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For my mother, who taught me to dream.
For my father, who taught me to go for it.
For my steps, for supporting me
as if I were one of their own.
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BEDFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND

1822

William Darby, Viscount Summerfield, Baron Ivers, rode the last mile to Wentworth Hall full bore. The letter from his father’s secretary was in his breast pocket, stained red by the sands of the Egyptian desert, smelling of salt from the passage across the Mediterranean, and tattered at the folds from Will’s frequent reading of it.

The earl has suffered a terrible fit of apoplexy that has left him paralyzed. You are needed at home, sir.

In the six years since Will had left Wentworth Hall to take his grand tour of Europe—a tour his father had urged a restless young man of two and twenty to take before duty and responsibility claimed him—he’d received many letters from his father. In the first letters, the earl had exulted in the sights Will had seen and the adventures he’d experienced, as related weekly in a letter home. The tour was supposed to have lasted two years, but Will had gone on to India instead of coming home as expected, and his father’s letters had changed in tone. While the earl still enjoyed the tales of Will’s travels, he often reminded his son of his responsibility to his family and as the future Earl of Bedford, and asked him to come home.

Will always wrote that he would, and truly, he always meant to come home. But invariably he’d meet a fellow traveler who would feed his wanderlust with a tale of the Himalayas or searching for treasure in the oases of Africa, and Will would be off again.

In the last two years, his father’s letters had cajoled and pleaded with Will to come home and marry as he ought, to provide an heir before it was too late, before the earl was gone. His father professed a longing to hold his grandchild in his arms. Will was confident he would fulfill that wish, but he believed there was ample time for marrying and fathering children.

Then had come the last letter from Mr. Carsdale, the earl’s secretary. It was delivered to Will in a Bedouin tent by his loyal manservant, Addison, who had been with him since his eighteenth year and had traveled the world with him regardless of whether he liked it or not. Addison had come from Cairo on a Bedouin train and was wearing a kaffiyeh wrapped around his head, his clothing and eyes red from the stinging sand. When Will read the letter, the words seemed to sag on the vellum under the weight of what they related.

He’d left Egypt at once, of course. He’d taken the arduous Bedouin route to the sea, and had booked passage on a ship that sailed through a stormy sea and the Straits of Gibraltar, which had almost cost him his life when the clipper was shipwrecked. It had taken him three months to reach England’s shores. Another week was spent purchasing a horse and arranging to have his things and Addison sent to Wentworth Hall, and yet another week riding across the rain-soaked English countryside.

At last, Will and Fergus—the Welsh pony he’d acquired—were riding up the lane to the majestic hall that had housed his ancestors for centuries. The sight of the mansion warmed his heart. It was built in the shape of an H, and stood four stories high. Ivy covered the corners, and row upon row of six-foot paned windows looked out across the woodlands, the deer park, and the fields where the estate’s sheep and cattle grazed.

He reined to a hard stop in the drive, surprised and unsettled that no footman or groom hurried to attend him. Will flung himself off Fergus, shoved his cloak over his shoulder, and reached for the letter. Clutching it in his gloved hand, he vaulted up the steps to the double-door entry, flung them open, and strode inside.

The foyer was empty. Completely empty—devoid of furniture and accoutrements. The only things left were the very large paintings of mythical scenes that filled an entire wall. Will walked on, vaulting up the stairs to the family rooms on the first floor. But as he reached the first-floor landing, he stopped, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. A broken chair was lying on its side. Papers were strewn across the carpet as if they’d been scattered by wind. A large black area in the carpet appeared to be the result of a burn, and the candles in their wall sconces had been left too long, the wax having melted onto the silk wall coverings and the carpet beneath them.

Stunned, Will moved on, pausing to look in every room and finding them in the same condition. The rooms smelled musty, as if they had not been aired in months. The sitting room was strewn with trash and books and, inexplicably, ladies’ shoes. In the grand salon, furniture had been shoved up against the walls and it looked as if a game of lawn bowling had been interrupted, with balls scattered across the floor and a porcelain vase lying in pieces.

He reached the library last. In that room, books were out of their shelves and stacked in various configurations; a thick layer of dust on the floor was marked with foot traffic.

Will turned slowly in a circle, taking it all in, trying to make sense of it. As he turned toward the hearth, where a mound of blankets had been piled, he caught sight of a figure rising from the chaise longue. It was a young woman whom he’d obviously awakened. She stood up, blinking at him. Her gown was too small for her lanky frame and it looked rather old. Her hair was pinned awkwardly to the back of her head, and her blue eyes were the only spots of color in her pale face. But something struck him as familiar, and Will squinted at her. “Alice?”

The woman did not respond, but he was certain it was his sister standing before him. She had been eleven years of age when he’d left home, a little wisp of a girl who’d followed him about and peppered him with endless questions or begged him to take her riding or to play with her in the garden.

“Who’s there?” a hoarse male voice demanded, piercing the silence.

It appeared that what Will had believed to be a pile of blankets was actually another person. That person came up on his elbows, knocking over an empty glass when he did, and blinked in Will’s direction.

“I think it is our brother,” Alice said uncertainly, staring curiously at Will.

“Who?” the young man asked, pushing himself up and struggling to his feet. It was no easy task. His shirttail was hanging to his knees, his trousers were covered in dust, and the rest of his clothing was in the pile of blankets, for all Will knew. His hair was standing on end and he had the scraggly growth of an unshaved beard.

“Joshua,” Will said, looking at his brother, the sibling who was closest to his own age, who’d been only fourteen when he’d left. “Do you not know me?”

“Will! What are you doing here?” Joshua demanded, peering closely at him. “Who sent for you?”

