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Renea Harrington is determined to prove that her mom is still alive... which is why she left her home in England after the death of her father and is now living with her gambling uncle and his clueless wife. Because of her uncle’s gambling debts, he hands her over to the town’s investigator to work for free. The only reason she agreed was to convince the investigator to help find her mother. What she didn’t plan on was how old-fashioned and arrogant he was. Dare she trust him?

Greggory Caldwell is walking on sunshine. Out of his five friends, two of them have lost the wager they made a few months ago and have given into love and marriage. He won’t let that happen to him. But when the stunning blue-eyed British beauty starts working for him and he sees her independence, he is compelled to play her protector. Each day with her is getting him closer to losing the wager. Will he be able to stop it before it’s too late?
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Prologue
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Greggory Caldwell never really liked working on a missing person’s case. The pay wasn’t worth his time, and most cases would drag for days without any results, which is why he didn’t do them. Then why was he going behind Renea Harrington’s back and checking to see how well she was doing in her own little search when he had his own investigation to do?

That woman was driving him insane with her independence, yet he enjoyed their heated confrontations. Well, almost.

Still, she was supposed to be working in his detective office as his secretary, so why did she take on a missing person’s case by herself when she never had a real job? He only agreed to let her work with him because her uncle owed him money, and this was the only way to collect.

But he knew she was up to something, mainly because he saw her peeping in one of the brothel’s windows. Could she be checking on him? No, she didn’t know what he was investigating. If she saw him here, it would ruin everything. He still couldn’t believe that he took on this job and lowered himself to be here in one of the vilest places ever.  

Not always had he led an exemplary life, but he was proud to say he never had to visit one of those establishments for the reasons most men couldn’t stay away. He almost turned the job down, but he needed another case to follow. Sadly enough, somehow Renea must have stumbled across a clue while trying to find the missing young woman that made her want to be snooping around this place. 

A loud fist pounded on the bar, startling him and he took his eyes off the window. One of the patrons argued with the bartender. It was hard not to listen to what he was bellyaching about.

“You said she would be ready tonight,” the round man grumbled. “I was saving all my money for her.”

“Mr. Arkin, Crimson will be ready soon enough. Patience.” The owner of the establishment put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Come. I will show you.”

The round man turned and followed the owner toward the kitchen. Inwardly, Gregg groaned. They were going outside. Renea was outside. 

A harlot draped her arms around his shoulder and leaned next to him. He wanted to push her away, but that would prove he really didn’t want to be here, and he must act his part. 

“Hey, cowboy, are you ready to race?” She giggled. 

“Not now. I need some air.” Gregg pushed away from her and hurried out the front door. 

There were a few women flaunting over a couple of men on the porch, so they were occupied and wouldn’t see him slip around the back. He tried not to draw attention to himself as he walked quickly to the rear of the building. 

It was almost dark, but that didn’t stop him from seeing Renea slip into the stable. He ran in that direction, knowing the owner and Mr. Arkin were heading this way. 

What would he do if he caught up to her? He would have to figure that out later.

He stopped suddenly at the stable doors. Renea was studying the horses. Her blonde hair wasn’t pulled up in her normal bun, she had it long like the women inside the brothel. He noticed that she had unfastened a few buttons around her neck, giving her a freer look. Was that her idea of a disguise? She was too beautiful, and too much of a lady to ever blend in with these women. 

The back door slammed, and he slid into the dark stable. They were coming. Now both of them would be caught. They would be here in seconds. He needed to think. 

Renea turned to walk back to the entrance. She was going to run right into them. There was only one thing he could do. He didn’t want to do it, and she most likely would resent him for the rest of her employment with him. However, he must. To save them both, he must...
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Chapter One
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It wasn’t that she couldn’t be a working woman, she just had other hopes at this time in her life that were more important. 

Renea Harrington remained silent as she sat in a cushioned chair that had very worn fabric while Uncle Bart paced around the sitting room. He held bill notices in his hands and kept glancing at them while he shuffled through the papers. Aunt Corrine stayed where she always was this time of the day—in her oversized red floral chair, knitting. She too, kept quiet. After all, the woman always believed silent was how a woman should be. 

Renea had only one thing to say about that. Hogwash!

