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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      England, 1872

      Life was changeable, which was its problem, Imogen supposed—nothing could be counted upon to remain the same. When one grew comfortably complacent, something inevitably came along to change that.

      She did not know why her widowhood ought to be any different, yet this morning she was shocked to discover everything turned on its head.

      Imogen roamed her coveted corner bedroom, idly searching through the wardrobe and dressing table as she completed her morning toilette. She’d chosen this bedchamber of all the rooms in Wellsbury Hall because it boasted a small alcove with a cozy chaise and cabinetry dedicated to photographs of family and friends; mementos of happy times, travels, and days gone by.

      This treasured space was Imogen’s hide-away, though her favorite part of her bedroom was—by far—the view.

      Vast gardens and sloping hills could be seen from her seat. At any moment of the morning, Imogen might look down upon the parkland and woodland surrounding the estate.

      She need not see the farms, barns, or muddy pastures bordering her late husband’s ancestral lands. Thanks to the tree line that stretched its ancient limbs toward a peerless blue sky, Imogen needn’t be reminded of the smoking chimneys and haphazard rooftops of her neighbors.

      She found solace in her chamber, away from the servants, who looked to her for guidance, and from her step-children, who sneered and pouted whenever she dared offer an opinion on their lives. Here, she sought comfort in a soft chair, sweeping vistas, and the blessed reliability of nature.

      Nature never failed her…until it all came crashing down before her eyes.

      The sloping hillside began to rumble and shake. Smoke choked the horizon and birds scattered to the wind. Leaves trembled as the great oaks groaned. Indeed, the house itself seemed to quake. Imogen watched in horror as—one by one—ancient trees fell, exposing the farmhouse and outbuildings of her nearest neighbor.

      Suddenly, civilization encroached upon her sanctuary! Those awful, menacing claws of change and uncertainty once again found their way to Wellsbury, and now threatened to make Imogen’s life strange, new, and unnavigable all over again.

      Her fingernails dug into the silk arm of her chaise as she called out for her maid. “Hale! Hale!”

      The servant was at her side in an instant. “Yes, Your Ladyship?”

      “Who ordered those trees to come down?”

      Hale frowned as she too gazed from the corner window. A line of oaks lay felled. Soon, there would be nothing left to shield the estate from its neighbors.

      “I cannot say, ma’am,” ventured the maid, “though I wager they belong to the new owner of Oakheart Farm.”

      “It has sold at last?”

      Imogen knew that her elderly neighbor longed to retire, and that George Evan—her foolish step-son—refused to repurchase the land that had once been sold to replenish Wellsbury’s coffers.

      Hale nodded, confirming her mistress’ worst fear. George Evan’s short-sightedness had irreparably damaged the estate that his father, the late Lord Perceval, had worked so hard to restore.

      A crash shook the foundations as yet another ancient tree dropped to the earth. Imogen covered her eyes. “Oh, I cannot bear to watch! That fellow is destroying the countryside. Has he no respect for nature, or boundaries, or…or…me?”

      Surely, one ought to consult one’s neighbors—especially if one’s neighbors were the ancestral custodians of Wellsbury Hall.

      Whoever he was, the owner of Oakheart Farm was a newcomer to this picturesque corner of England. He was a stranger to their lands and ways, to their quaint country customs. She’d once been a stranger here, too, and had been ignorant of so much.

      As Lady Perceval, a member of the most prominent family in the county, Imogen ought to enlighten this outsider before he made enemies of his neighbors. Before he ruined her view, robbing her of what little permanence remained in her life.

      “Won’t you fetch me a bonnet, Hale? The emerald velvet and its matching cloak. You know how much I like that set for paying local calls. It’s not too grand for the country, yet the green shade lends a certain…”

      A tree fell, interrupting her mid-thought.

      Hale finished the sentence, offering, “Elegance, ma’am?”

      “I was rather thinking ‘determination.’ ”

      Imogen squared her shoulders, glaring through the window as she marked her path from Wellsbury Hall, through the gardens and parkland, to the front gate of Oakheart Farm. Not a fence post, stone wall, or a dozen workmen would dare block her way.

      Life was changeable, and a good deal of one’s circumstances was often out of one’s control, but Imogen Perceval was not altogether powerless. She had a spine as strong as steel, a chin as sharp as her wits, and thirty years of a woman’s wisdom spurring her onward.

      She intended to walk to Oakheart Farm, meet this new owner, and set the fellow straight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      It was a shame about the trees. Ben hated to cut them down, but they stood in the way of progress. More importantly, they stood in the way of his progress.

