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            Chapter 1

            London, April 1825

         

         Well, this is a damned mess.”

         John winced as Edward, Duke of Wildeforde, dropped the stack of papers he’d been reviewing onto the duke’s orderly desk.

         It was a damned mess. Every aspect of Walter’s passing had been a nightmare—from his drunken plunge over the edge of the king’s pleasure barge into the filthy Thames to the discovery of his cast-aside account books that showed that he, Viscount Harrow, had run the estates into the ground.

         “I’m glad to have you home, finally,” Wilde continued. “But I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

         John didn’t share his friend’s sentiment. He was not glad to be home. Had his brother not died, leaving John with the title and estates, he’d have been perfectly happy in his tiny shack on the edge of the American wilderness. He would never have returned into the jaws of London society if he’d been given a choice.

         He ran his hand through his hair, tugging at the ends of it. The extent of his brother’s folly became more and more apparent each day. “I can’t understand it. They kept lending him money. What p-p-possessed them?” John winced at the stumble of his words. Thinking of Walter made his chest tighten and tongue trip over itself so that he once again felt like a scrawny, stuttering outcast about to be ridiculed.

         Wilde showed no sign that he noticed John’s faltering. “Your brother hid his situation well. There was not a whisper of money troubles amongst our circle.”

         “Of course not.” John shouldn’t be surprised. Walter had always been the charming brother. He’d used his good looks and silver tongue to maneuver every situation to his benefit. No doubt each person he owed money to assumed they were the only person to whom he was in debt, and that it was a one-off—a loan made in an exceptional circumstance that was no fault of Walter’s at all.

         The accounts were clear. Walter had lived as though he were flush, yet he’d not spent a cent on anything he should have.

         For the past three months, John had been traveling from one estate to another, fulfilling his blasted duties. He beheld the same sight over and over: farmers’ cottages in terrible states of disrepair, fields unsown, wages unpaid, and the viscount’s houses stripped of artwork, furniture, and silver tea sets. The books presented to him by haggard estate managers were in equally poor condition, so full of red ink they resembled a slaughterhouse.

         Walter had completely bankrupted the Harrow estates and then died, leaving John to manage the fallout.

         “Can any of the estates be sold?” Wilde asked.

         “No.” Damn the bloody entail. If he could sell even one of them, he’d be able to prop up the rest for long enough to find a solution. Now every move, every breath, took him one step closer to his own bankruptcy.

         “And the money you had personally, before your brother’s death, the income from your steam trains and Fi’s matches?”

         John looked at the ceiling as if there were an answer somewhere behind the chandelier sconces. “If I sink every cent I have into it, there’s enough money to fix the worst of the problems—patch leaks in the tenants’ roofs, purchase enough seed that we could sow next season, pay back wages to the staff. But there’s not enough money to support everyone who relies on Walter—me—until the next harvest. And there’s not enough blunt to satisfy all the debts he racked up in town. They are considerable.”

         The thought of hardworking tailors and other folk having to absorb a loss to their business because of his brother’s irresponsible decadence made John’s stomach roil.

         “I can loan you money.” Edward opened his top drawer as if to satisfy the issue then and there. “It won’t be enough to put everything to rights, but it will pay off his debts here in London and tide you over for a few months.”

         John shook his head. He didn’t want Wilde’s handout. It might ease the pressure in the short-term, but it wouldn’t solve the real problem. It would only put strain on their friendship when, in six months, he would still have no way of paying off the debt.

         “I’d rather not.”

         Wilde frowned but nodded and closed his drawer before leaning back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “There is one surefire way to raise the blunt you need. And to raise it quickly.”

         John straightened. He would accept any solution that didn’t include borrowing more money.

         “Marry an heiress.”

         His split second of hope sputtered like an engine out of steam. “That’s not an option.” He tried to keep the frustration from his tone. It wasn’t Wilde’s fault John was in this mess. He was just trying to offer a helpful suggestion. But the thought of being forced onto the marriage mart was nauseating.

         Finding a wife would require wooing one—throwing himself headfirst into a whirlwind of balls and dinners and long walks through Hyde Park with women who would, no doubt, be whispering behind his back, mocking his stutter and his awkward small talk, and wishing he was his handsome and charming brother.

         Even if John survived the process, he couldn’t bear the thought of having to share a life, a house, and a bed with another person. He preferred his solitude and always would.

         His friend raised an eyebrow. “You’re a viscount now. From an ancient and well-respected line. The cits and Americans will line up for the chance to make their daughters Lady Harrow. A decent number of the ton too, at least until they discover how deep in the hole you are.”

         “I c-can’t.” His heart raced at the thought of it. “I’ve only returned to England to settle Walter’s affairs and ensure responsible stewards are in place. Once I’m out of this mess, I’ll be on the next ship back to Boston.”

         No, marriage was not in the cards. He would need another way to raise the blunt.

         Wilde didn’t press the issue. Instead, he crossed to the liquor cabinet and retrieved two cut-crystal glasses. “Stay for a late dinner. Fi is desperate to see you again, and it will be one less meal you have to pay for.”

         John snorted as he accepted a glass of brandy, grateful for lighthearted teasing. Wilde had been finding ways to drag John out of his head since they were in boarding school. “You don’t have anywhere to be?” Surely a duke had social commitments lined up.

         Wilde retook his seat, shrugging as he did so. “The Bradenstocks’ ball. He and I had planned to discuss a proposed survey of new farming technology and how it could help the economy, but Charlotte will be there. She’ll remind him of its value.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Across town, as the night was wearing on, Charlotte sat on a stool behind potted palms in the ladies’ room at the Bradenstocks’ ball, easing her feet from the too-small shoes she’d squeezed them into. Grace had warned her not to wear them. The lady’s maid had predicted this situation exactly, but the shoes were pretty. The trimming matched her gown perfectly, and so she’d ignored Grace’s eye roll and worn them anyway. And then had suffered through three excruciating dances, because a Wildeforde kept her commitments and a lady wouldn’t abandon her dance partner.

