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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            AN EARL PROPOSES A TRIP

          

        

      

    

    
      Late November, 1816, Worthington House in London

      At precisely seven-fifty-seven in the evening, Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, entered the vestibule in Worthington House. A swirl of white followed him in, the large snowflakes quickly turning into tiny puddles on the marble floor. Those were joined by larger drips from the rivulets of melting snow that fell from his greatcoat.

      The trip from White’s in the town coach had taken longer than usual. Although he could have blamed it on heavier-than-normal traffic—shoppers clogged the streets in Jermyn Street and St. James Street—it was probably the cold, wet weather that had him returning from his men’s club a few minutes later than usual. Dinner was served at eight o’clock, and he had no intention of being late for it.

      He nodded to the Worthington House butler as Bernard gave him a bow. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen it snow so much in London,” Milton remarked as he allowed the other man to take his greatcoat and umbrella.

      “I do believe her ladyship said the very same thing last December, milord,” Bernard commented, his brow arched in a manner suggesting he was in possession of information counter to the earl’s claims. “When there was snow coupled with lightning,” he added as a way to remind his fairly new master that he probably hadn’t even been in the capital the December prior. Or in February, when a storm had delivered over a foot of snow to the city.

      Milton blinked, wondering if the butler was teasing him. But he soon realized the rather dour servant was merely reminding him he wasn’t usually in London during the month around Christmastide. He was usually at Torrington Park, his earldom’s seat and old hunting lodge in Northumberland.

      The reminder had him frowning.

      He hadn’t yet made plans to travel there for this year’s Christmas, his first as a married man. The thought might have had other long-time bachelors wincing at the prospect of spending several weeks in the company of their wives—without the opportunity to escape to their favorite club—but Milton found he was looking forward to the holiday. Christmastide in Torrington Park was sometimes lonely, especially if other members of the Grandby family didn’t accept his invitation to spend their holiday in Northumberland.

      He hadn’t issued any invitations this year. What with his recent wedding and days spent in Parliament, he simply hadn’t given a thought to Christmas.

      Now that he considered the possibility of spending the holiday with only his countess, doing what they had been doing last night just before he fell into a deep and rather satisfying sleep, he decided he wouldn’t be issuing any invitations.

      Except to his wife.

      The thought had every one of his nerve endings firing in a thousand different directions. His manhood, suddenly reminded of the night before, followed suit as it attempted to escape the placket of his breeches.

      Of all the places to experience an erection, the vestibule of Worthington House was probably one of the most inconvenient. He regarded the butler with a frown. “So glad I was in Kent at the time,” he remarked in response to the butler’s comment about the snow. “Huntington’s house party,” Milton added as he removed his top hat.

      The fête in February had been the Duke of Huntington’s gift, a bachelor party of sorts for an earl who had waited until well past the usual age of marriage to finally find and take a wife. Milton had thought to do the same for the widower when Huntington finally remarried, but the duke had quietly married an earl’s daughter—one nearly half his age—the year before. Huntington didn’t join the others who celebrated Milton’s upcoming nuptials by taking advantage of the courtesans who joined the house party on the last night. Not even tempted by the painted ladies—he had already spent several months squiring his future wife to all the Society entertainments—Milton had instead challenged the duke to a game of billiards and managed to leave Huntinghurst with over a thousand pounds in his pockets.

      Part of the winnings paid for a wedding ring as well as a necklace, matching earbobs, and a horse—all gifts for his bride.

      “Dinner will be served shortly, milord,” Bernard remarked as he took the earl’s top hat.

      “I was afraid I’d be late,” Milton murmured as he hurried out of the vestibule and into the great hall, his attention immediately captured by the regal woman who was descending the stairs from the first floor. Dressed in a deep red silk gown and wearing a necklace made of tiny rubies, her blonde hair swept into a smooth chignon outlined by spiral tendrils, his countess held herself as if to the manor born.

      Which she was. Her father had been the Marquess of Devonville, a title now held by her brother, William Slater.

      “You look like a goddess,” Milton said in awe as he gave a deep bow. “May I be your slave for the evening?”

      Adele Slater Worthington Torrington angled her head as she resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She couldn’t help but grin at her husband’s antics. “And you look as if you might have had more than your usual brandy this evening,” she countered with an arched brow. She leaned her head in the other direction so that he could buss her on the cheek, and when she was sure no one paid witness to his greeting, she allowed him a kiss on the lips.

      Milton offered his arm as she took the last step down to the tiled marble floor. “Nonsense. I’m merely a victim of this awful weather.” He gave a shudder to emphasize how chilled he had been on the way back from his club.

      Pausing in mid-step, Adele glanced back toward the vestibule, realizing Bernard was still fussing with the earl’s greatcoat. “I shouldn’t think a few sprinkles would have you looking quite so... disheveled.”

      “Sprinkles?” he repeated, his eyes rounding. “It’s been snowing since I left for the club.” As for the comment about looking disheveled, he wondered what might be amiss. He wore his graying hair short to make it easier to don a periwig at Parliament, so he rather doubted any of it was out of place. Despite his boots having suffered a dusting of the white stuff, now melted into tiny droplets, they still displayed a bit of a shine. But a quick look in a hall mirror had him realizing his white cravat was crushed. He used a couple of fingers to lift it back into place, the motion causing the folds of fabric to reveal a sapphire-tipped cravat pin. Turning so Adele could reevaluate his appearance, he grinned when she said, “Much better.”