“I have looked at every option, but there is no other solution.” Uncle Bart’s focus stuck to her like molasses now. “Renea, you must find a job. I took you into our home out of the kindness of my heart and because of my dying brother’s last wish. But now... well, I just can’t afford to feed another mouth.”

Renea opened her mouth to protest that if he hadn’t spent his hard-earned wages at the horse races, maybe they wouldn’t be living in poverty. She wasn’t blind. She knew where he went when he was off work. After all, she was the daughter of a fine British detective. She learned from the best of them, even if her duties over the past ten years were mainly bookkeeping.

“Uncle, I have given you most of my inheritance money. That should be enough to feed us for a few more months.” Renea clutched her hands in front of her. She needed more time before surrendering to the life of a working woman. “I can find a job after that.”

“Did you not hear me? The money is almost gone.” Uncle Bart shook his head. “I have an idea that will get me out of some immediate debt. So, I plan on talking to my friend today.”

“I don’t understand.” 

“I owe a significant amount of money to Mr. Caldwell. I have noticed that his paperwork is piling up, and I have a solution to his problem. If I can convince him to take you on to help in his office, that will relieve my debt to him.” Uncle Bart put the notices down on the table. “That is what we will do. When your services are no longer needed there, you will find a job elsewhere, making money to help support us.”

“Or get married.” Aunt Corrine looked up from her knitting. “A woman of your age should already be married.”

Renea shot an irritating glance at her aunt. How dare she pry into her life like that? She was twenty-six years old, and that ship had sailed past her years ago. She had never married, not because suitors didn’t find her attractive, but because of her strong will and passion for wanting to be in business for herself, possibly owning her own detective agency like her father had in England. Most men found that intimidating. They always told her she had a stubborn disposition, and she was too headstrong. Those were fighting words, and she wanted to punch them in the face. Perhaps that was why they thought she had a bad disposition.

“She has too much of her mother in her.” Aunt Corrine interrupted Renea’s thoughts. “Always looking for the easy way out.”

Hearing her mother’s name slandered like that felt like a knife slicing into her heart. Her mother worked hard in the home and helped Father when needed. Mother had kept the house clean and allowed Father to bring his detective friends home to discuss important cases. Ma tried her best to keep Renea in pretty dresses as she learned to be a young lady. 

What right did her aunt have to say such things? Her mother had never taken the easy route.

“Hush, Corrine.” Uncle Bart shook his head. “We shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

Another stab, in Renea’s gut this time, made her feel like she wanted to regurgitate. Although she should have said something about the issue, she knew her aunt and uncle didn’t care much for her mother. And she certainly wouldn’t tell them about the letter she found which triggered her sudden move to America after Father had died.

“I’m going to go talk to him now.” Uncle Bart’s gaze ran up and down her attire. “Change into something fancy. Maybe he will hire you for your looks.”

Disappointment settled in her chest. She understood how to run a business, so why was her relative acting as if she didn’t know? She managed the accounting ledgers since she was sixteen years old, and he knew that. Even though he didn’t want to be a detective with her father, he still helped, until he got tired of it and moved to America, leaving the family business to her father.

But working in some man’s office was not what she wanted to be doing right now. Being the detective would better suit her plans. Searching every spot along the Erie Canal was what must be done. There had to be a clue somewhere, and she was determined to find it.

“Did you not hear me?” Uncle Bart reprimanded her again. “Go change.”

Renea growled under her breath, stood quickly, and whipped around to march out of the room. She hated to be ordered about as if she were a child. Her father never would have done that to her. He confided in her on his cases as well as taught her how to account for their money. Thankfully, he also taught her not to put all her eggs into one basket. Even though Uncle Bart had used up most of the money she gave him, she still had a little hidden away. How she missed her father, even if he kept secrets from her.

She changed into a light blue dress with an A-line skirt accentuating her small waist, almost making it appear too small, like a twig. The sleeves puffed out at the shoulders and then tapered down on her arms. The high laced neckline was something she still found difficult to wear in America. While in London, the dresses dipped a little lower on the neck, allowing a little bit of breathing room. 

She pulled up her long blonde hair, leaving ringlets around her face. By the time she finished, Uncle Bart was already in the carriage waiting for her. She climbed inside and took her seat next to him. He was looking down at a newspaper and circling items with his new fountain pen. He mumbled under his breath the names of what sounded like horses. She frowned, knowing exactly what he was doing. Why did he think he could win at betting on horses when he hadn’t done so yet?