         Besides, Edward needed help to push his agenda forward, and the right word in the right ear during a country dance could have a greater impact on wider society than most would think.

         She pressed gingerly on her heel. The skin bubbled. At this rate, the blister would be rubbed raw before the night was out, which was problematic because she had plenty more dances to go and conversations to have.

         She could plead a headache and go home, but that would be its own form of discomfort. Her eldest brother and sister-in-law both worked long hours. When they had free time, they cleaved to each other. In the past, she’d sought William’s company, but he’d been gone for almost four years. The younger Stirling brother’s letters had been few and far between since he left to fight the war in Burma.

         Which left Wildeforde House feeling a little lonely. And anything was preferable to loneliness, so she would dance until her feet could hold her no more, regardless of the blister.

         There was a soft snick as the door opened, and she quickly dropped her skirts back over her knees, ready to stand and announce her presence. And then she heard it, the snide, nasal voice of her sworn enemy. Luella.

         “This entire night is dreadfully dull. I’m ready to peck out my own eyes for some entertainment.”

         “Don’t do that, Lulu. That’s such a pretty dress and Madame Genevieve would be livid to see it bloodied.”

         Charlotte didn’t need to see Luella to picture the syrupy smile her nemesis would be doling out to her minion. The hairs on the back of Charlotte’s neck rose and she couldn’t help but grit her teeth.

         “Why thank you, Annie. Lord knows it cost my father a pretty penny.”

         Charlotte could believe that. Every season that went by, Lord Heywood invested considerably more money into ensuring his daughter was the finest dressed young lady of the ton. As if that could make up for Luella’s personality. But you could wrap a viper in pearls and it would still try to eat you.

         “I know it’s early, but have we made a decision about this year’s debutantes?” came the voice of one of Luella’s hangers-on.

         As stealthily as she could, Charlotte pressed one of the palm leaves aside so she could get a better look at the gaggle of girls. Luella, Lady Anne Ridley, and Miss Howard. The two younger girls looked at Luella with what bordered on adoration. Luella only looked at herself in the mirror, touching at her perfect coiffure.

         “They’re all insipid,” Luella said. “When was the last time a debutante took London by storm?”

         “Lady Elizabeth Feversham, last year,” Miss Howard said.

         Luella shook her head. “No. She was pretty and had a decent sense of style. But her dowry was paltry, and she only garnered three proposals.”

         Charlotte was fairly certain Lady Elizabeth only garnered three proposals because the men of London were observant enough to see she was madly in love with Lord Hillington, to whom she became engaged a scant two weeks into the season. Luella’s dismissal sounded an awful lot like jealousy.

         “Miss Stansgate. Two years ago? She turned down six proposals before she accepted Lord Pearson.”

         Luella wrinkled her nose. “Her eyes were set too close together. How seven men saw past that, I will never understand.”

         Yes, the jealousy was strong in Luella’s voice. Charlotte was surprised the others couldn’t hear it.

         “Lady Charlotte Stirling. The Duke of Wildeforde’s sister. Four years ago.”

         Luella’s eyes narrowed and her lips thinned. She grunted in response, and Charlotte took petty pleasure in being a lemon on Luella’s tongue. Before she could say anything, though, Lady Anne piped up. “Truly? Lady Charlotte?”

         The disbelief in the young girl’s tone rubbed like sandpaper. Was it so unbelievable that she had burst onto the London scene like a firework?

         Luella’s eyes turned to flinty stone as she ignored the conversation. Miss Howard, never the first to sense an undercurrent, turned to her friend to respond. “Oh yes. She had twenty proposals in her first season. No one has had that many in almost two decades.”

         A crease formed between Lady Anne’s brows. “And yet she remains unmarried. Was there some sort of scandal?”

         “No.” In the mirror’s reflection, Luella grabbed hold of Lady Anne’s gaze like a snake choking a puppy. “The rest of society simply realized what I had from the start. Lady Charlotte is an insufferable, sanctimonious do-gooder. Her constant charity-pushing is grating. Her perfect manners and perfect dress and perfect conversation make her perfectly uninteresting. She should have accepted a proposal when she had the chance, before she’d bored everyone. I’d be surprised if she landed a baron now.”

         Oooh. That woman. No one could get Charlotte’s temper up like Luella. She shoved her foot back into the dratted shoes and stood. The potted palms that had concealed her rustled and three heads swept in her direction.

         Two faces fell in horror when they saw who stood there. The third, Luella’s, simply smiled, and Charlotte had the distinct impression that Luella had known she was sitting there all along.

         She took a deep breath, ready to fling insults back in their direction, because she would not let this woman best her. But as she opened her mouth, the words died on her lips. Because a Wildeforde did not engage in conflict publicly. Even if it was with the worst woman in London. A Wildeforde was measured and thoughtful, because one never knew when Edward would need her influence, and so her behavior had to be above reproach.

         She snapped her mouth shut and Luella snorted, aware she’d won yet another battle.

         Charlotte squared her shoulders and walked straight past them through the door. But it did not close quickly enough to avoid the words that floated through it.

         “Do you see? I told you. Completely uninteresting.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         I am not uninteresting.” Charlotte sat at the dresser while Grace made quick work of the pins holding up her hair.

         Her lady’s maid’s expression was completely sincere as she responded. “No, my lady.”

         “And I am not sanctimonious.”

