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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer 1815, Cherrywood Estate, Derbyshire, England

      Under a canopy of blue sky, Hannah Simpson lay on the freshly scythed lawn and stared up. The sun had long ago burned away the morning dew, but it hadn’t yet made it high enough to blind her as she watched the white clouds float overhead.

      Hannah had a thought her mother would be cross if she knew she didn’t have a blanket beneath her. A maid would be forced to remove grass stains from her gown if she wasn’t careful. Her thoughts turned to more pleasant subjects, such as the elephant that had formed from a single cloud and was now chasing—very slowly—a turtle.

      She recalled how the day before, Graham had, for the very first time in his eleven years, lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. He and his parents, Thomas and Emma Wellingham, had just arrived at Cherrywood, the Burroughs’ family country estate in Derbyshire, for a rare holiday away from town.

      Hannah lifted that very hand so it hovered above her eyes, blocking out the golden ball of light that threatened to blind her.

      Had Graham noticed how her hand had trembled in his? How her pulse quickened with his touch? How a pink blush colored her face and every bit of skin above the neckline of her sprigged muslin gown?

      “It’s good to see you again, Miss Hannah,” he had said before he stepped back and bowed.

      “And you. It’s been far too long,” she had responded, only a hint of a scold in her voice.

      They both lived on the same street in London, after all, although Graham and his parents sometimes made the trip to their real home, Woodscastle, in Chiswick. The townhouse in King Street had been his mother’s before her marriage to Thomas Wellingham, and they used it when travel to Chiswick proved difficult.

      The Simpson townhouse—practically a mansion—was directly across the street.

      “School,” Graham had replied, in answer to her scold. “When it’s done, I promise I shall see more of you.” All at once, his face had reddened, his eyes darting sideways as he realized what he had said.

      Hannah had giggled at the thought of what he might be thinking. “If we’re to be married, then I expect that will be true,” she countered, hoping to assuage his embarrassment.

      

      Hannah had often wondered what life with Graham Wellingham would be like when they did finally marry. Their parents had frequently spoken of a day when the two would wed. Talked as if a marriage had already been arranged in some formal sense.

      The Wellinghams—Thomas and Emma—were good friends with her parents, Sophia and James Simpson. Emma had acted as midwife when Hannah was born. Hannah’s older twin brother, Henry, had been too impatient to await Emma’s arrival that fateful night when four babies had been born to three mothers.

      Graham, nine months younger than those babes, had probably been conceived that night.

      

      The sunlight that warmed Hannah’s face suddenly disappeared. “You look like an angel.”

      Hannah blinked as she dropped her hand to her midriff. Although the one who interrupted her reverie was cast in shadow, she knew immediately it was Graham. She grinned. “You say that as if you’ve actually seen one,” she chided.

      Graham lowered his gangly body to the grass and stretched out next to her. “Every time I see you,” he said with a wink. His gaze moved to take in the clouds above them, and he allowed a guffaw. “I thought you might be napping, but now I know you are deciding who will win the race.”

      Hannah giggled. “The race?” she repeated.

      “There’s an elephant chasing a turtle,” he said as he pointed to the clouds directly above them, “and a race horse, too.”

      Continuing to giggle as she followed his finger, her eyes widened when she saw exactly what he described.

      “So, are you betting on the turtle? Or the race horse?” he asked, his gaze turning to her.

      Hannah allowed a brilliant smile as her hand once again shielded her eyes. “I don’t see a finish line.”

      “If I was the turtle?”

      Hannah turned her head in the grass to regard him, sobering at his question. “I would bet on the turtle, of course. But why ever would you cast yourself as the turtle rather than the horse?” she asked in a whisper.

      “Because a turtle will live far longer than the horse,” he replied, his hand reaching for hers.

      Closing her eyes to concentrate on the warmth of her hand in his, Hannah grinned and allowed a long sigh. “Promise?”

      Graham turned his head in the grass. “And if I do?”

      Hannah’s eyes fluttered open, and she angled her head to regard him through blades of grass that had escaped the edge of the scythe. “Then I suppose I shall have to marry you,” she said with a prim grim.

      “Promise?” he countered.

      Her brows furrowing at the seriousness in his expression, Hannah said, “Of course.”

      “And if the horse wins the race?”

      Hannah lifted herself onto an elbow and stared down at Graham. “Are you asking me to place a wager on this race?”

      Graham inhaled as his gaze once again went skyward to see that the elephant was no longer, its shape pulled apart into a series of wispy clouds. Only the shapes of a horse and a turtle remained above them. “Only to agree to a bargain,” he finally replied.

      Inhaling sharply, Hannah directed her attention to the clouds and allowed a sound of disappointment. “He’s gone,” she whispered.

      “The turtle is still there,” Graham countered.

      “As I suspect he always will be,” Hannah murmured. “I’ll make you a bargain, Graham Wellingham. No matter what happens—no matter who wins the race—I will be your wife one day,” she vowed.