“Maybe if you don’t place a bet, the money would last longer,” Renea commented. 

“What I do with my time is none of your business.” He glared at her, tucking the paper and pen in his jacket pocket.

“Yet you will make me work for free? That makes it my business, Uncle.”

“If you are quick, then maybe you won’t have to work that long for free. Maybe my friend will eventually want to pay you for your service.” He lifted the reins, giving them a shake, and the horse moved forward. 

“What kind of business is your friend in?” She hated to make small talk with him, but she also disliked the silence. If she was going to work for Mr. Caldwell, she must know all about his occupation.

“He is a detective in Poughkeepsie.”

Renea sat straighter in her seat. “A detective?” Her heart pitter-pattered with excitement. Maybe she could convince this man to assist her with the search for her mother. She would need all the help she could get, since she was new to the area. 

“The detectives here in America are different than those in London. He has plenty to do, unlike your father. Thankfully, that will keep him out of the office and away from you. We don’t need to have you distracting him.”

She huffed. Could her uncle think of anything else? Besides, his friend was most likely a balding, middle-aged round man with a mustache, much like how her uncle looked. Most of the detectives she knew in London were single, middle-aged, because they spent all their time working on cases, and they didn’t have time for a wife. Her father was a very busy man. How could her uncle even think he wasn’t?

“You obviously don’t remember, but Father had many cases,” Renea said. “In fact, when you worked for him, you were kept busy as well.”

“Oh, there was plenty of work to be had, but my brother spent too much time looking for your mother. Many assignments passed over us because he couldn’t face the fact that she left him to raise you on his own.”

“My mother didn’t leave us. She loved my father, and I remember her love for me.” Renea bunched her hands in her lap. “She was taken. Father knew that and was trying to find her.”

“Whatever the case, he wasted too much time. Then there were those months of his grieving when she was found dead.” He shook his head. “Coming to America provided me with many more opportunities than London ever would have.”

“There was no proof that was my mother,” Renea snapped. 

“But it was. Your father was finally relieved. Too bad his business had to fail.”

She knew Uncle Bart held hard feelings toward her father. He tried multiple times to get her father to leave her mother. Renea never understood why because people liked her mother. She remembered Father’s longtime friends, Ernie Hall and David Shaw visiting their home quite often, and always complimenting her mother on the food she made. 

The Hudson River shimmered as the wind blew gently, causing little blips in the water. The area around Poughkeepsie appeared quite busy today. Uncle Bart stopped the carriage near some buildings. 

“Stay here,” he instructed. “I need to polish the deal first.”

“I’m going to go look at some hats.” Renea stepped out of the carriage. She didn’t need her uncle to tell her what to do. 

“I won’t be long.” Uncle Bart hurried into one of the buildings with a logo on the window reading Caldwell Detective Agency. 

Jitters danced in her stomach. She needed someone to confide in who knew this area and had a passion for detective work, as her father had. Her mother was alive and out there, she just knew it. Everyone tried to convince her that her mother was taken and then killed, but her body was never found. The body that was discovered was badly deformed, and no one could really tell who it belonged to. Some even said that she left her family, but Renea didn’t believe that. Her mother’s love was evident for her small family in everything she did. 

Her sudden disappearance was a mystery for sure. For eight years, Renea hoped her mother would return, but that never happened. And then just when she was about to give up the search, she stumbled across something wonderful. While still in England, she found a letter from the United States giving her hope as well as urgency. 

By the time Renea received the mail, three weeks had passed. She left posthaste to sail to New York, which took another three weeks on the ship. The truth was, she needed help in navigating the streets of New York, and most of the time, she wondered if she was even in the right location.

She strolled across the street to the local hat shop. A bell dinged as she entered, announcing her arrival. A woman with a large pile of hair on her head came into view and grinned widely. The shop owner looked Renea over. She had seen this look before in other stores. The woman was determining her wealth and how much she could possibly spend on a hat. 

“Good day,” the owner greeted. “I have just the selection of hats for you that will accent your beautiful blonde hair.”

Renea felt guilty since she wasn’t there to buy anything. She walked up to the counter and smiled pleasantly. “I would love to see your hats, but I was hoping you could provide me with some information instead.”