      He had not believed his good fortune when his offer had been accepted, and still did not believe this was real, even after the contracts had been exchanged and he’d taken possession of Oakheart Farm. He was a landowner, a man of property. Benedict Morris of working-class Bristol was building himself a country house!

      The place was in dreadful disrepair, but the pastures and outbuildings were salvageable. Ben would keep the barn as storage while pulling down the old farmhouse. He was only sorry about the oaks, which must go to make room for the manor and drive.

      “I’d mind where I was standing, were I ‘ee, Mr. Morris!” Criddle, the workmen’s overseer, called out.

      Ben moved aside as an oak with a trunk the size of a cartwheel came crashing to earth. The ground beneath his feet shook upon impact, and before the leaves ceased trembling, a crew of laborers descended upon the felled tree. He watched as they bound it with rope and hauled it aside.

      He was no stranger to a worksite. In the years he’d served as a purchasing agent for his yacht-building company, Ben had visited the timber yards and selected the materials used in each magnificent vessel. He had a keen eye for detail and a natural talent for choosing the very best. Wealthy, discerning customers appreciated his good taste—made testament by the fact that he’d risen to partnership in the firm.

      Morris, Cutting & Sons.

      Yes, this property would befit a man of his standing.

      Ben stepped across the craggy patch of garden to join Mr. Criddle. He surveyed the diminishing tree line, jamming his hands in his trouser pockets, fishing for the folded handkerchief he kept stashed there. The morning was hot, and a lack of shade only increased the heat. Summer sunshine beat down upon the men through the gaping hole those missing oaks left behind.

      Ben mopped his brow. “We oughtn’t to fell any more,” he told Criddle.

      “Aye, sir. Six is enough by yer word.”

      It was decided, then.

      Moving on, Ben directed Mr. Criddle’s attention to the rest of the property. Laborers had marked where the house would sit. Stakes and flags indicated each corner of the foundation, and work would soon begin on the clearing and grading for this new, grander residence.

      His manor house would benefit from some sunlight. Growing up in poverty, Ben appreciated light and fresh air. This new home would have windows—so many damned windows. Yet he did not wish to live in a sweltering fishbowl…

      “Let’s discuss the gardens.” Together, they walked the perimeter of the markers, taking note of the slope of the earth and the richness of the soil that had been sadly neglected by the former owner.

      Ben could see it all laid out in his mind, and did his best to vocalize his vision. “Here, I think, would make an ideal planting of roses. Over there, fruit trees might offer some dappled shade and form a nice path to the barn. What do you think about a pond at the back and a pipe for irrigation?”

      Criddle’s brow furrowed as he struggled to follow his employer’s plans. They stood between the clearing and the barn, where a fenced paddock used to be. “ ‘Ee’d be better off digging the pond farther away from the animals. It can get a mite ripe in summer, if ‘ee know what I mean, sir.”

      Ben had little experience with animals. Growing up in Bristol, he knew next to nothing about farmyards, but had seen the damage bad water could do. He’d take no chances of his home or gardens being polluted by the livestock.

      “Yes, right.” Ben nodded, horrified at his folly. “On your advice, this paddock should remain a paddock and the gardens moved…”

      “To the opposite side o’ the house,” offered Criddle, who seemed to know more about this part of the country than anyone. Ben was grateful for the fellow’s expertise. “Next to the Perceval properties.”

      The land was nice over there. He’d intended to keep it pristine and let the remaining oaks speak for themselves, but a flowering walk beneath that ancient canopy would prove an excellent showpiece. “Can you show me?”

      “Aye, sir.”

      They dodged the workmen, wagons, and horses. The crew of local laborers had begun stripping the trees. They reminded Ben of the men at the docks—men like his father—who weren’t afraid to get dirty and work hard for their wages.

      That had never been Ben’s ambition. Oh, he worked hard, but his mind was better suited to the schoolroom, library, and, eventually, an office. He’d be forever indebted to his father, who’d worked himself to death at the docks because he recognized Ben’s talents lay elsewhere.

      He nodded his thanks to the laborers hauling an impossibly heavy log. To the young boys fetching tools and holding the horses’ heads as load after load weighted down the drays. To wise Mr. Criddle, who offered sound advice. These were good people who helped him realize his dreams.

      He turned to Criddle, intending to express his gratitude for the old fellow saving his arse, but the overseer was not watching his employer. Indeed, he was not watching his workmen, who had all but abandoned the tree line.

      Mr. Criddle grumbled at a figure picking her way through the oaks. “I ought to’ve known she’d come poking her nose in our business.”

      Ben squinted as the woman drew closer. “Who’s that?”

      “Baroness Perceval, widow o’ the late lord. Twas once their land ‘ee’re standing on, and her fool of a step-son is the reason ‘ee own Oakheart Farm today.”