         “Not at all.”

         “And I am not a do-gooder.” Ugh. The word conjured up images of pious spinsters. Of bland women with nothing else to do but convince other people to support their cause. Which was not her at all. She had plenty of things in her life besides her projects.

         “I mean, obviously I do good. I am a duke’s sister, after all. It’s my job to help the needy. I’m supposed to put the weight of the Wildeforde name behind worthy causes. But since when is that a bad thing? It’s something that should be aspired to.”

         At that, Grace raised her eyebrows. “Your efforts mean a lot to many people, my lady. Don’t let some unkind words stop you from making a difference.”

         The assurance mollified her somewhat. She was making a difference. More of a difference than any other young woman of the ton—except, perhaps, for Fiona. But no lady could compete with Charlotte’s sister-in-law when it came to impacting society. No lady had Fiona’s unique education or her experience as a businesswoman.

         Instead, young ladies were supposed to turn their hands to social causes, rather than scientific. Charlotte had managed to increase the standing of several female playwrights through her patronage. She had launched a program to help destitute women find a life in service, started an animal rehoming organization for farm animals that had outlived their usefulness, and she had taken an active interest in the welfare of orphans.

         She was helpful. She solved problems. She was who people turned to when they needed assistance. Drat Luella.

         “I am not uninteresting. Luella is a spiteful cow, excuse my horrendous language, who resents me because I foiled her plot to trap my brother into marriage. That’s why she spreads such unkind rumors.”

         It was infuriating. Charlotte worked so hard. She said yes to every committee she was asked to join; she was at every social event worth noting, and she still found time to lend her presence to those newer to society—the ones who needed a duke’s sister to make their ball a success. Her dance card was full night after night because the more bashful gentlemen of the ton knew she’d not embarrass them with a rejection.

         She was beloved, even if she’d yet to find true love. Her future as a grande dame was set.

         And then there was Luella. Equally sought after for no good reason.

         “She is just awful, Grace. And how dare she criticize me for not yet finding a husband? She’s been out two years longer than I have and she remains unwed.”

         Finishing the last of Charlotte’s braids and securing it with a ribbon, Grace caught her mistress’s gaze in the mirror’s reflection. “She may well be jealous, my lady. She had no proposals after that first one, and she is only human, not actually bovine.”

         Charlotte only just held back a growl. She didn’t want logical and empathetic responses. She wanted somebody to agree that, yes, Luella was the devil. Certainly, her maid was right, but that knowledge gave Charlotte no satisfaction.

         “This is not how it works, Grace. You are supposed to support me in all of my endeavors. Even my petty, myopic, self-indulgent ones.”

         Grace laughed, and despite the clear affection in her tone, Charlotte still felt her companion pull away another fraction. Four years ago, Grace would have loyally agreed and helped to plot Luella’s demise, but since getting married last year to Swinton, Edward’s driver, the friendship had changed, almost as though Charlotte was being outgrown.

         Grace hadn’t spent the night in Charlotte’s room since her wedding and Charlotte no longer felt she could share all of her secrets without sensing an undertone of you-will-understand-when-you’re-married in the responses.

         It was not unlike the undertone that had worked its way into her closest friendships when one after another got engaged, then married, and were now even bearing children.

         “Perhaps you should seek your sister if you wish for partial advice.”

         “Perhaps I shall,” Charlotte said, trying not to let her disappointment show. She would seek Fiona. There was no one more used to cruel things being said about her than a Scottish female chemist, common born, who’d worked in a factory and had worn men’s clothing before marrying a duke and being subjected to all sorts of slander.

         No one ever said Fiona was uninteresting, though. Odd, perhaps. Scandalous. An upstart—all insults that Fiona barely registered. She was who she was, and she made no apologies for it.

         It was admirable. And if Charlotte was a little jealous that her new sister had changed the world, impressed half of society without bending backward for it, and found the love of her life, well, that jealousy was to be expected, surely.

         Grace held out a dressing gown for Charlotte to step into. “Will you need me again, my lady?”

         “No. Thank you. Please ask a footman to bring some hot milk to the study.” She tied her dressing gown with a knot and stepped into the slippers on the floor by the bed.

         Fiona and Edward would be having a nightcap in their shared office. After Luella’s attempt to force Edward into marriage, there was no chance either of them would mirror Grace’s tolerance of Luella’s behavior.

         Halfway down the corridor, her slippers began to chafe against the blisters. She kicked them off and picked them up, letting them hang from her fingers. It might raise an eyebrow with the footmen on duty, but both Ned and Fi had seen her in worse states of undress than this.

         As she got closer to the study, she could hear Fiona’s laugh through the open door. Smiling to herself, she picked up her pace. David, the footman standing by the doorway, started forward, his eyes wide as he saw her in her nightclothes, barefooted with her hair in braids. He moved to block her entrance.

         “Oh, David. It’s fine,” she said, rolling her eyes and stepping around him. “It’s not as though we have visit—” She stopped still, both her words and her feet, because they did have a guest. Seated in the armchair opposite Fiona was John Barnesworth, relaxed and smiling.

         John, who had been the subject of all her childhood dreams.

         John, whose name she’d scrawled over and over in her diaries.

         John, who had never returned to London once he’d left for Oxford.

         John, who had left for Boston years ago and she thought she’d never see again.

         John, who was Lord Harrow now.

         He was every bit as lovely as he had been when she last saw him. His longish chestnut hair, much in need of a trim, flopped into his eyes in a roguish manner. It was streaked with gold from the American sun. His skin was a shade darker than she remembered, and his emerald eyes stood out in contrast.

