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      Colonial India has always been a source of great fascination to me. My paternal grandfather lived there before partition, when it was still under British rule. For nonwhites, like him, there was nothing romantic about the British Raj and I had no intention of romanticizing it in my novel. When writing A Modest Independence, I attempted to portray Victorian-era India as it truly was, in all its good and bad. In doing so, I may have inadvertently used period words or descriptions that some might find offensive by modern standards. For this, I humbly apologize.

      To that end, a word on nomenclature: In my novel, the residents of various countries are often referred to as “native Indians,” “native Egyptians,” or just plain “natives.” This is a reference to their status as native-born citizens of a particular country—as opposed to colonial occupants of said country. It is not meant as a pejorative.
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        London, England

        February 1860

      

      

      

      Jenny Holloway raised the hood of her wool cloak up over her head. It was snowing in London. Little flurries that fell to the ground, disappearing in the icy black slush that was soaking through the hem of her sensible skirts as she stood outside the Fleet Street law offices of Mr. Thomas Finchley, Esquire.

      She’d visited the unassuming building several times before and had no good reason to hesitate. It wasn’t as if she was paying a call on a former beau, nor even on an estranged friend. Mr. Finchley was neither of those—not to her, at least. He was only a solicitor.

      More to the point, he was her solicitor. Which made this a business matter.

      She stiffened her spine and made her way up the steps to the front door. A brass plaque fixed beside it bore the names of both Mr. Finchley and Mr. Keane, the solicitor who shared his offices. It was the latter who greeted her when she rang the bell.

      “Miss Finchley!” Mr. Keane’s thin face lit up in recognition.

      Miss Finchley?

      Jenny blinked. Had Mr. Finchley told Mr. Keane that she was his sister?

      “Do come in out of the cold.” Mr. Keane opened the door wide, standing back for her to enter before shutting it behind her. He assisted her out of her wet cloak. “Finchley is occupied with a client. I daren’t disturb him. But allow me to offer you a cup of tea.” He turned to address a weedy-looking young clerk hovering nearby. “Tea, Mr. Poole! And here. Put the lady’s cloak by the fender to dry.”

      Jenny removed her bonnet and gloves, permitting the young man to take those as well.

      “Is your brother expecting you, ma’am?” Mr. Keane asked.

      Her brother. How absurd. The two of them looked nothing at all alike. She was tempted to correct Mr. Keane, but common sense kept her silent. There was no good reason to destroy whatever fiction Mr. Finchley had woven on her behalf, especially if it had been spun to protect her reputation. Besides, she wasn’t likely to see Mr. Keane again after today. By this time tomorrow, she’d be on board a steamer bound for Calais.

      Providing Mr. Finchley cooperated, that is.

      “He was aware I’d be arriving in London this week,” she said, “but we hadn’t yet fixed upon a day for me to call. I daresay I should have made an appointment.”

      “It mightn’t have done you any good.” Mr. Keane ushered her up a narrow staircase and down an equally narrow hall to a small anteroom. It was warm and snug, equipped with a set of comfortable-looking chairs and a low wooden table. “Do have a seat. Your brother shouldn’t be too much longer.” His head tilted slightly at the sound of a raised voice drifting through the closed door of Mr. Finchley’s office. “I’d give it another ten minutes.”

      Jenny lifted her brows. She couldn’t make out the words being exchanged behind the door, but the raised voice was definitely female. She reminded herself again that Mr. Finchley’s affairs were none of her business. Even so…

      But she didn’t have time to ponder, for at that very moment the door to Mr. Finchley’s office burst open. Shrill words, no longer muffled, spilled out into the anteroom.

      “You’re ever cruel to me. Trying to punish me. To deny me the things I want most in life. It’s your way of getting revenge on me. Don’t say it isn’t.” The woman gave a dramatic sniffle. “If you cared for me at all, you’d increase my allowance. It’s the least you owe me.”

      “I don’t owe you anything.” Mr. Finchley’s deep voice was quiet, his words hardly audible.

      “You ruined my life!” The woman’s voice elevated to as-yet-unreached heights as she at last emerged through the open door of Mr. Finchley’s office. She was garbed in a fashionable silk and velvet afternoon gown, a velvet-trimmed hat perched atop a head of impressively coiffed mahogany curls.

      Jenny stared at her. She’d half expected a cheaply clad young tart. Instead, Mrs. Culpepper was a mature woman. A beauty, to be sure, but not one in her first bloom.

      “And what are you looking at, madam?” She seared Jenny with a poisonous glare. “I’ll thank you to keep your eyes in your head.” She sniffled again, though Jenny could see no evidence of tears, and with a swish of starched petticoats, marched from the room.

      Jenny waited for Mr. Finchley to storm from his office and follow after her, but there was no sign of him. Perhaps he didn’t care enough about his relationship with Mrs. Culpepper to try and salvage it.

      He certainly hadn’t cared when their own friendship had fallen apart last October.

      “I say,” Mr. Keane muttered in embarrassment. “Where has Poole got to?”

      “Here, sir!” Mr. Keane’s clerk trotted down the hall, a silver tray in his hands.

      “Is that tea?” Mr. Finchley at last emerged from his office. He was dressed in a well-tailored black suit, his frock coat worn open to reveal a single-breasted waistcoat draped by the gold chain of his pocket watch. He looked calm and composed. Perfectly at his ease. One would never know he’d just been engaged in a heated altercation with a woman.

      Well…perhaps his dark brown hair was a little mussed. As if he’d lately run his hands through it. Other than that, he looked as ordinary as ever.

      If one could ever call Thomas Finchley ordinary.

      Jenny clasped her hands tight in front of her. She’d hoped that when they met again, she’d be indifferent to him. That she’d feel nothing at the sight of his handsome face and figure.

      Not that most people would have described Mr. Finchley as handsome. Bookish, maybe. Or scholarly. A gentleman with a weight of responsibility on his shoulders. Someone to confide in. To solve one’s problems, for a fee. Not a man to make a woman’s heart beat faster.

      Jenny’s heart didn’t seem to understand that, the treacherous thing. It was thumping quite madly. As if it were only yesterday he’d laughed with her and danced her around the parlor in Half Moon Street. As if he’d never lied to her. Had never played her for a fool.

      It was those eyes of his that caused her such alarming palpitations. So worn and wise—and so much older than all the rest of him. As if they’d seen everything, experienced everything. They weren’t the eyes of an overworked solicitor. Not any that she’d ever seen. No. Thomas Finchley had the eyes of a weary angel.

      All he need do was look at her and her pulse lost its rhythm.

      But he wasn’t looking at her now. He didn’t seem to notice her at all. His attention was entirely fixed on the dratted tea tray. A typically selfish male, only bestirring himself at the prospect of food and drink. But then he turned his head and those light blue eyes met hers. His gaze was solemn behind the lenses of his silver-framed spectacles and…not at all surprised.

      He’d been aware of her the whole time. He’d known she was there, even as Mrs. Culpepper stormed from his office. Possibly even from the moment Jenny had first crossed the threshold.

      Was there anything Thomas Finchley didn’t know?

      She moistened her lips. Her mouth was dry as the Sahara. She couldn’t summon the barest croak. Not that there was any need for speech. The silence between them spoke volumes. Indeed, the very air seemed to echo with the last words she’d uttered to him. Words to which he’d offered no response.

      What sort of man are you?

      “Put the tray down in my office, Poole,” Mr. Finchley said. And then: “Miss Holloway? Will you join me?”

      “Miss Holloway?” Mr. Keane’s eyes darted from her to Mr. Finchley and back again. “Oh dear, and to think I’ve been addressing you as Miss Finchley.”

