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So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​Dedication
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To Tammy Crockett. Thanks for enjoying my books. I hope you find the magic of the Christmas season as well as many reasons to smile this year.
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Anyone can benefit from finding magic for Christmastide; it’s just a matter of believing...

Miss Clarissa Folgerton isn’t best pleased. She makes her living as a seamstress due to reduced circumstances, and it matters not that this is her busiest and most profitable time, for she has been summoned to northern Buckinghamshire. A dying earl wishes to see his illegitimate eight-year-old daughter—her niece. Years ago, he’d had an affair with her sister, and though her sister passed, Clarissa needs to see the girl’s future settled. If that means giving her up, she’ll have no choice, for she’s a spinster without means.

Colin Haversham—Viscount Lambert—is perhaps weeks away from becoming the new Earl of Biddleton, for his ailing father has summoned him to Biddleton Castle to spend this last Christmastide season together as well as take his apparent half-sister on as his ward. To say nothing of the fact that if he doesn’t wed, he won’t inherit any of the family coin. Annoyed and not wishing to forsake the life he’s already made for himself, what he needs is a false fiancée for the holidays. Above all, he doesn’t wish to be married again. It hurt too much the last time.

As the whole Haversham family assembles at the castle, bitterness, anger, and jealousy comes out in the disparate group, but when Colin takes Clarissa aside and offers her a fake engagement with a hefty monetary settlement promised after Twelfth Night, the dynamic shifts. Over the course of the ill-advised holiday get together, the unlikely pair find they have much in common beyond yearning for family, and when romance creeps in, they’ll need to decide if they have the courage to make love a reality despite battered hearts and differences in stations.

...and finding a diamond in the rough.
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December 10, 1817

London, England

Miss Clarissa Folgerton frowned at the rather expensive-looking ivory envelope in her hand as she settled into her coziest chair in front of a meager fire. The flames weren’t enough to keep the three rooms of the set she rented warm at the same time, but the front sitting room was where she and her niece spent the bulk of their time when home, so it was enough.

At the low table in front of her position, her eight-year-old niece Beth played with a couple of dolls, that had been handed down by her mother, and they were both showing their age.

“Why are you scowling at the post, Aunt Lissy?”

Why indeed? The seal alone had managed to cause anxiety to form knots in her belly, for she’d known this day would come at some point. She traced a fingertip over the red wax seal that bore the Earl of Biddleton’s crest. “Uh, I’m afraid it might be bad news.” Nothing coming from that man would be good... for them.

“You won’t know until you open the letter.” Beth’s gray blue eyes—very much like her late mother’s, as well as Clarissa’s—twinkled with excitement. “Perhaps it’s good news and it will change our lives; we could go on adventures instead of sitting here in these rooms watching the traffic go by on the street.”

Oh, I’m quite certain it will change our lives, and not for the better.

As she broke the seal, she frowned all the more, for her niece was quite correct in thinking their life was rather dull. There was never enough coin to tour London as if they were tourists or even to buy new dresses or fripperies. Everything was always a struggle for survival. A few seconds later, she pulled a single sheet of stationery from the envelope. The earl’s crest decorated the top of the paper that had a nice weight to it signifying wealth. Once upon a time, she’d known that luxury too, but that was seemingly a long time ago, and not a world she could ever return to.

“It is from the Earl of Biddleton’s solicitor.” There was no harm in telling Beth that tidbit, for the girl would have asked in any event.

“What is a solicitor?” The girl frowned as her lips formed the word again and again.

Clarissa sighed. “He is someone who attends to another man’s legal business.”

“Oh.”

Not knowing if Beth truly understood, she turned her attention back to the letter. With trepidation sitting heavily in her belly, Clarissa went about the business of reading the missive.


To the Honorable Miss Folgerton,



I am Mr. Coleridge, the solicitor for the Earl of Biddleton, and it is with a heavy heart I am writing to you now. You see, the earl is dying from a cancerous ulcer in the stomach, or at least that is what his physician tells us. 



There is not much time left for the earl on this earth, I’m afraid, and because of this, Biddleton has requested that you bring his daughter, Lady Elizabeth Folgerton, to Biddleton Castle in northern Buckinghamshire. The hope is that he can last through the Christmastide holidays or Twelfth Night and therein meet his daughter.