      Milton led his wife into the dining room and to her seat at the end of the mahogany table. The gong hadn’t yet sounded, but given how close it must be to eight o’clock, he decided they could continue their conversation there just as easily as in the library where they usually met before dinner. “It was still snowing when I returned home,” he said, realizing she probably hadn’t noticed the snow given how dark it was beyond the window in her bedchamber.

      Adele took the proffered chair, just then realizing she hadn’t taken a look out her window whilst her maid had helped her dress for dinner. “I hadn’t realized,” she replied. “But given how awful the weather has been this autumn, I suppose I am not surprised.” With the incessant rains during July and colder than normal temperatures nearly every day since, London and most of England was suffering one of the worst years ever. Prices had risen several times as the effects of the weather took their toll. Some households were already rationing food, since the crop losses had been drastic. Others had let go of some household staff, unable to feed all their servants.

      “I was hoping we had seen the last of the white stuff,” Adele murmured in dismay. “I hear such awful news during tea. Except for Gisborn, it seems not a single farmer had a successful crop this year, and everyone is suffering as a result.” The comment about the Earl of Gisborn was made with a hint of pride, for her niece, Hannah Slater, had married the farmer and inventor last spring and was now his countess. Henry Foster had built greenhouses and an irrigation system to irrigate as well as drain excess water from his farmlands in Oxfordshire. As a result, he had harvested a modest crop of wheat and beans and an impressive amount of hot house vegetables.

      Rather surprised to hear that crops had been a topic of discussion during afternoon tea with her friends, Milton raised a brow. “I wasn’t aware the ladies of the ton concerned themselves with such serious issues,” he remarked as he took a seat in the carver at the other end of the table.

      Adele’s eyes widened. “But we must! Being the mistress of a household requires we do so.” She paused a moment, suddenly uncomfortable with the topic of discussion. “Which reminds me that I must ask a rather delicate question of you.”

      Milton blinked. Given they had been married less than a year, they were still considered newlyweds, but he rather hoped Adele felt comfortable enough with him to put voice to her concerns without seeking permission to do so. “What is it, my sweeting?”

      Adele blinked, her face pinking up as a footman entered from the butler’s pantry at the exact moment her husband spoke the endearment. She waited until after the footman had filled their wine glasses and disappeared before asking, “Do you need to have Bernard let go of any of our servants?”

      About to take a drink from his wine glass, Milton frowned. “No. Why ever do you ask?” He had a sudden thought that perhaps she suspected one of the servants of pilfering the silver. Or perhaps the randy footman assigned to the ground floor had finally tumbled the second floor maid and been caught in the act on the first floor.

      Sighing, Adele leaned forward and said in a hoarse whisper, “Lady Pettigrew has had to let go of two of her footmen. She admitted there isn’t enough food in the cellars to feed everyone who lives under Pettigrew’s roof for the rest of the winter, and apparently Pettigrew is loath to spend a fortune on food and coal to heat their house.”

      Although he knew he should feel a bit alarmed at hearing her words, Milton Torrington could not, for he had heard similar comments from others whilst at White’s. Murmurs in the Chamber of Lords merely reinforced the fact that England had suffered one of its worst years for agriculture, as had most of Europe. Famine plagued Ireland, and it would not be long before smaller villages throughout England suffered the same fate. As a result, food prices had soared. Only those with a good deal of money—and greenhouses—would survive the winter unscathed.

      “Worthington House shall be keeping all of its staff,” he announced just as the footman returned with the soup course. “And should you discover Worthington House is in need of any additional maids or footmen, please let me know, and I shall instruct the butler to see to their hire. I have it on good authority there are several qualified people available for hire.” He had half a mind to have the head groom hire another stable boy, but given how much the man disliked children, he thought better of it.

      Adele’s eyes widened, and she was quite sure those of the footman did as well. “Truly?” She couldn’t help but notice the sudden spring in the step of the servant as he returned to the butler’s pantry, no doubt to spread the word to the rest of the household staff that they wouldn’t be suffering the same fate as so many servants in other houses in London.

      “Truly.” When Milton realized his wife didn’t really believe him, he added, “Despite this past year’s unfortunate weather, I am still rather rich, Adele. A result of careful investments made by my cousin, Gregory, on behalf of the earldom, and because the Torrington earldom does rather well, despite where it’s located.” Northumberland might seem a desolate wasteland by those who didn’t know better, but the Torrington earldom was quite rich from its coal. He paused a moment. “And even if I wasn’t rich, your inheritance would allow us a more than adequate living.”

      Reminded of her late husband’s fortune—Samuel Worthington’s involvement with the early steam ships had paid off handsomely—Adele finally relaxed a bit. Although the assets could have been claimed by Milton upon their marriage, he had instead insisted the money remain in her name. You may keep it or spend it or divest it as you see fit, he had told her on their wedding day. I did not marry you for your fortune.

      Despite his words, she was quite sure he was glad when she didn’t give it all to her favorite charity.

      “I am relieved to hear it,” Adele murmured, turning her attention to her soup.

      Milton merely nodded, rather glad to assuage her concerns so easily. After swallowing a spoonful of soup, he decided to mention his plans for Christmastide. “I was thinking we could go to Torrington Park for the holiday. Just the two of us.”

      Adele’s soup spoon clattered a bit before landing on the table, and the countess lifted her head to regard him warily. “Northumberland?” she repeated in alarm. “Without benefit of servants?”

      Her husband blinked, and he blinked again before giving his head a shake. “Oh, there will be servants. We will take my valet and your lady’s maid, of course. Torrington Park always has a small household staff. And a butler,” he explained, the last said as if there weren’t usually any butlers in Northumberland. “I was just thinking I wouldn’t invite anyone else to join us. So that we might... ” He paused, realizing he was about to admit he wanted her all to himself for two or three weeks.