      “One name’s as good as the other.” Mr. Finchley motioned toward his office door, a hint of impatience in the gesture. “Ma’am?”

      Jenny smoothed her skirts. This was business. Strictly business. “Yes, of course.” She walked past him to enter his office, careful that her gown didn’t brush his legs as she went by. She wanted no illusion of intimacy between them. They might have met before—might have dined together and danced together—but they were as good as strangers. The Mr. Finchley she’d known last year had been an illusion. A convenient mask behind which the real Thomas Finchley hid himself to achieve his ends.

      Who the real man was, she neither knew nor cared.

      He shut the door behind her. “For what it’s worth, I never claimed you were my sister. I simply refrained from correcting Keane’s assumption.”

      “Would it have been so scandalous for an unrelated female to call on you as I did last October?” Jenny hadn’t had much choice at the time. There had been no one else to turn to after the Earl of Castleton had dismissed her from her position as lady’s companion to his niece, Lady Helena.

      “Not scandalous, no. Only out of the ordinary.”

      “And, therefore, worthy of remark.”

      “Precisely.”

      She cast a cursory look round his office. It was large and fairly well organized. A monstrous barrister’s desk formed the heart of it, its surface covered in neat stacks of papers and rolled documents tied with ribbon. The walls were lined with bookcases filled with row upon row of leather-bound books, their gold-stamped spines unreadable behind closed glass doors.

      “You arrived in London only this morning,” he said.

      It wasn’t a question. She answered it nonetheless. “I caught the early train from Abbot’s Holcombe.”

      She’d spent the past three months living with Mr. Thornhill and Lady Helena at Greyfriar’s Abbey, their isolated estate on the North Devon coast. Neither had expected her to remain on in her role as Helena’s companion. Certainly not after Helena had settled a generous sum of money on her.

      Five thousand pounds, to be precise.

      Helena called it a modest independence. To Jenny it was an absolute fortune. “I saw no reason to delay,” she said.

      “Quite.” Mr. Finchley went to the tea tray. “Will you sit down?”

      Jenny took a seat in one of the upholstered chairs opposite his desk. She arranged her skirts about her legs, ignoring the brief twinge of self-consciousness about the age—and relative plainness—of her woolen gown. It didn’t matter one jot whether or not it was as stylish as that worn by his last client. She hadn’t come to London to engage in a fashion contest with a highflyer.

      Mr. Finchley poured them each a cup of tea, not bothering to ask how she took hers. There was no need. They’d shared countless cups of tea during their brief acquaintance.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Mr. Finchley inclined his head. “I trust Thornhill and Lady Helena are well?”

      “They were in excellent health when I left them.”

      He sat down behind his desk. “And Mr. Cross? How is he adjusting to the new mistress of Greyfriar’s Abbey?”

      Neville Cross was yet another resident of the Abbey. A childhood friend of both Mr. Finchley and Mr. Thornhill, he’d suffered a head injury as a boy that still affected his speech—though not, Jenny suspected, his reasoning.

      “Mr. Cross is quite well.” Jenny took a delicate sip of her tea. “He and Helena get on famously.” She hesitated before adding, “But it can be a bit trying to live with a newlywed couple. The pair of them are in their own world much of the time. One feels like an intruder.”

      A vast understatement.

      What one felt was inadequate.

      She’d never been the sort to pine after love and affection. She was too sensible. Too pragmatic. But being in Helena and Mr. Thornhill’s company day in and day out—seeing the little touches they shared, the whispered confidences and private glances—had begun to make her feel a certain emptiness. A lack of something in her life.

      No doubt Mr. Cross felt the same.

      “Is that why you left in such haste?” Mr. Finchley asked.

      “You think my decision to come to London was hasty?”

      “Wasn’t it? You might have stayed at the Abbey through the winter. Lady Helena has made it quite comfortable, I understand.”

      “Indeed, she has. It’s filled with fine furnishings now, and there are new draperies, paint, and paper on the walls. You could have seen the improvements yourself if you’d come for Christmas.”

      His expression was unreadable. It registered neither embarrassment, nor regret. “Business has been unrelenting of late. I made my excuses to Thornhill.”

      “Is that all that kept you away? Business?”

      “What else?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know. I thought, perhaps, you may have some other reason for avoiding a visit to Devon.”

      “I’m not Thornhill, Miss Holloway. I don’t enjoy tormenting myself with the past. To me, North Devon is no different from Sussex or Cornwall.”

      Jenny’s conscience twinged. In all the many hours she’d fretted over Mr. Finchley’s failure to join them for Christmas, she’d never once given a thought to his childhood connection to the region. She’d assumed that she was the reason he hadn’t come to Devon.

      Only now, seated across from him at his desk and surrounded by all the manifestations of his profession, did she comprehend the inherent selfishness of such an assumption. She wasn’t the center of Thomas Finchley’s world. Far from it. She was just an unremarkable female he’d known for a brief moment in time. Neither rich, nor beautiful, nor even particularly sweet-tempered. Merely a friend of a friend of a friend. A connection so tenuous it hardly merited thought.

      “I have no good reason to avoid visiting Thornhill and Lady Helena,” Mr. Finchley continued, “save the demands of my clients.”

      “Your clients appear to be excessively demanding.”

      Another gentleman might have flushed at her words. Mr. Finchley only looked at her, his countenance solemn and possibly a little tired. “You’re alluding to Mrs. Culpepper.”

      “Do you have many other clients who accuse you of ruining their lives? It doesn’t seem a good business practice.”

      “Mrs. Culpepper is a special case.”

      Jenny raised her teacup back to her lips. “She’s very handsome.”

      And there it was. The slightest hint of red on Mr. Finchley’s neck, just above the line of his black cravat and starched white linen collar. A blush so faint she might have missed it if she wasn’t looking. “Miss Holloway—” He started and stopped. “I wouldn’t read too much into what you overheard.”

      “I’m simply making conversation.”

      He shook his head. “Why are you here?”

      “For my money, naturally. I thought that was plain.”

      “Yes, but…it’s snowing out. Not ideal weather for making the journey to London. You’d have been better off delaying. Whatever you wish to do with the money Lady Helena has given you can surely wait until spring.”

      She lowered her teacup back to its saucer. “It’s not winter everywhere in the world, sir.”

      “Ah.” He leaned back in his chair. “You wish to travel.”

      “Yes. I wish to…that is…I intend to leave for India without delay.”

      If he was surprised by her revelation, he didn’t show it.

      She pressed on. “I’ve already obtained my travel documents. The only difficulty lies in my need for ready funds. Since Helena has appointed you guardian over my money, it seems I must apply to you for my needs. Though I must say I find it rather an inconvenience.”

      Mr. Finchley continued to look at her, his regard never wavering. “Why India?”

      “Am I obliged to explain myself to you? Is that how this works?”

      “You owe me no explanations. I’m neither your father, nor your brother to command one. However, Lady Helena has reposed certain obligations in me as trustee—”

      “Not because of any concerns about my capacity for managing my own money. You realize that, don’t you? It’s only because I’m her closest friend and you’re Mr. Thornhill’s. She wishes us to get along together.”

      “I wish the same,” he said.

      “Do you?” After the antics of his last client, she supposed he must expect her to rage at him. To lose her temper and storm about his office. As if she would ever make herself so ridiculous.

      “Yes, I do. But you’re obviously still angry with me.”

      Jenny’s temper flared. He was so calm. So infuriatingly steady and reasonable. Did nothing in the world rattle his resolve?