To that end, the earl is quite aware of the girl’s mother’s wishes that she not have any contact with her father’s family. Now that the Honorable Miss Rebecca Folgerton has passed from this world, Biddleton wants the girl to be with his family. They have means enough to care for her in the manner that benefits an earl’s daughter—no matter that she is illegitimate—for his provision of caring for the girl in a monetary way ended when she turned the age of five. He has often impressed upon me during private conversations he doesn’t wish for the girl to become a throwaway member of London’s poor. This will alleviate that possibility.



Upon the Earl of Biddleton’s death, his oldest son Colin—Viscount Lambert—will decide where to place young Elizabeth inside the family. For the moment, no one within the Haversham connection knows about the existence of young Lady Elizabeth. All of that will come out during the reading of the will or during personal interviews, if the earl continues to linger. He wishes for you to know he admires the way you cared for the girl these past four years, but his family will take that burden out of your hands now. I have been instructed to see that you receive two hundred pounds for your efforts upon arrival at the castle, which can be used to secure your immediate future.



If you could please come to Biddleton Castle by December 16th, I would appreciate it, for time is of the essence, as I mentioned before. There is no need to respond to this letter, but the earl does expect to see you and Lady Elizabeth at the castle post haste.



You may use the holidays to say your goodbyes to the girl before going on your way by Twelfth Night.



With respect,



Mr. Alexander Coleridge

Solicitor working on behalf of the Earl of Biddleton



“Oh, the high handedness of them both!” Clarissa crumpled the letter in her hand as heat rose into her cheeks. The man had addressed her by the honorific, which meant he’d been able to puzzle out her history, unless her sister had told the earl when she’d been with him. And even more disturbing, he’d called Beth by the title of “lady.” Did that mean Biddleton planned to acknowledge the girl as his daughter, not an heir per se, but give her all the privileges a lady would have?

As she seethed with anger, her mind went back in time.

In another life, it seemed, she and her older sister Rebecca had been part of the beau monde. As daughters to the Viscount of Wexingham, they enjoyed life and all the privileges found therein. Unfortunately, she had lost her parents to a horrific carriage accident nine years ago when she’d been eighteen. Rebecca had just turned twenty.

Since their father had only daughters, the title passed to a distant cousin of his. The man and his wife were kind enough to have them move into their London townhouse. The two had even sponsored a couple of Seasons for both her and Rebecca, and they had each been Diamonds of the First Water in their respective Come Out Seasons.

However, where Rebecca had been immensely popular and quite vivaciously outgoing, Clarissa hadn’t been quite as fortunate. For two years, the prevailing opinions of the ton favored willowy blondes instead of short girls with curves and black hair like her. Neither did they like shy wallflowers or ladies without dowries. If there was one thing her father had excelled at, it had been his wretched luck at the gaming tables. 

Within that second Season, Rebecca caught the eye of the Earl of Biddleton. He had been at least forty years her senior and everyone around knew such a match would never work, but that hadn’t deterred her sister. For whatever reason, she’d grown fond of the man.

There had been quite the scandal, for the earl’s oldest son had been six and twenty at the time and was also in the public eye, but since the viscount was away fighting in the war, that gossip didn’t have time to take. What the vipers of the ton did catch hold of was the fact that Biddleton took a strong fancy to Rebecca, and the next thing everyone knew, she was being squired about Town by the man, given luxurious gifts, and it was no secret Rebecca was under his protection as his mistress.

As such things went, the heat and alleged romance of it burned out rather quickly, and when the break happened, her sister had taken to her bed for a week where she refused to be consoled. Not long afterward, she had tearfully come to Clarissa with the news she was increasing. Once their father’s cousin got wind of that imminent scandal, he kicked them out of his townhouse, which meant she and Rebecca had to fend for themselves.

The one saving grace during that turbulent time was the arrival of a settlement for the care and raising of the earl’s child for the first five years of its life. Rebecca had been ordered not to talk about the pregnancy or the paternity of the child. They lived well enough in a set of rented rooms in a genteel building on the outskirts of Mayfair, while Clarissa went to work as a seamstress of adequate skill. That meager income helped to pay the bills, and for a while, the three of them were happy.