“Did you not receive my letters?” Will said, moving cautiously forward. “Where is everyone? Where are the servants?”

With a snort and a flick of his wrist, Joshua said, “Gone. They’ve not been paid in ages. Only Farley and Cook remain.”

“And Jacobs, the footman who tends Father,” Alice offered, still eyeing Will curiously. She stood self-consciously, her arms folded tightly about her. “Are you to stay here?”

“You won’t want to remain here, I assure you,” Joshua said. He took an unsteady step and knocked over a bottle of amber liquid that spread across the floorboards and into the blankets where he had been sleeping. Neither he nor Alice seemed to notice it.

This was wrong. This was terribly, horribly wrong. “Where is Father?” Will asked in a sudden panic.

“Father? Where is he ever?” Joshua asked. “In his suite, of course.”

Will dared not ask after his two youngest siblings, Roger and Jane. He just turned and strode from the library, his footfall matching the rhythm of his rapidly beating heart. As he hurried to the master suite, his crime became clearer. He’d stayed away too long.

Will rapped hard on the door of the master suite, and was reaching for the handle when the door suddenly opened. An enormous bear of a man dressed in shirtsleeves and waistcoat peered suspiciously at Will. “Who are you, then?”

“I am Summerfield, the earl’s son. Where is my father?”

The man’s eyes widened, but he opened the door and bowed his head at the same time. “Just there, milord,” he said, pointing.

Will swept past him. The room smelled of ointments and smoke; the drapes had been pulled shut, save one window, which provided only dim light. Yet it was enough light to see his father in the shadows. “Dear God,” he muttered in horror.

His father was seated in a wheelchair. A lap rug had been draped across his legs, and his hands, bent with apparent uselessness, were folded together in his lap. His head lolled unnaturally to one side.

But as Will drew near, the Earl of Bedford lifted his gaze, and in those wet gray eyes Will saw the light of recognition shimmer.

“Papa,” Will said. The earl moved his lips strangely, but no sound came forth, and Will realized he could not speak. Grief dealt him a crushing blow. With the letter still clutched in his hand, he fell to his knees and pressed his cheek against his father’s bony knees. He’d stayed away too long and any apology he could make was not enough.

It would never be enough.



One

[image: Image]

LONDON
 THREE MONTHS LATER

In the back room of the smart Bond Street boutique, Mrs. Ramsey’s Haute Couture Dress Shoppe, Lady Phoebe Fairchild stood among dozens of gowns made of China silk, velvet, satin, and muslin, gaping in disbelief as Mrs. Ramsey calmly explained that her reputation, the future of her dress shop, and indeed her livelihood depended on Phoebe’s ability to deliver gowns.

When the tall and cadaverously thin woman had finished, Phoebe was dumbstruck. No words would come, no coherent thought, no stinging retort.

“If you are unable to do as I ask, Lady Phoebe,” Mrs. Ramsey said, “I shall have no choice but to expose you to the entire ton.”

Phoebe gasped. “Madam, what you are suggesting is blackmail!”

Mrs. Ramsey smiled, her lips all but disappearing behind tiny teeth. “Blackmail is a harsh word. Charlatan, imposter . . . now there are two words that are not harsh enough . . . Madame Dupree.” She cocked one brow high above the other, letting the words fill the air around them.

Phoebe could not think. She felt entirely incapable of it. The business of making gowns—the very thing Mrs. Ramsey had threatened to expose—was a plan Phoebe had hatched with her sister Ava and her cousin Greer two years ago. It was a plan that had been born out of desperation after the untimely death of Phoebe and Ava’s mother, Lady Downey. Their stepfather, Lord Downey, had commandeered their inheritance and had made it plain he would marry them to the first men to offer. The three of them had quickly determined they needed money to put in motion their plan for avoiding such a fate. Ava had determined to marry well, Greer had gone in search of an inheritance, and Phoebe . . . well, Phoebe had talent with a needle. It was the only thing she had to offer.

She’d always been talented with a needle, and made a hobby of making gowns for the three of them, or enhancing the ones they bought in exclusive Bond Street shops such as this one. The spring her mother had died, Phoebe had latched onto an idea. What if she took the gowns from her late mother’s closet and refashioned them into lovely ball gowns to be sold? Ava and Greer had agreed—it would bring in some sorely needed money.

There was only one small problem: to enter the business of making gowns would give the appearance to the rest of the ton that they were desperate—which, obviously, they were. But the ton would flee from desperate debutantes and their prospects would be reduced to nothing.

So they had invented a reclusive modiste—Madame Dupree—and had introduced Madame Dupree’s work to Mrs. Ramsey. They claimed the French modiste was in much demand in Paris, but, tragically, had been made lame and disfigured in a carriage accident, and therefore could not and would not go out in society. Phoebe had very graciously offered to act as the liaison between Mrs. Ramsey and Madame Dupree. If Mrs. Ramsey would provide her customers’ precise measurements, Madame Dupree would make gowns that would delight them and be highly praised by the ladies of the ton.

It seemed the perfect ruse, and, indeed, to Phoebe’s way of thinking, it had worked very well for two years.

Until today.

Until today, Phoebe had no inkling that Mrs. Ramsey suspected she was Madame Dupree. Apparently, the shopkeeper had suspected it for some time, for when Phoebe delivered two gowns that afternoon, Mrs. Ramsey had locked the door of her shop and then asked Phoebe if she could arrange a meeting with Madame Dupree.

That was the moment Phoebe had felt the first curl of doom in her belly. “Oh, I’m very sorry, Mrs. Ramsey. I’m afraid that’s not possible,” she’d said as congenially as she could.

