomas, but there simply aren’t as many of them. Plus, most of the English heiresses come from the lower classes and you’ll have to deal with the vulgar parents on a regular basis. They’ll be expecting you to host them whilst in town. You won’t be able to show your face in London.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “American girls are an entirely different breed from their British sisters. They’re prettier, wittier, and come with more than enough cash to solve your every financial difficulty,” Oliver said. “I have never made a better decision in all of my life than when I married Lois.”

      “Even if I could get enough credit to go to America,” Thomas said, “what woman in her right mind would want to marry me? I have little more than a title to my name.”

      “Americans love titles and they’ll pay millions for them,” Oliver stated. “Once you’re married, your wife’s dowry is money in your pocket. Lois’s parents still send her a yearly allowance. You’ll never have financial difficulties again and you’ll be able to dower Penelope. I don’t doubt that she’ll marry well, with her looks and a respectable dowry. And you’ll have enough money to bring Ashdown Abbey back to its original glory.”

      Thomas sighed. “I don’t know. It seems morally wrong to marry a young woman for her money—even an American.”

      “If you don’t, you’re facing bankruptcy. Your estate will be foreclosed on. Your tenants will lose their farms, which have been in their families for generations. Your mother and Penelope will be homeless. And your family name will be smirched forever. It is time to grow up, Thomas.”

      He swallowed uncomfortably, his throat dry.

      “Not only will your family be ruined and homeless, but all of your staff who have stayed on to help you, despite irregular wages, will be uprooted. Poor Mr. Hibbert’s been here since my mother was a little girl. What is he going to do now? Mrs. Cook and the housekeeper, Mrs. Norton, who have devotedly stayed without pay? They are all senior members of your staff, which means they will have to find new positions at another house and start again from the bottom. And despite their vast experience, they aren’t getting any younger. It may prove impossible to find another position for many of them. You owe it to them, to your mother, and to your family’s ward to try and marry an American heiress immediately.”

      Thomas mulled this over in his mind. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “I’m always right,” Oliver said with a smile. “It’s a burden.”

      Thomas attempted a smile, but it was a pathetic one.

      Oliver put his hand in his coat pocket and pulled out a stack of papers. “I’ve booked you and your valet passage on the Queen Adelaide for this Saturday. Lois has written you letters of introduction to several prominent New York families. And here is a bank draft for one thousand pounds—as long as you’re careful, it should see you through until the marriage. I suggest a very short engagement. I’ll do my best to hold off the foreclosure on Ashdown Abbey until you arrive back home.”

      “But my mother—” Thomas began. “My father’s suic—death is so recent.”

      “Miss Hutchinson will take care of her. You don’t have time to dawdle. You have to marry immediately.”

      Oliver placed the papers in Thomas’s reluctant hands. “Trust me, you have no other choice.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re not grateful yet,” Oliver said knowingly, and clapped Thomas on the back. “But you will be soon. American girls are full of snap and dash; you’ll be swept off of your feet.”

      “I thought men were supposed to do the sweeping off of feet,” he said. “Shall I have Hibbert make up a room for you?”

      “No, no. I told Lois that I would take the afternoon train back.”

      Thomas smiled with relief that his cousin would not be staying. Not that he didn’t enjoy Oliver’s company, but he was embarrassed at the lack of servants and the general state of disarray that the house was in. Oliver literally lived in a palace that not only was twice the size of Ashdown Abbey but had three times the servants. There was nothing in Birkhall Palace that was not made of the very finest materials, and Ashdown Abbey paled in comparison.

      He walked Oliver to the front of the house, where the hired coach was waiting. His valet, Mr. Thayne, playing the role of a footman, opened the door for Oliver. Thomas watched the hired coach depart down the gravel drive until it turned onto the road.

      “Thayne,” Thomas said quietly. “Would you please pack our things?”

      “Where are we going, sir?”

      “New York City.”
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      After four weeks, Cordelia hated everything about her bedchamber. She hated the circular walls that were made of blue silk. She despised the floor installed with the finest Italian marble. She loathed the moldings that were gilded with real gold and the Venetian mirrors that hung over her bureau. She no longer sat on the expensive brass and mahogany furniture but on the cold floor. She lived in the finest prison on earth. All she could do was stare down from her balcony at the people below, living their lives.