      Well, he’d soon learn that her resolve was just as unshakable as his own.

      “Not any longer,” she said. “Not even then, really.”

      “No?”

      “If I was angry with anyone, it was with myself. I trusted you too easily.”

      “And I breached that trust, did I? Simply by counseling Thornhill on how he might annul his marriage? He was my client, Miss Holloway. He still is.”

      “Yes, yes, I understand. The solicitor-client relationship is sacrosanct. But it doesn’t follow that you needed to squire me about town as if you were enjoying my company. To talk with me and dance with me as if you were my friend, when all the while you—”

      “I am your friend.”

      Jenny was horrified to feel her lips tremble. She told herself to turn the subject. There was no point in confronting any of this head-on. It surely didn’t matter anymore. And yet…

      She was incapable of holding her tongue.

      “I thought you were,” she said. “But when I looked into your eyes that day outside the house in Half Moon Street, I didn’t see a friend looking back at me. I saw a stranger. A man who would do anything to achieve his ends—and those of his client.”

      “I won’t dispute the latter. It’s who I am. My clients must always come first. Before friends and family. Even before myself.” He paused. “I apologize if I hurt you in the process. It wasn’t my intention.”

      Her gaze dropped to the contents of her teacup. She didn’t know what to do with his apology. She wasn’t certain he meant it. For all she knew it was nothing more than a gentlemanly platitude uttered to placate her. “It doesn’t matter.” Good lord, now her voice was trembling as well. She cleared her throat, striving to make her next words as brisk and businesslike as possible. “It isn’t as if there’s a need for us to cry friends. Indeed, once you’ve released my funds, I don’t expect we’ll have any cause to see each other again.”

      Mr. Finchley was silent for a long moment.

      And then another.

      Jenny’s stomach tightened with apprehension. “Is there a difficulty with you giving me my money? I don’t require the entire balance. I only need enough for travel expenses.”

      “Are these travel expenses for you alone?”

      “Who else would they be for?”

      “You’re a young lady. Surely you’ll wish to hire a companion or a—”

      “Hire a companion?” She failed to contain a laugh. “I am a companion. Or, rather, I was. And as for being young, I’ll have you know, sir, that I’ve just passed my twenty-eighth birthday. I’m what society charitably refers to as a dyed-in-the wool spinster. A veritable artifact collecting dust on the shelf.”

      “I hardly think—”

      “Do you imagine I mind such labels? Not a bit of it. I embrace them. I’ve longed for spinsterhood these many years. And now I’ve been given an independence, I intend to take full advantage of the state.”

      “I beg your pardon, but…” Mr. Finchley’s eyes betrayed a hint of exasperation. “You’re no gray-haired grandmother. Unless you mean to announce your age to every person you meet—”

      “Perhaps I shall.”

      “Miss Holloway—”

      “A spinster isn’t so different from a widow, you know. We’re afforded a great deal of freedom in the world. Society will think nothing of my traveling alone.”

      “Society may be disposed to accept it, but there are men—I’ll not call them gentlemen—for whom your advanced years won’t act as a repellent. Without a companion or a maidservant, you’ll be fair game for all sorts of mistreatment.”

      “I can take care of myself, thank you.”

      “I don’t doubt it. But as a lady, there’s only so much you’re capable of defending against. You simply haven’t the strength. Now, if you were to take a maid and a footman on your travels, then—”

      “I’m not hiring a companion,” she said firmly. “Nor am I surrounding myself with a legion of stuffy British servants. I mean to experience the world. To have an adventure. Not to recreate the same tedious environment I’ve been hostage to here in England.”

      His brows lowered. “You feel as if you’ve been a hostage? It was my impression that Lady Helena treated you as a sister. A friend.”

      “She has. Always. But Helena doesn’t exist in isolation. To everyone else in society, I was only her companion. Not her sister, as you say. Certainly not her friend. When her uncle ascended to the title, he had no qualms about tossing me into the street.”

      “Lord Castleton was a blackguard, I won’t dispute that.”

      Jenny didn’t know many who would. When Helena’s elder brother, Giles Reynolds, 6th Earl of Castleton, had been reported dead in India, her uncle had not only taken his title, he’d also attempted to take the vast fortune Giles had left to his sister. The means he’d employed to do so had been brutal, indeed.

      “But he’s well out of the picture now,” Mr. Finchley said. “Unless something has changed?”

      “No,” she admitted. “He’s still cooling his heels at the family seat in Hampshire. He’s made no more threats to any of us.”

      “Then you have no legitimate reason to abandon your life with Thornhill and Lady Helena.”

      “No legitimate reason?” Jenny was incredulous. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to exist in the background of other people’s lives? To be an afterthought? A nonentity, neither proper lady, nor proper servant? I can count on one hand the number of people who’ve actually seen me, who’ve paid me any attention. It’s no life for anyone, least of all for a woman like me.”

      “A woman like you,” he repeated. “Are you so different from every other lady in your position?”

      “Look at me.” She gestured at herself with her teacup, causing the contents to slosh against the rim. “I wasn’t created to shrink into the shadows. I’m strong and stubborn and opinionated. I need more from life than a half existence. I need the sand and the sea and the baking sun of distant lands.” She stilled her hand before her tea spilled over and soiled her skirts. “But you’re a man. You couldn’t possibly understand.”

      Mr. Finchley leaned forward. For the first time, his face betrayed a flicker of emotion. It was gone before she could grasp it. “I understand more than you know.”

      She exhaled, feeling somewhat deflated. Of course he understood. He’d grown up in an orphanage in Abbott’s Holcombe along with Mr. Thornhill, Mr. Cross, and another boy. Helena hadn’t confided the particulars, but Jenny knew enough to appreciate that the experience had been rather traumatic for all of them.

      “Yes, well, then you must see why I want to leave this place. I need to experience the world as a whole person. To live among people who never knew me as a lady’s companion.”

      “Must you go as far away as India to do so?”

      “As to that…” She fidgeted with her teacup. “You did say that your clients always come first, didn’t you? Before your friends or even yourself.”

      “It’s the truth, I’m afraid.”

      She met his eyes. Her heart gave another traitorous thump. “Am I your client now?”

      His regarded her steadily from behind his spectacles. “You are.”

      “And whatever I tell you—”

      “Anything you say to me will be kept in strict confidence.”

      Jenny nodded. She’d thought as much. “You asked me why I wished to travel to India. It’s because I want adventure. To see the world and to live in far-off places. But I have another, far more compelling reason.” She bit her lip, fully aware of the folly of what she was about to confess. “I want to find Giles Reynolds, the missing Earl of Castleton.”

      Mr. Finchley didn’t even blink. He knew as well as she that Giles’s body had never been recovered. To this day, Helena still clung to the hope that her brother was alive out there somewhere. “You and the private inquiry agent that Thornhill has already employed.”

      “Oh, him.”

      “Yes, him. What makes you think you’ll succeed where he hasn’t?”

      “Because, unlike that unassuming fellow, I’ll actually be traveling to India forthwith. I won’t be delaying on every pretext, dithering here and there in England to absolutely no avail. Besides, I know Giles. And, if what I suspect is true, that agent will never be able to run him to ground.”

      “If the inquiry agent can’t find him, Miss Holloway, it’s surely because he’s dead.”

      “No,” Jenny said. “If he can’t find him, it’s because Giles doesn’t want to be found.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Tom removed his spectacles so that he could massage the bridge of his nose. It was a reflexive action, one he performed multiple times per day without giving it a thought.

      Only now did it occur to him how he must look without them.