“After all this time?” Mrs. Ramsey asked haughtily. “Surely she trusts me by now, Lady Phoebe. I have a very lucrative proposition for her—and she certainly seems to accept you readily enough. Why do you suppose that is?”

Phoebe had been so flustered she did not respond. She could not recall a time Mrs. Ramsey had been anything but courteous—but now the woman folded her bone-thin arms over her woefully flat chest, narrowed her eyes beneath a row of tiny pin curls, and said, “I know perfectly well what you are about and I am fully prepared to tell the world of your scandal.”

“What I am about?” Phoebe echoed with a desperate laugh as the sense of doom coiled tighter. “I assure you, I am about nothing other than delivering the two gowns you commissioned from Madame Dupree.”

“And where, precisely, does Madame Dupree buy the fabric needed for the gowns she makes? Or do you do that for this poor disfigured woman as well?”

It had gone from bad to worse. Phoebe was woefully bad at lying and stumbled through her every response until Mrs. Ramsey had cut her off with an ultimatum: either Phoebe take on the account she had just established with a Lord Summerfield of Bedfordshire for an unheard-of number of gowns and other articles of clothing or Mrs. Ramsey would expose Phoebe’s deceit to the world.

It seemed this Lord Summerfield—a name that Phoebe had never heard before—was the son of the ailing Earl of Bedford. He’d recently returned from abroad and discovered his sisters had not been properly presented to society. Toward that end, he’d ordered new wardrobes for them both. He was prepared to pay a premium to have them done by late autumn: two thousand pounds.

Two thousand pounds.

Mrs. Ramsey practically drooled with glee when she reported the agreed-upon sum and made it quite clear she would not lose it merely because Phoebe had invented Madame Dupree and was the one who was really behind the gowns all the women of the ton suddenly could not do without. Mrs. Ramsey had already promised Lord Summerfield that she would send Madame Dupree to Wentworth Hall in a fortnight to make the clothing she could not readily provide from her shop. Her only problem being, of course, that Madame Dupree did not exist.

Nevertheless, Phoebe insisted she would not hie herself off to Bedfordshire as a servant to anyone.

“Indeed?” Mrs. Ramsey drawled. “I do not think your esteemed family would appreciate such a scandal at this point in their political lives—do you, Lady Phoebe?”

Phoebe gasped. Mrs. Ramsey was referring, of course, to the very thing Ava and Greer had feared most when they had tried to convince Phoebe to stop making the gowns this past Season. As they were both married now, and to very wealthy men at that, they no longer needed the money Phoebe’s clandestine sartorial occupation brought her. Particularly not now that their lord husbands, Middleton and Radnor, had been moved by their wives’ work with the Ladies’ Beneficent Society, a charitable organization that endeavored to help women who had landed in the poorhouse. Middleton and Radnor had drafted and proposed reforms that would give women who were forced to earn their livings some basic and decent rights. But opponents of the reforms saw such measures as opening the door to other untenable actions, such as woman suffrage and, God forbid, temperance.

A scandalous exposure of Phoebe’s deceit would bode ill for her brothers-in-law, and might cause the derailment of reforms they were trying to steer through Parliament.

“You wouldn’t!” Phoebe cried. “You are a woman in trade, Mrs. Ramsey! You stand to gain a great deal from their reforms!”

“Yet I stand to gain two thousand pounds with Lord Summerfield’s commission,” she snapped. “That is a year’s receipts!”

Phoebe scarcely recognized Mrs. Ramsey at that moment. She was the devil, and Phoebe could all but see the tiny horns sticking out of her wretched pin curls.

*   *   *

Phoebe had recently left her stepfather’s house to live with her sister, Ava, in the much larger and grander Middleton House. After a restless night through which she could see no way out of her predicament, she dragged herself to Ava’s dressing room. Ava, now the Marchioness of Middleton, was there with her nine-month-old son, Jonathan. So was Phoebe’s cousin Greer, the new Lady Radnor and Princess of Powys. She was cooing over her godchild.

Both women took one look at the dark circles under Phoebe’s eyes, the crooked buttoning of her gown, and knew something was very wrong.

The three of them sat on the floor in a tight circle with Jonathan at the center crawling over them and gurgling as Phoebe told them the awful truth.

“You poor darling!” Greer cried when Phoebe had finished. “That wretched woman won’t get away with this treachery! You mustn’t worry, Phoebe, we will think our way through this!”

The Last Unmarried Daughter of the Late Lady Downey—Phoebe was convinced the entire ton thought of her in exactly that way—rather doubted that.

“I knew it was a dangerous game you were playing!” Ava moaned. “Really, Phoebe, you live in fantasy without considering the consequences of fantasy becoming reality! Now what are we to do?” Ava asked, pausing to kiss the bottom of Jonathan’s foot. “It will be a horrible scandal! There are those in the ton just waiting for something like this to happen! And if it does, even Lord Stanhope won’t have you.”

“What?” Phoebe cried. “Is that all you care about?” She bent over, scooping up Jonathan onto her lap and burying her face in his neck. “I’ve told you a dozen times, Ava, I don’t want to marry Stanhope.”

“Yes, but it is my duty as your sister and your friend to help you find a match, and I take that duty very seriously!”

“It is scarcely your duty, and really, Ava, you might as well face the fact that when a woman has been out an astonishing four Seasons without gaining an offer, to continue to pursue one only makes her situation worse.”

“Four!” Greer exclaimed. “Has it really been as many as that?”

“Four,” Ava said, wiggling four manicured fingers at Greer. “In her first Season out, she was the youngest of three unmarried Fairchilds and therefore, third in line to be considered,” she said, bending one finger. “In her second Season, Mama died and we were in mourning, weren’t we? There was no money for her to enter society in the third Season—”

“Not to mention the scandal you created by pursuing the marquis,” Phoebe reminded her.

