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      The scent of coffee tickled Richard’s nose as he lay hiding from the day. It meant Lizzie wanted something from him.

      He lay tangled in a white sheet redolent of sweat and the musk of a woman, overlaid with the all-too-familiar scent of stale liquor. His head throbbed like the very devil. He rolled onto his back, the muscles of his stomach bunching beneath his bare skin. His fingers idly traced up his abdomen, scratching as he tried to force his mind into alertness. The open window let in a strong late-spring breeze off the Hudson River and the clanging bustle of life below.

      Howard would be happy with this weather. Full ship’s sails meant money in his pocket.

      There came a harsh rattling sound, as if his visitor had yanked the curtain across the rod. Sunlight speared his half-open eyes. Richard pulled a pillow over his head to block it out.

      “Are you awake yet? I made coffee,” a woman’s voice penetrated Richard’s den. He peeked out from his nest. Lizzie van Buren’s mane of red-gold hair floated around her sharp-featured face like a halo of pure energy. Foxy Lizzie, as she was known—among other names, most unkind.

      Richard’s eyes drifted down to the transparent shift she wore. Lizzie possessed spectacular breasts, at least in the judgment of a man who had seen many fine bosoms in his lifetime. She caught the direction of her interest, lifted her chin, and puffed out her chest.

      “Did I startle you, my lord?” she asked, drawing out the last word with a giggle. “Or is it, ‘your grace?’ I never can keep it straight.”

      “I don’t know why you insist upon referring to a title,” he complained in a sleep-roughened voice. “You Americans have no use for them. Northcote is sufficient.”

      At their first meeting several months ago, Richard had introduced himself as Lord Northcote, out of longstanding habit. No matter how he attempted to correct her, admittedly not very hard, Lizzie insisted upon addressing him by his brother’s rightful honorific. As the second son of an earl, Richard’s proper form of address ought to be The Honorable. After fifteen years as the heir presumptive to the Briarcliff earldom, however, Richard had found it galling to be demoted in rank. Who did it harm if he continued using lord among these ignorant strangers?

      No one.

      After Lizzie had followed him into a hallway and kissed him, Richard forgot about the issue. He had been shocked enough to let her. Were all American women so forward? he’d wondered before surrendering to her affections with utter gratitude. He’d rather spit than admit how badly he’d missed the touch of another human being since he’d been banished from his homeland of England.

      That was before he’d discovered Lizzie was married.

      Lizzie leaped on him as he tried to rise, pushing him back down into the soft bed. She liked to run her fingers over the ridges and valleys, pausing to tug on the smattering of hair. When she was feeling impish, she tried to tug one out at the roots. When angry, she’d attempt to yank out a cluster from near his flat nipples, deliberately, to make him wince. If he bled, she laughed and called him weak. Richard, in his weak and lonely worthlessness, accepted her mean-spirited affections rather than make do without any human contact at all.

      He ran his palms up her legs. Lizzie also had a set of very fine calves, leading to even better thighs. Physically, she was a treasure. By the time he he’d figured out that Lizzie was the black sheep of Dutch New York society, it had seemed rather late to try and extract himself or to correct her on the subject of his family. His older brother, Edward, had reappeared fifteen years after he’d been kidnapped in the Amazon and stolen the earldom right out from under Richard by virtue of being the eldest son. Now, he was merely a spare—or he had been until Edward had successfully supplanted him by producing a son with that quack woman doctor he’d married. To say that relations between Richard and his eldest brother were icy was like saying an Arctic winter was a mite chilly.

      Lizzie giggled and kissed him deeply. Richard let her. He let Lizzie do anything she wanted to. She had been the one to suggest their first carriage ride, where he’d been the one ridden hard and put up wet. She had been the one to unfasten his trousers, as practiced as any whore. Lizzie was a walking scandal, and it quickly became clear that her husband tolerated his wife’s actions because he was the only person in the world who genuinely wanted her—for his own demented reasons, Richard presumed. Richard had met him briefly before he decided to avoid the man socially. Hardly a difficult task given Richard cultivated acquaintances solely on behalf of his friend, Howard.

      Apart from balding at the tender age of twenty-three, Arthur an Buren seemed a nice enough chap. Wealthy, earnest, if not very exciting. Then again, Lizzie offered more than enough excitement for ten men. In that sense, she and Arthur were the perfect match.

      Richard had come to believe that Arthur allowed his wife so much leeway because he believed Richard would soon take his wayward wife off his hands. Indeed, Lizzie had been pushing for that exact outcome for weeks. But the thought of being married to Lizzie Van Buren made Richard shudder.