      He wasn’t an insecure man, merely a realistic one. He understood full well that his spectacles were more than an aid to his poor vision. They were a barrier between him and the rest of the world. A scholarly prop behind which he hid the plainness of his person.

      And he was plain. If he ever had any doubt on that score, he need only consult the evidence of his shaving mirror. He was tall but not too tall. Broad-shouldered but lanky. His hair was a commonplace shade of brown, and his lean face was possessed of two nondescript blue eyes, a once broken nose, and bowed lips that were slightly thin.

      None of which would matter if Jenny Holloway wasn’t sitting across from him.

      He settled his spectacles back onto his nose. Miss Holloway’s face and figure once again shifted into focus. “Are you suggesting that the 6th Earl of Castleton has chosen to hide himself away somewhere in India?”

      “It has occurred to me, yes.” She placed her teacup and saucer down on his desk. His gaze flicked to her hands. They were slim, with elegant, tapered fingers. He recalled how well they had fit in his when he’d danced with her. “You must understand something about Giles. He was ever moody and quiet. Never more so than after his and Helena’s mother died.”

      Tom listened in silence. He knew of the tragic fate of the late Countess of Castleton. She’d suffered from acute melancholia after the birth of her children. Her husband had committed her to a private asylum, where she’d remained until her death some years later.

      “Giles was never happy in England,” Miss Holloway said. “There are too many bad memories here. Too many reminders of what happened to his mother. Why do you think he didn’t return home and assume the title after his father passed away?”

      “Happy or no, I hardly think he’d remain in India knowing that his sister was in peril.”

      “How could he know? No one else did. Not until that editorial was printed last October. And if the inhabitants of London didn’t know, how was Giles to learn of it all the way in India?”

      Tom opened his mouth to respond only to shut it again. She had a fair point. The editorial in the London Courant that revealed how Lady Helena’s uncle had tried to have her put away had only gone to press in October. How long before news of it reached India? A month? Two months? Longer?

      “As far as he knew,” Miss Holloway continued, “Helena was safe and well. He’d arranged it so, don’t you see? He left her all of his fortune. Perhaps he never intended to come home at all.”

      “This is so much conjecture.”

      “I have reason to think it more than that.” She opened the little cloth reticule at her side and withdrew what appeared to be a crumpled piece of paper.

      No. Not a paper.

      A letter.

      She held it tight in her hands. “Giles wrote to me a month before the siege of Jhansi.”

      A surge of jealousy took Tom unaware. “You exchanged letters with him?”

      “There’s nothing out of the ordinary in that.”

      He schooled his features. She was right. He had no reason at all to be jealous. She wasn’t his sweetheart. He had no claim on her at all. She was only a friend.

      An exceptionally lovely friend, the sight of whom made his heart beat faster. Made his palms damp and his mouth dry.

      It was that dratted auburn hair of hers. Thick and gleaming, coiled up in plaits at the base of her neck. The strands were more red than brown. Almost flaming in their vibrancy.

      He wondered what it looked like unbound.

      “I assure you,” she said, “it’s quite unexceptionable.”

      What?

      It took him a moment to regain the thread of their conversation. He cleared his throat. “No. I suppose not. You’re related, aren’t you?”

      “After a fashion.” She paused before explaining, “My maternal grandmother was a very distant cousin of Helena and Giles’s grandmother. It’s not much in the way of aristocratic pedigrees. Barely enough to persuade Helena’s father to take me on as her companion. But he did. I was with her for a very long while and, consequently, I—”

      “You came to know her brother.”

      A flush of color rose in her cheeks. “Yes.”

      Tom’s senses flickered a warning. “How well did you know him?”

      “Well enough.” She extended the letter to him. “This was the last time he ever wrote to me.”

      He took it from her hand. “May I?”

      “Please do.”

      He smoothed out the creases of the letter on his desk. It looked as if it had been balled up at some point. Crumpled and thrown into a dustbin, perhaps. It wasn’t the first such letter Tom had encountered in this condition. The sort rescued from a fireplace grate before the secrets within could be incinerated.

      “I apologize for the state of it,” Miss Holloway said.

      He glanced up at her from behind his spectacles. The blush in her cheeks had darkened. The sight of it made his chest tighten. Had there been something between Miss Holloway and Lady Helena’s brother? “I’ve seen worse,” he said.

      At that, he bent his head and began to read.

      
        
        My Dear Jenny,

        I trust you’re keeping yourself out of trouble. I’ve had a letter from Helena lately, but nothing from you since Michaelmas. You’re not still angry with me, are you? There’s only so many times a fellow can apologize.

        If you were anyone else, I suppose you would have written by now, pleading with me to come home and propose or some such rot. But you’ve always been more sensible than that. You know I have no desire to marry and set up my nursery. I never have. Besides, it didn’t mean anything. You and I are friends, that’s all.

        It’s beastly hot here at the moment. The lads and I have taken to swimming in the river in the evenings. Afterward, we lie out on the bank and look up at the stars. You never saw so many. They make one feel quite small and unimportant. A man could lose himself amongst so much nature and humanity.

        There was a fellow at the bazaar last week selling Kashmiri shawls. I bought one for you. It’s the exact colors of the spices they use to season our food. Orange and yellow and brown. They look quite dull until you taste them, and then they fair burn the roof of your mouth off.

        I shan’t be able to replicate any of this at home. Only a fool would try. And despite my past behavior (for which I again most humbly beg your pardon), you know I’m no fool.

        Quelling this rebellion is brutal and bloody, yet there are days I pray my duties will never end. I don’t miss the rain and fog one jot. A man can breathe here. Can really feel alive. It’s all colors and flavors and heat. The natives are quite good chaps, as well. One can’t help but sympathize.

        I must sign off now. Please take care of my sister. And take care of yourself. You deserve better than a fellow like me.

        Fond regards,

        Giles

      

      

      Tom lifted his gaze back to Miss Holloway’s face. He felt slightly queasy. “What is it that he was apologizing for?”

      Miss Holloway’s chin lifted a notch, even as her blush deepened to scarlet. “He kissed me.”

      “When?”

      “When he was last home on leave.”

      “I see.” He slowly folded the letter. “Did he make you any promises?”

      “None at all. It was simply a kiss. I daresay Giles kissed a great many girls. It meant absolutely nothing to him.”

      Tom’s jaw hardened. The late earl was beginning to sound like a scoundrel of the first order. He searched Miss Holloway’s face. It was no less arresting than her hair. Dark brows and equally dark lashes framed eyes that were neither blue nor green. They were the exact color of the sea that raged beneath the cliffs of Abbot’s Holcombe. A shade which provoked a bitter longing in his chest. “What about you?” he asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Did it mean anything to you?”

      She plucked the letter from his desk and returned it to her reticule. “Such events loom large in the life of a young woman.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “When his letter arrived, I crumpled it up and pitched it into the coal scuttle. It took me a good half day to regain my composure.”

      “At which point you retrieved it.”

      “And thank goodness I did. We received news of his disappearance a month later. Had I destroyed his final letter, I’d never have been able to forgive myself.” She shut the silk-corded drawstrings of her reticule with a snap. “But all that’s beside the point.”

      “Which is?”

      She gave a huff of impatience. “Didn’t you notice all the times he mentioned how happy he was in India?”

      “I don’t believe he used those exact words.”

      “No, but…he spoke highly of the weather and the stars and the spiced foods. He said a man could get lost there. He even said he sympathized with the natives and their cause.”

      “That’s not unheard of. Thornhill is a great sympathizer of the natives’ cause as well. He believes we have no right to be there.”