“Yes, the scandal,” Ava said airily, and bent the third finger. “And in the fourth, Greer followed my scandalous path and returned to London married to the elusive Prince of Powys, much to everyone’s great surprise, and I had my confinement and gave birth to my darling, sweet boy.” She smiled lovingly at her child.

“That is four,” Greer said, nodding thoughtfully. “Astonishing. Thank goodness Stanhope is expected to offer.”

“Why? Because I am so desperately close to being put on the shelf?” Phoebe huffed. “I say again, I will not accept a match with Stanhope, and please do not try and persuade me with the fact he is one of Middleton’s dearest friends, for he is also destitute and in search of a fortune. Not a marriage.” She gave a kiss to Jonathan’s cheek. He grabbed her earring and pulled. “Ouch, ouch,” she said, handing Jonathan to Greer so that she might extract her earring from his chubby fist.

“What do you expect?” Ava demanded. “How can we possibly arrange a marriage for you when you are so reluctant to be out in society?”

“That is simply not true!” Phoebe insisted, although she knew her sister was right. She did not care for London society. Never had. When they were girls at Bingley Hall, Phoebe had been content with her painting and drawing and her first sartorial creations, reticules (dozens of them, all haphazardly sewn and poorly beaded, but her mother had carried each one proudly), than going on the round of social calls that Ava and Greer found so delightful.

Granted, her first Season out had been very exciting, but Phoebe now found the routine of it tiresome. All of the so-called gentlemen bachelors seemed to believe that by virtue of merely being bachelors she must find them quite desirable, and they leered at her more often than not. If she paid the slightest attention to any one of them, rumors spread quicker than the plague that Lady Phoebe Fairchild desired a match with that particular gentleman.

Moreover, the older she became—two and twenty now—the more it seemed as if the conversations at social events with people she scarcely knew were entirely too vapid, and she could not abide sitting in overdone salons along with dozens of unmarried debutantes who all shared the singularly uninspired goal of gaining an offer of marriage. She felt root-bound in a society she did not care for, like some old bush whose limbs had become entangled with the others around it and could not be extracted.

“You are so difficult!” Ava said. “You are uncommonly beautiful, far more beautiful than me—look at your lovely pale blond hair. Mine is a common shade. And your eyes, such an unusual color of blue, while mine are very plain. And you are more handsome than Greer with all that Welsh blood in her—”

“I beg your pardon!” Greer said, putting a hand to her inky black hair.

“You are handsome, Greer,” Ava said impatiently, “but Phoebe has always been considered the handsomest of us all. Really, I should think if only she would go out into society with a cheerful disposition, she would gain a half dozen offers instantly!”

“Thank you, Ava. I had no idea I was so handsome, yet so morbid.”

“You know very well what I mean.”

“I do not. But really, whether or not I am in society has little to do with Mrs. Ramsey’s threats.”

“She’s right,” Greer said as Jonathan began to babble. She handed him back to his beaming mother. “But what can Mrs. Ramsey do, in truth? Very little if you ask me.”

“Oh, I think she could do quite a lot,” Phoebe said morosely. “She stands to gain two thousand pounds and is quite determined to fulfill Summerfield’s order, no matter the cost to me.”

“Who is Lord Summerfield?” Greer asked. “I’ve not heard of him.”

Phoebe shrugged. “I know only from Mrs. Ramsey that he lives in Bedfordshire at a place called Wentworth Hall. The family rarely leaves the country for town and his sisters have not been presented to any society.”

“Does she truly expect Lady Phoebe Fairchild to go to this . . . this country place as Madame Dupree and make clothes like a common seamstress?” Ava cried.

“She does indeed,” Phoebe said solemnly.

“What a vile, wretched woman!” Greer added angrily.

She was vile, all right.

The more they talked, the more the three of them grew convinced there was no way to refuse Mrs. Ramsey without irreparable harm to Phoebe’s reputation and Radnor’s and Middleton’s Parliamentary work on behalf of poor women. The consequences were powerful instigators.

But how could she manage to meet Mrs. Ramsey’s demands and maintain her secret? Phoebe wondered.

At the very least, she had to keep her true identity a secret—nothing could make her predicament worse. After much discussion, the three women felt more confident about Phoebe’s ability to assume a false identity in Bedfordshire. As the Parliamentary season had closed, everyone was leaving the heat of London for the cooler breezes in the country, and wouldn’t return to London until late autumn, when Parliament would reconvene for a short session.

Further, they determined no one among their group of acquaintances hailed from or would be in Bedfordshire. They believed there were only three people in that county who might possibly know Phoebe, and actually, Phoebe had never been formally introduced to any of them.

The first was the elderly Earl of Huntingdon, who, by all accounts, was too infirm to receive callers. The Russell family lived in Woburn Abbey, but they were in France for the summer. And finally, there was the infamous Lady Holland, whose parties in London were legendary. She had a house in Bedfordshire, but Ava had learned from Lady Purnam—their mother’s lifelong friend and a general busybody—that Lady Holland would be in Eastbourne until the Little Season began in the autumn.

There was really very little danger of Phoebe’s encountering anyone she knew in that sleepy little corner of England. That left the real hurdle—Phoebe’s identity.

“A widow,” Ava insisted.

“How did her husband die?” Greer asked.

“I hardly know,” Ava said with a shrug as she rocked Jonathan in her arms. “How do men typically die? A fall from a horse or some such thing.”

“I scarcely believe scores of men are falling to their deaths from their saddles,” Greer said drily. “Perhaps a wasting illness. That is sufficient to keep the questions to a minimum.” The three of them wrinkled their noses.