         Emerald eyes that looked up as she entered, flaring in surprise. He stood quickly and bowed fluidly. She had always admired that about him—the gentleness and grace with which he moved. Her brothers were both overly tall, with a bulkiness that drove their seamstress to despair. John was all long, slender lines and graceful movement. He was the embodiment of a perfect gentleman.

         As he moved, an urge to reach out to him almost overwhelmed her. As his gaze traveled her person, her dressing gown, and landed on her bare feet, she hugged herself instead, her slippers knocking against her side.

         She had fantasized about seeing John again so many times, and in all of those fantasies, she’d been in a ballroom, surrounded by other men, dressed in her finest clothing. His eyes were drawn to her, and he would have a moment of double take as he realized the beautiful young woman in front of him was the grown-up version of the gangly girl he’d barely noticed.

         She did not imagine him seeing her with her hair in braids and wearing nightclothes, as though she was unchanged from the child she’d been when he last visited.

         “What are you doing here?” She regretted the words the moment she said them. It was bad enough that she was dressed as she was. Now she’d let her embarrassment make her churlish.

         He raised an eyebrow as he straightened. “Leaving.” He gathered his jacket from the back of the chaise longue and slung it over his elbow. From the small table, he picked up a notebook, tucking it under his arm. He nodded to Edward and Fiona, the latter of whom rolled her eyes. “Get gone then, if ye dunnae want to stay. We’ll talk more of this tomorrow.”

         As he passed Charlotte, he gave her a smile that was really more of a grimace, and left without a backward glance.

         “Well,” she said, mortified. “That was rude.” Of course, he’d simply answered her rudeness in kind. She had no one but herself to blame if he didn’t bother with a basic greeting after all these years.

         “Don’t mind John,” Edward said. “He wasn’t expecting to see a half-dressed girl appear wielding a pair of slippers.”

         “I’m not wielding anything. My feet hur—” She narrowed her eyes as her brother chuckled. “Oh, you are bothersome,” she said, annoyed that he’d once again gotten a rise out of her. “What is he doing here?”

         “John? He has returned to England.” Edward didn’t take his eyes off her as he swirled the brandy in his glass, an infuriating knowingness in his stare.

         She knew exactly what he was doing, what he expected her response to be, yet she couldn’t put on the disaffected expression she wanted to.

         “Clearly,” she ground out. Of course, John had returned to England. She’d been expecting his arrival for months. One couldn’t ignore a summons from the crown, and when one became a newly minted viscount, that was as good as a summons. “What is he doing here? At midnight? While I’m in my nightclothes?”

         Edward cocked his head. “I don’t think any of us could have anticipated you being home this early, let alone ready for bed.”

         Charlotte rubbed her forehead. “You’re being deliberately obtuse, brother.”

         Edward sighed and rubbed the crease between his brows. “Given he’s Fiona’s business partner and my friend, he joined us for dinner. His cook has been…indisposed. But Char—”

         “Well, it would have been nice to have been invited.” She knew Edward was about to scold her, and she interrupted before he could. “In my own home. After all the dinner parties I’ve thrown on your behalf, you can’t even invite me to this one.”

         “Char…” There was a faint note of warning in his tone. They had argued about John before. Edward had a ridiculous notion that she and John would not be a good match, which might have been true when John was a second son who never ventured out into society, but he was the viscount now. And in London. He would have to be out in society. John would be a perfectly acceptable match.

         “The least you could do is inform me that we’re having guests for dinner, given that it will throw my entire meal plan off for the week.”

         “He is not for you and you are not for him,” Edward said bluntly, ignoring her comment.

         Charlotte’s face heated. “You’re being quite presumptuous to think that he’s even on my mind.” But of course, he had been. The moment she’d heard of the previous Lord Harrow’s passing, the possibility of John returning had wormed its way into her brain.

         Her silly little heart had leapt and the equally silly voice in her head had whispered that he was who she was waiting for. He was why she’d never accepted a proposal, even when she’d decided she would. He was why the word no had snuck out of her mouth every time, unbidden. She’d never have admitted it to herself when he was gone from England and unlikely to return, but now that he was home, she couldn’t hide from the fact of it.

         And Edward suspected the truth. She was sure that he did. She would not give him the opportunity to wrest it out of her, though. “Good night, brother,” she said before their conversation became a spat that the duke would inevitably win. “I’m going up.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         John’s cheeks burned the entire walk home. It wasn’t a long walk—Harrow House was on the other side of the Mayfair block. The two homes even shared a garden wall—and by the time he strode up the front stairs, his embarrassment had not abated.

         His behavior had been unacceptable. It had been unacceptable for a viscount, who would be expected to manage basic conversation, and unacceptable for a gentleman, who would be expected to treat his friend’s younger sister with at least a modicum of cordiality.

         But John hadn’t been prepared to talk with anyone other than Wilde and Fi tonight. Socializing with strangers consumed an enormous amount of energy, and untangling his brother’s financial knots had left him with little to spare. The sight of Charlotte, grown now into a woman, had felt—big. Consequential. He couldn’t accurately describe it.

         It was as though the very sight of her burned through every molecule in him and hearing her voice would burn through the remnants of that, leaving him changed in a way he wasn’t prepared for.

         Perhaps, if the conversation had started out more benignly—a “Good evening. How do you do?”—he might have mustered up a few lines before excusing himself.

         What are you doing here?

         Lady Charlotte’s terse inquiry had been a sharp reminder that he was unlikely to find an easy welcome in this society. Not from people who adored Walter, who mourned his passing and likely resented John’s presence. Not from people expecting a lord and getting a poor facsimile instead. And apparently not from someone who, had he thought about it, might have been predisposed to give him a chance, given his close relationship with her family.