      He’d heard the gossip. Young Lord Perceval couldn’t be bothered to come down from London to bid on the property. Any offer from the local lord would have surpassed Ben’s own, yet no offer was ever received from the residents of Wellsbury Hall.

      The baroness’ presence put him on edge.

      Ben jammed his fists into his trouser pockets and waited for the lady to approach. He would not give her one inch if she had come to bully him.

      Lady Perceval paused in the clearing. She frowned up at the treetops, where leaves and gnarled old limbs once stretched. Her eyes traveled down to her feet. Sunlight scorched the grass and stumps where the trees had once been.

      Ben sensed the sight of it all—the ruin of it all—pained her.

      He nearly lost his resolve.

      Thankfully, she spoke first, sparing Ben the shame of acquiescence, for he would’ve hated to meet this lady standing ‘on the back foot’. He was a forward-footed sort of fellow, and she was not the first aristocrat he’d dealt with.

      Lady Perceval glared at them from beneath her bonnet. “Who is in charge?”

      “That would be me, ma’am,” he replied, stepping forward to offer his hand. She did not take it. Surely, she did not expect him to bow. “Benedict Morris.”

      “Ah, Mr. Morris! You have the honor of owning Oakheart Farm. It seems we’re neighbors.”

      He nodded. “It seems so.”

      Her eyes narrowed on him. “Then I consider it my duty—as your neighbor—to stop you before you make an enemy of every good family in the county. You’re making an egregious error, Mr. Morris, and I shudder to think what might befall you should you continue in this manner.”

      Ben stifled a smirk. Was she attempting to talk circles around him? He knew her kind, and was not intimidated by her elevated ways and words. “What might I do to ease that burden of duty from your shoulders, ma’am?”

      She edged toward him, ever so slightly, to answer, “Pack up everything you own and return to wherever it is you came from.”
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        * * *

      

      It was the smirk that got her—or rather the threat of one tugging at the corner of his mouth. Truth be told, she was not feeling charitable toward this man now that she’d witnessed what he’d done to her trees.

      Six lovely old oaks gone! Their leafless corpses lie in the grass, waiting to be driven to the mill. It was such an utter waste and a blight on this beautiful countryside.

      Mr. Morris did not recognize the harm he’d caused. Dear Lord Perceval would turn in his grave if he knew what this newcomer had done to the property.

      He wasn’t the sort of man she wanted as a neighbor. Imogen wanted him gone.

      “Don’t be absurd!” laughed Mr. Morris, finally letting loose that smirk threatening to drive her to madness. “This is my property whether or not it once belonged to your late husband’s family. If Oakheart was so important to you, you should’ve put an offer in when you had the chance.”

      The man standing beside Mr. Morris—a laborer she recognized from the village—squirmed, for he knew folk hereabouts did not speak so boldly.

      Imogen turned her focus to this fellow, not wishing to cause a scene. “I apologize for Mr. Morris’ poor manners. Would you be so good as to excuse us for a moment?”

      The laborer reached for his forelock. “Of course, baroness.”

      But Mr. Morris stopped him. “You don’t have to go just because she wishes, Criddle.”

      He looked to his employer. “I’d prefer it, if ‘ee don’t mind, sir. This matter concerns ‘ee and the lady, and I’d only be in the way.”

      The fellow took his leave, joining the workmen at their wagons. Although Mr. Criddle had allowed them privacy, his team of laborers was not so obliging. They gawked at Imogen as if she had three heads and at least a dozen breasts—a fact her smirking neighbor found most amusing.

      “Happy now, baroness?”

      “No, I am not,” she replied, though her ire had little to do with the menfolk watching on. It was time to return to the matter at hand. “For you’ve pulled down those trees and have ruined my view. You have changed everything.”

      Mr. Morris blinked at her. “Wait…you’re upset about trees?”

      “Yes!”

      He glanced around them, taking in the hills, treetops, and unblemished skyline. “And the view?”

      One could spy the chimneys of Wellsbury Hall from where they stood. “I can see onto your property.” She gestured to the farm’s outbuildings and grimaced. “I can see your barn.”

      “And that is intolerable?” His smirk returned as he, too, took stock of the barns, sheds, and stables that spoiled her otherwise pristine panorama.

      The man was being purposefully obtuse.

      “Mr. Morris, those trees stood for hundreds of years and would have stood for hundreds more, but you’ve cut them down,” she explained to him as though he were a child. “What is Oakheart Farm without its oaks?”

      “Well, that’s the thing about trees, ma’am,” he countered, “one can always plant more.”
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      Mr. Morris pivoted to bring her attention to the construction behind him. Imogen had been so distressed by the loss of the trees that she’d barely noticed the excavations taking place on the rest of the property.