      Wanted her undivided attention.

      Most of all, he wanted her in his bed every night.

      Truth be told, he wanted her in his bed all day as well.

      Why the hell am I so randy these days?

      “So that we might...?” Adele prompted, a shiver of excitement racing down her spine. Memories of what he had done to her the night before had her breasts swelling.

      Milton allowed a shrug. “Spend more time in each other’s company, I suppose,” he said sheepishly.

      Given his sudden temerity, Adele narrowed her eyes, intending to tease him. “Are you suggesting you wish to spend more time...?” She clamped her lips shut when the footman reappeared with the first meat course. The sudden silence between them had her giving her husband a beseeching look.

      With the servant’s attention on dishing up a serving on each of their plates, Milton took the opportunity to pantomime kissing, but he was forced to change what he was doing with his lips when the footman glanced up and asked if he wished to have more on his plate.

      Stifling the urge to giggle, Adele simply waved a hand to indicate the amount on her plate was adequate when the footman looked her way. When he set down the plates and finally left the dining room, she allowed a smile of embarrassment. “Milton!” she admonished him. “You’ll scandalize the servants.”

      Her husband wasn’t about to inform her they were well past being scandalized.

      “I cannot help myself,” Milton replied, stabbing his fork into his beef with a bit more force than was necessary. “There are times I want you so badly, I cannot think straight.”

      Adele’s eyes widened, his words giving her a thrill she had never experienced with her first husband, and certainly not with the man’s brother.

      Whatever had she done to have Milton Torrington lusting for her so?

      They were married. Had been for nearly seven months. She had feared that by now, his supposed thirst for her would have been slaked, his attention captured by some other woman.

      Instead, he seemed more beholden to her than ever before.

      He hadn’t been this way with her at the beginning of their relationship. His initial overtures had been tentative, made during a rare event at Lord Huntington’s townhouse. Adele knew of Milton’s reputation, of course. He was famous for choosing a different widow every Season and squiring her about to the various entertainments the ton had to offer. If there wasn’t a ball or a soirée, there was the theatre and musicales.

      Then, at the end of the Season, when most aristocrats left the city to return to their homes in the country, he would bestow his latest paramour with a bauble from Stedman and Vardon, wish her well, and go about his life until the following Season when he would do it all over again with a different widow.

      He never felt enough affection for any of the widows to propose marriage—that is, until he had spent just a month in Adele’s company—before last year’s spring events had even started, in fact. Indeed, the manner in which he had approached her after Lord Huntington’s dinner party had her thinking he was merely being polite. A bit of small talk, a question as to how she was faring after the death of her husband, and the mention of her broken engagement with Weston seemed to have set the stage for him to make his move.

      Except he didn’t.

      He did ask if he might pay a call on her the following day. Join me for luncheon, she had suggested, sure her sudden blush was apparent to the earl.

      I thought you would never ask, he responded before lifting her hand to his lips to kiss the back of it. He didn’t stop there, though. He also kissed her on the corner of her mouth, as if he was completely oblivious to the others who milled about in the vestibule until Huntington’s footmen had their coats and mantles draped over their shoulders. Then he escorted her to her town coach, helped her inside, and followed her in.

      Although she had half a mind to put voice to a protest, Adele knew it would come off as false. She wanted the earl’s company as much as he seemed to want hers.

      Once at Worthington House, she noted how he ignored the disapproving frown Bernard bestowed on him as he assisted her with her mantle. Then, when it appeared as if he would be taking his leave of the house—as if he had only ridden with her in the coach to ensure she arrived safely at Worthington House—she placed a staying hand on his arm and invited him to stay for a drink. I have a bottle of my younger brother’s very best scotch, she said with an elegantly arched brow.

      Of course Milton would be familiar with Donald Slater’s scotch. The Devonville marquessate benefitted from the sales of the golden fluid, her older brother, William, having funded the enterprise back when he first inherited. Before that, their father hadn’t considered the distillery a means to earn an income.

      I would be honored, Milton had replied, placing a hand over hers and leading her to the library. How he had known where to go, she had no idea. As far as she knew, the earl had never been in Worthington House.

      Once inside the library, he had shut the door, saw to it she was settled on the small divan near the fireplace, made his way to the silver salver on which stood a bottle and several crystal tumblers, and poured them both a finger’s worth.

      Although she rarely drank the Devonville scotch, Adele did on this occasion. There was something about the earl that had her feeling nervous and excited and ever so vulnerable just then. Despite knowing him nearly her entire life, she had never known him like this. Never thought she might be the focus of his attentions.

      The focus of his intentions.

      Emboldened by the fiery liquid, she leaned against the back of the divan and watched him drain his scotch in a single gulp.

      I’ve a proposition for you, he had said then, setting his tumbler on a library shelf before joining her on the divan, one of his thighs suddenly pressed against hers.

      Oh? she had replied, amazed at the thrill that shot through her body just then.

      Do an old man a favor by allowing me to escort you to this Season’s events.

      Do an old widow a favor and help me host my musicale, she countered, rather shocked at how bold she sounded with her rejoinder. But it would be the true test of how serious his intentions might be, Adele figured.

      I would be honored.