         Had Charlotte crossed his mind at all in the past few years, he would have hoped that during their first encounter in almost a decade she’d have been a little less…frosty. As it was, the appearance of Edward’s sister had come as a complete surprise. More surprising was the realization that the child who’d hung in the peripheries during his youth was a child no longer.

         No, Charlotte was all grown up. Tall, willowy, with a jaw as stubborn as her brother’s, a complexion that had flushed pink as she’d seen him, and penetrating deep blue eyes that had, for a brief moment, stolen all breath from him.

         Had she crossed his mind at all in the years since he’d seen her, he’d have anticipated that she’d be a beauty. It was logic. She shared the striking Wildeforde features.

         She hadn’t crossed his mind, though. In his head, Charlotte had remained a spindly young girl in braids, a pinafore, and pantaloons. Perhaps it was that dissonance that had thrown him off. Rarely was his brain so out of step with reality.

         He pulled a large key from his coat pocket. Yesterday, upon returning to Harrow House for the first time in a decade, he’d been forced to let go the people who worked there. It had been regrettable. He didn’t like to put anyone out of work, but he couldn’t pay the wages for more than a skeleton staff. He would make do with a butler, a housekeeper, and a cook. That was still three more servants than he was used to. Three people with whom he shared his space.

         Given he’d been opening his own front door since he left for Oxford, he’d discharged Mosely from that duty, along with most other duties as recompense for the half pay. The butler could attend the door for visitors, but John needed no such assistance.

         Besides, the fewer people forced to live his odd hours, the better.

         He unhooked a lamp from beside the front door and lit it using the sole burning wall sconce. With his financial situation the way it was, there was no budget for leaving rooms and hallways lit when he wasn’t home.

         He made his way to the study, smiling to himself as a loud, snuffling snore broke the silence. Newton, the Scottish deerhound whose long body stretched the entire length of the chaise longue, had his head propped up on the arm of it. He opened one eye as John placed a lamp in the corner of the desk, and his tail waved slowly, before his eyes closed again and the snoring resumed.

         There was just enough light from the lamp for John to read. To distract himself from his misstep with Charlotte. The new edition of German Review of Physics sat on his desk between his correspondence with a biologist from Paris and the latest business reports from the engineering firm he shared with Fiona and their business partner, Benedict Asterly.

         The firm was on track to deliver its next shipment of steam engines by the end of the year. There would be a lump sum payment on delivery, but that was too far away to be of any use to John’s current situation. They had discussed the idea of expanding the firm’s production capabilities, but that would require an upfront injection of cash—an investment he was no longer in a position to make.

         Damn. He pushed away from his desk and stood at the tall windows that looked out into the darkness of the garden. As he rested his arm against the glass and his head on his arm, the trappings of a London town house almost disappeared. He could pretend for a moment that he was back in a small, one-room house on the outskirts of Boston.

         
            *  *  *

         

         She couldn’t help it. Charlotte had gone back to her rooms in a huff and had been about to climb into bed when she’d noticed a flare of light from the darkness outside her window. Habits formed a decade ago kicked in. She quickly padded to the window.

         Her bedroom, on the topmost floor of Wildeforde House, directly overlooked Viscount Harrow’s backyard. Nothing of interest had occurred in that garden for years—not since John had left for Oxford. Walter, the last viscount, and his father before him had occasionally taken a stroll along the manicured paths, but neither had caught Charlotte’s attention. The thirteenth Viscount Harrow had been old and mean, and the fourteenth Viscount Harrow had been all too aware of his own good looks and supposed charm. London had fallen at Harrow’s feet and the women of her acquaintance had fluttered and fawned at his attention, but he’d always given Charlotte the shivers.

         The fifteenth Viscount Harrow, well, he’d had her attention from the moment she’d first set eyes on him. He’d been the most beautiful young man she’d ever seen. He’d been sitting beneath the large oak, leaning back against the trunk, a book in his hands and a pencil tucked behind his ear. Over the days that followed, he’d alternated between sketching and sleeping, his chestnut hair flopping into his face. Every now and then, he would run his hand through it, tugging at the ends as though something in his mind needed evicting. It never took long before his locks stood out at wild angles and smudges of charcoal stained his face and his perfectly cut, perfectly fashionable clothing.

         The notebook was quickly replaced by another, and then another, each covered with cloth of a different color. Lady Harrow must have been spending a fortune on supplies.

         Finally, after a week, the tableau changed. Edward joined John in the Harrows’ back garden and from then on, the two had been almost inseparable. But if Charlotte had thought that her brother’s newfound friendship would lead to her meeting their neighbor, those hopes were quickly dashed. Edward had always been quick to shoo her away.

         So, in the past decade, her relationship with John had not progressed beyond more than the very occasional and brief salutation.

         She had watched as John had become taller, had filled out across the shoulders, had grown fashionable side beards and started pulling his hair back into a gentlemanly queue.

         She’d listened as Edward had talked of the fun the two boys had at school together. Then one summer, John hadn’t returned from Oxford as he usually did, and she’d not seen him until tonight, when the first words out of her mouth had been…brusque. How could she blame him for leaving abruptly when she had spoken so churlishly?

         The gardens now were pitch black. The light that had flared a moment ago came from a room on the ground floor. She couldn’t see into it, but, as though fate were intervening, John came into view, leaning against the windowpane, staring out into the darkness.

         His expression was bleak, and her fingers twitched, wanting to smooth away his frown.

         “Notice me,” she whispered. It had been all she’d wanted as a young girl, and it had never happened. “Notice me.” And just like that, he raised his eyes in her direction.

         “Drat!” She spun to the side, her back flattening against the wall by the window, her heart thundering. “Drat it all.” How humiliating to be caught mooning over him like some child. She snuffed the candle and prayed that he hadn’t seen her.