“All right, then—where am I from?” Phoebe asked.

“The moors, north of Newcastle,” Greer said instantly. “No one ever hails from there. It’s practically uninhabitable.”

“And you mustn’t be too dreamy, Phoebe,” Ava warned her sternly. “You know how bird-witted you can be with your head in the clouds.”

“I beg your pardon, I am not bird-witted,” Phoebe protested.

“Yes, but you have a tendency to let daydreams cloud your common sense.”

“That is ridiculous! I do no such thing!”

“You do have a rather vivid imagination,” Greer said kindly. “You must have a care that you do not allow it to run away from you. You must concentrate on your work and your disguise if this ruse is to work.”

Phoebe clucked her tongue. “Honestly, with the number of gowns Mrs. Ramsey expects me to make in a very short time, there will hardly be time for sleep, much less daydreaming—or even talk, for that matter. What could possibly go wrong?”
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The fabrics Phoebe would need to make the gowns were sent ahead by cart and mule on a very warm Friday, when the smell of sewage settled on London like a dirty blanket. The following Monday, Phoebe departed at dawn, wedged into a public coach between a thickset man who continually dabbed at the tiny rivulets of perspiration that erupted at his temple and a woman whose head kept tipping onto Phoebe’s shoulder as she nodded off. But sleep seemed impossible to Phoebe, given the heat and the uncomfortable traveling conditions.

This was not what she’d imagined. She had pictured herself riding in a carriage alone with the tools of her trade around her, a mysterious and exotic savior on her way to transform some poor young women with her gowns. They would look up to her in reverence for making it possible for them to enter society and dazzle all those around them. They would be swept up into romance and social intrigue by virtue of their good looks and exquisite clothing, and Madame Dupree would be satisfied with a charitable act well done.

Certainly she had not envisioned such cramped quarters or doleful traveling companions.

After twelve excruciating hours, Phoebe arrived in Greenhill, a picturesque village of thatch-roofed, whitewashed cottages, a central green, and a high street splashed with the colors of summer flowers planted in window boxes. The air smelled of sweet jasmine—it was a lovely, idyllic place, the very sort of place in which Phoebe had often dreamed of living. Her spirits were immeasurably improved—now she could imagine herself tending the flowers that grew outside of her cottage every morning, after which she would paint or read or sew—whatever her heart desired. Ava and Greer would come from London, and they would . . . No. Not a cottage, she would need something larger. And at least one servant, for Phoebe was hopeless in the kitchen.

Nevertheless, she was blessedly happy to be put out of the coach in that quaint little village. Her instructions were to wait for a carriage from Wentworth Hall.

Stiff and sore from the long drive, Phoebe put a hand to her back and bent backward.

“Madame Dupree?”

She whirled around to look at the top of a man’s head. He was small and impeccably dressed, and as he swept his hat off his head he revealed a pair of unusually pointed ears. “I am delighted to make your acquaintance, madam. I am Mr. Addison, sent from Wentworth Hall to fetch you.” He bowed so low that Phoebe could see the perfectly round bald spot at the crown of his head. “I beg your pardon that my French is less than adequate, but may I say, Enchanté, madame.”

“Oh, thank you,” Phoebe answered in English—she hadn’t imagined anyone speaking French to her until this moment. “But I am English, sir.” Mr. Addison looked surprised. “My husband was French.”

“Ah. Very good, madam,” Mr. Addison said, inclining his head. “If you will follow me, the wagon is just here.”

Wagon?

He gestured to the trunk she’d brought; a young man picked it up and settled it on his shoulder and winked at Phoebe.

“This way,” Mr. Addison said, and walked briskly around the corner.

Phoebe quickly followed him.

The two men settled her on the wagon’s bench between them. On the drive to Wentworth Hall, Mr. Addison took great pains to point out some of the landmarks. Phoebe thought it beautiful countryside, particularly in the fading light of the day. A blaze of yellow rape, a flowered fodder, blanketed the fields outside the village. At a distance, sheep and cattle dotted the hills, and as they moved toward the woodlands, Mr. Addison pointed out a herd of seven or eight horses grazing near the ruin of an old crofter’s cottage. As the coach neared, the horses loped away.

“Wild horses,” Mr. Addison said. “You might see them about the hall from time to time, but if you draw too close, they will bolt. No one has been able to corral them since they moved into the area to foal.”

Wild horses! She could think of nothing more thrilling or exotic! And they were beautiful, too—red and brown, with white socks, their bodies sleek and tall. Her mission was definitely becoming more appealing. Madame Phoebe Dupree, maker of fine clothing and tamer of wild horses.

The wagon rolled on, through stands of Scotch pines mixed with oaks, their roots covered with delicate, lavender wildflowers, their boughs more than thirty feet above Phoebe’s head. The wagon rumbled over an old stone bridge, past a ruin of some sort, and then up, winding around a hilltop. When they crested the hill, Wentworth Hall came into view, and Phoebe sat up with a start, taking it in.

Oh, but it was grand. It stood four stories high with a dozen or more chimneys, situated in a lush, green dale. They rounded a corner, passing through a stone gate and by a stone gatehouse, and up the road to a circular drive built around a large fountain and green where two peacocks pecked the grass for grubs. In the distance was a stone gazebo next to a small lake on which several swans glided.

It was beautiful, an idyllic picture that belonged in a painting in some grand drawing room. It reminded Phoebe of Bingley Hall, where she’d spent the happiest moments of her childhood. She had long harbored a secret hope that she might one day live again in the country. She imagined children—she wanted squads of children—and pets and various wooded paths to explore and astonishing vistas to sketch and paint.