      Graham allowed a brilliant smile. “Quite a bargain, considering I have not yet proposed marriage,” he teased. An ‘oof’ escaped his lips when Hannah pounded a fist onto his midsection. “As if we have any say in the matter,” she said in complaint.

      He inhaled slowly and lifted one of her hands to his lips. “We do, and we shall. Miss Hannah Simpson, I accept the terms of your bargain.”

      Settling back onto the grass with a grin of victory, Hannah’s attention was once again captured by the clouds.

      The horse had won this particular race, although his shape had shifted with the slight breeze, his legs breaking away into wisps and his head separating from his body. A moment later, there was no sign of the horse.

      The turtle, however, continued its slow crawl across the sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A GENTLEMAN AWAKENS WITH A START

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday, March 25, 1839

      The sky was barely gray when Henry Simpson’s eyes opened with a start. His gaze swept past the ornate blue fabric canopy above his bed and to the window. Thinking that whatever woke him was behind the drapes and beyond the glass, he stepped out of the bed and hurried to the window.

      The air surrounding him was chilly. Henry was sure he saw his breath when he exhaled. The last chunk of coal in the fireplace was barely a burning ember, and it was far too early for his valet to arrive with more.

      Pulling the drapes apart, he quickly discovered the source of the sound that had awakened him.

      Neighing horses. Two of them. From the looks of their coats and their size, Henry was sure they were shires.

      Almost directly across the street, a glossy black town coach hitched to those shires had stopped in front of the townhouse located at 3 King Street. Their heads bobbing, the horses stomped their impatience at having been halted.

      He watched as the driver stepped down from his perch and opened the coach door, moving aside to allow the equipage’s lone occupant to emerge.

      Having paid witness to this scene at least two other times—both Monday mornings at dawn—Henry knew exactly what, or rather whom, to expect to step down from the coach.

      A rather comely young woman.

      She was always garbed in a fine wool redingote and a stylish, warm hat. She always carried a valise, and she always gave the driver a curtsy before she hurried to the red door. Then she would use a key to gain entrance and disappear behind the door.

      For the brief moment after she stepped over the threshold, but just before she shut the door, she glanced up and down the street as she removed her fashionable hat and gave the driver a final wave before he set the horses into motion.

      That’s when Henry had the chance to see her crown of blonde curly hair. A moment to take in her pleasant expression, as if she was glad to have arrived at the townhouse of Emma and Thomas Wellingham. A second to determine she possessed a porcelain complexion and cheeks blushed pink from the cold. And another to watch as she turned and shut the red door against the morning chill.

      This morning, she afforded him a longer look. For after she stepped down from the coach, she rushed to stand in front of the two horses, one gloved hand raised so she could shake her forefinger at them.

      The two horses immediately quieted, and their heads dropped. Then the young woman pulled a couple of apples from her reticule. She held first one and then the other to each horse and watched as they downed them. Next, she dipped a curtsy and displayed a brilliant smile.

      Henry blinked, sure the horses bowed their heads to her curtsy. He blinked again when he was sure she had briefly directed her attention on him, giving him as large a smile as she had afforded the horses.

      A moment later, and the young woman and her valise disappeared behind the red door.

      Henry allowed a long sigh of disappointment as he let the drape settle back into place. Given it was too early to be rising for the day—he usually had his valet wake him at seven o’clock so he would be ready for breakfast with his parents before he departed for the Bank of England—he crawled back into his still-warm bed and replayed the young woman’s arrival in his mind’s eye.

      He imagined what it would be like to meet her at the curb. What he might say in response to learning who she was and why she always arrived so early at the Wellingham townhouse on Monday mornings.

      Was she related to the Wellinghams? Or was she a servant of some sort? Her clothing certainly suggested she was a woman of some means, but Henry had long ago learned appearances could be deceiving.

      Maids were often given their mistress’ cast-offs, both clothing and shoes.

      He had thought it might be easy to gain an introduction, but with the Wellinghams leaving so early for their positions at Wellingham Imports every morning but Sunday, and usually returning well after dark, Henry found he couldn’t invent an excuse that would have him paying a call on them whilst the young woman was in residence.

      Staring at the dark blue velvet above him and then the matching counterpane that covered most of the bed and a few of the pillows, Henry imagined what she might look like with the velvet wrapped around her body. From his brief sightings of her, he was sure she had a pleasant figure beneath the broad skirt of her otherwise fitted redingote.

      He imagined what it might be like to unwrap the soft blue fabric from her body. What she might do as he peeled back the velvet and revealed her nakedness. What it might be like to smooth his hands over her silky soft skin.

      How would she react if his hands were cold? Would her skin pebble with goosebumps much like his mistress’ had? Back when he employed a mistress? Letitia always squealed and scolded him when he attempted to warm his hands on her.

      Or would she welcome his touch? Lean into it and cover his hands with her own to guide them over the places she wanted cooled?

      Henry closed his eyes and imagined what it might be like to have a lover he didn’t have to pay for the privilege of a shared evening. What it might be like to have a lover who looked forward to spending time with him as much as he looked forward to spending time with her. A lover who sometimes made the first overture.

      His eyes shot open as he considered his father had such a lover.