      “Giles never went that far. Not that I can remember. But you must see that he had an affinity for the place. Taken as a whole, it’s only logical to conclude—”

      “That he preferred India to England? It’s certainly possible. However, a gentleman of his class would prize duty above all else. He could hardly have remained there in good conscience. He would have known—would have accepted—that he was needed at home. Not only to take up his position as head of the family, but to take his seat in the House of Lords.”

      “What if he didn’t wish to come home? Not only because of his mother and all the bad associations he had, but because of me? Perhaps he thought I would make a clamor about his having kissed me. Appeal to Helena or something of that nature. He feared being forced into marriage above all things.”

      “Miss Holloway…I appreciate what you’re proposing, but it’s still only conjecture.”

      Her face fell. “I know it isn’t enough to justify much hope.”

      “There’s always reason to hope,” he said. “But…”

      “But?”

      “It isn’t enough to justify a journey to India.”

      “It needn’t. I’ll already be there. What would it hurt if, during my visit, I did a little investigating of my own?”

      “Aside from the fact that you’re not a professional inquiry agent?”

      “One doesn’t have to be a professional to ask basic questions. All one need do is employ a bit of logic. A bit of common sense. And I’m more than equipped to do that, whatever you might think.”

      “What I think is that you would be a vulnerable female in a foreign land. Lest you forget, India hasn’t shown itself to be very kind to vulnerable British females of late.”

      “The uprising ended two years ago. Things have settled down now. It isn’t as if I’ll be walking into a battleground.”

      “There are some injustices people don’t forget. Not in two years. Not ever.”

      She gave him a long look. For a moment, he felt as if she could see straight into his soul. “You and I are never going to see eye to eye on this, are we?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Does that mean you’re refusing to give me the necessary funds?”

      Tom ran a hand over his hair. It would have been easy to play the villain. To bully and condescend to her, or to tie her up with confusing legal jargon. He spent most of his days doing just that. But he hadn’t the heart to thwart Miss Holloway. He understood only too well what it was like to thirst for freedom, to dream of starting one’s life anew.

      No. He didn’t intend to refuse her. What he intended to do was to offer her an alternative.

      If she was dead set on traveling to India—and equally set on refusing to take along any proper English servants—he’d employ Indian servants to accompany her. He could think of two likely candidates off the top of his head, a brawny manservant and his kinswoman, who were presently working in a disreputable establishment in London’s East End. Tom had met them on a case last year and had found them to be both trustworthy and resourceful.

      It would take him a day—possibly two—to arrange it. And then…

      He’d simply present Miss Holloway with a fait accompli.

      “It’s an easy enough question,” she said.

      He exhaled heavily. “Miss Holloway…this requires a longer conversation than I presently have time for.”

      She stiffened. “Are you dismissing me?”

      “No,” he said. And then again, more forcefully, “No. It’s only that, had I known you were calling today, I could have blocked out the afternoon for you. As it is, I’m required elsewhere.”

      “By Mrs. Culpepper?”

      He scowled. “She has nothing to do with it. Whatever you’re thinking—”

      “I wouldn’t presume—”

      “I have other clients who make demands on my time. One rather specifically at the moment. I can’t ignore an appointment I’ve made with him just because you happen to turn up. You’ll have to call again tomorrow.” He glanced at his diary. “At one o’clock, perhaps?”

      “I’m not calling again tomorrow. I’m here now. And I don’t see what the difficulty is in authorizing a withdrawal at the bank—”

      “Miss Holloway—”

      “I want this settled today.”

      “Impossible. I’m not free again until well past seven.”

      She folded her arms. “I’ll wait.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Well? What do you propose I do?”

      He leaned back in his chair. He knew what he’d like to propose. But it wasn’t a good idea. He was barely hanging on to his professionalism as it was. To be alone with her would be absolute folly. Nevertheless… “I could stop by Half Moon Street this evening.”

      He’d leased an elegant little house there for her last year. She’d lived in it for a short time after the present Earl of Castleton had cast her off without a penny. Tom had visited her on occasion. It had all been completely aboveboard. Indeed, within days, Justin Thornhill had taken over the lease himself.

      “She’s my wife’s relation,” he’d said. “It’s only right that I see to her lodging.”

      Later, when Justin and Helena had come to London, the four of them had spent a great deal of time together in Half Moon Street. They’d dined together. Danced together. Faced down newspaper reporters and society busybodies.

      Tom had many fond memories of those days—most of which prominently featured Miss Holloway.

      “I’m not staying at the house in Half Moon Street,” she said.

      His brows snapped together. “What?”

      “I’ve taken a room at a ladies’ hotel near Hyde Park.”

      “Why? The house is in perfect order. Surely Thornhill and Lady Helena—”

      “They offered for me to stay there. Of course they did. It was my own decision to stay elsewhere. I’ll only be in town for a short time.”

      “What has that to do with it?”

      “It needn’t have anything to do with anything. Where I stay is my own choice, and I choose to stay at a hotel.”

      “Don’t be stubborn merely for the sake of it. The house in Half Moon Street is far more comfortable than any hotel. It’s safer for you as well. Not to mention more convenient for me.”

      “As if that would be any concern of mine,” she retorted.

      “No, I don’t suppose it would be. However, as your solicitor, it would be easier—and far more discreet—to meet with you this evening if you were at the house.” He hesitated, feeling more than a little out of his element. “We could…we could have dinner together.”

      Her brows lifted almost to her hairline. “You wish to dine with me?”

      Tom inwardly winced. Good lord, did she have to make the prospect sound so appalling? “It would be a business dinner. A chance for us to speak candidly with one another.”

      “If all you want to do is make excuses for why you’re not giving me my money—”

      “Give me some credit. I solve things. That’s what I do. When I see you tonight, I’ll bring a solution to this dilemma. All I require is a few hours to settle affairs with my other client. Will you grant me that much?”

      Miss Holloway looked thoroughly put out. For several seconds, he was convinced she would say no. That she would storm from his office just as Mrs. Culpepper had before her—and to much more devastating effect. His breath stopped in his chest.

      “Will you?” he asked again.

      She frowned, her gaze fixed on the edge of his desk. As if she were weighing the assets and liabilities on either side of a business proposal. And then her eyes met his. “Very well.”

      Some of the tension seeped from Tom’s muscles. “Thank you.”

      Within minutes, she was gone. Bundled into a hansom cab bound for her hotel. She promised to gather her things and remove to Half Moon Street. Tom would join her there at eight.

      Or so he hoped.

      He glanced at the clock on the mantelshelf as he shoved a sheaf of papers into his leather attaché case. It was already half three. He’d have to walk fast.
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        * * *

      

      It was snowing as Tom exited Viscount Atwater’s mausoleum-like mansion in Grosvenor Square. His hat, coat, and gloves provided little protection against the chill. This wasn’t the sort of weather for striding through Mayfair. This was the sort of weather in which a fellow should be at home in front of the fire, surrounded by his family.

      But Tom had neither home, nor family.

      By choice, he reminded himself.

      Had he wished to settle down, plenty of women would have been happy to oblige him. He was fit and intelligent and possessed of a comfortable income. So what if he was a little plain? He had all of his hair and teeth, didn’t he? That was more than most men of his age could boast.

      Would it be so bad to marry?

      The situation had seemed to work out well enough for Justin. He and Lady Helena were happy together. Ridiculously so. But theirs was a love match. They relied on each other. Trusted each other. While Tom… Well. He relied on no one. Trusted no one.

      Even Justin, his best friend and the closest thing he had to a brother, was not privy to all of his secrets. Tom didn’t wish to burden him—or disappoint him.