      Hoping. Praying to see Stuyvesant’s handsome brown eyes and infectious smile. Waiting for him to return home to her.

      The Wilson twins had come to see her twice. It was impossible not to recognize the sisters even from afar. Alida was tall and thin, with light blonde hair and Julia was short and curvaceous, with dark brown hair. Both times they’d come to visit, they’d been ushered inside. Her mother must have talked with them, for Cordelia was never called from her room. A half hour later, the twins had left. After two visits without seeing her, they must have given up trying. Neither Wilson girl was overly fond of her mother, who had called Julia “plump” at Cordelia’s eighteenth birthday party.

      Lucy Miller came five times during the first week of Cordelia’s confinement and was rebuffed each time by the butler. Her mother had never approved of their friendship. Every day since, Lucy walked down Fifth Avenue at ten o’clock in the morning with her maid and waved up at Cordelia. Lucy’s bright red hair and infectious smile were the only light in her life. All Cordelia could do was wave back. She longed to shout to her friend. To beg for help, but if she made a scene, her mother would no doubt restrict her from the balcony, and Cordelia couldn’t bear not to have any sunlight and fresh air.

      She stood up, her long hair falling loose past her waist. Cordelia tiptoed across the room and gently opened the door, hoping that no one would be on the other side. But the footman stood as sentry, guarding her exit. The expression on his handsome face was one of pity, but also of resolve. Peter would not let her out and she couldn’t blame him. If he did, he would lose his position and be sent off without a reference. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. She closed the door.

      Cordelia had to get out of her blue room or she would go mad. She flung open the double doors to her balcony and leaned over the railing, breathing in the fresh air. Her long hair tumbled over the ledge and she laughed—a hysterical little laugh.

      She was truly Rapunzel now. She was locked in her tower and forced to stay there until her handsome prince came to save her. Or rather, until she promised to marry whomever her mother selected.

      If only he wasn’t in South America. Stuyvesant would have loved to play the role of the handsome prince. Cordelia gave another hysterical little laugh that turned into a sob. In her heart she knew that he would help her if there were some way to get him a message. A letter. She fell to her knees and buried her face into her hands. She didn’t have a paper or a pen with which to write one. She, Cordelia Violet Jones, heiress to over two million dollars, did not have enough pennies to purchase a stamp.

      Cordelia grabbed a fistful of her hair. She had to escape this room. If she could make it to Lucy’s or the twins’ house, they would help her get a letter Stuyvesant. He would surely return immediately from his trip if he knew she was in trouble.

      She looked across at the balcony Stuyvesant had climbed over to see her. If only he could climb over now. Or that she could climb to him. But Stuyvesant was much taller and stronger than she was and that was before she’d been locked in a room for over a month with no exercise. And even if she could get to the opposite balcony, the doors would be locked. Stuyvesant’s entire family was out of town. There would most likely be a few servants left to watch the house, but whether or not they would be near enough to hear her or help seemed doubtful.

      Cordelia sat up and wiped off her wet face with the edge of her sleeve. Her tears were not helping. She needed to use her mind. Pulling herself to her feet, she looked over the balcony—it was over a twenty-five-foot drop. She would be dead if she attempted it. What she really needed was a ladder. Something besides hair to climb down on.

      Stumbling back to her room, Cordelia pulled the coverlet and the satin sheets off her bed. She tied them all together with knots and the end she secured to the balcony. She threw her makeshift ladder over; the bottom did not quite reach the ground, but she could jump the last three or four feet. Her long hair fell forward—it would only be in the way, so she quickly braided it and went back into her room for a ribbon. Her eyes fell on her jewelry box and her five-strand pearl necklace. She would need money. With shaking hands, she clasped the pearls around her neck and placed diamond earrings in her ears.

      Cordelia walked back to the balcony and put one leg over the top of it. She held her breath. Her heart was racing and her hands were sweaty. What if she fell? What if she slipped? She resolved only to think of Stuyvesant. The feel of his finger gently tracing her collarbone until she was weak in the knees. The pressure of his mouth on hers, parting her lips with a gentle lick of his tongue. She could do this for him. Holding on tightly to the material, she lifted her other leg over the balcony to the small ledge on the other side. Gripping the sheet even tighter, she stepped off the ledge.
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