      His mother!

      The two were hopelessly in love. Hopelessly devoted to one another.

      And so happy.

      Was it too much to ask for the same for himself?

      His thoughts went back to the young woman he had spied from his window.

      Only by accident had he discovered the young woman took her leave on Saturday afternoons, and then only because he happened to be in the front parlor for tea with his mother when the same black coach and driver stopped and waited for a time until she appeared from behind the red door and stepped up and into the coach.

      Of course his mother had noticed his attention on the window rather than on his cake or cup of tea. The twinkle in her eye had him giving her a quelling glance, until he thought she might know the identity of the young woman.

      “Who is she?” he had asked, thinking she of all people would know.

      “Would you like me to find out for you?”

      The enthusiasm in her query had him immediately shaking his head. “No,” he had replied before he quickly turned the conversation to the upcoming theatre season offerings.

      Now he wished he had expressed more interest.

      Then he thought of what he feared she might be.

      A housemaid.

      He wasn’t sure why a housemaid seemed unacceptable. His father had been in service at one time. He had been a butler—the head butler of the large estate home of Merriweather Manor near Chiswick.

      That had been long before Henry was born, though. Long before his parents were known as reputable landlords of a string of townhouses in King Street.

      Long after his widowed mother’s disappearance from Merriweather Manor had set the ton’s tongues to wagging as to what might have happened to her.

      No one would have guessed Sophia, Lady Grandby, youngest daughter of a duke and aunt to the current Duke of Ariley, had married the butler.

      Sometimes love made for some hard choices. And sometime it resulted in the best decisions.

      If the comely young woman was indeed a housemaid, Henry decided he could at least give her the benefit of a doubt. Discover more about her.

      Who knew? She could already be married.

      But he doubted it.

      As he nodded off to sleep, his mind filled with images of her naked body tucked against him, Henry vowed he would discover who she was.

      And whoever she was, he vowed he would not be too disappointed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            PREPARING TO PAINT

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, across the street at 3 King Street

      The sensation of being watched was so powerful, Miss Laura Overby nearly glanced over her shoulder as she let herself into the Wellingham residence.

      It wasn’t the first time she had sensed someone watching her. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled only the Saturday before when she was leaving the Wellingham residence to return to her parents’ townhouse. Then there was the Monday prior when the sky was still gray at the time of her arrival in King Street.

      On that particular morn, she had spotted a young boy in front of a nearby townhouse. Still dressed in his sleeping gown, he had no doubt escaped the nursery and hadn’t yet been missed by his nursemaid. He stared at her as if he thought she might thwart his attempt to run away. Even before she was past the Wellingham’s threshold, though, a servant captured the urchin and returned him to the residence.

      Laura grinned at the memory, but a quick glance at that particular townhouse proved the boy hadn’t repeated his attempt at an escape.

      She allowed her gaze to sweep up and down the side of the street, acting as if she might be looking for the source of a particular sound, but there was no one nearby.

      Laura knew it wasn’t the driver of the Overby coach. He had already bounded up onto the box and was about to set the horses in motion. Horses she had just calmed with some apples she had pilfered from the pantry at her parents’ townhouse in Curzon Street.

      So that left the other side of the street, including the window to which she had directed her attention ever so briefly just a few moments ago.

      Lifting her valise and pausing a moment on the threshold to once again glance up and down King Street, Laura was struck by how little traffic there was on a street that had at one time been far busier. The addition of nearby Regency Street had relieved the congestion on King as well as replaced the part of King that had at one time connected its northernmost end directly to Oxford Street.

      Seeing only a few passersby, none of whom seemed the least bit interested in her, Laura was closing the door when she once again caught sight of the face in a third-story window across the street. Pretending not to notice, she continued to shut the door until she heard the latch click into place. Then she hurried into the front salon and peeked around the closed drapes just in time to see the face move in the window.

      Move and then disappear.

      A rather handsome face, she thought. Angular in a strong sort of way, with high cheekbones. Although she couldn’t make out his eyes from her brief glance, she knew his head was topped with light-colored hair.

      Perhaps he was the husband she had learned about from the lady of that house. If so, he appeared on the younger side, but then Laura hadn’t yet learned the woman’s age. Lady Simpson had the good fortune of possessing ageless beauty. She could have been forty or eighty years of age for all Laura knew.

      “Is something the matter?”

      Laura whirled around to discover Emma Fitzsimmons Wellingham regarding her from the salon’s doorway. The subject of her current painting, Emma was resplendent in a teal dinner gown, her hair caught up in a simple but elegant bun atop her head. “No, ma’am. I was checking on the morning light,” she replied as she dipped a curtsy. “In a few minutes, there should be enough of it.”

      “I so appreciate you coming this early on a Monday morn,” Emma said as she moved to the fireplace. “Mrs. Larsen will bring tea in a few minutes. I trust you had a good visit with your family yesterday?”

      “I did. Thank you for asking.”

      “How is the baby?”