      How would Justin Thornhill react if he learned some of the secrets Tom had been keeping? Dark secrets uncovered during their time together in the orphanage. Dangerous secrets gleaned during the course of his employment as Mr. Fothergill’s clerk. Secrets built upon secrets, each one mounting upon the other until Tom felt as if he bore the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      The day that Josiah Fothergill had first visited the orphanage in Abbot’s Holcombe, Tom had thought him an odd-looking fellow. Though not much above forty, the gimlet-eyed solicitor had already had the look of an old man. His head had been bent, his back slightly slumped. Had it been the weight of all those secrets? The unrelenting burden of so many confidences—so many crimes?

      Fothergill had been looking for a boy to take on as his clerk. Someone he could raise in his likeness. Someone to help him to bear the burden.

      His shrewd gaze had settled on Tom. An underfed wisp of a twelve-year-old with a pair of bent spectacles perched on his still-swollen nose.

      “Who did this to you?” Fothergill had asked him, examining the poorly set break.

      “No one,” Tom had said.

      He’d thought his expression bland. But Fothergill had seen something in his face. Something Tom used to think was hidden from view.

      “It was rage,” Fothergill had told him many years later. “Raw, unmitigated rage.” He’d looked at Tom with an expression of grim approval. “You hide it better now.”

      Fothergill had officially retired from practice two years ago. Or so he claimed. But Tom felt himself just as much under the old solicitor’s power as he’d been as a child. There was no end to his apprenticeship, it seemed. No point at which he’d be free to go his own way.

      He stepped down from the pavement and crossed the busy street. Carriages rattled by, driven by coachmen swathed in greatcoats and mufflers, their heads tipped down against the fresh-falling snow.

      “What-ho, Finchley!” the driver of a hansom cab called out as Tom weaved through the oncoming traffic.

      Tom raised a gloved hand in greeting. If he’d learned anything from Fothergill, it was to remain on good terms with the working and criminal classes. As a consequence, he had friends everywhere. At least, he supposed one might call them friends. He knew about their lives; about their jobs, their wives, and their children. They, in turn, knew nothing about him.

      What was there to know?

      He was a solicitor. It was the sum total of his existence.

      As for the past, he’d long ago learned to compartmentalize it. To lock it away somewhere in his head behind a series of bolted doors. It was there, always, if he wished to revisit it. But it no longer controlled him. It had no influence at all on the man he’d become.

      “Need a lift, do you?” the jarvey asked. “Where to?”

      “Belgrave Square,” Tom said as he climbed into the hansom. “And double quick.”

      Mere minutes later, he was deposited at the front steps of an all-too-familiar townhouse. A stone-faced butler greeted him at the door, granting him entry without a word.

      Tom swiftly disposed of his hat, coat, and gloves. “Is he in his study, Palgrave?”

      “He’s been waiting for you, sir.”

      A frisson of apprehension skated its way down Tom’s spine. Attaché case in hand, he crossed the Italian marble entry hall and made his way to the set of dark wood-paneled doors that led to the study.

      Josiah Fothergill was within, seated in a leather chair near the fire. “You’re late.”

      “I’m well aware.” Tom shut the doors behind him before joining Fothergill at the hearth. The room smelled heavily of pipe smoke, with an underlying fragrance of alcohol and turpentine—chief ingredients in the liniment Fothergill used for his rheumatism.

      “Sit down,” Fothergill said.

      Tom took a seat opposite his aging mentor. He lifted his attaché case onto his lap and withdrew the sheaf of papers he’d brought from his office. Fothergill took them. “Warren signed them this morning,” Tom said. “Under duress.”

      Fothergill snorted. “Am I expected to sympathize with the man?”

      “By no means.”

      “And Atwater?”

      “I’ve just come from seeing him. He claims he’s pleased with the terms. Not that his word has ever carried much weight.”

      Fothergill gave Tom a brief measuring look before dropping his gaze back to the documents. He proceeded to go over them page by page, his gnarled fingers tracing the words as he read.

      He was plainly ill. His coat and trousers were loose and his skin was waxen, stretched tight over the bones of his face. He had the look of a well-heeled cadaver. A man too stubborn and willful to die.

      Tom straightened his waistcoat. Good God, was this to be his future as well? Alone in a fine house, wasting away by bits, with nothing to warm him save the occasional news of a vanquished adversary?

      “The doctor’s been,” Fothergill said, as if he could read his mind. “I’m not at death’s door yet.”

      “I wouldn’t presume to think you were.”

      “I’m fit as can be expected. Fitter than most, I’ll wager. Why, I could return to practice tomorrow.”

      “You may take over the reins whenever you please.”

      Fothergill gave another snort. “Conceited pup. You know you’re the better solicitor. You’ve known it for ten years and more.” He turned to the next page of the contract. “I credit myself.”

      “Naturally.”

      “That’s not to say you don’t have a God-given talent for legal maneuvering. Take this phrasing here.” He pointed at a line. “Ingenious, Finchley. Utterly ingenious.”

      “I thought it was rather clever myself.”

      “Indeed. You’ve bound the villain up good and proper for the foreseeable future. He won’t even realize it until it’s too late.”

      “The villain,” Tom repeated. “In this case, it’s difficult to tell which one of them that is.”

      Fothergill’s head jerked up. “Difficult, you say? What’s so difficult about it?”

      “Both parties have behaved abominably. Blackmail. Corruption. Kidnapping. Between them, they’ve done it all. Were they anyone else, they’d have been brought up on charges.”

      “The difference being that Viscount Atwater and the Earl of Warren are not anyone else. Neither are they both villains. If you don’t understand that, my boy, you understand nothing.”

      Tom’s expression tightened. “I wrote the contract, didn’t I?”

      “So you did.” Fothergill folded the papers in half. “I’m pleased to see your personal views haven’t affected your ethical obligations.”

      “If you’re questioning my loyalty to my client—”

      “You as good as said Atwater was a villain.”

      “And so he is. When has that ever made a difference? I don’t need to like my clients. I don’t even need to believe them. As long as they pay for the services I render, my loyalty is theirs.”

      Fothergill’s mouth twisted. “One of the first lessons I taught you.”

      “You may rest assured it has been well learned.” The edge of bitterness in his voice surprised him.

      It surprised Fothergill as well. The old solicitor’s wiry brows lowered in disapproval. “You’re not yourself, Finchley. First late to our appointment, and now voicing these erratic opinions. What the devil is wrong with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nonsense. You’re distracted. Restless.”

      Tom exhaled. He was distracted. And restless, too. He needed to pay a visit to the East End. And he needed to stop by his rooms. With any luck, he’d have just enough time to shave and change before he was due in Half Moon Street. “If I’m anything, it’s exhausted. Lest you forget, I worked straight through Christmas.”

      Fothergill waved the folded papers. “Then take some time off, by all means. Now that you’ve executed an agreement on that cursed plot of land—”

      “There’s no guarantee they’ll abide by it.”

      “Of course they’ll abide by it. They’ll have to. It’s a signed contract, enforceable by law.”

      “For common men, perhaps. Men of little money and less learning. But Warren and Atwater are a different breed.”

      “They’re gentlemen.”

      Tom gave a short, humorless laugh. “They’re no gentlemen, Fothergill. Maybe in breeding, but certainly not in practice. The pair of them have no honor that I can see.” He retrieved the papers and thrust them back into his attaché case. “They’ve signed this, yes. But the law is meaningless in these cases. What power does it have if no one obeys it? If no one enforces it?”

      Fothergill’s features settled into grim lines. “You’re tired, my boy.”

      “I am tired,” Tom said. “Tired of helping evil men to prosper.”