      The old farmhouse was in the process of being dismantled. Heaps of rubbish and wagonloads of materials covered the far side of the clearing. In the center stood a chequerboard of stakes, ties, rope lines, and marked earth.

      “You’ll see here, baroness, I’ve already taken into account the loss of the oaks. I’ve left ample space for new plantings, gardens, paddocks, and even a pond. In fact, Criddle and I were discussing the landscaping when you butted in.”

      Imogen’s chin snapped upward. “Butted in?”

      “Let’s be generous and call it ‘interrupted.’ ”

      She lowered her chin a fraction of an inch. “Yes, we’d better.”

      Mr. Morris smiled—not smirked, but really smiled at her. The corners of his mouth lifted, his eyes wrinkled ever so slightly at the edges, and his face brightened. A simple smile transformed this new neighbor into a handsome man.

      The most handsome man Imogen had seen in rather a long time.

      She brushed past him, reminding herself that he was her adversary. The fate of the countryside depended upon the outcome of this confrontation. If someone did not rein in these newly-moneyed newcomers, men like Benedict Morris would be buying and leveling properties for the next fifty years.

      Places like Wellsbury would be altered forever. Ruined.

      He fell in step beside her, undeterred as he explained his garden plans to a most disinterested listener. “Ornamental fruit trees would be ideal here, I think—plums or cherries. Something to blossom nicely in the spring once they mature.”

      Imogen refused to respond, though she could imagine a canopy of delicate petals overhead as they strolled between the house and the barn.

      “Roses are at the top of my list,” he continued, “though I haven’t made up my mind on the color. Reds are timeless, but the yellows can be equally breathtaking in their own way. Have you got a rose garden at the Hall?”

      She nodded, trying her best not to be drawn into conversation. “The pale shades are my favorite.”

      “How right you are, baroness. Vibrant reds may be too distracting, and we wouldn’t want anything to take away from the beauty of the house. Gardens should complement the structures, not challenge them. I’ll consider yellow rosebushes when the time comes.”

      Pale blooms would soften the rugged stone of the sheds and outbuildings. Fat yellow flowers might droop lazily over garden walls and ramble along ledges like something from a dream. Their fragrance would be intoxicating enough to make one drowsy.

      If it were Imogen’s garden, she’d place a bench just large enough for two people at the center of the planting so a couple might sit for a while and take it all in.

      They reached the staked perimeter of the house. From there, the footprint stretched endlessly. Enormously.

      Between Mr. Morris’ garden plans, the foundation he’d marked, and the oak-lined drive he’d carved into the countryside, this was no simple farm. Her new neighbor planned to create an estate for himself!

      Imogen turned to him. He stood closely now, hands stuffed into his trouser pockets, head tipped and eyes closed as he envisioned the house towering over the treetops and stretching toward that blue sky that had been hers for six years.

      “How large of a home do you intend to build here, Mr. Morris?”

      His lips curved as though he did not mind her intruding upon his day-dreams. “Six bedrooms, two baths, a lavatory on the ground floor, and a cupola at the very top.”

      Imogen felt the color drain from her cheeks. The shadow of his future manor loomed large. Not even Wellsbury Hall boasted a lavatory—its inhabitants trudged to the privy as Percevals had done for the last eight hundred years.

      “A cupola is grand indeed. You’ll need at least three stories to pull off such ornamentation.”

      Mr. Morris nodded. “I want it to be the first thing my guests see when they arrive. I want to see it from the lane. From the village, even.”

      She frowned. “I don’t recommend overshadowing the bell tower of Wellsbury church.” Her own house was distant enough not to challenge that ancient place of worship. “You know what the Lord did to those ambitious builders of Babel.”

      “But they were trying to reach Heaven, ma’am. I’m merely striving for the skyline.”

      She didn’t bother to argue that Wellsbury village was heaven to those who lived there, or that its surrounding countryside had become her personal paradise. In another life, Imogen might’ve admired his aspirations, for he seemed the sort of man who’d earned his fortune, but Mr. Morris’ arrival threatened everything she held dear.

      She could not let him change the view. If Imogen was forced to observe that garish cupola from her house and gardens, she’d build a wall so tall between them that even the God of the Old Testament would take pity on her.

      She studied the foundations of his future home, dismayed. Imogen had tried to reason with him. She’d attempted to threaten him, though resorting to such bullying tactics had not been her best moment.

      Perhaps she ought to plead with him…

      “There is no chance of you changing your mind?” she asked. “Abandoning your plans and returning home?”

      “No.”