      Laura allowed a smile as she moved to the valise and opened it. “Todd is not so little any longer,” she replied, referring to her youngest brother. “He’s just started walking. Emily is excited for her come-out this week, and Stephen and William have a new tutor, although Father believes he might hire another given the difference in my brothers’ ages.”

      “I’m surprised Mr. Overby hasn’t sent your oldest brother to Eton,” Emma remarked. William Overby Sr. was one of Wellingham Imports’ most valued employees, a broker for imported goods from the Far East.

      William had begun his tenure as a caddy to her husband when he was still a street urchin. Upon the death of his mother, the warehouse manager, Stephen Bingham, had adopted William and his sister, Kate, and had raised them as his own.

      Given such humble beginnings and his status as a commoner, it was a surprise when Lady Lily, the illegitimate sister of the Earl of Trenton, chose William to be her husband. But she had at one time been a housemaid and then a lady’s maid to Emma’s half-sister, Samantha.

      “I know he has considered sending him off to school,” Laura said, pulling several tubes of paint from a satchel, “but I think Mother would miss him too much. She might be an earl’s sister, but I think she favors the life of a commoner. For all of us.”

      For a moment, Emma considered the comment. Lady Lily could have chosen a life of privilege. A husband who was an aristocrat—she’d had at least four suitors besides William who were—but instead she had set her cap on William.

      That had been over twenty years ago. Their children’s births had been spread out over that time. Laura was the oldest followed by her sister, Emily.

      “Besides, Mother has heard too many stories of what the boys do to get into trouble at Eton,” Laura went on as she pulled several brushes from the valise. “But I think she’ll be glad when he goes to university. Less chaos in the house.”

      “Todd will be three by then,” Emma said, her eyes twinkling in delight. She remembered very well how her only child, Graham, had behaved at that age.

      “If you’re implying there will be more chaos, then you catch her meaning perfectly,” Laura said with a giggle. “Father has offered to hire a nursemaid with every birth, but Mother insists on seeing to the babes herself.”

      “So... you don’t miss living there when you’re staying here?” Emma asked carefully.

      A blush colored Laura’s face. “Would you think me a terrible person if I said I do not?”

      Emma allowed a chuckle. “I was an only child, so I am not familiar with having brothers and sisters,” she replied. “I do wish I had grown up with my half-sister, though.” Her gaze went to a painting of a Yorkshire landscape on the wall above the settee. “Samantha, my half-sister, painted that during the first year of her marriage to Ethan, Marquess of Plymouth,” she explained. She didn’t add that it had been the same year Samantha learned Emma was her sister. Emma had known far longer, but only because she had discovered letters her late father had received from Samantha’s mother, Caroline, Viscountess Chamberlain.

      “I wondered if it was a Fitzsimmons,” Laura said in awe, her attention going to the painting of a castle on the moors near the sea. “My mother has a Fitzsimmons in her salon. It was a gift from her brother,” she added, referring to the Earl of Trenton. “I’ve heard there are others here in London.”

      “I have one in my office,” Emma said as her brow quirked. “It was painted during the spring, and the greens depicted in the pasture are exactly as they appear in Derbyshire during that time of the year.” She paused as she watched Laura strip a Dutch cloth from a canvas that was mounted on a wooden easel. “Have you given a thought to painting landscapes?”

      Laura shook her head. “I have not, but that is only because I have lived here in London my entire life. I hardly think the squares can be considered landscapes. Perhaps I will find a good landscape should I ever travel outside of London.”

      “I rather imagine you would be as skilled at landscapes as you are at portraits,” Emma replied, her gaze going to the back of the canvas. Although she could have peeked at what lay beneath the Dutch cloth at any time the day before, she had resisted the urge, deciding to wait until she was invited to do so by the artist. “Let me know when you’d like me to resume my pose.”

      “I’ll be but a minute,” Laura replied as she turned to regard the canvas on the easel. The painting, very close to completion, displayed Emma as a well-to-do gentlewoman. Dressed in an elegant dinner gown of deep teal and accessorized with jewels that included aquamarines and sapphires at her ears, around her neck and one wrist, a quick glance would have the viewer believing Emma was an aristocrat.

      Given her relationship to so many, it was an easy assumption to make. Her late father’s brother was Viscount Chamberlain, the head of the Foreign Office. His cousin, Temperance, was the Countess of Mayfield. Emma’s half-sister, Samantha, was the Marchioness of Plymouth. And Emma was married to Thomas Wellingham, whose cousin, Gabriel, was the Earl of Trenton.

      For the last few weeks, Emma had been sitting—or standing, rather—for a portrait her husband had insisted on having painted. “For my office,” he had explained. “So I can look at you whenever I wish.”

      “My office is directly behind yours,” she had argued, thinking his reason a folly. Reminded he was far too inundated with paperwork to rise from his desk and make his way to hers, Emma had acquiesced and arranged for Laura to do the painting along with another to be kept secret from Thomas.

      Laura had agreed with the proviso that she be allowed to live with the Wellinghams—except on Sundays—until such time as the paintings were complete.