      Lizzie broke off their kiss, though she left her legs wrapped around him. “Come and get your coffee before it gets cold.”

      “Why? What’s the rush?” Richard asked, palming one wonderful breast. She shook him off.

      “I want to go on holiday. Come into the kitchen, and I’ll tell you when and where,” she said.

      Richard yawned, leveraged himself up, and padded after her into the kitchen. Soft linen pajama pants with frayed hems swirled about his ankles, an indulgence he’d brought with him from England upon his departure. Outside, the sounds of city life banged unfiltered through his open windows. Each morning, if he was awake to hear it, the sounds of carts rumbling and horses clip clopping over cobblestone streets reached his third-floor apartments. A towering London plane tree shaded his front windows where birds liked to roost and warble or squawk in noisy umbrage. Richard would never have confessed how soothing he found the sound to another living soul. Especially not to Lizzie.

      “Here you are, piping hot just how you like it,” Lizzie chirped in an awkward and affected English accent.

      Richard accepted the cup, hiding a grimace. Lizzie made exceptionally awful coffee. Richard preferred tea, but he’d grown accustomed to the bracing bitterness of coffee, America’s brew of choice. This newborn country of industrious rebels certainly knew how to nurse a grudge. That Boston Tea Party incident had taken place a generation ago.

      “Thank you.” Richard sipped it and barely managed not to choke.

      Lizzie’s expression turned radiant. Few would call her beautiful. It didn’t matter. An irresistible energy animated her elfin features.

      “Darling,” she smiled up at Richard winningly. “I want to take a holiday.”

      “You had mentioned something to that effect.” The coffee was even worse than usual. Lizzie must be scheming up a storm this morning. Last time she’d made coffee for him, earlier in the spring, she’d tried to convince him to let her move in with him. As though it wasn’t bad enough that Lizzie spent several nights a week in his bed. He choked down a sip and set the cup aside. “What brought that on?”

      “Everyone leaves town in the summer. I know you can’t go away for three months, but surely, we could go away for a week? Shipping slows down in the summer, doesn’t it?”

      Richard chose not to correct Lizzie’s misapprehension that shipping slowed in fine weather, when in fact the opposite happened. He pondered the meager funds in his bank account. Quarterly, he received an allowance from his brother, the earl of Briarcliff. Richard wondered why his brother paid it. He wondered what he would do if his brother ever changed his mind about doing so. Upon receiving his stipend, Richard paid his rent ahead, settled any outstanding debts and spent the remainder within weeks. His coffers would be replenished at the end of June and not a moment before.

      “Right. There is only the matter of Howard and the imports warehouse,” Richard yawned.

      “Which you have precious little to do with on a day-to-day basis. Admit it. If you wanted to get away, all you would have to do is walk over to the warehouse and talk to Howard,” Lizzie cajoled.

      “Assuming I could find him, that is.” He did not want to go anywhere with Lizzie, much less publicly. He traded upon his misappropriated title and aura of dissolute nobility to bring Howard new investors. Howard had carved out a profitable niche for himself shipping wares up the Atlantic coast from Southern states. The whispers about his dalliance with Lizzie were bad enough. Confirmation of the rumors could ruin him—and Howard, by proxy.

      Well, Howard’s prospects, rather. Richard himself was already as ruined as a man could get. Setting the blaze that had killed his own father and being banished for it…there wasn’t much further to fall.

      Upon landing in Boston nearly two years ago, Richard had stumbled—literally—into a partnership with a man named Howard. He remained uncertain as to whether or not Howard was the man’s first or last name. All he knew was that Howard had saved his life, which was more than anyone else had ever done for him. One would never guess from his unshaven cheek and shabby garments barely fit for a stevedore that the man was not, in fact, hard pressed. Richard wasn’t one to ask questions. When he needed money—which was often—Howard let him work in the warehouse. Supposedly, Richard received a share in the profits whenever Howard needed someone respectable to accompany him on meetings with prospective investors, which was how he’d come into Lizzie’s orbit in the first place.

      Following a series of connections made by leveraging his family’s illustrious name, Richard had made his way to New York, worming his way into the dining rooms and parlors of wealthy mercantile families like Lizzie’s, and rubbing elbows with newer, self-made industrialists flooding into the city. The first time Howard had tried to pay him for dining and “doing the talking” at a business dinner Richard had laughed it off, telling him to reinvest the proceeds. Though Howard stayed afloat, anyone who could afford it would have dressed better. The notion of taking badly needed money from someone who had saved his life sat uneasily on Richard’s conscience.

      A strange thought, considering that he had not been previously aware of possessing any such thing.

      “How about in July?” he offered.