         “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she said as she fumbled her way back to her bed, stubbing her toe in a painful reminder that this was real life, not a fantasy, and that she’d had enough of John noticing her in her nightwear, thank you very much.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Really, Josie. I hardly think that level of detail is necessary.” Charlotte’s tone was more abrupt than usual, but a night of fitful sleep would do that, and her dearest friends would forgive her.

         Indeed, Lady Josefine Augustus Pembroke responded by sticking out her tongue and then retrieving a spool of gold thread from her basket.

         “They are orphans, not actresses,” Charlotte continued. “Where do you expect them to wear something like that?”

         Josie shrugged and licked the end of the thread. “It’s pretty. Don’t orphans deserve something pretty?”

         Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’m not saying they shouldn’t like what they’re wearing; I’m simply saying that you could sew five dresses in the time it’s taken you to embroider that one.”

         Unfazed by Charlotte’s logic, Josie took the hem of the dress in hand and added accents to the elaborate edging she’d been working on this past fortnight. “Well,” she said. “I would prefer one pretty dress to five plain ones.”

         There was no arguing with her. Josefine was as impractical a person as Charlotte had ever met. Thankfully, her lack of common sense was offset by the sweetest of natures. Charlotte turned to the third in their party, Lady Henrietta Hastings, for support. Hen deliberately kept her eyes trained on her own work, staying well out of the spat.

         Charlotte finished casting off the blue knit jumper she had been working on since last Tuesday. She’d become quite good at knitting these past months. It wasn’t a craft she’d bothered to learn when she was younger—embroidery was more appropriate for a woman of her station—but when she’d heard that the Hollyhock Orphanage was in dire need of clothing to dress the young girls in their care, she’d quickly formed a circle to meet the need. With the weather as it was, a knitted jersey would be far more practical than a sewn pinafore.

         Henrietta wrinkled her nose, a frown forming between her brows as she studied the project in her lap. “Have you decided how you are going to approach Mr. Drumwithel this time?” she asked, without looking up.

         The Reverend. Insufferable man. Charlotte had never met a more arrogant, condescending man, and her brother was a duke. She entertained the most arrogant lords in London on a daily basis. “I’m going to refuse to hand over any of these clothes until he lets me through those orphanage doors,” she said as she wove the loose end of the yarn through the hem.

         “Perhaps Mr. Drumwithel is correct. Perhaps it’s not an appropriate place for a lady to be,” Josefine said.

         “And perhaps we should be the ones to determine what is and is not an appropriate place for us to be,” Charlotte said. “The Reverend is more than willing to take the money we raise and the clothes we make, but he has yet to demonstrate any evidence that these clothes are even making it onto the backs of his wards. Why, for all we know, he is selling these for a profit and those children could be wearing rags.”

         Hen held up the jersey she’d been working on, lopsided with dropped stitches and one arm significantly longer than the other. “You think he’s selling these for profit?”

         Josie snorted, and Charlotte, had she not been trying to prove a point, would have done the same. “Well, not yours, obviously,” Charlotte said. “But Josefine’s could fetch a pretty penny. One more reason you should focus on quantity, not quality,” she said to her friend. “So Drumwithel isn’t tempted to sell them.”

         Josie stuck out her tongue once more and continued on with her tiny, tiny stitches.

         “Has anyone heard anything about a certain viscount?” Henrietta asked before the bickering could start in earnest. “This morning’s papers say that he was seen arriving in London two days ago.”

         Charlotte turned her attention back to the perfectly knitted jersey resting on her knees, but not before she saw both friends train their eyes on her. Neither of them spoke, and after a long, frustrating minute, Charlotte balled the knitting in her hands and stared back.

         “Fine. I saw him last night. He joined Edward for dinner.”

         “And?” Josie asked.

         “And I don’t want to talk about it.” As she lay there trying to sleep, it had played on her mind how ridiculous she must have looked swathed in her voluminous nightgown. Not even one of her nice nightgowns, but the six-years-out-of-fashion but oh-so-comfortable nightgown that was now slightly too short to be appropriate. Good grief, she hadn’t even been wearing her slippers. He saw my toes.

         She sank down in her chair, wishing the floor would open up and swallow her.

         “You don’t want to talk about it? You, who talked of nothing else when you realized he would return to England?” Hen raised her eyebrows in disbelief.

         “Not to mention all those years prior,” Josie added. “We discussed him so often as children that he’s mentioned a hundred times in my journals.”

         “One moment…” Henrietta’s brow creased. “How did you see him at dinner? You were with Peter and me for dinner last night and then we were at Francesca’s ball.”

         “Quite,” Charlotte bit out.

         “He was still there when you returned?”

         “He was.”

         “Well, that was lucky,” Josie said. “You looked splendid last night. Truly Madame Genevieve outdid herself with that blue silk.”

         “She did.” It would be a snowy day in hell before she told her friends the truth.

         “So why are you so snippy?” Josie asked, her brows drawn together in concern. “You saw John, your lost love, for the first time in what? Ten years? I thought you’d be ecstatic.”

         Charlotte swallowed hard and did her best to appear unaffected. “It didn’t go as I thought it would.”

         Her two friends shared an apprehensive look. “No?” Hen asked.

         “He was…curt. And rather dismissive. Perhaps I was mistaken in my earlier assessment of him. Perhaps he wasn’t the gentleman I thought he was.” Even as she said the words, she knew them to be false. She’d as good as told him he wasn’t welcome with her shocked demand to know why he was there, and like a gentleman, he’d left. Drat.