Little Beth had thrived and kept them entertained. Eventually, Rebecca grew bored with being a mother. She found work as an actress and absolutely adored the accolades... as well as the male attention it brought her. More often than not, Rebecca spent a few nights away from their cozy apartment, and Clarissa could only assume she’d become someone else’s mistress.

She didn’t begrudge her sister the attention; she would have done many things to be noticed by a man in that way, yet when she came home from long hours in the modiste’s shop, she cared for little Beth, and in essence, they formed a strong bond.

It was a good enough life, more than Clarissa could have expected, for after the scandal of her sister’s pregnancy broke, they were both shunned by the ton, and the invitations dried up altogether once Rebecca became an actress. Her sister didn’t mind, for she had her attention in other ways, but Clarissa took it hard. It made for a difficult, lonely life, and there had been many a time when she’d taken refuge in the few books she owned. She had dreamed of having a man ride up on a white horse and rescue her from the life of difficulties she’d fallen into, but beyond that, she just wanted to be loved.

“What is it, Aunt Lissy? Bad news?”

The sound of Beth’s voice wrenched her from the thoughts of the past. She blinked a few times before the girl came into focus. “What?”

“You are frowning at that letter. Does it contain bad news?” By this point, Beth had retrieved two extra teacups and was busy fixing a repast for her dolls.

“I... I’m not certain yet.” She smoothed out the letter, then decided against reading it a second time, so she folded it and carefully returned it to the envelope. “However, you and I might be taking a Christmastide trip soon.” No matter how much she loved the little girl, their situation wasn’t adequate enough to give her what she needed. The daughter of an earl—regardless of what side of the blanket she was born on—deserved a good life, a better life than she currently had, and that meant at least a governess and a dancing master.

“Where are we going?” Excitement reflected in Beth’s eyes, for they had been nowhere except London, and even then, they hadn’t managed to see most of the tourist sites.

“To a castle.” The muscles in her stomach pulled, for that was the last place she wanted to visit, for at the end, she would have to return home without Beth. “Biddleton Castle,” she added and her voice broke. “Do you think that is somewhere you might wish to go?”

The girl glanced up from her dolls. “Why are we going there?”

Clarissa tapped the envelope. What to tell the girl? She was far too young to learn the truth of her birth or how it came about, and when she did learn her history, she should be old enough to realize what that meant. “Don’t you think it would be an exciting way to pass the time and celebrate the holiday season?” Not that they had done that much here in London. There was simply not enough coin nor time. “Some... friends have invited us.”

Beyond that, the landlady of the building was growing weary of watching Beth when Clarissa was at the modiste’s shop.

“I have never been in a castle before.”

“Neither have I.”

Beth’s eyes rounded. “Will there be a princess there?”

“Hardly. It is owned by an earl, and he is dying. Beyond that, I don’t believe the earl had any female children.” Except you.

When Rebecca had told Biddleton she was increasing, he immediately wished to marry her. Since her sister had always been stubborn, she declined the proposal, said he didn’t truly love her and that she wouldn’t be someone’s obligation. Had she loved the earl? Clarissa could never say with any certainty she had, for her sister never talked about that part of her life. She had adored the physical attentions the earl had given her as well as the gifts, but had she given her heart to the man? At times, she had acted heartbroken when she thought no one was looking, so it was entirely possible she had.

That definitive answer had been lost to the annals of time. However, a part of her hoped Rebecca had found love with the earl. It would have given her life meaning for a time, and lord knew all of them needed more of that.

“Oh.” Disappointment sounded in the little girl’s voice, and once more recalled Clarissa to the present conversation. “Will there be other people?”

“I’m quite certain there will be. The earl’s family, of course, and perhaps others. Some of them might bring their children as well.” With their own circumstances as they were, there had been precious little opportunities for Beth to interact with children her own age. Perhaps this would be good for her. “No doubt if there are children there, they will be under the care of governesses. Perhaps you can learn something during our time at the castle.”