      Adele had blinked. Her surprise at hearing his response must have showed, for Milton gave a slight shrug before kissing her on the cheek. When she turned her head toward him, he kissed her on the lips. The slow, sweet kiss had her lifting a hand to his head so that she might spear her fingers through his graying hair. The move, interpreted as an invitation to continue, had him pulling her body atop his lap, one hand slipping beneath her skirts to push them up along her stockinged calves, along her bare thighs—

      

      “I do hope whatever you’re imagining includes me,” Milton commented from the other end of the table, his wine glass held aloft as he gazed at his wife. “You look as if you’re in ecstasy.”

      Adele gave her head a quick shake, as if to clear it of the memory of the first time Milton had ever made love to her. “I almost was,” she murmured, managing to keep a mewl of disappointment from sounding. “Forgive me. I was... remembering the night you put voice to your proposition.”

      Intrigued, the earl set down his wine glass and regarded his wife. “Fondly, it would seem,” he ventured.

      “Indeed.” She allowed a teasing grin and may have colored up a bit at having been discovered reminiscing.

      Milton suddenly rose from his chair, toppling it in his haste to get to her end of the table. He jerked her chair from beneath the table and scooped her up from the seat.

      Momentarily stunned—she actually felt a bit of fear as his arms lifted her bottom onto the table—Adele couldn’t help the rush of excitement that passed through her body as one of his hands pushed her gown up one leg, couldn’t help but assist by gripping the other side of the red silk to pull it up her other leg. When the fabric was nearly to her hips, Milton was suddenly between her knees, the placket of his breeches already unbuttoned. She couldn’t help the thrill she experienced at hearing his growl of satisfaction as he impaled her. Or the secret delight she experienced when she heard his sigh of contentment as his face pressed onto the mounds of her breasts above the edge of her bodice. And, finally, she couldn’t help her own cry of pleasure as one of his thumbs pressed at exactly the right place to set off the orgasm she had almost imagined in her memory of their first night together. His own release followed, leaving him nearly unable to remain upright.

      “I probably should apologize,” he started to say as he finally lifted his head from her breast.

      “Oh, don’t you dare,” Adele countered just before kissing his  forehead. “But if you must, you may do so when we share a bed this evening.”

      He allowed a murmur of agreement. “Given how cold it is every night, I should think we shall be sharing a bed for the remainder of winter,” he murmured. “And at Torrington Park?” he added, his voice tinged with hope.

      Adele gave a nod. “And at Torrington Park,” she finally agreed.

      It seemed a trip was in her future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            PONDERING A TRIP

          

        

      

    

    
      Later, in Adele’s bedchamber

      Wondering what might have happened should the footman have reentered the dining room during her husband’s sudden fit of passion, Adele had to suppress a giggle. Ever the gentleman, Milton had seen to putting her gown to rights before reseating her at the table. Then she had watched as he made his way back to his carver, buttoning his breeches as he did so.

      The rest of dinner would have been boring except for his enthusiastic words about what they might do when up at Torrington Park. By the time the dessert course was served, Adele found she was looking forward to the trip to Northumberland.

      Remembering his comment about how it had been snowing, she moved to the bedchamber’s only window and pulled aside the drapes. At first only able to see her reflection in the wavy glass, she leaned forward and gave a start as something white flitted past. She cupped her face with her hands so she could better see what was beyond the cold glass.

      There it was again. A snowflake, twirling about in the slight breeze as it made its way down from the dark gray gloom above. Angling her head in an attempt to make out the gardens below, Adele allowed a gasp.

      There were no gardens. The entire area she could see behind Worthington House was covered with snow!

      Adele angled her head the other way, wondering if she was merely seeing a reflection of something else. But, no, everywhere below appeared white. Or light gray. It was hard to be sure, since the sun had never made an appearance on this or for several days prior. The eclipse on the eighteenth had completely blacked out what little sun there was, blanketing London in a twilight that seemed to last far longer than two minutes.

      This entire day had been gray, the city of London shrouded in a kind of perpetual gloom. Snow had begun to fall just before dinner, the flakes starting out as large, wet globs of crystals that dropped from the sky. When the temperature suddenly dropped, the flakes were smaller, more likely to get caught in the air currents between buildings so they danced about before finally making their way to the ground.

      Adele tried to remember a time when snow had blanketed the city and could only recall this past February as well as a few days in her youth. Back then, the white snow had quickly turned dark gray, soot having covered it shortly after it fell. At the Devonville country estate in Wiltshire, the snow would stay white for the entire time it was on the ground, making it possible to create delightful ices and snow ice cream.

      Adele rather doubted the Worthington House cook would be doing anything with this snow, though. By morning, it, too, would be as gray as the clouds and fog.

      She grinned at the thought of snow ice cream, wondering if her brother, William Slater, Marquess of Devonville, was thinking about snow ice cream over at Devonville House.

      Probably not. He was probably in bed with his younger wife, Cherise, thinking more carnal thoughts. The woman, a widow, had been on her brother’s mind since well before her husband’s death over a year-and-a-half ago. Why, the marquess had made sure he was the first to court Cherise the very day after she was out of mourning!

      It was no surprise they were married only a couple of weeks later.

      Adele couldn’t help but grin in remembering that her brother had at least waited to marry until after marrying off his only daughter, Hannah, to Henry Foster, Earl of Gisborn.

      She suddenly wondered if they were experiencing this same sort of snow up in Oxfordshire.

      Despite the huge crop losses across England, Milton had assured her he could afford the bauble he had purchased for her birthday. Adele fingered the bracelet on her left wrist, wondering how much the earl had spent. Stedman and Vardon will have a very happy Christmas, she thought with a wry smile. They had no doubt had a happy spring given the diamond and sapphire ring Milton had bestowed on her the day they wed. And later that night, when he wrapped her neck in a matching necklace as well as the following day when he wrapped her wrist in diamonds and sapphires.