      Emma was happy to grant Laura the use of the guest bedchamber and have Laura join her and Thomas at the dinner table every evening. Their London home had grown far too quiet over the intervening years since their son’s departure for Boston, and they rarely made the trip to Chiswick to spend time at Woodscastle.

      

      Moving to the window, Emma opened the drapes and arranged the gathers in the sheers that covered the glass until they were even. As she did so, she noticed a face in a window across the street. Recognizing Henry Simpson, she gave a wave and grinned when he acknowledged her with a salute.

      “Mr. Simpson is certainly up early this morning,” she remarked as she made her way to where she had stood for an hour every day for the past fortnight.

      “Mr. Simpson?” Laura repeated. “Do you mean Lady Simpson’s husband?”

      Emma grinned. “Her son, actually. He’s a clerk at the Bank of England. I noticed him in a window across the street,” she explained. “Probably his bedchamber window given its height.”

      Laura’s eyes widened, and she wondered if he had been the one watching her. “Lady Simpson has been ever so kind to share her tea with me,” she said as she carefully moved the easel closer to the window and angled it so the filtered light illuminated it.

      As if her words were a cue, Mrs. Larsen, the housekeeper, appeared at the door carrying the tea tray.

      “Oh, please do the honors, Mrs. Larsen. We’re just getting started,” Emma said from where she stood in front of the fireplace.

      The housekeeper dipped a curtsy and went about preparing the cups of tea. She placed one on the table next to Emma and gave the other to a grateful Laura before she took her leave.

      Laura drank deeply before she set aside the cup. A surreptitious glance out the window confirmed she could see the first two stories of windows across the street, which meant she could be seen from them.

      The thought had her wondering if Lady Simpson’s son was watching. Could he see her through the sheers as she mixed paints into a flesh color? Watch as she began applying them to the part of the painting where one of Emma’s hands was resting on a plinth? There was no plinth in the parlor, but Laura had fashioned one from a stack of books on a side table. Behind her subject, the fireplace was acting as the edge of a Greek temple.

      Had his mother made mention of her to him?

      “I’m so happy you and Lady Simpson met. I should have introduced you the first week you were here.”

      “I was happy to make her acquaintance,” Laura replied. “I think she is lonely in that large townhouse,” she added, not taking her attention from the canvas.

      “She’d like another grandchild or two,” Emma remarked.

      Laura paused her brush mid-stroke. “Doesn’t she already have... eleven, I think she said?”

      Emma tittered. “Indeed, but she has only the one by way of her daughter, Hannah, and now that Lady Harrington is widowed, I suppose Lady Simpson thinks it’s time her son marry.”

      “Past time,” Laura confirmed as she continued her work on Emma’s fingers. “Apparently he hasn’t courted anyone, but he grows longer in the tooth every day.”

      “I’ve often wondered why he hasn’t taken a wife,” Emma murmured. “When he was a young buck, the young ladies flocked to him at balls and such. He was so amiable.”

      “And handsome,” Laura put in. She cleared her throat. “At least, according to his mother.” The face she had seen in the window had to have been him, she decided.

      Once again, Emma struggled to keep from laughing. “He was handsome. He’s still handsome, and given how his father has managed to remain so despite his age, I rather expect Henry will keep his handsome appearance as well.”

      “So his mother does not exaggerate?” Laura murmured, changing brushes.

      “She does not,” Emma replied. After a pause, she asked, “Has she offered to introduce you?”

      Laura paused in mid-stroke. “Pardon?”

      “Has she offered to introduce you to her son?” Emma clarified.

      Resuming her work, Laura considered how to respond. “She has not. But I rather imagine she wants him wed to the daughter of a peer.”

      Emma frowned. “I’ve never had that impression from her,” she argued.

      Pausing her work again, Laura glanced back out the window, almost letting out a yelp when she realized Henry was watching her.

      Dressed in a fashionable great coat and having just donned a top hat, he disappeared from view when a town coach pulled up and stopped. Before it continued down the street, she was sure he was gazing at her out the coach window.

      A frisson passed through her entire body, for the way he stared at her was most disconcerting. Most disarming. Alarming, really.

      For she had seen that look in her father’s eyes every time he returned from Wellingham Imports and took her mother’s hand in hers to kiss it. Every time he leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. Every time he rose from the dinner table and suggested it was time for bed.

      Laura was old enough to know what such a look meant. In the case of her father, it was most certainly love, for he professed it every morning and every night to her mother, even when all the children were present.

      But she knew there was more to it.

      Lust.

      Even before she had formed the thought in her head, her nipples tightened and a blush covered her face. She inhaled sharply and held the breath a moment.

      “Laura?”

      She gave a start, careful to pull the brush away from the canvas lest she make an errant stroke. “Yes?”

      A slow smile spread over Emma’s face. “It was him, was it not?”

      Realizing she’d been caught staring out the window, Laura gave a slight shrug. “I... I really can’t say. Just someone getting into a coach.” She resumed her work, humming softly.