      Lizzie’s expression turned mulish. “No. It has to be next week.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “That’s it? Because?” Richard eyed her with a mixture of bemusement and annoyance.

      “It isn’t as though you have anything to do,” Lizzie pouted, poking him in the pectoral muscles that had developed since his arrival in America. Moving heavy cargo in the warehouse had kept off the softness that nightly drinking with Lizzie might otherwise have packed about his middle.

      “Howard lives at the warehouse. I am sure you could find him, dear, darling Richard.” The language of excessively familiar affection was a marker of how little genuine affection either of them felt. Lizzie had never given any indication of possessing a capacity to care about anyone apart from herself.

      Dear Richard was also code for I am calling your bluff, and I win. Shrugging, Richard conceded victory. He always did. What Lizzie wanted, she got, and he saw little point in wasting breath to argue.

      “I don’t have money for a long trip,” he began cautiously.

      “La, money. You are the son of an earl! Practically a prince. Princes aren’t paupers. Ask your brother for an increase.” Lizzie tripped down the hallway.

      Richard had two limits. He did not discuss his family, and he did not discuss money. He let everyone assume whatever they pleased. It was easier than trying to explain why he’d been exiled, not that it was anyone’s business but his own. Lizzie had just breezed past both boundaries in the span of a sentence.

      “Leave my family out of this,” he demanded, towering over her petite form.

      Lizzie smiled coyly and took his hand between her warm palms. “Darling. You deprive yourself unnecessarily. When is the last time you took a holiday?”

      Arguably, Richard had been on holiday for his entire adult life. He had completed all of one year at Cambridge before being tossed out on his ear for failure to attend classes and general misbehavior. He had then spent the better part of the next decade drinking and whoring with London’s fastest set. Then, after the tragedy of his father’s death, he’d been sent into exile by his brother, Edward. The only work Richard had ever performed had been for Howard, who always needed the help. Richard felt a twinge of shame that he only ever helped Howard when he, himself, needed money. Richard quickly swept that feeling into the unexamined corner of his soul where such emotions went to writhe in darkness. For whatever reason, Lizzie wanted a summer vacation, and what Lizzie wanted she usually found a way to get. He could fight her, but that would require effort.

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked.

      “My aunt will be at her summer house on the New Jersey seashore next week. I could stay with her. There is a boarding house nearby that caters to families of modest means. You might rent lodgings there. Or there’s a cabin on her property that might suit.”

      “Why wouldn’t you stay with me at the boarding house?”

      “I don’t want to risk a scandal.”

      Richard threw back his head and laughed. Lizzie stank of scandal like a woman wearing too much perfume. He had no idea how she got away with it. Later, Richard would curse himself roundly for not having been more suspicious of Lizzie’s motives. By then it would be too late to undo the damage, leaving him to wonder how he had fallen so far and let this slip of a girl bully him into so much trouble.

      For now, Richard simply pushed back his chair and padded to his room to dress. With no valet, he wore simple clothes instead of the fine fabrics and elegantly styled formal wear he’d been accustomed to in London. Patched trousers and old linen shirts were comfortable enough for working in a stuffy warehouse.

      “Richard,” Lizzie came up behind him on tiptoe and sank sharp teeth a bit too hard into his earlobe. Her hands flattened over his stomach. Pillowy little breasts flattened pleasingly against Richards back. He turned and kissed her.

      “If you want that holiday, I had best find Howard.” He disentangled himself and headed for the door.

      “I’ll be here waiting for you,” Lizzie purred from where she lounged on the unmade bed.

      Richard smiled as he closed the door, though he would not have cared if it were the last time he ever saw her face. Her breasts, however…those were another matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      New York’s economic hub sat at the tip of finger-shaped Manhattan and stretched up the west side of the island. To the north lay farmland and open fields. To the south was the harbor, where the Hudson and the East rivers flowed into the sea. The estuary was a sanctuary to birds and creatures that Richard had never seen before arriving in this godforsaken country. Raccoons, for example. The fearless blighters plagued the city’s streets and spread garbage everywhere.

      From Richard’s apartment it was a half-hour’s walk to Howard’s warehouse on the Hudson River. It was also a short distance uptown to the stuffy, formal dining rooms of what passed for the upper crust. Merchants, the lot of them, Richard had scoffed upon his arrival. There was money here, however, and with it came a whiff of the prestige and luxury he missed so badly he could taste it. With his sense of superiority severely chastened after the fire and his humiliating banishment from London, Richard had been grateful to slink back into the world of privilege he’d once enjoyed without thinking.

      Lizzie talked endlessly of English aristocracy, as if she had any chance of joining their ranks.