      Your man of business must be rolling his eyes, she remembered saying in a scolding tone.

      Perhaps. But he knows I have good taste and the funds to back the purchase, he had replied proudly.

      Good taste, indeed. Although Adele wasn’t the first to be bestowed with jewels from the Earl of Torrington, she would be the last. The man had proposed at the end of February, claiming to have fallen in love with her.

      Having been left a widow when her first husband, Samuel Worthington, died, and having learned her next likely husband, William Weston, merely wanted her for her fortune to pay off gambling debts, Adele accepted the Earl of Torrington’s suit.

      No one had ever claimed to love her before.

      Despite having developed a rather hardened heart from her experience with Weston, she wasn’t positive Milton’s words were heartfelt. Not back then.

      She knew better now, though.

      Months of having been worshipped in either his bed or hers had quickly changed her mind.

      The thought had a shiver racing up her spine. And it wasn’t from the cold that permeated the glass pane in front of her.

      Adele glanced about her bedchamber, wondering if she would be spending the night here or in the master suite.

      She rather hoped it was the master suite. This room was rather chilly and growing colder by the moment. Daring a glance in the direction of the fireplace, she realized why.

      A fire hadn’t yet been lit. There weren’t even any lumps of coal in the bucket next to the fireplace.

      Adele allowed a sigh of disappointment.

      Simpkins obviously hadn’t paid a visit to the mistress suite during dinner. Nearly cursing her lady’s maid’s oversight, Adele moved from the window and made her way to the dressing table.

      Although Simpkins would be joining her shortly to help her undress, she had half a mind to send the slightly older woman away. Simpkins had been her maid for nearly twenty years, so time had allowed the servant to put voice to her opinions more freely than would be allowed in most households. Adele found those opinions more and more annoying these days, and once Simpkins learned what she and Milton had discussed during dinner, Adele was sure the maid would complain.

      Bitterly.

      Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, had proposed a trip.

      The idea hadn’t surprised Adele. Indeed, despite the weather, she’d been expecting he would be announcing some kind of travel. They hadn’t been away from the capital except to attend the Duke of Chichester’s wedding in Sussex followed by their wedding trip, a short excursion to a Torrington estate in Kent. An especially chilly early spring was followed by a Season full of entertainments, including her annual musicale. She and Milton attended any number of balls and soirées, and they simply hadn’t had a chance to get away from the city during the summer.

      Milton’s plan certainly assured her they would be leaving the capital for a time. Perhaps for a month or more.

      Northumberland? she repeated at hearing his rather cavalier suggestion.

      Indeed. The Torrington earldom is there, and I usually go there for Christmas. Now that we’re married, I figure it’s time I bring my bride.

      Although she recalled blinking at the suggestion, she thought it a good one. She was the Countess of Torrington, after all. The least she could do was meet those who worked for her husband.

      Adele moved to her dressing table and took a seat. The light from the candle lamp bathed her face in a golden glow, a rather flattering color given her pale complexion and blonde hair. Although gray hair could be found amongst the blonde strands, they hadn’t yet taken over her coiffure. With any luck, they wouldn’t be evident for a few more years.

      Hopefully after the children were born.

      Despite her husband’s frequent visits and attentive nature, she wasn’t yet pregnant. She wondered if she was too old, or if Milton was too old. She shook the thought from her head. The queen was still having children, and she was far older than Adele!

      Adele settled onto the small cushioned chair and gave a sigh. She rather liked having a few minutes alone every night. A few moments to reflect on the day’s events and wonder how those to whom she was related were faring—her nephew, Will Slater, a commander in the British Navy; her niece, Hannah, now the Countess of Gisborn; her brother, William, no doubt in bed with his marchioness; her other brother, Donald, up in the northernmost regions of the country making scotch and probably bedding every willing tavern maid in the county.

      A knock on the bedchamber door had her giving a start. “Come,” she called out.

      Simpkins entered, her labored breaths a testament to her having hurried to reach her mistress’ bedchamber. “I apologize, milady. Bernard insisted I help with the dinner service below stairs. Don’t know how that man keeps his position,” she complained as she rushed to the fireplace and worked at lighting several lumps of coal.

      “It’s only fair you take your turn at the servants’ table,” Adele replied as she regarded her reflection in the dressing table mirror. “Besides, I don’t have need of your services this evening,” she added with a wan smile.

      At Simpkins’ look of disbelief—the older woman looked as if she might have a coronary at any moment—Adele gave her a shrug. “Go to bed, Simpkins. Get some sleep, and I’ll see you no earlier than ten in the morning.”

      Simpkins’ eyes widened at hearing her mistress’ words, but she quickly curtsied and hurried from the bedchamber, the only words loud enough to be overheard having to do with the horny earl who had wormed his way into Worthington House.

      Rolling her eyes, Adele found she couldn’t agree more.

      But Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, was her horny husband, and she could think of no one else she would welcome into her bed.

      Or her house.

      As for Simpkins, there might just be one servant who would be dismissed. And it wouldn’t be because of the weather.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A VALET AND HIS MASTER DISCUSS A CERTAIN SOMEONE AND A SITUATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning

      Milton regarded his reflection in the cheval mirror, rather impressed his valet had been able to repair the tear in his favorite breeches. He’d been a bit too hasty in how he unbuttoned the placket—he had actually torn it open—during dinner the night before. Even if he’d had to replace the breeches, the brief tumble with his wife at the dining table had been worth it.