      Emma’s smile settled into a grin of satisfaction, but she said nothing.
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            COUSINS REUNITE

          

        

      

    

    
      March 29, 1839, at Grandby & Son, 300 Oxford Street, London

      Graham Wellingham stepped from a worn hansom cab and regarded the front of his cousin’s place of business a moment. He let out a low whistle before he made his way to the front door on legs still adapting to dry land.

      A secretary watched from behind an elegant marble-topped counter as he made his way along the corridor, his expression betraying his initial revulsion at seeing who he thought might be a beggar invading the premises. Then his eyes widened in recognition. “Mr. Wellingham?”

      “How do, Mr. Adams? Is Thomas about?” Graham had barely finished his query when he turned to discover the subject of his search hurrying from behind a mahogany desk.

      “Graham?” Tom Grandby halted on the threshold of his office and regarded his cousin with a look of shock. Not only was Graham several years older than when he’d last seen him, he was sporting a short, thick beard and clothes suggesting he had taken up farming in the country. “How are you here?”

      Graham gripped Tom’s proffered hand and shook it before he said, “I stowed away on the Alanzaar. We arrived in Wapping early this morning. Thought I’d stop here first to discover if I still have a home to go to.”

      Tom grinned and indicated he should join him in his office. Graham followed him into the elegant room, his attention diverted to the artifacts on display at one end of the carpeted and wood-paneled office. “I see you’ve made your fortune,” he muttered as he admired an Ancient Greek vase, a globe made entirely of Brazilian lapis lazuli, and a marble statue of Dionysus.

      “With a good deal of Father’s help,” Tom admitted. “He’s pretending to be retired now and rarely comes into the office.”

      “Got tired of funding railway lines?” Graham guessed.

      Tom chuckled. “I think he grew tired of the travel required,” he countered, “although these days he takes Mother with him. They’re in Yorkshire at the moment. A pleasure trip, he claims.” He paused as he moved to the credenza behind his desk. “Now that I have married, I’m of the same mind.” He waited for Graham’s reaction and wasn’t surprised at seeing his cousin’s look of shock.

      “Married?” Graham repeated. He stared at Tom as if he’d been shot. Then he glanced back toward the office door before turning his attention back to Tom. “Who are you, and what have you done with Thomas Grandby?”

      “It happens to the best of us,” Tom said with a sheepish expression.

      “Do I know her?”

      Tom indicated the chair in front of his desk, and Graham settled himself into the soft leather. “Lady Victoria,” Tom said as he poured brandy into two crystal rummers.

      Graham furrowed a brow. “Somerset’s daughter?” he finally guessed, referring to Jeremy Statton, Duke of Somerset. His eyes widened. “You married a duke’s daughter?”

      Grinning, Tom nodded. “We live at Fairmont Park, an estate just north of London. She trains horses. And of course me, at times.” He offered a glass to Graham, who took it with an appreciative nod.

      “I cannot believe you went off and got married,” Graham whispered, his expression having sobered.

      “I wasn’t looking to marry when I took her as a client,” Tom said in a quiet voice. “But now I cannot imagine...” He allowed the sentence to trail off. “Well, let’s just say I was smitten, and now I’m in love.”

      “Children?”

      Tom shook his head. “Not yet. We’ve only been married a couple of months, but...” He gave a shrug. “I expect to be a father before Christmas,” he whispered hoarsely.

      “You’ll make an excellent father. All that experience from having so many brothers and sisters,” Graham remarked. He knew because he had grown up in the same household at Woodscastle.

      Graham had nine other cousins besides Tom.

      “I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “What about your uncle, Henry?” Graham asked, referring to Henry Simpson. “Has he finally been caught in the parson’s mousetrap?”

      “Henry?” Tom repeated as he grinned. “No. And he’s not courting anyone, either, which has both my grandmother and Aunt Hannah vexed beyond measure.” He noted how Graham jerked at the mention of Hannah. Henry’s twin sister and Graham had been close growing up. Most thought the two would be a married couple before they reached their majorities. Instead, a whirlwind courtship had Hannah accepting an offer of marriage from someone else.

      “And you?”

      Graham settled back in his chair and finally took a deep breath. “No wife. No child. Despite the Boston matrons who insisted their daughters would be perfect for me,” he claimed with a roll of his eyes.

      “I hear there is a good deal of wealth in Boston,” Tom said, his brows waggling as if he referred to young ladies’ dowries.

      “That I can attest to,” Graham agreed. “Given how much I’ve brought back with me. In fact, is your older brother still a banker?”

      Tom nodded. “Roger is at Barclay’s, yes, but you’d be better off leaving it with Burroughs at the Bank of England.”

      “Lord Andrew is still a banker?” Graham asked in surprise. “He must be⁠—”

      “Retired now, yes, but his son, James, has taken his place.” When Graham gave a start, he added, “He just returned to London at the end of December and married Emily in January.”

      Graham blinked. “Cousin Em?”

      Allowing a chuckle, Tom said, “She’s four-and-twenty, and Mother was over the moon happy she didn’t have to do anything for the wedding.”

      When suspicion clouded Graham’s expression, Tom added, “She wanted a quick wedding. Once she set her cap on poor James, there was nothing to be done for him.”