“The Darbys have resided at Wentworth Hall for more than two hundred years. It was built in the late sixteenth century for the first Earl of Bedford,” Addison told her. “He was a favorite of Queen Elizabeth.”

“It is quite impressive.”

“His lordship is in the process of making several great improvements,” Mr. Addison said proudly. “When he has finished the renovation of the house, there will be none grander in these parts.”

Phoebe’s imagination began to soar—she was mistress of this grand house, standing at the door to greet her guests as they arrived, wearing a gown with crystal beading, which naturally matched the beading of her shoes. She would host lovely gatherings with music and games and suppers on the terrace. She assumed there was a terrace. All grand houses had terraces.

The wagon rolled to a halt on the drive in front of the mansion. Mr. Addison stepped down first, grabbed a box under the bench and set it on the ground, then helped Phoebe down as two footmen opened the pair of doors at the entrance and hurried down. Once she was on terra firma, the wagon rumbled on, kicking up a great cloud of dust. Phoebe coughed and waved the dust from her face.

“This way, Madame Dupree,” Mr. Addison said.

Phoebe looked up at the house. She expected the interior to be full of fine paintings, French furniture, and Belgian carpets. Yes, she would very much enjoy her time here. She would be inspired to create beautiful gowns in such serene surroundings.

She followed Mr. Addison, but as he started up the wide stone steps to the entrance, they were both brought to an abrupt halt by a horrific, bloodcurdling cry. A moment later, a young woman rushed out the door, her golden hair flowing loosely down her back, her day gown stained at the knees and lap. “I shall have your head, Roger!” she shouted. “I shall pike it at the gate! Will! Will!” she shrieked as she fled past Phoebe down the steps.

Shocked, Phoebe watched the girl dart recklessly into the path of a rider who was fast approaching. The rider reigned up sharply to avoid hitting her, cursing as he wheeled his horse about.

“Will! You must come!” the girl pleaded, oblivious to the calamity she’d just avoided.

The rider glanced to his right; Phoebe met his hazel green, sloe-eyed gaze for the briefest of moments before he looked again at the girl. Phoebe had never seen a man sit a horse quite like he did. He dismounted with smooth agility and strode to the girl, clamped a massive gloved hand on her shoulder, and said something only she could hear.

The girl turned and looked at Phoebe. “I beg your pardon, mu’um.”

At a loss as to what to do or say, Phoebe curtsied.

The man put his arm around the girl and strode forward, bringing her along, pausing on the step where Phoebe stood. He was tall, over six feet, and his figure was muscular and athletic. He squeezed the girl’s shoulder and sent her hurrying inside, then looked at Addison. “Have the post brought up to my rooms.”

“Yes, sir. If I may, milord, may I introduce the seamstress, Madame Dupree?”

His gaze slid over Phoebe; she noticed his eyes were more green than brown and flecked with gold—colors that reminded her of autumn. He was dressed in fine clothing—a riding coat that fit his form tightly and to perfection, a neckcloth that was tucked neatly into an embroidered waistcoat, and Wellingtons polished to a high sheen. He was not wearing a hat, and his golden hair had been streaked white by the sun. His clean-shaven face was tanned. He was dressed like most men, but there was something about him that was unlike any other man she had ever met, in London or elsewhere.

This man made Phoebe catch her breath in her throat—she felt an energy about him that seemed to swell around her. He was robustly masculine and completely untamed.

She tried hard not to gape at him like a silly child, but found it impossible to avert her gaze from him.

He nodded. “How do you do.” He turned away, toward his horse, without waiting for a response.

“Actually, my lord,” Phoebe said, “I am a modiste.”

Beside her, Addison jerked a wide-eyed gaze to her as the tips of his ears began to redden.

Summerfield turned slowly and looked over his shoulder at her. “I beg your pardon?”

Phoebe smiled sunnily. “I am a modiste. A seamstress sews. A modiste designs the article of clothing.” He cocked a brow. Phoebe could feel a bit of a flush in her cheeks. “It’s a French word.”

Summerfield turned completely around. He looked a little surprised. “Thank you for pointing that out,” he said, in a voice rich and deep and with a slight accent Phoebe could not quite place. “I was not aware.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to be, really,” Phoebe said breezily. “It’s a word used exclusively in relation to women.”

“Ah,” he said, and looked her over once more. “Welcome to Wentworth Hall, Madame Dupree. Addison will show you to your rooms.” He shifted his gaze to Addison, then turned around again, strode impatiently to his mount, and swung up.

As he wheeled his horse around, Phoebe could see a recklessness in the set of his broad shoulders and the grip of his thighs against the horse. He set the horse to a gallop and rode around the corner of the house at much too fast a pace.

Addison cleared his throat; Phoebe realized she’d been staring after Summerfield and blushed. “This way, if you please,” he said, and led her into the house.

Into chaos.

The renovations Addison had spoken of were in full swing. Scaffolding in the foyer drew her eye up, to where the ceiling was being painted. Great swaths of cloth covered the marble floor. Addison introduced Phoebe to the butler, Mr. Farley, who briskly showed Phoebe up to her quarters. As they climbed three flights of stairs, the sound of sawing and hammering was heard on every floor, and a fine layer of dust covered everything.

Somewhere in all that noise, Phoebe heard a door slam and the sound of raised voices.

Mr. Farley obviously heard it, too, for he quickened his step and seemed to speak louder as he pointed out various things about the house and urged her to mind her step as they stepped over tools and buckets and moved around furniture pushed to the center of the corridor to allow work to be done on water-stained walls.

“The renovations have been completed on the east wing, where the family resides,” Farley explained as they slid by a ladder. “The renovations on the west wing should be completed early next year.”