      Imogen did not think she’d get so lucky, but it had been worth a shot. She grappled for some other miracle. “You mentioned me making an offer. Mightn’t you consider selling the property?”

      “The only offer I’d consider would be too dear for even a Perceval to pay.”

      When her shoulders sagged, he stepped forward to soothe her. Mr. Morris touched her arm under the guise of leading her away from the house. His firm palm cupped her elbow, for assisting a lady as she navigated the churned earth of a construction site was perfectly proper.

      Neither Mr. Criddle nor the nearby workmen batted an eye as Mr. Morris squeezed her arm and said, gamely, “Don’t fret, ma’am. I will be a good neighbor. You’ll see. In fact, I’ll prove it to you—as an act of good faith, I’ll show you the plans my architect has drawn up.”

      Imogen wrangled the hem of her skirts with her free hand, grateful for her neighbor’s aid. Leaves, branches, shards of bark, and divots of soil pockmarked the clearing. She had not been able to save the six great oaks that once stood there, but with Mr. Morris’ cooperation, she might preserve that which was left.

      Seeming to sense this concession, he kicked a rock from her path with the toe of his brogues. They were expensive boots, Imogen noticed, and he carelessly abused them like a man who easily afforded more.

      Whoever her new neighbor was—and whatever he did to acquire Oakheart Farm—he was a successful man. Not a gentleman, but perhaps a member of the middle-class. Someone who’d schemed and scrabbled his way up in life, possessed of enough dogged determination to fulfill his dreams.

      She was surprised Benedict Morris offered her the slightest bit of compromise.

      “The plans aren’t final, but they should give you an idea of what you’ll soon be seeing whenever you look out your window.”

      “What if I disapprove of your designs? What if I find them—as you say—intolerable?”

      “My house won’t be an eyesore.” He gestured toward Wellsbury Hall in the distance. “At least not any more than your great, garish pile on the hill.”

      “Wellsbury Hall is beautiful! The original Percevals came over with the Conqueror and are as much a part of this county as those ancient oaks were. It’s a pity you cannot appreciate what has come before you, Mr. Morris, instead of only seeing what stands in your way.”

      His eyes narrowed. He opened his mouth to say something, for her words had cut perhaps a little too deeply for comfort.

      Imogen had not intended to ignite any unpleasantness between them. She had only hoped to defend her home from this striving newcomer. She’d always possessed a sharp tongue and a backbone, yet her tenure as Lady Perceval had taught her to soften her defenses. To be still rather than stir up that tempest simmering within.

      She donned a mask of cool composure. Once more, she played the role that the world had come to expect of her. “If you’d like to bring me your plans, I should be glad to offer you tea.”
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      “I’m rarely invited into someone’s home after insulting it.”

      “I do endeavor to be neighborly, sir. I told you as much when I first arrived.” Lady Perceval twitched her skirts, sweeping the soft hems over a patch of rough earth. She was cross with him and trying desperately to hide it.

      Ben couldn’t help but ‘prod the bear’. “Yes, I’m sure you did say that. Refresh my memory, baroness—was it before or after you threatened to run me out of Wellsbury?”

      Her face remained serene, yet skirts jerked as she replied, “You cannot fault me for using every weapon in my arsenal. Sweetness may work on some opponents, but I sensed you were made of sterner stuff.”

      “You do me credit, ma’am. Now, which form of attack is this?”

      Lady Perceval lifted her shoulders and sighed. “A stalemate, I suppose. You have made it clear you shan’t leave Oakheart Farm. Your plans are grand, and your pockets deep enough to afford such an ambitious undertaking. I am shrewd enough to know when I’ve met my match.”

      The lady might’ve been playing him—appealing to his vanity and masculine pride—but Ben was sorry she felt as though she were out of options. Her life was narrow and restricted, for she was the lady of the manor with duties to tenants and townsfolk, yet held little power outside of the estate. To have a stranger intrude on her one domain must’ve been unsettling.

      Ben sympathized, but he was undeterred.

      He also did not wish to make an enemy of Lady Perceval. Thankfully, he’d realized the way to win her over early on in their clash. She mourned the loss of the trees and the disfigurement of a landscape that was dear to her. She approved of his garden scheme, even if it threatened to upset the status quo. She was curious about the construction and wanted to feel involved in the process.

      Showing her the designs for Oakheart would allow Lady Perceval to feel included, though Ben had no intentions of changing one brick of the place to please her. He’d worked too hard for this to bend to the will of yet another aristocrat.

      He wiped his hand on his trouser leg and extended it to her. “You are gracious in your defeat, baroness, and kind in your offer to receive me. I’ll come this afternoon with the plans, which I think will put your mind at ease.” She placed her gloved fingers in his and they shook on it. “Do you require a carriage home?”