      “I cannot figure out why you Americans bothered fighting a war if you’re just going to obsess over titles and aristocracy,” he complained, enjoying the opportunity to poke fun at the rough, ungentle men who’d formed this brash new country.

      “Weren’t you also forced into exile?” ladies often asked, wide-eyed.

      “It is true,” Richard would confirm, slumping a little as he regretted afresh confiding in Lizzie the reason for his presence here. “I was sent here as punishment after...after I was disinherited.”

      He couldn’t bring himself to admit what he’d done, not to these sharp-witted, canny Americans. There were some sins that could never be forgiven. Not by God, certainly not by these rebels with their pride and hypocrisy. Or perhaps Richard needed any paltry excuse to look down on his unwanted, adopted country. Ruminating like this did make him feel marginally superior to Lizzie and her friends for a few lonely minutes.

      “Richard, my friend. Here to help unload?”

      Howard stomped forward, his blond curls flopping in a tangle over his bronzed forehead. Bright eyes the color of polished amber, striated with green, pinned Richard where he’d paused at the edge of the gloom. Dust caked his boots from the walk.

      “If you’ve a need of me.” Here, Richard never had to pretend to be something he wasn’t.

      “Could’ve used you hours ago,” Howard grinned without judgment. “The men are tired. I’ll take a turn, too. Can’t let the tobacco go stale from the heat.”

      If Richard had more self-regard than he knew what to do with, Howard possessed none at all. It was one of the many asymmetries to their friendship. Howard had never mentioned relatives. Richard half-suspected he’d sprung from the bed of the Hudson River as a fully formed man. A seasoned river navigator, he’d started running small shipments up from Virginia to Boston as a young man. One of the rumors claimed Howard had made his first trips running escaped slaves upriver from the South, though Richard didn’t give it credence. After the Act of 1820, Richard had assumed slavery was no longer acceptable in the United States.

      He’d been wrong.

      While the act labeled enslaving African natives a heinous crime punishable by death, it only succeeded in diminishing the trade, not in abolishing the institution. Richard remained baffled by the logic of this upstart country which that same year had passed the Missouri Compromise. The nation had grown by two states, Missouri and Maine. The former permitted slaves. The latter did not. People among Lizzie’s set liked to grumble about the free blacks who had begun forming residence in Manhattan’s northern hills, though he privately thought them hypocrites. Richard found it impossible to overlook the dissonance between slavery and the freedoms claimed in the young country’s declaration of independence.

      Freedom, if it didn’t include everyone, seemed a rather worthless thing to fight for.

      “Gloves,” Howard ordered, tossing a pair of ugly canvas mitts at his chest. Richard donned them and pulled the cords tight at the wrist. They grasped the ropes of the pulley and heaved. Within minutes, sweat poured down Richard’s back.

      The leather-fronted, canvas gloves were Howard’s own invention. He specialized in shipping delicate wares, from china to art to gilded furniture. Not that he was above hauling grain, lumber, or tobacco. He was a businessman, and Richard had come to appreciate that businessmen must be flexible to survive.

      Howard’s warehouse was situated alongside the Hudson river with easy access to the bay and to the ocean. His usual run was to skirt the coastline from Maine to Boston to New York, with warehouses and transfer points at each city. Howard owned a small fleet of six schooners making scheduled voyages as far south as Charleston.

      “With Maine a state now, quarries and lumberyards will need to move their goods south, and the newly rich Mainers will want fine china and cotton for their homes,” Howard had explained, months ago, when they were still in Boston. “I provide the shipments at a fair price and we all come out ahead. Capitalism, it’s a fine thing, isn’t it, your lordship?”

      “Fine but for the slaves who toil to grow the cotton yet see no benefit,” Richard had snapped, at the time. His money and letter of introduction had been stolen from his pockets and his head cracked with a wooden truncheon hard enough to fracture his thoughts for days. All he’d wanted was to go back to sleep. If he could only slumber long enough, perhaps he could wake up from the extended nightmare that had become his life.

      “Aye, that’s a travesty and a stain upon our country. I wish the cowards in Washington had taken a stronger stand against the slavers. Someone must, eventually.” Howard had ruminated into the dark.

      “Must they?” Richard had demanded, his head throbbing. “The longer it goes on, the more entrenched it becomes.”

      “You speak truth, Englishman. Mind you keep your mouth sealed on the subject of slaves while aboard my boats. I won’t hang for your loose lips.”

      It was the first and last time they’d ever spoken of it.