They reached the last stairway, which was considerably narrower than the others. Phoebe gathered that the rooms on the top floor were reserved for servants, whose number she would be among for the next six to eight weeks.

At the top of the stairs, a row of closed doors stretched out from the right. There were only two on the left. Farley took a key from his pocket and opened the first door and held it for her.

As Phoebe walked into the room, her heart sank with disappointment. It was hardly the sort of accommodation she had imagined would be made available for a French modiste. It was a small bedchamber with a single bed in one corner, a faded counterpane neatly placed on it. There was a hearth, a chest of drawers, and a small vanity. The paint was peeling from the walls; the floors were wooden and scuffed.

“And the workroom,” Farley said, walking to an interior door. It opened onto an adjoining room.

Her workroom was covered in a thick layer of dust that suggested it had not been used in some time. Several pieces of broken furniture lay around the room. The fabrics and dressmaking tools Mrs. Ramsey had sent ahead had been tossed haphazardly into a corner. At least someone had had the presence of mind to put down a canvas cloth to keep them from the filthy floor. As in the other room, paint was peeling from the walls and a large water stain marked the plain ceiling.

But the room was at the end of the wing and at the front of the house, and on three walls were pairs of six-foot windows. Phoebe moved through the debris to look out the windows. She grazed her hand against the casing and leaned forward. The views below the windows were of lush greenery and vivid gardens, and, Phoebe noted, the front drive.

“Mrs. Turner, the housekeeper, will deliver you a bucket with water and lye, as well as rags and mops, on the morrow,” Farley informed her.

“Oh?” Phoebe said, her brow wrinkling in confusion. “Do you mean . . . ?”

“A footman will be along shortly to start a fire in the hearth,” Farley continued, clearly meaning precisely what Phoebe feared—she was expected to clean these rooms herself. He nodded politely. “If there is nothing else?”

“No, thank you,” she said, a bit rattled.

He bowed and left her to her rooms. Phoebe stood there a moment. She closed her eyes and imagined a famous modiste in a wonderfully appointed workroom. With a sigh, she opened her eyes, removed her gloves, and tossed them along with her bonnet and reticule onto a broken chair. She looked around at the mess. It would take quite a lot of work to make the room functional, she thought, and apparently, she would have to do it herself. It seemed she would have to reimagine her fantasy somewhat.

Phoebe idly walked to the windows facing west and looked out over the sublime landscape in the day’s fading light. There were rolling green lawns, extensive gardens, and a deer park beyond. She smiled, shifting her gaze to the lawn just below, and imagined the feel of the cool grass beneath her bare feet.

As she gazed at the lawn, two figures emerged from the house. One was an elderly man with thinning white hair, seated in a wheelchair. His body was covered by a lap rug, and his hands were folded neatly on top of it. The person who rolled him out to the middle of the lawn was Summerfield—she recognized his riding coat.

They paused near the fountain, and the two men watched the sun sink into the woods until the light faded and Phoebe could no longer see them.



Three
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No one thought to bring Phoebe any supper, and as she was entirely unaccustomed to foraging on her own, she retired early and hungry.

She was jarred awake sometime later by the sound of raised voices rising up to her through the flue. She sat up with a start and stared into the darkness, straining to hear. There were at least two men involved in the argument, and a woman was crying.

The arguing shocked her. She lowered herself and pulled the coverlet up under her chin, folded her pillow around her head to block out the sound of the voices, and tried to sleep.

But it was impossible—the arguing continued until the morning hours, and it felt as if she’d hardly slept at all when she was startled awake by the sound of hammering. At the first heavy thud, she shot up with a gasp, and then groaned when she realized what it was.

She felt very cross as she washed and dressed. It was so early the night mist had not even lifted from the ground. Who could be working at such an ungodly hour? Phoebe could only guess how long it would be before someone brought her lye and water. Or a bit of food, for heaven’s sake.

Perhaps she could walk around the grounds. She liked to walk—it cleared her head. Once she began to work, the Lord only knew when she might have another opportunity.

Phoebe picked up her shawl and strode from the room.

No one seemed to be about save a footman delivering coal upstairs. She stepped outside, gathered her shawl about her, and began to walk in the direction she had seen the viscount ride yesterday, around the corner of the house. The path diverged at one point—it looked as if it led to the stables on her left, but on her right the path went through a huge wrought-iron gate and into the most extensive parterres she had ever seen.

She moved slowly, the train of her pale yellow morning gown pulling with the weight of the dew on her hem. The path led to another gate, beyond which was a lawn. There was not a sound, not even the smallest breeze. Phoebe detected the scent of water and fish and moved in that direction.

The abrupt and disembodied snort of a horse frightened her out of her wits—it sounded as if it was almost on top of her. Phoebe stilled instantly, catching her breath to listen, to discern where it was. It was a moment before her eyes could focus in the mist, but she saw horses moving like ghosts just ahead of her.

Phoebe slowly released her breath but remained perfectly still as she watched them, listening to the sound of grass crunching between their teeth. The heat of their bodies was dissipating the mist around them, and she recognized the sleek bodies of the wild horses she’d seen yesterday. They were magnificent creatures, large and beautiful and astoundingly graceful. They grazed across the path ahead of her, unhurried in their movements.

As a child, Phoebe had been an excellent rider. She rarely had the opportunity now, but she still felt a strong affinity for the animals and had an undeniable urge to touch these horses. Her heart pounding with excitement, she carefully moved forward. She envisioned herself riding across a summer meadow on the back of the largest horse—the same horse that suddenly lifted its head and pricked its ears in Phoebe’s direction, lifting its nose to sniff the air. He knew she was there—perhaps he could even see her—but he was hardly concerned with her presence and lowered his head to the grass again.