      “That is neighborly of you, but no,” said the lady. “I am accustomed to moving about freely on my late husband’s properties. If you don’t mind, I’d like to extend that freedom to your property, as well.”

      Ben nodded—though he felt certain he’d regret it. “You’ve got the run of the place.”

      Lady Perceval smiled, breaking that poised, unreadable façade she’d cultivated to take him on. She was elegant, courageous, and dangerously astute. Ben feared the local folk did not give her enough credit.

      “Same to you, then, Mr. Morris.” Her eyes flashed from beneath the brim of her smart green bonnet as she said, “Walk over to Wellsbury Hall whenever you like. You shall be most welcome there.”

      She left him standing in the clearing. Ben watched as she picked her way through the debris, sparing a glance at the fallen oaks as she passed their limbless corpses. The workmen doffed their caps and bowed in awe of this lady who might as well have been a princess or a goddess to them.

      Only Mr. Criddle dared stir in Lady Perceval’s wake. The overseer joined Ben at the perimeter of the house, just outside the staked foundation.

      He used his cap to mop his forehead. “ ‘Ee’re well and truly one o’ us now, sir.”

      “How’s that?” asked Ben.

      “We’ve each run afoul o’ a Perceval in our time, only ‘ee were misfortunate enough to meet the baroness today rather than her wastrel step-son.”

      Lady Perceval was no mere busybody sticking her nose into menfolk’s business. She possessed intelligence and gumption, and if the young lord was the idle dolt he was rumored to be, Ben marveled that the residents of Wellsbury derided her so.

      The baroness was a formidable adversary, and he eagerly anticipated facing her over the tea table.
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        * * *

      

      Imogen returned home through the gardens. The trees on her side of the property line were blessedly safe from progress and intrusion. The grass was lush, green, and neatly clipped along the sloping parkland, which was free of craters, construction equipment, or ogling workmen.

      Her heeled boots crunched upon the gravel path that wove between plantings of roses older than the house itself. She lifted her head to regard that ancient structure, which had been expanded and improved upon throughout the centuries.

      Wellsbury Hall stood before her in all its glory—Bath Stone walls awash in honeyed, mid-morning sunshine; towering chimneys and arched windows cleaned daily of dirt, soot, and debris. Even the rain-spouts and leaded roof were beautiful in their design and precious in value.

      The manor may not have been built to Mr. Morris’ tastes, but it was no ‘great, garish pile’, as he’d so harshly decried it. Wellsbury Hall was not ugly. It was home.

      Imogen entered through the terrace door, which remained unlocked for her use. Here she could pass freely from the garden to the back staircase, which led to her bedroom, without fear of tracking mud or grass clippings through the house.

      She tugged at the ribbons of her bonnet and began to remove the pins from her hair as she ascended the stairs. It was only then that Imogen noticed her calves burned with each step and her spine—steely though it was—ached from the tense pose she’d held throughout her meeting with Mr. Morris.

      She had fought him, yet she had lost. Unfortunately, she could not stop the man from erecting his country house. She could not have saved the oak trees or prevent life in Wellsbury from changing.

      Imogen paused at the landing, allowing her gloved hand to rest upon the railing. She leaned against the polished wood, which had known many more hands in gloves and breathless moments come before her.

      Just as the floorboards had known footsteps not unlike those traveling the corridor now. Imogen straightened as someone approached. She stashed her hair pins in her cloak pocket and prepared to greet her step-daughter, Rose Anna.

      The girl was fifteen, willowy and slightly wan of late. She ought to spend more time out of doors, Imogen thought, though she daren’t give her opinion unsolicited. Rose Anna was clever, if a bit cheeky, and bold in ways Imogen sometimes envied and oftentimes dreaded, for one was never quite certain on which side of Miss Perceval’s affections they moved.

      Rose Anna dipped the slightest curtsey. “Good morning, Step-mama.” She carried a book of Keats in one arm and a watercolor sketchpad cradled in the other. Her governess, Mademoiselle Lécuyer, dragged an easel and paint kit in her wake.

      Imogen returned the greeting, and then gestured to the poetry book. “La Belle Dame sans Merci.”

      Rose Anna furrowed her pale brow. “What—oh, yes, Keats. Ma’amselle and I intend to read it aloud and create portraits of our reactions to the melancholy verse.”

      “That sounds glum, indeed,” said Imogen. Her step-daughter had entered the ‘black’ period of her young life, and had taken up the fad for pretty misery.

      The child merely shrugged. “I should like to know whether there is a change in my countenance over the course of the day. I believe if one reads enough, and opens oneself up to emotion, one will become a more singular, well-rounded individual. I hope to become remarkable.”