         Her friends’ looks of apprehension deepened, and then Josie, who could always be counted on for support, said, “Well, how foolish of him. He’ll find it a hard thing, moving in our circles after his brother’s death, and he wouldn’t have had a better ally than you.”

         “True,” Hen added. “And if you deign to grace him with your assistance settling in, he had better show his appreciation of such fortune with better manners.”

         Josie cocked her head, her lips pursed in thought. “Of course, if you were to help him, that would be the kind thing to do.”

         Hen nodded in response. “Very true. Quite the charitable thing.”

         Charlotte could see what they were about. Josie and Hen thought that if they appealed to her kindness, she would be bound to offer John her help, and then who knew what might happen next?

         And they had a point. Offering to help pave his way into society would be a good excuse to see him. A good excuse to spend time together. His close friendship with Edward and Fiona made it almost expected that she would offer her assistance, didn’t it?

         
            *  *  *

         

         John was drifting in and out of somewhat peculiar dreams about toes—pink, soft, and slender. There was a touch, a caress, and the feet flexed; the soles arched; the toes curled. Through the fog of sleep, he could feel the throb of his cock.

         A sharp knock at the door woke him.

         “Damn. What?” From the floor beside the bed, Newton raised his head and barked, echoing John’s frustration. Mosely had been told not to wake John in the mornings. His best ideas came at night, and this morning he’d still been working on his projects as the chambermaids rose.

         His bedroom door opened a crack, just wide enough for the butler’s profile to show.

         “Lord Heywood and his daughter, Lady Luella Tarlington, to see you, my lord.”

         “I’m not at home.” That was one of the few benefits of London society. It was perfectly acceptable to lie about one’s presence and refuse to see people. If he were in Boston, he would have had to open the front door himself and then pretending to be absent wouldn’t have been an option.

         “They have a solicitor with them, my lord. They plan to wait until you are ‘at home’ regardless of how long that might be. Although they hinted that it should not, in fact, be long.”

         Blast. John groaned. Walter’s ever-growing list of creditors was proving more and more troublesome. This was not the first time a lord had shown up at his door demanding money. Nor was it the first time he’d been approached by a solicitor. But it was the first time he’d had to face the lord and lawyer at the same time.

         He threw the blankets off. “I’ll been down shortly. Show them to the study.”

         His mood did not improve in the time it took to throw on clothes, find his spectacles, and hastily tie a cravat. He tempered it, though, as he walked down the corridor to the study. It wasn’t Heywood’s fault John’s brother had run up debts. The man had a right to call them in. What continued to amaze John was the fact that every creditor thought they were the only individual to whom Walter owed money. His brother’s charade had been remarkably effective.

         The butler opened the study door as John approached, Newton padding quietly beside him. John took a deep breath, held it for a count of five to keep his frustration at bay, and exhaled before he entered. “My lord,” he said as he bowed.

         As he rose, he noted a woman by the window and recalled that Mosely had mentioned a daughter. Though why Heywood would bring his daughter to a meeting about what were, presumably, gambling debts, John couldn’t fathom.

         She turned, an eyebrow raised, and stared at him, her gaze traveling from the tips of his toes to the still-tangled knots of hair he was suddenly conscious of. He could feel his anxiety building. He didn’t want to be the center of anyone’s attention. He didn’t want such scrutiny. Especially not from one of the haute ton. He already knew how they viewed him.

         Beside him, Newton growled, his body stiff, his hackles raised. John put a comforting hand on the deerhound’s neck.

         Lady Luella regarded Newton with a condescending look before locking eyes with John and delivering a tiny, dismissive hmph. Then she returned to staring out the window.

         John’s gut twisted at the brush-off. Newton’s growl deepened, and the deerhound took a step forward, placing himself between John and the intruders.

         “Is that dog safe?” one man asked.

         “Quite,” John responded, but he did cross the room and open the door to the garden. Reluctantly, Newton exited, but not before stretching up to put his paws on John’s shoulders. Standing on his hind legs, Newton was bigger than most men. Every “guest” in the room shrank back.

         John closed the doors and took a seat at his desk, in front of which the two men sat. Lord Heywood was grey-haired with the look of a man who knew plenty of decadence and little work. His cravat, stuck with a diamond the size of a robin’s egg, was tied in an intricate knot beneath his double chin. His violet velvet coat stretched taut across his paunch.

         The lawyer, by contrast, was lean in the way a fox was, and had the same predatory air to him. “Lord Harrow, I take it you know why we’re here?”

         John nodded.

         “Then I’m surprised you haven’t seen fit to address the issue earlier,” he said.

         From the window, Lady Luella muttered, “Indeed.”

         John drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to fool his body into relaxing. He wanted nothing more than to tell the condescending lawyer he was one of a hundred creditors so far, and that he could bloody well get in line. But until John had found his feet in London, he’d keep that information to himself.

         “With respect, seeing to my brother’s obligations has been a time-consuming experience.” More than they could know.

         “Regardless,” Lord Heywood said, “you’ve been in England for months. You should have made the time to visit your fiancée.”

         John’s stomach dropped, and his jaw dropped with it. What the devil?

         “P-p-pardon?” He flushed as he stumbled and cut short the rest of his question. What blasted fiancée?

         He looked at Lady Luella, just as she turned to face him once more. Objectively speaking, she was beautiful. Her hair was a pale shade of blond. Her face was perfectly symmetrical. Her lips were full with a lusciousness that was echoed in the lines of her figure. But despite this, his blood ran cold at the sight of her. It was her eyes. They were hard and mean and had the same look to them he’d seen many times over in his life—always before a cruel insult was thrown his way.

         Marriage to this woman would be a miserable thing.

         Her father and the solicitor exchanged glances. The solicitor leaned forward. “Your brother entered into an engagement contract with Lord Heywood a year ago, the day before his…incident.”