      The labor of reaching and hauling, hand-over-hand, the rough rope tightening around his gloved hands as goods slipped down the gangplank and into the stifling darkness of the warehouse occupied Richard’s body. Sometimes he mulled old conversations. Most of the time he preferred not to think at all. Then, memories of past words would creep into his mind like ghosts of his misdeeds come to haunt him.

      “Are you still dipping your candle into that redhead?” Howard asked.

      Richard leaned backward against a railing as they waited for the deck to be cleared to receive new cargo. Warm spring sun fell on his face and neck. His tattered linen shirtsleeves were damp with sweat. His lips tasted of salt when he licked them.

      “Yes,” Richard affirmed without opening his eyes.

      “She’s why you’re here today, toiling like a deck hand, Lord Rich?” Howard teased.

      “Of course.” Richard opened his eyes long enough to glare at his one true friend.

      “She’s bad for business. I wish you’d drop the…” Howard’s mouth screwed into a hard line before he spoke the curse.

      “We’ve had this discussion. Meeting Lizzie led me to better contacts in New York. The only person she harms with her behavior is herself.”

      Howard eyed him, not kindly. “You only say that because she hasn’t hurt you, yet.”

      Possibly. Richard didn’t think there was much left of him for Lizzie to cause pain. A dead heart couldn’t be wounded by pulling out his chest hair.

      The dock hands ate a rudimentary midday meal of pickled fish and bread with an apple. Then, they went back to work, tugging, lifting, hauling and loading new crates onto the ship in place of the old. The boxes that had been unloaded that morning would be opened, inspected, and inventoried before Howard released them to the carts that carried them uptown to shops and the fancy homes north of the former Collect Pond. No one went near the sinking morass if they could avoid it. The homes built there disintegrated day by day on the unsteady, reeking landfill. Wealthier families had fled uptown.

      “You’re wrong about Lizzie,” Richard said without preamble, hours later, when his shoulders and back ached from exertion. Conversations with Howard often lasted for days, even weeks. Or maybe they never started and stopped the way ordinary people’s did.

      “Am I?” Howard asked, in a way that made Richard feel stupid and naive. Affronted pride prickled down his back like a porcupine’s quills.

      “She’s an unhappily married woman. It’s not my fault the woman cuckolds her husband. I am merely the mechanism for doing it.”

      His friend’s brow furrowed. “Why doesn’t she keep faith with him?”

      “I have no idea.” Richard replied through gritted teeth. Usually by this point in a conversation, Howard turned his back or became distracted by the quotidian business of running his warehouses and shipping line. His friend rarely pressed a topic the way he was doing now.

      “She’s never confided in you?” Howard asked.

      “Why should she? Lizzie comes to my apartments when she wishes, takes what she wants from me, and mostly leaves me in peace. It’s a physical arrangement.”

      Howard’s gaze scanned his face. Richard endured the man’s inspection with a tense jaw.

      “I don’t run in your circles, but I’d be a fool not to keep my ear to the ground. Arthur Van Buren has filed for an annulment.”

      Cold washed over Richard as if he’d fallen overboard into the Hudson river at winter time. “Of their marriage,” he echoed, seeking clarification.

      “Aye. He says she never visits his bed, though that’s not the grounds for his suit.” Howard’s voice was pure sympathy.

      “There’s truth to that,” Richard scoffed. “Lizzie has a veritable treasure trove of nicknames for her husband none of them fluttering. Pickle cock, shrinking violet, the shy turtle…”

      “She does confide in you, then.” Howard smirked. It took a moment for Richard to recognize his friend’s anger. He’d never seen Howard’s geode eyes narrow at the corners like this before.

      “No, she only calls her husband abhorrent names,” Richard replied tersely.

      “I want you to drop the redhead’s company and come join my company. Be a full partner, like.” Howard’s anger banked instantly.

      “No.”

      Richard didn’t need to consider it, not even for moment. He knew he possessed no more honor than your average raccoon, but he had no intention of taking away from the hard-won shipping and warehousing enterprise his friend had built.

      “Think on it. I can do much more with you as my partner. I’d like to expand overseas. I expect there’s good trade to be had with London and Paris.”

      Howard’s brevity could be hard to parse at times. Had Richard not spent days listening to his friend’s peculiar verbal cadence, he would have understood what Howard was asking of him now.

      “You want me to make contacts for you in London and in Paris?” Richard asked.

      “Yes, of course. It’s the same principle as extending my business between Maine and Charleston, only across an ocean. But I need you to help me find investors. You can talk people. I can’t. You’re the only one I ever talk to.” Embarrassment crossed Howard’s rough-hewn features. “You’re the best business decision I ever made, Lord Northcote.”