      “She didn’t marry for affection?” Graham asked, his brows furrowed with concern for his youngest female cousin.

      “Oh, she did. James adores her,” Tom replied. “Has since she was a child, I think. They are like two peas in a pod. Practically live in the library of their townhouse in Curzon Street.”

      Graham’s expression softened. “I am glad for her. I shall have to pay a call once I’ve finished with all the immediate requirements of my return.”

      Frowning, Tom put forth the next logical question. “Pray tell, what brought you back from Boston?”

      Not yet ready to admit the real reason for his return to British shores, Graham said, “It was time. I’ve got a trustworthy partner—and part owner—seeing to the business there, and I’m thinking from his recent letters that Father wants me to take over the business here. Which I’m happy to do.”

      His father, Thomas Wellingham, had inherited an import and export concern from Graham’s grandfather and then proceeded to build Wellingham Imports into a thriving business. Graham’s mother, Emma, was the head accomptant and had been overseeing a room full of clerks since before she had married his father back in 1802.

      “Have you been out to Woodscastle yet?” Tom asked, referring to their childhood home in Chiswick.

      “Haven’t made it that far.”

      “I don’t think your parents have been there in months. They spend their nights in the townhouse in King Street,” Tom explained. “But I’m sure your bedchamber at Woodscastle is still the way you left it.”

      Graham sighed. “At the moment, I would be happy sleeping on a floor,” he murmured. “Been sleeping in a hammock on the ship these past few weeks.”

      “No need to do that,” Tom countered, his brows furrowing. “Do you need a ride? In fact...” He glanced over the papers on his desk. “I will take you there. I have my phaeton, and there are still some things in my bedchamber there I haven’t yet moved to Fairmont Park.”

      Not about to turn down the offer of a ride, Graham said, “Much appreciated. Father isn’t expecting me—or the shipment I came with—until tomorrow, so I think it best I take a shower bath, shave, and get some sleep. Maybe go to Brooks’s later tonight in the event Father is there.”

      “Long night?”

      “Long month,” Graham replied. “I’m not much for sea travel. I never would have made it in the navy,” he added before sipping the brandy. He allowed a sigh of satisfaction. “This is heavenly. Do you get it from a French smuggler?”

      Tom grinned as he shook his head. “The same shop in Jermyn Street from which we all get the stuff,” he replied, referring to Berry Bros. His manner sobered as he leaned forward. “Is there perhaps another reason for your return to British shores?”

      Graham jerked upright, pretending surprise at hearing the query, but then he remembered who sat across from him. “Mother wrote to me.”

      “I rather imagine Aunt Emma writes to you frequently,” Tom hedged. With ships contracted by Wellingham Imports making the trip back and forth across the Atlantic at regular intervals, it was likely correspondence was included with the goods.

      “She does,” Graham admitted. He dipped his head and then drank more of the brandy.

      “So she told you about my Uncle Charlie’s death.”

      Glowering, Graham said, “He might have been your uncle, but he was my Achilles’ heel.”

      Tom winced. “He didn’t know you held a candle for Aunt Hannah⁠—”

      “I know. And I didn’t fight him for her back when I had the chance.”

      The words settled like a stone between them, and Tom leaned back into his chair, as if he feared his cousin would take a swing at him. “I often wondered about that,” he prompted.

      Graham took a steadying breath. “We were both so young,” he murmured, referring to Tom’s aunt, Hannah Simpson. “And I needed the chance to make my way in life. A few years to prove myself at the business. Make some blunt. Buy a townhouse in Westminster or Mayfair.”

      Tom nodded his understanding. “Hannah always had a steady stream of admirers,” he countered. His father’s half-sister, Hannah, had been born in 1803 and was two years older than Tom and almost a year older than Graham. As the daughter of a duke’s daughter and her second husband—a man who at one time had been a butler—Hannah had straddled two worlds. She had embraced her aristocratic relatives as much as she did those of the working class.

      From the time they were children, Graham had been raised to believe Hannah would one day be his wife.

      He had counted on it.

      So when Baron Charles Harrington, heir to the Mayfield earldom, announced he would be taking Hannah as his wife and future countess at the third ball of the Little Season of 1821, Graham thought it was some sort of sick joke.

      A visit from Hannah two days later confirmed what the gossip rags had printed.

      She had accepted the baron’s offer.

      Despite the bargain she had struck when they were younger, she had agreed to marry another. Graham was on a ship bound for Boston the following week.

      Nearly eighteen years later, his mother’s letter with word of Hannah’s year of mourning nearly at an end had Graham turning over his duties to his partner, Benton Sinclair, at Wellingham Imports in Boston and returning to England on the next ship.

      “Will you fight for her now?” Tom asked in a whisper.

      Graham drained the brandy. “I shouldn’t have to,” he replied in a hoarse whisper.

      Tom gave him a quelling glance. “There are as many men anxious to wed her—or bed her—now as there were when she agreed to marry Harrington,” he warned.