      “You call your clients evil?”

      “No, I… That is…” He ran a hand over his hair. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Fothergill was quiet for a long moment. And then he said, “Ring the bell for Palgrave.”

      Tom rose and went to the tasseled cord by the fireplace. Within seconds of tugging it, the butler materialized at the doors of the study. “You rang, sir?”

      “Go down to the cellar, Palgrave,” Fothergill commanded. “Fetch that bottle of port I’ve been saving.”

      Tom opened his mouth to protest, but Fothergill forestalled him. “Sit down, Finchley. You and I have much to discuss.”

      A sinking feeling in his stomach, Tom lowered back into his chair. He cast a glance at the gilded clock on the mantelshelf.

      “Do you have somewhere else to be?” Fothergill asked. “Another client to call on?”

      “No. No other clients.”

      Fothergill gave him a sharp look. He disapproved of entanglements with women. Females affected a man’s focus. Made him weak in the head. Prone to taking foolish risks and making equally foolish decisions. “The law is a demanding mistress, my boy. She must come first, last, and always. Take care that you don’t forget it.”

      As if Tom ever could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re over an hour late.” Jenny closed and bolted the front door behind Mr. Finchley. The clip-clop of horses’ hooves and the clatter of carriage wheels echoed in the street as the hansom cab that had delivered him to Half Moon Street rolled away into the darkness.

      Mr. Finchley looked around the empty hall. It was lit by a low-hanging gasolier, which illuminated a wide circle beneath it, leaving the edges of the hall steeped in shadows. “Why are you opening the door? Where’s Mr. Jarrow?”

      “Assisting Mrs. Jarrow in the kitchen.” Jenny helped him off with his coat.

      The Jarrows were former clients of his. A stern-faced married couple who, between themselves, represented the entirety of the household staff. Mr. Jarrow acted as a combination butler and footman, and Mrs. Jarrow fulfilled the dual roles of housekeeper and cook. They were fiercely loyal to Mr. Finchley. He’d saved their son from being hanged, or so Mrs. Jarrow claimed.

      “He should be opening the door, not you,” Mr. Finchley said. “It’s past nine o’clock.”

      “I know very well what time it is.” Jenny draped his coat over her arm, and then, on impulse, leaned close to him—so close that her nose brushed lightly against his collar—and inhaled.

      He drew back from her with a start.

      “Have you been at your club?” she asked.

      “My club? What club?”

      “You smell of cigars.” She sniffed him again. “And liquor.”

      Mr. Finchley stared at her. His mouth opened, but nothing came out. The dim glow of the gaslight revealed the beginnings of a blush on his neck.

      At least, Jenny thought it was a blush. She supposed it could be yet another aftereffect of a night of overindulgence. Her lips compressed. She had no tolerance for men who couldn’t control their vices. “Have you been drinking, sir? Is that why you’re late?”

      “Miss Holloway…”

      She stepped back and took his measure, her gaze raking him from the top of his head to the toes of his leather boots. He was wearing the same suit he’d worn when she’d called on him in Fleet Street. But the fabric of his clothing was no longer starched and pressed. His black waistcoat and trousers were rumpled. His hair was rumpled, too. Brushed carelessly to the side in soft waves that flopped down over his forehead.

      Her fingers itched to smooth it back from his face. To straighten and soothe him. As if he were her husband, returning home after a difficult day.

      A ridiculous thought. And one that sent a pang of longing through her vitals.

      “Well?” Mr. Finchley’s brows lifted. The red flush on his neck darkened, creeping up to burn in his lean cheeks. “Do I pass muster?”

      “You look dreadful,” Jenny said frankly. “Have you eaten?”

      He ran a hand over his face.

      “Have you?” she asked again.

      He shook his head. He looked weary. Wearier than he had at his office. And older, too, if that was possible. His light blue eyes had creases around them. Matching brackets framed the corners of his mouth.

      Jenny’s heart squeezed with sympathy. She ignored it. He didn’t deserve any sympathy. He’d persuaded her to dine with him at eight, against her better judgment. And she’d agreed. She’d put on a silk dinner dress and arranged her hair in fresh rolls and plaits secured with nearly two dozen headache-inducing pins. She’d seen that the table was beautifully set and the chicken cooked just so. All had been in readiness for him. She had been in readiness for him.

      And here he was, an hour late and smelling of liquor, with his clothes un-pressed and not a drop of pomade in his hair. As if she weren’t worthy of a second’s consideration.

      “Come on, then,” she said crossly. “Mrs. Jarrow will warm something up for you.”

      Mr. Finchley trailed after her up the stairs. Thirty minutes later, after consuming a plate of reheated chicken and downing a glass of watered wine, he put his head in his hands and groaned. “I’ve bungled this badly.”

      Jenny regarded him from her place across the dining table. A branch of half-melted beeswax candles stood between them, the flickering flames casting a pattern of shadows over the linen tablecloth, china plates, and glassware. “This? There is no this. There’s only my travel plans and my money. I trust you’ve remembered that much.”

      He made a hoarse sound. “How could I forget?”

      “Men forget any number of things when they’re in their cups.”

      “I’m not in my cups, Miss Holloway. I’m just…” He shook his head. “I was obliged to visit another solicitor this evening. My former partner. The gentleman under whom I studied before I was called to the Bar. He kept me later than I’d anticipated.”

      “Didn’t you tell him you had a prior engagement?”

      “God, no.”

      She hadn’t thought it possible to feel any worse. “Why in the world not?”

      “That’s not the sort of thing one shares with a man like Fothergill. Not unless one wants him to involve himself. To interfere. He can’t help it, you see. He enjoys knowing things. It’s how he accumulates power.”

      Jenny frowned. She cast her mind back to conversations she’d had with Helena. Secrets they’d shared during the endless rainy afternoons spent shut up indoors at the Abbey. “Is he the solicitor who took you out of the orphanage?”

      Mr. Finchley’s gaze sharpened behind his spectacles. “You know about that?”

      “Only what Helena’s told me.”

      “Which is?”

      “She said there were four of you. Four friends in the orphanage. And that, for a time, you’d all gone your separate ways. That Mr. Cross had his accident, Mr. Thornhill joined the army, and that you were apprenticed to a London solicitor. The other boy—”

      “Alex Archer.”

      “She said he’d disappeared long ago. That he’d broken his apprenticeship and…vanished.”

      Mr. Finchley’s eyes dropped to his plate. He appeared to hesitate. As if he were preoccupied by a sudden thought or feeling. A memory, perhaps. It was the space of seconds. A mere instant. No time at all, really. But when he looked at her again, the change in his countenance was marked. “It’s true,” he said. “Every word of it.”

      Jenny fingered the stem of her wineglass. So, the fate of Alex Archer was not a topic that Mr. Finchley cared to pursue. She supposed she could understand that. If someone she’d loved like a brother had simply disappeared from the face of the earth, she might be rather sensitive about the subject as well.

      “It seemed to me,” she said, “that, among the four of you, it was your situation that ended most happily.”

      “You believe so, do you?”

      “To be articled to a solicitor, and then to become a solicitor yourself? It’s quite distinguished. Unless…” A terrible thought struck her. “He didn’t mistreat you, did he?”

      Mr. Finchley appeared surprised by her question. “Fothergill? No. He was a good mentor, in his way. He taught me everything he knew.”

      “I expect you feel you owe him.”

      “I do.”

      “Do you often drink and smoke with him of an evening?”

      He grimaced. “Hardly ever. Had I known he’d keep me so long, I wouldn’t have promised to meet you for dinner. I apologize for that, by the way. You appear to have gone to a great deal of trouble.”