      What other woman of the ton welcomed such attentions before the meat course?

      Well, he could think of at least a couple of others. But other than Adeline Carlington, Countess of Morganfield, and perhaps her daughter, Elizabeth Bennett-Jones, Viscountess Bostwick, he rather doubted there were any in London. He was sure he would have heard about them at White’s.

      “You’ve once again impressed me with your sewing skills, Banks,” he said as he turned to regard his valet. Although the man was about his age, Banks had held his position as a valet to the Earl of Torrington longer than Milton had been the earl. Although he could have chosen to keep the valet who served him during his years at university, he had instead elected to keep his late father’s last valet, Alonyius Banks.

      There was much to be said for experience.

      He knew his former valet would have failed at fixing the breeches. The man was all thumbs when it came to a needle and thread.

      In the case of Banks, Milton now knew why the man was so good at his position. Although he hadn’t worked in service from the time he was old enough to walk, Banks had grown up as the son of a textile manufacturer in Yorkshire. Not particularly wealthy, the valet’s father, Marcus Banks, had carefully modernized his business over the years, making sure to retain the best employees to do what the machines could not. Expanding the mill to include lacemaking meant employing other, less-educated workers. As result, the Luddites hadn’t yet targeted Banks Textiles.

      Marcus Banks hadn’t been able to keep his youngest son in Yorkshire, however. Although Alonyius Banks understood how the machines worked and could read and write and even keep the business ledgers—he was meant to inherit the business along with his older brother, Thelonius—he had absolutely no interest in the concern.

      His mother, a former lady’s maid, had instilled in him the value of working in service, however, teaching him skills he would need should the servants suddenly leave their employ. For some reason, she had never trusted her husband’s business acumen enough to embrace the life of middle-class wealth and leisure. Or perhaps the spectre of Luddites had her thinking the mill would be burned to the ground, immediately ending their source of income.

      In any event, when the opportunity to serve as a valet in a London household presented itself, Alonyius packed a valise, accepted his mother’s gift of one-hundred pounds, and left Darlington in a stagecoach.

      That had been three-and-twenty years ago.

      In the meantime, Marcus Banks had died. Although Alonyius’ older brother, Thelonius, was running the firm, word had come by way of Milton’s cousin, Gregory, that the man’s health was failing. I invested in Banks Textiles years ago, Gregory had explained at White’s the night before, just after Milton arrived for his pre-dinner drink. The oldest heir has been running things with the help of his aged mother, his cousin had explained. He doesn’t have an heir, and I rather doubt he’ll make it to Christmas.

      At first, Milton wondered why Gregory Grandby saw fit to tell him about Banks Textiles, and when he finally asked, Gregory gave him a quelling glance and shook his head, as if he thought the earl was a candidate for Bedlam. Because your valet will inherit the concern, of course, he had responded with a roll of his eyes.

      He remembered blinking a few times. And then two thoughts had Milton reacting with a bit of shock.

      No, make that three.

      Alonyius Banks hadn’t been involved in his family’s business for over twenty years. How could he be expected to simply step in and pick up the reins?

      It was rather doubtful Banks Textiles could be run from London. A textile mill required oversight. An involved owner. A manager of some skill and experience. Which meant Alonyius Banks would have to relocate to Darlington and either relearn the business or hire a manager.

      And the last thought was the most selfish.

      I’ll lose my valet.

      Well, he supposed valets were replaceable. He had just never thought he would lose his, especially because the man was the only heir to a textile manufacturer!

      Milton’s reverie was interrupted when he realized his valet was regarding him with an expectant look. “Good work,” he stated with a nod, wondering how he might bring up the situation of Banks Textiles. He had to hope the valet was already aware of his brother’s situation.

      “Thank you, milord,” Banks replied with a nod. “Did you wish to wear those again today? Or change into the doeskins?” He waved toward the bed, where a pair of doeskin breeches were spread out.

      Milton bobbed his head from side to side. “Oh, the doeskins, I suppose. I doubt it will snow today, so they shouldn’t get wet,” he reasoned. Although the doeskin breeches were a good fit, and he had the body to display them properly, they were nearly impossible to get off when they were damp from rain or snow. The earl likened them to peeling a banana when attempting to remove them.

      The banana being his body.

      “Very good, milord.” The valet assisted his master in removing the wool breeches and pulling on the doeskins, his deft fingers employing a tool to fasten the closures.

      Milton watched in fascination as the man completed his task, and then considered the other duties his valet had had to perform over the one-and-twenty years he had been his servant. Although there had been nights when he was too deep in his cups to undress, Banks had seen to it his boots were removed and his cravat pin unplucked from the folds of his neck cloth and safely stowed in the jewelry box. There had also been nights when he arrived home so late, it was nearly morning, yet his valet was there to see to undressing him.

      Banks never complained. Never seemed disappointed or distraught or angry or... Milton shook his head, realizing his valet had never given him a reason to wonder if he had made a mistake in keeping him on. “Do you like your position?” he asked suddenly.

      Having completed his task, Banks stepped back and regarded the earl with a raised eyebrow. “I certainly don’t dislike it, my lord,” he said with a shake of his head.

      “You’ve never put voice to a complaint,” Milton accused.

      His head jerking back as if he’d been punched in the face, Banks blinked. “There’s been nothing about which to complain, milord,” he replied. When he realized his master was expecting him to say more, he added, “The food is good, the company of the other servants is congenial. The butler is one of the best in London. And my master is generous and of good character.” This last was said with an arched eyebrow, as if he dared the earl to counter his claim.