By willpower alone, she kept her voice from breaking. How could she be expected to make the day’s journey into the countryside and then simply give the girl up after Twelfth Night? It was a ridiculous notion, and she would fight for her rights as Beth’s aunt. It’s what Rebecca would have wanted, surely.

Beth pretended to have one of her dolls sip tea. “Will there be ghosts in the castle?”

Oh, most definitely. Clarissa remembered that one time Rebecca had been taken to Biddleton Castle by the earl at some point in their relationship, and when she came home, her head had been turned by opulence and wealth. But that had also been one of the reasons her sister hadn’t wanted Beth caught up in that world. “Old buildings like that nearly always have ghosts.” No doubt there were vestiges of Rebecca in those halls. A shiver went down her spine.

For long moments, Beth remained quiet. “Do you think we should go, Aunt Lissy?”

No.

Then she sighed, for she didn’t wish to be selfish, and Beth did deserve to have the best life possible. She was made for far better things than scraping by with an aunt on a seamstress’ salary. “I think we should make the trip and see what fate has planned.” It was the best explanation she could give without telling her niece the truth.

Unfortunately, Clarissa didn’t know much about the earl or his family, for she’d only met him once in passing at the opera, before she’d known that Rebecca was his new doxy. According to the letter and what she’d gleaned from her sister’s scandal, he had a son—the viscount—who would inherit the earldom and who would apparently decide Beth’s future. Over the years, she’d hadn’t had the time to follow the news or on-dits from the ton, but in some forgotten place of her mind, she remembered seeing a notice in the papers years ago that Viscount Lambert had married but there had been no children from that union.

As for the earl’s other two sons, she had no information about them.

Beth heaved a sigh. “Will there be snow at the castle, Aunt Lissy?”

“Only God and fate know that, but if it grows cold enough, perhaps.”

“It’s cold now.”

“Yes, it is.” The small fire danced behind the plain grate. “There have been flurries.” Winter was her least favorite time of the year, possibly because as an adult, it meant coin to heat a dwelling, a greater scarcity of food—especially following the last horrible year when it had remained cold the whole calendar—and trying to find garments warm enough so one didn’t lose toes to the frost overnight. To say nothing of the fact it was difficult to make one’s fingers work with needle and thread when they were frozen. “When your mother and I were little, we would sometimes go to our father’s country estate in the north. It was quite colder there in the winter, which meant ice-skating on ponds and snowball fights.”

Before everything went topsy turvy with her parents’ death and Rebecca’s indiscretion.

“What about cats and dogs?”

“What about them?” Truly, she couldn’t follow the logic.

“Will the castle have cats and dogs?” Beth’s tone suggested Clarissa was rather thick.

“I would imagine a castle would have all manner of pets, especially in the stable yards and carriage houses, and if you manage to find them, you may play with them to your heart’s content.” Until your relatives tell you ladies do not cavort in stables.

Another swath of silence brewed between them. Finally, Beth nodded. “Will we have a new dress for Christmas?”

Even now, Clarissa had tucked away a new gown for her niece, made by her own hand. It was to be a present to open on Christmas Eve. “Perhaps within reason. Funds are limited.”

“Then we should go to the castle. It will be an adventure.”

“Oh, I’m quite certain of that.” And at the end of said adventure, she would lose her niece, to the very life Rebecca had tried to shield her from. “I suppose I should make plans,” she said in a whisper, for the effort of keeping the tears from her voice was quite taxing.

Beth frowned as she glanced at Clarissa. “Try not to worry, Aunt Lissy. Everything will be right as rain. I’m frightened too, but sometimes we need to be brave.”

“Indeed, we do.” Though could she bring that bravery to the sticking place when all she wanted to do was rail at the heavens, toss the earl’s payment back in his face, and then run away with Beth somewhere in the world where no one could ever find them?

That letter had managed to suck whatever joy she’d managed to find from life. Celebrate Christmas. Bah. What was left to celebrate once her only reason for living was gone?
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Chapter Two
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December 11, 1817

Biddleton House

London, England

“Damn it all to hell.”