      “No trouble at all.” She raised a self-conscious hand to adjust one of the pins in her hair. She was going to have a throbbing megrim in the morning and she’d have no one to blame but herself. What had she been thinking to try such an elaborate coiffure? Her hair was far too heavy to arrange in rolls at the sides and back. It needed plaits or twisted coils to hold the weight of it.

      She’d been much more sensible when it came to her dinner dress. The plain brown silk had nary a flounce or a frill. Its only attributes were a bodice that fit snug to her figure and a scooped neckline that showed off the barest hint of her modest décolletage. It made her feel daringly feminine.

      Mr. Finchley’s gaze drifted over her. “You look very well.”

      Her heart thumped hard. “Thank you.”

      She didn’t receive many compliments from gentlemen. She was too opinionated. Too sharp and self-reliant. Helena said it intimidated some men. Which was stupid, really. Jenny appreciated a bit of gallantry just as much as the next female. More so, perhaps, since she’d experienced so little of it in her life.

      “I, on the other hand, look somewhat the worse for wear.” Mr. Finchley gave his wrinkled waistcoat a brief, rueful glance. “I’m terribly sorry. I’d thought there would be time to stop by my rooms and change.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “No, but still…I’d like you to understand.” When she said nothing in response, he continued, somewhat haltingly. “You see…there’s a case of mine—of mine and Fothergill’s—that’s of some duration. A dispute over a parcel of land. It’s been going on for more years than I can count. This morning there was a positive development. At least, it’s positive on its face. It may yet prove to be another legal quagmire. I was obliged to visit Fothergill to give him the news.”

      “And he wished to celebrate?”

      “What he wished to do was read me a lecture. One that lasted through an entire bottle of port—drunk mostly by him—and two cigars. If he hadn’t dozed off, I’d be there still.” Mr. Finchley sighed. “Today has been an unmitigated disaster. Absolutely awful, from start to finish.”

      “I visited you. I suppose that was awful, too.”

      His mouth hitched in a fleeting half smile. “Nonsense. Your visit was the finest part of my day.”

      “Was it?” She was mortified to hear a soft thread of hope in her words. A trace of—oh lord, was it neediness? Desperation? As if she were some dried-up old spinster, heart gone aflutter at the barest praise from a gentleman.

      She reached for her glass of wine and downed a hasty swallow. “I expect any visit would seem pleasant when compared to the one you received from Mrs. Culpepper.”

      “True.” Mr. Finchley rested his head in his hand. His expression sobered. “I hadn’t seen her in months. Not since the summer.”

      Jenny’s pulse ceased fluttering. She lowered her glass back to the table. A sense of the reality of the situation settled low and sour in her stomach. Mr. Finchley had a mistress. A beautiful—if somewhat long in the tooth—mistress.

      She shouldn’t permit him to speak on the subject. Oh, but she was so terribly curious. “Have you been acquainted with her long?”

      “Since I was one and twenty. It was only after I’d been called to the Bar that I could afford her. Prior to that, she wouldn’t give me the time of day.”

      “Do you mean…you’d met her before?”

      He nodded. “I first made her acquaintance when I was just a lad. She was performing with a theatrical troupe in a coastal town about five miles south of Abbott’s Holcombe. She was young and pretty—and desperately in need of funds. Her husband was out of work and she’d just given birth to her second child.”

      “Her second child!”

      “Her third, if we’re being precise.” His mouth quirked again, but there was no trace of humor in his expression. “She’s my mother, Miss Holloway.”

      Jenny’s mouth fell open. “Mrs. Culpepper?”

      “Her name was Finchley before she married. Myra Finchley.”

      She continued to gape at him. “But she looks so young! Why, she must have been just a girl when she—”

      “She was thirteen when she bore me.”

      “Good gracious. I mean to say…heavens.” Jenny gave a slightly breathless laugh. It was born more of discomfort that amusement. “I thought she was someone else entirely.”

      “I know you did.”

      “I assumed she was your—”

      “I don’t have one of those,” he said. “I never have.”

      “Oh.” Warmth flooded her face. “I see. That’s… Well, that’s splendid.”

      Splendid?

      Oh, God.

      Mr. Finchley smiled. A quiet smile that shone more in his eyes than on his lips. “I’ve never seen you at a loss for words before.”

      “I have words. Plenty of them. Just none of the right ones, apparently.”

      “Have I shocked you?”

      “You have, rather.”

      He fell silent a moment before asking, “Was it the confession about Mrs. Culpepper? Or was it the fact that I don’t keep a mistress?”

      Her cheeks burned. “They’re neither of them fit subjects to discuss with a lady.”

      “No, they most certainly aren’t.” He paused. “I beg your pardon for having offended you.”

      “You haven’t offended me.” It was the truth, much to her dismay. He’d surprised her. Shocked her, even. But she wasn’t offended. Rather the opposite. She felt honored that he’d confided in her. A little greedy, as well. She wanted more of his secrets. More of him. “You may tell me anything you like.”

      “Because you’re a jaded spinster who’s seen and heard every manner of thing.”

      “No,” she said. “Because I’m your friend.”

      A spasm of emotion crossed over Mr. Finchley’s face. For the barest instant he looked young. Almost vulnerable. “Does that mean I’m forgiven?”

      Guilt gnawed at Jenny’s conscience. She hadn’t realized that it mattered so much to him. After all, he’d only been using her last October, hadn’t he? Her opinion of him—for good or ill—surely didn’t make one bit of difference. That’s what she’d believed, anyway.

      But the expression in his eyes told another story.

      Those dratted blue eyes of his, so careworn and weary behind his spectacles.

      Her heart softened toward him in spite of herself. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I suppose it does.”
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        * * *

      

      The parlor in Half Moon Street was one of the coziest rooms Tom had ever encountered. It was furnished with a plump chintz sofa and chairs, a tufted ottoman with tassel-trim, and an abundance of dried flowers and stuffed birds displayed under glass domes.

      In the far corner sat the little pianoforte on which Lady Helena had played the night he and Miss Holloway first danced together.

      “So many memories,” he said.

      Miss Holloway took a seat on the sofa. The tea tray was arrayed before her on a low walnut table with delicately carved legs. “There are,” she agreed as she poured out their tea. “Not all of them good.”

      Tom sat down beside her. The sofa cushions dipped under his weight.

      Miss Holloway’s hands stilled briefly on the handle of the teapot.

      The tension between them was palpable. Electric. It crackled in the air all about them.

      He was sitting too close to her, that was the problem. He should have taken the chair or—even better—remained standing. It would have been easier to effect an exit. To make his excuses and leave before he said or did something stupid.

      As if he hadn’t been stupid enough already.

      But there seemed to be no end to his idiocy where Miss Holloway was concerned, especially on a day like today.

      First had been that despicable business with the Earl of Warren. And then Myra Culpepper had arrived unannounced. By the time she’d stormed from his office, Tom was in no frame of mind to be dealing with anyone—least of all Jenny Holloway.

      And yet, here he was. Not only calling on her after dark and without the presence of a chaperone, but sitting beside her on the sofa, so close that her skirts pressed against his leg.

      It wasn’t very polite. Indeed, it was rather presumptuous of him.

      But she was his friend, she’d said.

      She was also beautiful and vibrant and unlike any female he’d ever known.

      They had only this one night together. Tomorrow she’d be gone, both from England and from his life. Perhaps that was why he felt such an uncommon urge to confide in her. To share something of himself that he’d never yet shared with anyone. “I give her an allowance,” he said abruptly.
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