      He countered his claim.

      “Good character, huh?” Milton repeated with a teasing grin. He could remember a time many years ago when he might have been accused of being a rather bad character, especially when it came to bedding women. Time and the experiences of others had taught him that widows were generally safe lovers and to stay away from married women and debutantes too young to know better. “I admit, I am better these days. Marriage does that to a man.”

      Banks didn’t offer a reply but instead held open a waistcoat.

      Milton slipped his arms into it and turned so the valet could button it. “Have you ever been married?”

      Banks shook his head. “No, my lord.”

      “Are you courting anyone?”

      “I am not,” Banks replied as he completed buttoning up the waistcoat.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, you’re getting a bit long in the tooth. Should you ever want bairns, you need to be thinking of taking a wife,” Milton suggested, his words sounding rather gentle.

      Straightening, the valet regarded his master with a look of shock. The two of them had never discussed his love life. Or rather, lack of one. Although he had at one time carried on an affaire with a lady’s maid in a nearby household, he’d had to end it when she insisted they marry and move to the country.

      Alonyius Banks had no intention of living in the country.

      “I cannot say as how I have ever considered bairns, my lord,” he replied.

      “Then you must at least have a lover,” the earl reasoned, just before his eyes widened, as if another possibility came to mind.

      Was his valet a molly?

      Banks cleared his throat and gave his master a quelling glance. “I have enjoyed the pleasures that can be found in a marriage bed many times, I assure you, my lord. I just haven’t...” He paused, realizing he hadn’t done anything about finding a woman with whom he could spend an occasional night since ending his last liaison. Lea Hopkins had been a delight for a time, but she had been after a husband.

      And a life in the country.

      What would he do in the country? He had always been and would always be a valet. A valet for the Earl of Torrington. As for what he might have to do instead, he hadn’t yet given the matter enough thought. His mother’s most recent letter had ended with a plea for him to come home.

      “Haven’t?” Milton prompted, apparently determined to learn about his valet’s love life. Or lack thereof.

      “My last lady required marriage and a life in the country.”

      Milton recoiled, as if he’d been struck in the face. “Och, that wouldn’t suit you,” he agreed with a shake of his head. “Anyone else strike your fancy?”

      Frowning, Banks had half a mind to tell the earl his question was inappropriate, but the man did have a point.   He hadn’t found another woman with whom to share his bed.

      Or hers.

      “Not yet,” he hedged. “I had my eye on a maid from the Norwick household, but I discovered only last week that she is married to a footman from Chamberlain House.”

      The earl shook his head again. “I suppose all the good ones are spoken for.” He slipped into the navy top coat Banks held for him. “Tell me, how do you find the servants in this household?”

      Relieved at the change in subject, Banks angled his head to one side. “I admit to a level of surprise at just how well Mr. Bernard runs the house,” he stated. “Lady Worthington’s late husband apparently hired him when it was under construction. He’s been here ever since.”

      “A bit on the dour side, but I suppose that’s to be expected,” Milton said as he allowed the valet to button the top coat. Weren’t all butlers dour? Or stoic? Or proud? “What about the others?”

      Banks stepped back to regard his master’s appearance, frowning when he realized the mail coach knot in the cravat lacked a pin. He moved to the jewelry box and extracted a diamond-tipped pin. “Word has spread that you won’t be firing any servants, so the pall that has settled over most Park Lane households is not present here,” he stated as he threaded the pin into the cravat.

      Secretly pleased his news had reached his valet—the footman must have told everyone in the household—Milton allowed a grin. “So, everyone’s happy now?” he asked with a bit of hope. The last thing he wanted was a dissatisfied staff. Other aristocrats might not realize it, but the great houses were great because of their staff. A happy staff meant a happy household.

      A great house.

      Banks seemed to give the earl’s query some thought. When he hesitated too long, he took note of the man’s expectant look and allowed a sigh. “Not everyone,” he admitted.

      Milton blinked, stunned by the words. “Who is left unhappy?”

      The valet shook his head. “I do not believe she ever thought it possible she would be fired, so Lady Torrington’s maid seems to suffer from some other malady, my lord.”

      Milton blinked. And blinked again as he considered his valet’s words. Adele hadn’t mentioned her lady’s maid being unhappy. Did she not know?

      “Do you know why she’s not happy?” he asked, hoping Banks could share some insight. The longer he kept the man engaged, the easier it would be to bring up that other matter. The matter of him not being his valet any longer.

      “I do not,” Banks replied with a shake of his head. “I overheard the cook claim she used to be rather content. Her dissatisfaction seems to have developed over the past several months.”

      Milton considered the timeline. He had moved into Worthington House seven months ago, just after he and Adele had married. Did his presence have something to do with her lady’s maid’s discontent? He was about to put voice to the question when Banks sighed again.

      “Perhaps she has simply grown older and has no one in her life, my lord,” he suggested. “No family. It’s rather common among those of us who have reached a certain age.”

      Milton furrowed his bushy eyebrows. Although his valet’s words held merit, he knew they didn’t apply to him. The man had an ailing brother. An aging mother. He wasn’t sure they applied to his wife’s lady’s maid, either. Alice Simpkins had been without family for far longer than the time he had been married to Adele. There had to be another reason for her unhappiness.

      And when that reason seemed to hit him upside the head, the thought was so powerful he actually jerked his head back. “Good God, Banks! She just needs a good lay,” he claimed suddenly.

      It was Banks’ turn to blink. “Pardon, sir?” he whispered in shock, unable to believe what his master had just said.