      “I’m not a business decision, Howard. I’m your friend.” He clapped one hand over Howard’s shoulder. He didn’t say, you are my only friend. The only one I’ve ever had. But Richard thought it.

      He deserved Lizzie with all her flaws. If she wanted to use him to punish the husband she didn’t want, it was none of his concern. He was nothing more than willing partner abetting her abdication of responsibility. Without his title, Richard was nothing more than a vessel for depravity.
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      Richard examined the rough white-washed cottage he would be staying in—alone—for the next three nights with considerable distaste. Not long before he had been forced out of England, Richard’s mistress had demanded a country home as payment for her services. Richard had sent his agent to procure one. Instead, the man presented him and his mistress for an exceedingly short time with a hovel. The roof leaked, the windows needed replacing, and the entire interior needed refurbishing.

      That dilapidated country cottage was a palace compared to this hovel.

      His lodgings were unfit for human habitation. Undoubtedly there were squirrels in the rafters. Ugh. He hoped the raccoons weren’t breeding. They made such an ungodly noise when they were—a fact he could have died happily without knowing.

      “My aunt had it swept and aired out before you came. She anticipated you’d need your own place to sleep. The only other option was to house you with Spencer and the other boys, but then we couldn’t be alone.” Lizzie grinned and ran her fingernails up his chest. Richard supposed it was meant to make him anticipate stolen evenings in her arms, but instead, he shuddered.

      If he had his choice, Richard’s cock would’ve wilted at the sight of Lizzie’s pert breasts. His body, however, was long accustomed to women angling to warm his bed for a night. Willpower required a will, and his had been pruned to the root after his fall from grace. Richard’s determination to secure his comfortable future after Edward’s unwelcome return had culminated in setting the blaze that killed his father. The fire had destroyed the family townhome and also charred Richard’s will to live to ash.

      Hence, his acceptance of his brother’s banishment decree. It had been presented as a choice, but Richard knew better. Edward had told him to get out of the country and not come back.

      Hence, falling in with Lizzie. Until Howard’s warning, Richard had drifted in a state of ignorant bliss. But with the possibility he could be named as a respondent in a divorce, Richard was determined to break with Lizzie. He only needed to find the right moment to tell her the news gently.

      Tonight had not been the right time. They’d left New York at dawn, far earlier than Richard was accustomed to waking, and walked to the pier where Lizzie’s husband moored his yacht. He’d been grateful to discover his satchel loaded onto the general-transport clipper instead of Arthur’s nimble pleasure boat. He’d caught a glimpse of Lizzie’s husband. Arthur’s light hair glinted in the bright morning light. He stood a few inches taller than his wife, whose short, thin body bent away from Arthur’s like a reed in the wind.

      From there, it had been a short journey to New Jersey. They rounded the shoulder of the island and entered the lower bay which fed into the Atlantic Ocean. Richard stared over the vast expanse of glittering water.

      I will go home.

      Whatever it takes.

      By evening, bored, Richard stepped out of his lodgings and headed for the beach. With his jacket slung over one shoulder he strode along carelessly. A sea breeze ruffled his dark wavy hair like mermaid fingers. Richard’s mouth curved up at the corners in a rusty grin.  He did not smile often, not anymore.

      Lizzie had been right about taking a break from the city. Lizzie was perceptive, in her way.

      “Richard!”

      Twined female forms emerged out of the twilight. Lizzie’s hair was unmistakable. She walked arm-in-arm with a taller woman that Richard first took to be her aunt. That seemed strange. Lizzie and her aunt had never gotten along. As they drew closer, he realized he had been mistaken. The second woman was someone he did not know, closer to Lizzie’s age.

      This, too, seemed unusual. Lizzie had many acquaintances but few friends. This girl appeared every bit as buttoned up as the matrons of Lizzie’s parents’ set. Behind the pair trailed a black-clad figure. A chaperone of some sort.

      “Richard!” Lizzie called out, releasing one hand from the intimate hold she had on the newcomer. She waved at him as though they had not seen one another in years. Puzzled, Richard waved back. He walked over the gritty sand toward them. Oyster shells crunched beneath his bare feet.

      “Hello, Lizzie.”

      “Richard, may I present Miriam Walsh, my friend from boarding school.”

      Lizzie was up to something. He could tell from the way she spoke a little breathlessly, animated by more than just the refreshingly cool sea breeze. From the way her tongue swept fleetingly over her lower lip, leaving it shiny with moisture.

      Richard sketched a bow. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Walsh.”

      “Likewise,” the lady replied. Even on the beach where the wind whipped away words the instant they were spoken, he could hear the sultriness in her voice. It sent a frisson down his spine.