      “You are remarkable, Rose Anna, but you’re only fifteen. You oughtn’t to rush to experience so much so soon.” Imogen was teetering on the brink of perspective and could tell by the girl’s stiffening pose that her view was unwelcome. “By all means enjoy your poetry and your art. It will certainly prove an interesting experiment. Do tell me how you get on.”

      She pushed away from the railing and bid good-day to the two young ladies. Surely, Mademoiselle Lécuyer would turn the day’s events into a learning experience. At any rate, Rose Anna was studying art and literature, and becoming more accomplished every day.

      Rose Anna, however, was not finished with the conversation. She observed Imogen’s dirtied hems as she swept past, and took note of her step-mother’s slackened bonnet ribbons and unpinned coiffure.

      “Have you been to the garden already?” the child asked.

      “I called upon our neighbor, Mr. Morris, who has bought Oakheart Farm. He felled six oaks this morning to make room for a grand country house.”

      “Oh, what a pity! George Evan and I did love to climb those trees and race ‘round their trunks like hellions.”

      Imogen nodded. “Yes, it is sad. And such a waste, for Wellsbury will be quite spoiled now. Men who’ve made their fortunes in the cities will decamp to the countryside. They shall build estates rivaling even this one, and soon there will be no more room for children to play.”

      “You ought to let me sketch your portrait, Step-mama. You look dreadfully depressed just now,” Rose Anna said, reaching to touch Imogen’s cheek. “If only I felt the same passion for Keats as you do for our new neighbor…”

      Imogen shooed the girl’s hand away. “I am passionate about Wellsbury and couldn’t care less what becomes of Mr. Morris.”

      “But Wellsbury is no longer your concern. The estate is George Evan’s responsibility, and he would not like your meddling.”

      “Your brother is shirking his duties living lavishly in London. Although I may be widowed, I am still the mistress of Wellsbury Hall until George Evan chooses a bride. I shall do everything in my power to save this land from those who wish to alter, exploit, or abandon it altogether.”

      With that, she turned to the governess, instructing, “See that Miss Perceval spends the afternoon out of doors. She can paint on the terrace as easily as in the drawing room, and the fresh air will do her good.”

      Mademoiselle Lécuyer curtseyed. “Oui madame.”

      Imogen had enough trouble without catering to a young girl unable to check her fancies or an absentee baron burning through the family fortunes. She’d crossed swords with her neighbor, and must now prepare to do so again—or, rather, she must brace herself to accept this loss with a modicum of grace.

      The legacy of her step-children, their late father, and all the Percevals who’d come before them depended upon it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Wellsbury Hall really was a lovely old place, Ben thought as he was escorted through the foyer. The baroness had been wrong about him in that respect—he could appreciate this ancient, storied, outdated seat of the Perceval family. He just wouldn’t want to live here.

      For one, the floorboards creaked; he suspected the roof would need repairing in a few more years; and such a rambling residence required armies of servants to keep it heated, tidied, waxed, and scrubbed.

      Clearly, no Perceval had ever wielded a mop, fended off a rat, or hauled wood for their nightly fire. Ben doubted the baroness knew how unnecessary so much house was, and that one could live far more comfortably in six well-thought-out bedrooms instead of twenty haphazard ones, and that the upfront expense of a ground floor lavatory paid for itself a thousandfold on one icy winter’s walk to the privy.

      The butler, dressed in formal livery more suited to Buckingham Palace than a Somerset backwater, led Ben through a labyrinth of stair halls and corridors. Lady Perceval wished to impress upon her guest the opulent magnitude of the place. That he was outgunned and outclassed, and he had no right to intrude upon her domain.

      But where she saw red medallion carpets, silk-papered walls, and polished chandeliers, Ben saw gilt-framed art in need of cleaning, gaudy ornamentation, and an overall air of…he sniffed…musty oppression.

      They circled back to the central hall—Ben watched the cunning butler retrace his steps. At the top of a carved oaken staircase stood a pair of double doors flanked by a duo of footmen. The younger servants rustled and rasped in their silk and starched linen as they hauled both doors open for the butler to pass through.

      Ben waited at the threshold.

      “Mr. Morris, Your Ladyship,” announced the butler.

      Ben couldn’t see the baroness from his position in the corridor. He’d been purposefully left out, kept waiting. The footmen looked down their noses at him, as if they had not been dockworkers’ sons, born in Bristol, just like him.

      Lady Perceval interrupted this inspection, calling out, “Mr. Morris, do come through.”