Colin Haversham—Viscount Lambert—scowled at the letter in his hand. It was from Mr. Coleridge, his father’s long-time solicitor. “Apparently, my father is dying.” The rain, mixed with snow, spit against the window glass with slight hisses. Winter was clearly upon them, or at least trying to be.

“Will he make a go of it this time, then?” This from Cecil Daughtery, who was a barrister of rising fame. He was also Colin’s best friend, and had been since their days at Eton. “The man has pretended to die at least three times before.”

The ability to keep everything on a logical level was merely one thing he appreciated about Cecil. “I have a feeling it’s true this time. The letter is from his solicitor whereas in the past, it’s been my father who has written on some misguided attempt at guilt to have me home. And recently, to bear witness to yet another woman he’s hand-picked to be my second wife.”

Cecil snagged the letter from his fingers, gave it a once over then handed it back. “Looks quite legitimate. Perhaps your father truly is dying.”

“Damn.” He tossed the letter to the cushion of the sofa next to him. “I’ll be an earl before the year is out most likely.” But he couldn’t help but eye the paper one last time before he fixed his gaze to Cecil. “The solicitor said the family is to gather at Biddleton Castle in five days. Apparently, Father wishes to spend his last holiday season with his relations.” Giving in to a shiver, he grinned. “That would not be my last wish.” His family was... interesting at the very least. 

Gold diggers at worst.

“What of it?” Cecil shrugged. He took a sip of his brandy and rested an ankle on a knee. “You like the property well enough.”

“I do, but I hadn’t thought to travel this year.”

“Why? Have a particular toothsome lady bird in a house you’ve set up?” Cecil finished his brandy and then rested the glass on a small, round table at his elbow.

“Ha.” Colin huffed. “I haven’t had a mistress for nearly a year.” And that had been difficult enough, but he refused to have his heart put through a gambit of emotions on the whim of fate.

One of his friend’s eyebrows rose in challenge. “That’s not what gossip holds nor the betting book at White’s.”

Heat went up the back of Colin’s neck. “Well, rumors are often wrong. You know that.” He stared into the fire jumping merrily behind an ornate grate. “Besides, I’m not of a mind to celebrate Christmastide. Not even for my dying father.”

“Ah. The anniversary of your wife’s death.” All teasing faded from Cecil’s face. “I’m sorry. It slipped my mind.”

A jagged bolt of sorrow went through his chest. “Think nothing of it. I didn’t expect you to remember.” Staring harder at the flames, he wished he could lose himself in them, merely to have a string of days that brought peace instead of pain.

But despite his hopes, he slipped into a maudlin mood. Five years before, he lost his wife, the first woman to ever hold his heart, the first woman who’d said “I love you” to him. Had he come to grips with her death? Not really. The bulk of the grief, that “I can’t breathe, can’t believe she’s gone” part of grieving when everything and every sound or smell reminded him of her, had passed. Time did that, but he would always miss her, miss the babe who’d died while being delivered into the world. The babe was stillborn, a girl, and the most angelic thing he’d ever seen. He’d held the child in his arms, but no matter how much he’d wished it, she never opened her eyes or drew her first breath. The midwife had said perhaps the umbilical cord that had connected her to his wife had wrapped about her neck during labor and she suffocated.

A lump of emotion rose in his throat as the memories of that day kept coming.

When he’d looked at his wife, and she’d worn such a hopeful, loving expression, and he’d shaken his head to tell her the babe didn’t survive, the anguish in her cries had gutted him. After that, things quickly deteriorated as she hemorrhaged, but he would always maintain that she died from a broken heart and had given up the will to live from that moment.

She refused to remain in this world, not even for him.

That had been two days before Christmas, and took all the magic and joy from his life on that day. Nothing had been the same since.

“You might not have expected me to remember, but I should have. We’ve been friends for an age now.” Concern lay etched on Cecil’s face. He shoved a hand through his dark brown hair. “If you wish to shut yourself away, I don’t blame you, and I won’t cajole you into making merry when you don’t feel you should.”

“Stop.” Colin raised a hand. “The remembrances are bittersweet. The pain comes and goes. Consider yourself fortunate you haven’t lost someone close to you like that.”

“Just because I don’t display my grief or ennui in the same way you do doesn’t mean it’s not there,” he quietly reminded him.