      Miriam Walsh looked up at him with enormous, heavily lashed gray eyes. Her cheek curved in a perfect oval with a small pointed chin framing pretty lips of pale pink. The whole effect was topped by a wind-whipped coil of black curls escaping their casual coiffure.

      Miss Walsh is a moon goddess, Richard thought nonsensically. He shook his head to clear it.

      “Miriam is here with her family for the summer. On holiday. What a lovely surprise to see you here, dear, dear Miri.” Lizzie clutched her friend’s arm.

      “Lizzie, no one calls me that nickname anymore.” Miss Walsh replied with an easy laugh.

      “Well, I do.” Lizzie grasped her friend’s arm a little tighter, as though Miss Walsh were a shore bird that might take wing.

      “What brings you to the Pines?” asked Miriam. Lizzie’s aunt’s retreat was known as the Pines, a sprawling estate reserved for warm-weather pleasures.

      “Liz-”

      Lizzie interrupted him with a laugh. “The same thing that brings everyone else, I’m sure. To escape the summer heat.”

      Richard frowned at his lover. She gave him one hard, quick glare that clearly said keep your mouth shut. What was she up to, anyway?

      “Yes, I had a break in my business in the city and decided to reward myself with a short holiday.” Richard supplied. He could play Lizzie’s game a little longer.

      “How long are you staying?” asked Miriam.

      Richard glanced at Lizzie. “A few days,” he replied vaguely. Lizzie flashed him a quick, brilliant grin. A queasy sensation settled into his gut.

      “And who is this charming young lady?” He bowed to the woman standing a few feet away. She reminded him of an umbrella. Her black dress fell in pleats from her waist. Her bonnet could have been the knobbed handle. Her form held no discernible curves, and her visage was as sharp-featured as a crone’s though her skin remained unlined. She scowled at him.

      “This is Mrs. Kent, my nurse,” Miss Walsh explained.

      Richard looked at her askance. “You seem rather aged for needing a nursemaid.”

      The girl laughed. “I was ahead of Lizzie in school. My health is not as strong as one could hope, so Mrs. Kent attends me everywhere I go.”

      To be sure, Miss Walsh was fine-boned and reed-slim, yet Richard sensed in her a vitality that belied illness. He smiled easily, a trick he had learned for getting along in his adopted country. “You look strong to me.”

      It had been the right thing to say. Miss Walsh’s fine eyes lit up like a thousand stars.

      “Miss Walsh suffers from asthma. Any attack could be fatal,” Miss Kent declared dourly.

      “Thank you, Miss Kent, for your candidness about my private affairs,” Miss Walsh replied firmly.

      Richard approved of this reticence. It struck him as very English to be so circumspect. He decided to like Miss Walsh. It was the first time he could recall ever feeling that way about an American. In two years of exile he had found much to admire, respect, and appreciate about them, but he had not yet met one for whom he felt the slightest bit of kinship.

      This included Lizzie, who had been uncharacteristically quiet for the past several minutes.

      “Tomorrow we are going sea bathing in the morning. My aunt is holding an oyster bake in the afternoon for luncheon. Will you join us, Lord Northcote?”

      Again, Richard stared hard at his lover. “I am not Lord Northcote. Not here. I am only Richard or Mr. Northcote if you must be formal.”

      “Don’t be silly. Miriam, Lord Northcote is related to royalty. Can you imagine?” Lizzie giggled.

      Richard sighed. What the devil was she plotting?

      Most likely, Lizzie was trying to in some roundabout way to get him to propose. Lizzie had a habit of ignoring boring practical matters, such as preexisting vows that legally bound her to another man. Richard had no intention of becoming the man she ignored, much less cuckolded.

      “Of course, I shall be delighted to join you.” Richard finally replied, since she wanted it, and Richard disliked fighting with her. Lizzie winked. Richard shook his head ever so slightly. What was she after? He returned his attention to Miss Walsh, who had glanced out over the sea, clearly embarrassed at the revelation of her condition. Unnecessarily so. Richard tried to forget about the fact, for Miss Walsh’s sake. It hardly mattered, not to him.

      “Wonderful. We will meet you at the beach at eleven.”

      Richard shrugged. He would do as he was told, up to a point.

      The two friends had separated and were standing a few feet apart. Catching Lizzie’s elbow Richard pulled her aside.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Whatever do you mean?” Lizzie asked innocently.

      “Don’t play coy. Whatever you’re plotting, leave me out of it.” He jerked his head. “Her, too.”

      Lizzie tossed her head. “You’ve a suspicious mind tonight, Richard. I’ll find you later. We’ll talk then.”