         The day before Walter died. The same day Walter had cleared out what little funds remained in the estate accounts. “My brother is dead.” John had inherited Walter’s debts, but surely not his fiancée as well.

         “The contract your brother signed didn’t specify which Viscount Harrow was to marry Lady Luella. Just that the Viscount Harrow would.”

         Damnation. John removed the glasses from his face, cleaning a nonexistent smudge from the lens, buying time to gather his thoughts. Walter could not have made John’s life any more difficult had he planned it. “You have a copy of this contract?” he asked eventually, hoping there was an escape within it.

         Lord Heywood’s face reddened. “Are you calling me a liar?”

         The lawyer shook his head at his employer and reached into his satchel for a sheaf of papers, sliding them across the desk.

         John scanned them quickly. It was a contract, and, from his experience, it appeared legally binding. At the bottom of the second page was a signature—unmistakably Walter’s.

         He didn’t need to scan it a second time. That was the thing about a perfect memory. It only took one quick glance for the image to be burned permanently into John’s brain, a memory ready to be retrieved at a moment’s notice.

         The pertinent lines remained clear, even as he closed his eyes and sighed. The contract didn’t specify Walter’s name. It didn’t specify the fourteenth Viscount Harrow. It simply said that Lady Luella Tarlington would marry Viscount Harrow.

         He’d have his solicitor look for loopholes, but he wasn’t confident the man would find any. Another line from the contract stood out: Lady Luella’s dowry—eighty thousand pounds.

         It was an enormous sum. Combined with what John already had in his bank account, it would see the estates free from debt, the fields sown, the cottages repaired, and the houses staffed.

         When Wilde had suggested marriage as a solution to John’s problems, John had balked at the thought of having to woo a wife. But here one was presented to him, with no need to search her out, and her dowry was more than he needed.

         It was an amount that was almost unreasonable, which gave him pause. “Why so much?” he asked.

         Lord Heywood’s lips thinned. “It’s a generous offer. Much more than you deserve.”

         “Is she defective?” As soon as the words were spoken, he knew they were the wrong ones.

         “Defective?” Luella’s voice cut through the air like metal wheels braking against a metal track. “Like you? P-p-poor st-st-stuttering id-diot. Yes, I’ve heard all about your deficiencies.”

         John froze. His tongue locked up against the back of his teeth. The sound of the solicitor tut-tutting felt like gunshots ripping through silence.

         “Luella, shut up,” Heywood said, scowling. He turned back to John. “She’s not a virgin, and half the ton knows it, though no one has come right out and said it. Her tongue has run off every suitor that might have overlooked that point, except Harrow. The real Harrow, that is. That boy found something to like in her.”

         That “something” was undoubtably the chit’s dowry, but her vicious nature had likely appealed to Walter as well. Like attracted like, after all. John looked at Luella. Her gloved hands gripped together so forcefully she was probably losing circulation. He could tell from the slight depression beneath her tightly pressed lips that she was biting the inside of them. Her expression was stone.

         “I’ll think on it.” It was all he could say. He needed her dowry, but God, marriage to her…

         The stare she gave him could have slaughtered a fully grown American buffalo. “Let’s be clear. It’s bad enough that I’m forced to marry Walter’s lesser brother, who is neither as handsome nor as witty. I won’t have people thinking that you aren’t ecstatic at your good fortune.”

         His good fucking fortune, indeed. Damn Walter.

         “You’ll call on me tomorrow morning,” she continued. “You’ll make it clear that you’re determined to earn my affections.” With a final sniff, she swished her skirts and stalked out of the room.

         John turned to the two men still sitting in front of him. The lawyer’s eyes were wide, as though he himself could not quite believe her comments. Lord Heywood bore a look of half anger, half resignation. “The day my daughter becomes your problem, I’m going to open a bottle of the king’s scotch. I’ll see you soon, Harrow.”

         He stood and followed his daughter out of the room. The lawyer nudged the contract on John’s desk before he followed.

         John wanted to toss the papers in the fire. He wanted to call Newton, head to the docks, and board the first ship back to America. He wanted to crawl into a dark corner and hide.

         But he couldn’t. Because when he agreed to return to England to take up the mantle of the viscount, he agreed to take responsibility for the welfare of all those who relied on him. That didn’t mean he couldn’t return to Boston. In fact, he planned to return as soon as humanly possible. He simply couldn’t do it until he’d sorted out the crisis Walter had left and installed some responsible, trustworthy stewards to run the place in his absence.

         Perhaps sorting out the crisis meant marriage to a woman like Luella. But could he leave a wife as easily as he planned to leave his estates? Even one as awful as her? The dowry could be his salvation. It could see him home before the end of the year. But even though she was as caustic as stomach acid, abandoning her didn’t sit well. He didn’t think he could do it, which meant taking her to Boston with him.

         If she was this wretched in London, just imagine what she’d be like when forced to endure the comparative savagery of America.

         John stood and pushed the door open for Newton to enter. Then, he crossed to the lounge at the other end of the room, untying his cravat as he went. Perhaps if he closed his eyes now, he’d manage a few hours’ sleep.

         He had just settled in when a shriek of outrage split the air. “You cannot possibly be considering marrying that witch.”

      



OEBPS/images/discover_forever_publisher_logo.png
O

FOREVER





OEBPS/images/9781538704493_cover_epub.jpg
“A delightful
Regency debut.”
—Publishers Weekly,

Starred Review






OEBPS/images/how_to_win_a_wallflower_8498_20220909t151736329564_online.png
HowHin
%lﬂOWCI‘

SAMARA
PARISH

FOREVER