      “She probably hasn’t been laid in...” Milton paused, not quite sure how long it might have been since Simpkins had participated in a tumble. “Probably since I moved into Worthington House,” he ventured, his attention on something not in the room. “She’s been my wife’s maid... for the entire time Adele was married to that other man,” he claimed, determined not to mention Samuel Worthington by name. The very thought of that man was never pleasant.

      “She has an impeccable record, my lord,” Banks agreed. He moved to the bed and picked up the short top hat. He offered it to his master.

      Milton absently took the hat, his attention suddenly on Banks. “We’re going to Torrington Park for the holiday,” he stated. “I expect we’ll stay at the usual inns. Can you see to making the arrangements in advance?”

      Banks gave a nod before putting voice to the inns he had in mind. “The Black Bull, Angel Inn, Crown Hotel, and The George?” They were the coaching inns the earl’s party usually stayed in when they made the trip to Torrington Park. Evenly spaced along the Great North Road, the towns of Alconbury, Grantham, Boroughbridge, and Darlington made for the best locations at which to spend the nights. Other coaching inns along the way, such as the Bell Inn in Stilton and the Red Lion in Epworth, offered a change of horses and a suitable parlor in which to take a luncheon or have tea.

      “Indeed. The countess will wish to buy some cheese in Stilton, so we’ll have to stop at the Bell,” Milton murmured. “Let’s be sure not to mention the Angel might be haunted. I’d hate to have the women in a twitter,” he added as he regarded his reflection in the mirror.

      Frowning, Banks was about to ask for more information about the Angel Inn, but thought better of it.

      “You may find yourself providing protection for a lady’s maid if she thinks there’s a ghost in her room,” the earl went on with a grin.  “Oh, and I’m considering a change in how we celebrate Twelfth Night at Torrington Park,” he suddenly stated. “Depending on the weather, we may not stay until Epiphany, but I want the servants to enjoy a ball and the gifts I normally give out for Boxing Day. If you could see to it, procure six dozen Dutch biscuits and a good number of shortbread biscuits, and be sure they’re packed in tins. Oh, and have Cook make some Christmas cakes to take along as well.”

      His brows furrowing with the instructions—just how did the earl expect to change the traditional servants’ ball?—Banks gave a nod. “Yes, milord.”

      The earl regarded his valet for a moment. “If you’d like, you can plan an extra overnight stay or two in Darlington for yourself and the servants’ coach. In fact, you should.”

      The valet stared at the earl a moment, his breath held as if he were waiting for the man to say something else. “Pardon?” he finally responded.

      Sighing, Milton wondered how to admit he knew about the valet’s brother. About the textile mill. “My cousin, Gregory, is an investor in Banks Textiles. He told me last night about your brother,” he said in a soft voice. “I am very sorry. I know, too, you have a decision to make. That is, if you haven’t already.”

      Banks finally gave a nod. “I haven’t had a chance to give the matter much thought, actually. I just received a letter from my mother yesterday with the news.”

      The earl nodded. “I am a selfish bastard, so I’ll tell you right now I don’t wish to lose your services,” he stated. “That being said, you may be about to inherit your family’s textile mill, along with a fortune, no doubt.”

      “I have made no decision, milord,” Banks replied with a shake of his head, hoping the earl wasn’t already making arrangements for a replacement. “My brother might yet recover from his latest malady and go on to live another forty years.”

      He rather hoped Thelonius would recover. The very last thing he wanted to do was leave London and have to take over the family business. Especially at a time when the weather was making living so expensive in all of England.

      “I’m sure my cousin would like to believe that,” Milton replied.

      Deciding the comment didn’t require a response, Banks said, “If that’s all, I’ll see to sending out some letters. On what date would you like to leave London?”

      Realizing there would be no further talk about Banks Textiles, the earl sighed. “Let’s plan on the seventeenth and hope the weather cooperates,” Milton replied. “I’ll tell the countess the date during dinner this evening. If you happen to see her lady’s maid, you might make a mention of it. Poor woman will probably have to start packing yesterday.” He suddenly sobered again as he turned to regard his valet. “Speaking of Mrs. Simpkins. Is there any chance you might be the least bit interested in her?” he wondered. He didn’t wait for a response from Banks, whose eyebrows shot up with the odd query. “I can’t help but think she just needs the attentions of a good man. Perhaps a tumble or two whilst we’re on the road? Or maybe at the hunting lodge?”

      His eyes widening in shock, Banks wondered if his master was deep in his cups. But that wasn’t possible. It was nine o’clock in the morning! He dared a glance at his pocket watch, just to ensure it was nine o’clock.

      In the morning.

      It was.

      “Are you quite sure that’s a good idea?” Banks finally asked, suddenly a bit unsteady on his feet. At no time in the past had Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, ever suggested he bed a woman.

      Happy or not.

      The earl gave his question a moment of thought and then shook his head. “Probably not. Forget I mentioned it,” he said with a wave of his hand.

      Banks exhaled, as if he’d been holding his breath, the idea of bedding the lady’s maid almost abhorrent. “Thank you, my lord. I’ll see to writing those letters now.”

      Alonyius Banks gave a bow and took his leave of the master suite, his thoughts going back to the earl’s words and his quick dismissal of them. Why, the man had probably already forgotten he had said them.

      Thank the gods.

      The problem with having heard such a suggestion, however, was that Alonyius Banks couldn’t put it out of his mind, no matter how hard he tried.

      At least it gave him something to think about besides his family’s textile business.
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