      Ben tucked his house plans beneath his arm and brushed past the pair of footmen. He swept into the drawing room as though he hadn’t noticed the roundabout way the butler had taken him, or the grandeur of the house that was meant to make him feel small, or the fact that he was—to her lot, anyway—no better than the lads employed to open doors.

      He offered his hand in greeting, outstretched to her like equals. “Ma’am.”

      If she expected a bow, the baroness never let her disappointment show. She took his hand in hers.

      He’d stashed his gloves in his hat, which he’d left in the foyer. Bad manners, he supposed, but Lady Perceval clasped his bare palm. She was gloveless as well. Her soft, manicured hands were warm and scented with fine French perfume.

      She smelled like the wives of his clients. She dressed like them, too, for her watered-silk frock was as ruffled, bustled, and swagged as any one of those women come to christen a Morris, Cutting & Sons yacht.

      Those ladies had not deigned to shake his hand, nor even acknowledge him beyond the most cursory nod. They would have rather touched an insect on the boatyard floor than clap palms with a tradesman.

      Lady Perceval gestured to the roll of architectural designs he carried. “You’ve brought your plans, then.”

      He’d all but crushed them beneath his arm. When had he become so tense? So awkwardly rigid? How could he meet her valiantly in the clearing at Oakheart, yet fall apart beneath the slightest pressure in the drawing room of Wellsbury Hall?

      Ben fumbled to unroll the plans. “For your consideration, baroness…”

      She moved toward him, skirts swishing, scent wafting, warm breath hovering. She was shorter than he’d remembered, standing together in the perfectly level drawing room. Without her bonnet, Lady Perceval’s hair—fringed and fashionably coiffed by her lady’s maid—was a glossy chestnut brown.

      One flawless curl crowned her ear, drawing his eyes to that delicate shell and the sensitive spot of skin resting just above the high, buttoned neckline of her dress.

      She glanced up suddenly, impatient and annoyed. “I’m afraid you will have to interpret this for me, Mr. Morris, for I’ve no idea what I’m looking at.”

      He had trailed off mid-sentence, too distracted by her to explain the house plans he held. “Beg pardon, ma’am. Allow me to clarify…” Ben lifted the designs higher, pointing them toward a nearby window. “This side will face the Hall, you see. The dining room and drawing room will be situated with a view to the gardens. You recall my plans for roses and flowering fruit trees?”

      She nodded.

      “On the upper floors, there will be six bedrooms and a generous garret for members of staff. I don’t plan on having many servants—a maid or two, a housekeeper, and mayhap a lad to do the heavy lifting.”

      Lady Perceval studied the plans, reaching to trace a fingertip along the walls, over the windows, down the stairs. She learned his house, building it in her mind as he had done so many times.

      “Stone or brick?” she asked without looking up from the schematics.

      “Brick.”

      “And you’re still set on the cupola?”

      He smiled at the top of her head. “Tall enough to see from the lane.”

      Lady Perceval glanced up then, eyes flashing and chin as sharp as ever. “You are too brazen, sir. I would caution you on such a flagrant display of your wealth. Think seriously about lowering the cupola. Local folk will not appreciate your shining topper reminding them of their poverty every time they pass your gates.”

      “What of this place, then?” he asked. “Are your neighbors not reminded of their rank poverty on every hilltop from Bristol to Bath? If you wish to talk of arrogance, ma’am, I’d advise you to look in the mirror.”

      “The Perceval family supports the locals. We employ them, house them, and historically, we’ve defended them when necessary. The estate funds the village church and pays a living to its parson. We have improved upon our tenants’ cottages and modernized the village school. I want boys and girls to attain an education and qualify for employment from Bristol to Bath—or wherever their lives lead them.”

      “That’s a start,” said Ben, unimpressed, “but after eight hundred years in Wellsbury, don’t expect a medal for it.”

      “I expect nothing.” She frowned. “Except eight hundred more years of Percevals in Wellsbury.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      She had worked hard and done lasting good in Wellsbury. Did not she pay for the medical treatment of those unable to afford a doctor? Did not she give food, time, and generous charity to the local poor? Imogen had kept many struggling families together when it had made better financial sense to cast them out.

      Although she had not been perfect, she’d done her best—often while running the household, nursing her dying husband, and raising her step-children. Truly, there were days when she felt the weight of Wellsbury rested on her shoulders, and her back ached from the strain of holding it all together.

      God knew George Evan couldn’t be bothered to come down from London and manage estate affairs. Rose Anna was young and self-absorbed, and it wasn’t a fifteen-year-old girl’s responsibility to aid in the running of the household, though Miss Perceval could learn a thing or two about ‘misery’ spending her afternoons delivering meals for those who would otherwise go without.
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