      Richard let her go. His eyes followed Miss Walsh as she and her companions made their way slowly up the dusky shoreline until they became mere specks upon the horizon.
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      The knock came when he was halfway finished with the bottle of wine which he had brought to accompany his lonely, rather tasteless supper. The dry chicken made Richard long for the fine cuisine he had taken for granted as earl’s son and, for fifteen years, his heir. The wine had a sourness to it that spoke of long journeys and poor temperature control.

      His shirt hung loosely over his body when he opened the door. Lizzie placed her small hands on his chest and pushed him backward into the room. Richard always found himself surprised by Lizzie’s small stature, given her outsized personality. The top of her head barely came to his shoulder, yet he yielded when she gave him a final shove, so he sprawled backward onto the counterpane.

      “If anyone catches us, our plans are ruined,” Lizzie scolded.

      “Our plans? Were you planning to appraise me of what those plans are?”

      Lizzie huffed a sigh. “You must have figured it out by now. Isn’t it obvious? Miriam likes you. She is wealthy, overprotected, and sickly. She might die at any moment, and then all of her lovely money goes into a trust for her cousins. Trust me, her cousins are the worst sort of people. Completely undeserving.”

      “That is Miss Walsh and her family’s affair.” He was taken aback by the pure avarice animating Lizzie. Discussions about money were rare amongst English gentlemen. Americans were frank about the topic, but Lizzie had tilted into outright vulgarity.

      “Don’t you think we should have her money? she whispered against his skin.

      Richard pushed her away. A shocked silence stretched between them. “No, Lizzie, I don’t.”

      “Think of the freedom it would buy us, Richard. I would no longer be under my husband’s thumb. If we were independently wealthy, I could pay Arthur to break our marriage. You could return to England with your head held high. Your nasty title-thieving brother wouldn’t be able to say a thing against you as a self-made man returning from America.”

      “A self-made man doesn’t make his fortune by marrying an invalid under false pretenses and waiting for her to die,” Richard replied flatly. He had pride, plenty of it, more than was healthy.

      “You have your warehouse money, too,” Lizzie pointed out.

      As though that amounted to anything.

      Lizzie advanced upon him. Richard felt helpless as she finished unbuttoning his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders. He froze, stoic, as she licked one nipple. When she pressed his hand to her breast, he felt the small cushion with total detachment. Lizzie was a succubus, an enchantress out of a fairy tale. Richard did not love her, did not even like her. As numb as dead wood, he stood there while she undressed him.

      For once, his body betrayed him. Relief flooded through Richard’s frame as he failed to respond to her touch. Lizzie’s eyes narrowed as he brushed her away and closed his trousers.

      She chose that moment to say, “I’m pregnant.”

      Richard’s heart stilled at Lizzie’s word.

      “With child,” he repeated as his blood turned to ice.

      “Yes,” she replied. “So, you see, we are in dire need of money. Arthur will cut me off the instant he finds out. He knows it isn’t his. My parents aren’t about to help. I cannot secure a divorce without funds.”

      Richard lay flat on his back and pondered the life he had led to brought him to these circumstances. He was in no position to provide Lizzie with the life she believed she was due. The only thing of value Richard owned was his name, and even that was a fraud waiting to be discovered.

      But the worst part, the part that made him rage with cold fury at his past self, was that he’d now impregnated another man’s legal wife. The series of unfortunate events and pure bad luck that plagued him had acquired the stink of self-destruction. There was no hope of passing the child off as her husband’s legitimate issue. He wondered which the most moral choice was—abandoning his child to a lifetime of poverty and stigma or going along with Lizzie’s coldly calculated plan to deprive a sickly friend out of her fortune.

      “Does Arthur know?” Richard clapped his hands over his eyes. He could not afford morality. The choice was between his child and the lovely woman he had met for a few minutes on a beach. The decision had been made the day Lizzie had flung herself into his arms for a kiss, and Richard hadn’t bothered to resist.

      “No. If I told him, he might use it as an excuse to keep me as his wife. I want the annulment as badly as he does.” Lizzie replied softly.

      “What do you have in mind, Lizzie?” Richard asked.

      Lizzie propped herself onto one arm and smiled at him, tracing the whorls of hair on his chest with one finger. “It’s simple, really. I will arrange for you to meet with Miriam a few more times. You focus on charming her and her nurse, Mrs. Kent. Sweep her off her feet, the way you did me. Miriam, not Mrs. Kent, of course. Then propose marriage and wait for her next asthma attack. When it comes, pretend to be helpless. Miriam passes tragically but not unexpectedly. You play the bereaved widower for a few months. Then, we marry.”
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