The woman’s smile dropped into a small frown, knowing she wasn’t going to make a sale today. She shuffled some pieces of fabric on the counter between them. 

“And what information do you need?” Her irritated voice squeaked awkwardly.

“I’m looking for a British woman. She is probably about my height, blonde hair... or it used to be. She would be in her late forties.”

“You don’t know her height or hair color?”

“I haven’t seen her in several years. I haven’t seen another hat place in this area, so I hoped she would have come in here before. Her name is Dorothy Harrington.” 

“Dorothy?” The woman brought her hand up to her chin as she looked like she was thinking, then shook her head. “If she lives around here, I think I would recognize that name. Of course, I cater to the higher-class women, and if she isn’t that, well, I probably wouldn’t know her.” She looked over at the hats that were less expensive. “Would you like to see some hats?”

Renea frowned. This woman only looked at people for their wealth. How disappointing. She stepped away from the counter. There was nothing this woman would say that could make her want to buy anything from her. 

“I apologize for taking your time away from you. I will look elsewhere for a hat. Good day.” Renea left the shop quickly with her heart dropping lower. It was difficult to have hope when she couldn’t find answers.

She glanced up and down the street. There must be another hat place around. One that would cater to the middle-class. She sighed. What if her mother was poor? Renea would have to search for her mother in the immigrant camps.

“Excuse me.” A woman touched her arm, getting her attention.

“Good day.” Renea greeted politely. 

“I overheard you telling Mrs. West that you were looking for someone.”

“I am.” Excitement built up inside her. “Her name is Dorothy Harrington.”

“I’m not good with names, but a few years ago, there was a beautiful woman from England with blonde hair that came into my dress shop. She purchased some items from me. I remembered her because there was a man with her who seemed a bit controlling. I just thought it was odd behavior to see in public.”

“What do you remember about her?” Renea’s heartbeat raced. Could this be her mother?

The woman studied Renea closely, then nodded. 

“The deep blue color of her eyes, as well as the shape, looked a lot like yours. I had never seen that color before, until now. Are you related?”

“I’m looking for my mother.” Renea smiled. “Did she ever come back to the shop?”

“Sadly, no. I don’t remember her stopping by. I hope that information helps you.”

“Oh, it does.” She grinned. Now she knew the truth, her mother was alive, or at least was.
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Chapter Two
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Greggory Caldwell chuckled to himself while he hurried along the boardwalk, heading back to his office. An impromptu case helping his good friend Harrison Holt provided closure involving arson, as well as overwhelming joy in seeing Harrison lose his wager. Gregg couldn’t be happier that his friend fell for the girl—something their group of friends all vowed not to do. 

It seemed the friendly wager he and his friends made a few months back had ended up more of a curse. No sooner after they had all agreed upon it, Levi fell in love and married a lovely woman, and now Harrison would be getting hitched soon. As much as Gregg’s friends wanted to see him lose, that wouldn’t happen, and he couldn’t wait to prove them wrong. 

Maybe they should have decided what the last man standing would receive. Losing a month’s worth of wages was his bet, and by golly, he couldn’t afford to do that. Business was a little slow, but at least his reputation for solving crimes in the New York area was getting him more notice. 

Gregg unlocked his office, stepped inside, and looked around. Piles of paperwork from previous cases had become the brown wooden desk’s decoration of late. His organization skills could really use some work. He walked to his desk and lifted a stack of papers then placed them on another stack. He opened the desk drawer and pulled out a red ink fountain pen. Grinning, he circled on the calendar the number fourteenin the month of June. Harrison’s and Cara’s wedding day was just a few weeks away.

Levi and Harrison were handsome men—more handsome than Gregg considered himself, so of course, women were bound to fall for his friends quickly. He glanced at himself in the round mirror near the calendar and smoothed his black hair on the sides of his head. Under his nose the beginnings of a mustache were appearing. Maybe he wasn’t that bad looking after all.

But it didn’t matter. He had decided already that no woman would ever break his heart again, which meant he wasn’t going to get involved in the first place. He would make sure of that. Bethany Smith had been wrong about leaving him. Eventually, she would realize that a woman’s place was in the home—just as he had suggested when they talked of marriage—not in the working world. Beth wouldn’t see his point of view, and after a few arguments, she walked away from him, breaking his heart.
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