“Touche.” After finishing his own brandy, Colin stared into the empty glass. “I simply don’t know if I have it in me to extend trust to other people.”

“But you cannot become a hermit, locked away here for the remainder of your days lest you follow in your father’s footsteps.”

“Yes, Father did become a bit of a recluse in recent years, almost as if he’d had his heart broken.” Odd, that, for as far as he knew, his father kept his mistresses at arm’s length. Then, because that particular subject sent a shiver down his spine, he shifted his thoughts to his own existence.

It had been two years after the deaths of his wife and child when Colin had finally felt like rejoining society, but he wasn’t what he once was. His smiles were too few, and when was the last time he’d laughed where it wasn’t a forced sound? He couldn’t tolerate people much or their shallow ways or wastrel tendencies. 

The third year after mourning he’d taken his first mistress, for there were always needs of the body, but he made certain to keep the liaisons strictly physical. His heart was well and truly guarded and there hadn’t been a woman yet with the tools needed to either scale the walls or tunnel beneath them. 

Year four after their deaths seemed almost normal. Grief would still hit him unexpectedly. He’d taken his third mistress, nearly fell in love with her, but she betrayed him by taking up with another man and leaving him naught but a letter saying she’d found someone better.

That had solidified his decision to remain unwed, but life was boring, and he suffered from ennui. Through it all, his well-meaning but annoying family would pester or badger him about marrying. He had the family name to carry on, for they all knew his younger brothers wouldn’t amount to much, if they even lived long enough to bear a legitimate child.

That very well might be true, but it wasn’t his responsibility to have children with a woman he didn’t love, and since he couldn’t trust the gentler sex any longer, the title of earl would need to eventually pass to his middle brother.

Guilt be damned.

This month marked the fifth passing of his little family. He hadn’t seen fit to take a new mistress even for the company and he certainly wasn’t ready to go back into mourning if he lost a second wife.

Not even for his father. Especially not for his father. The man had been prickles and burrs the whole of Colin’s life. Always trying to make him conform to the way he should act while in society or what the ton expected of him, which sounded cold and distant.

Cecil cleared his throat, and the sound wrenched Colin from his tortured musings. “Whether you loved him or not, you’ll inherit a king’s ransom once the old man pops off.”

“There is that.” Soon, he would be the Earl of Biddleton, as he’d trained for his whole life. Additionally, the family fortune would be under his control and that meant stemming the continued funding to his gold digger relatives. His father had been of the same mind but would give them settlements each year at Christmastide. This meant they lived for those hand outs and refused to better themselves, never once curbing their destructive behaviors.

No more. Everyone had to stand on their own, and the boys needed to stop turning to their vices to solve their problems.

“Ah, Cecil, going back home is going to prove problematic, I fear.” When he glanced again at the letter beside him, a few words jumped out at him. ...must marry... “What?”

Well, damn.

“Is there something wrong?” Immediately Cecil was on alert.

Colin caught up the letter once more. He jabbed at the contents with his forefinger. “My father is up to his usual tricks, but this is beyond the pale.” Crushing the paper in his hand, he explained. “The solicitor put in a caveat. I’m not only supposed to come to the castle for the holiday season, but unless I marry, I will not inherit the family fortune. Not one farthing, he maintains my father said.”

“That’s a nasty piece of business.” Cecil shook his head. “I am truly sorry your father has resorted to such tactics.”

“As am I.” Above all, he didn’t want to marry again, but he did wish to see his father in the event this was indeed the last time they’d celebrate Christmas together. What a conundrum. “What would you do in this situation?”

Cecil snorted. “Say the hell with them all and do whatever I wanted,” he said with a grin.

“I can see you doing that.” Despite the aggravation coiling through his gut, Colin chuckled. “However, you have certain freedoms that I do not.”

“Why? You don’t need the coin,” his friend reminded him. 

“I do not. Over the years, my investments were sound, and I’ve done my fair share of building up my interests.” He hadn’t had to depend on his father’s coin since he’d first come back from his stint in the military. However, if the family fortune landed with his middle brother’s discretion or even his male cousins, they’d run through it or gamble it all away.
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