      Wincing, Graham said, “But she made a bargain with me. And this turtle intends to collect.”
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      Meanwhile, at Harrington House in Park Lane, Mayfair

      The black town coach might have been glossy when it departed from Eton, but it was covered with splatters of mud and a little layer of dust by the time it covered the three-and-twenty miles to the Earl of Mayfield’s mansion in Park Lane.

      Baron Edward Harrington, son of the late Charles Harrington and now heir-apparent to the Mayfield earldom, stepped down from the coach and regarded the stucco-covered brick pile that stood before him.

      Until he had left for Windsor when he was twelve years old, Harrington House had been his home. At some point in the future, Stanley Harrington, Earl of Mayfield, would die of what would most assuredly be old age, and Edward would inherit not only the earldom, but also the house.

      When he had left Eton that morning, he thought he couldn’t wait.

      Now he was having second thoughts.

      Apparently, his grandfather was still spending his blunt on horses and stables rather than on the upkeep of the house. The gardener obviously hadn’t paid a call since the autumn before, and soot stained the stucco. At least the green wrought iron fence looked as if it were still in good repair, and the pavement in front had recently been swept clean.

      Edward gave a nod to the liveried footman who was seeing to his trunk as he took a deep breath and headed for the front door.

      The dark blue door opened even before he had a chance to use the lion head brass knocker. Potter, as ancient as he had been when Edward was but a tot, stood, stooped nearly in half, and actually displayed an almost toothless grin at seeing him.

      “Potter, you haven’t aged a day,” Edward said with a brilliant smile.

      “You lie like a rug, sir,” the butler responded, his aged laugh sending him into spasms of a cough that had been with the servant for over a decade.

      “Oh, that’s one I’ll have to remember,” Edward said as he entered the vestibule. He blinked as he surveyed the interior. “Let me guess. Mother finally convinced her ladyship a renovation was required.”

      “Truth be told, I don’t think she asked,” Potter replied in a hoarse whisper.

      “Is she in residence?”

      “She is. I’ll let her know⁠—”

      “I’ll surprise her,” Edward said, knowing it would take the butler at least ten minutes to make his way up the stairs to the first floor parlor. “Any idea where I might find her?”

      “Right here, actually,” Hannah Simpson Harrington said, stepping from somewhere beyond the vestibule to regard her son with a mixture of surprise, happiness, and annoyance. “Did you... did you get expelled from school?”

      Edward’s jaw dropped at the same time his brows arched. “Mother! Easter is this Sunday. I have the week to attend the entertainments before classes resume,” he replied.

      Hannah let out a gasp of relief and hurried to pull her son into a hug. “I’m so sorry. I have lost track of time and of the calendar,” she claimed, right before she kissed his cheek and then stepped back to regard him. “Are you getting enough to eat?”

      “Yes, Mother. But I could always do with more,” he replied as he patted his flat mid-section.

      Turning to Potter, Hannah said, “Tea in the parlor, as soon as it can be arranged. Just a couple of cakes. And let’s do have a luncheon in the breakfast parlor.”

      “A cold collation has already been arranged, my lady,” Potter replied.

      Blinking, Hannah regarded the butler a moment before she turned her attention to her son.

      “Don’t look at me. I didn’t order it,” Edward said with a grin.

      “Potter, you’re not allowed to retire,” Hannah stated before she grabbed her son’s arm and pulled him into the hall. “Tell me everything,” she ordered as she led him to the curved staircase.

      Edward furrowed his brows, his gaze taking in his mother’s gown. “You’re still wearing lavender,” he said, censure apparent in his voice.

      “I haven’t yet paid a call on my modiste,” Hannah replied defensively.

      “I’ll take you on the morrow.”

      Hannah paused on the stair landing. “I rather doubt you’ll wish to spend your limited days in London at a modiste’s shop,” she said.

      “I’ll be spending time with you,” he argued. “Have you accepted all the invitations for this week’s entertainments?”

      Dipping her head, Hannah resumed her climb up the stairs. “It’s not as if I receive very many these days. I am a mere baroness, after all. A widowed baroness, barely out of mourning,” she added in a quieter voice.

      Edward pulled several missives from his waistcoat pocket. “You might not have received many for this week, but I certainly have,” he countered. “I’ve responded to every one saying I will be in attendance. I expect to escort you to all of them.”

      Hannah’s eyes widened at seeing the folded notes. “You’re only sixteen. And just how long will you be in London?”

      “Just the week, Mother. Before I leave, I want you to have invitations to ride in the park from no less than four gentlemen or a proposal from one.”

      “What?”

      “Father has been dead for a year,” he said. “It’s past time you find another husband. I won’t have you acquiring the reputation of a Merry Widow through no fault of your own.”

      Hannah regarded her son with a combination of shock and awe. “A Merry Widow?” she repeated in alarm. “Where is my son, and what have you done with him?”

      Only this past Christmas, Edward had put voice to a complaint that she might become a Merry Widow, flirting with younger men and possibly entertaining them in her bed. The mere idea of spending time in another man’s company had sickened her. How dare you? I loved your father, she had said in response, her voice filled with enough rebuke to silence her son.
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