Phoebe took another, deliberate step forward. Two of the horses moved away. But the big, rusty-coated horse remained, obviously content with his breakfast and unafraid of her. She wanted to touch his silken mane, to stroke his long neck and nose, and impulsively held out her hand.

The horse ignored her, and, in fact, turned slightly so that he would not see her.

She moved again, but something caught her eye. She turned her head slightly and saw Summerfield standing only yards from her. He instantly lifted a finger to his lips, signaling her to be silent as he nodded at the horse.

Phoebe nodded. He motioned her to remain where she was, and shifted his gaze to the horse, watching him closely as he moved fluidly to where Phoebe stood and silently moved to stand behind her.

How Phoebe managed not to make a sound was nothing short of miraculous, because she could feel the man at her back, standing inappropriately and deliciously close to her. She could feel the lapels of his coat against her shoulder blades, his leg against her skirt. His body was twice the breadth of hers, twice as hard as hers.

A charge ran through her and she shivered uncontrollably; Summerfield cupped her elbow as if to steady her, and then slid his bare palm down her arm, to her wrist, and wrapped his fingers around it. He slowly lifted her arm out, palm up.

Phoebe tried to draw a breath without gasping with delight and pleasure at the touch of his hand. Her arm was on fire, her skin sizzling where his hand held her arm aloft. But then he slipped something into her palm and curled her fingers over it. Phoebe’s pulse leapt and he felt it, for he slipped his other arm around her waist, holding her steady against his chest.

Oh God, dear God, she could feel every solid inch of him, his warm breath on her ear, and the blood rushing through her veins. She glanced down at the arm that held her—his hands were big and there was a curious mark on the side of his wrist, a thick black line that curved out of his cuff and in again.

Still holding her hand, Summerfield nudged her forward and stepped with her, almost as if they were dancing.

The big red horse lifted his head and fixed one large, unblinking eye on Phoebe. She held that beast’s gaze, her courage emboldened by Summerfield’s iron grip on her.

The horse turned his head partially toward her and Phoebe felt a surge of excitement that shortened her breath. The horse’s nostrils flared and his eye shifted to her palm. Phoebe quickly uncovered the thing in her hand, too riveted by the horse to look at what she held. Summerfield gently nudged her forward again.

The horse turned about fully then, eyeing them both, and with a shake of his head and a toss of his mane, he stepped forward. Summerfield’s arm tightened around her waist, pulling her more tightly to him, and Phoebe honestly didn’t know which excited her more—that this man who smelled of soap and leather and musk was holding her tightly or that the enormous, feral horse was walking toward her.

She inadvertently shrank back when the horse reached her, but Summerfield held her steady as the beast stuck his nose in Phoebe’s palm and drew what she saw were dates between his teeth. Perhaps it was the tickle of his teeth against her palm, or the giddy feeling of being held so recklessly by Summerfield, but Phoebe had to bite back a laugh. The horse sucked the dates into his mouth, then pushed his nose against her palm again, seeking more. She struggled to keep from gasping with exhilaration, but when the horse lifted its head and put his nose to her face, she thought she would die with the laughter bottled up inside her.

She reared back, but Summerfield stood behind her like a stone wall, holding her firmly to him with the strength of what felt like ten men as the horse’s snout passed just in front of her face, flaring and contracting, then snorting again, spraying her shoulder.

It thrilled her beyond compare. But Summerfield obviously mistook her silent laughter for fear. He caressed her arm soothingly as he reached for the horse with the other. Unfortunately, the horse was not in the mood to be touched today, and jerked his head away from Summerfield’s hand and gracefully trotted away, past the two horses of the herd that were still grazing. The two smaller horses started after the red, and the three of them began to lope along the edge of the lake, disappearing into the mist.

Still, Summerfield did not release her. “Please forgive my familiarity,” he said low in her ear. “I only meant to keep you from harm.” He dropped his hand from her and, regrettably, stepped away, creating a draft at Phoebe’s back as he moved in front of her.

But he took one look at her exuberant smile, heard the small laugh of pleasure that escaped her, and suddenly smiled, too—a brilliantly warm smile of surprise that ended in a pair of dimples in his cheeks and small lines of laughter fanning out from his hazel green eyes. “I beg your pardon—when I felt you tremble, I assumed it was fear, not laughter.”

“I am not so easily frightened,” Phoebe said with gay abandon, remembering that she was Madame Dupree. “Very little frightens me, actually,” she continued recklessly, embracing her new identity. “With the exception of Gypsies sometimes. I’m never certain if they are thieves or merely dancers. But certainly a horse does not frighten me.”

“Oh?” he said, his smile full of amusement. “You are as fearless as that?”

“Mmm.” She glanced around Summerfield to where the horse had stood. “He is beautiful,” she said reverently.

“He is,” Summerfield said as his gaze curiously wandered the length of her. “Forgive me, Madame Dupree, but if wild stallions and dancing Gypsies do not frighten you, what does, if I may ask?”

Wild, untamed men. Men who exude virility and strength.

When she didn’t answer directly, he lifted his gaze to hers. “Do I frighten you?”

Phoebe felt in danger of falling into those eyes, of becoming completely lost in them. She could imagine that women all over England melted inside when he merely looked at them. “You? No!” she said with a smile that hid her melting. “Oh no! Not in the least . . .” She paused and peered at him. “Unless . . . I should be frightened of you?”

One corner of his mouth tipped up in a wolfishly lazy smile. “I suppose that depends on what a beautiful young woman such as you might find frightening in a man.”

God help her, he was flirting with her. She felt a silly flutter in her belly and her chest, felt her palms grow damp.

He seemed to sense what his smile did to her, for his smile deepened, his lips dark against his golden skin. “You remind me of my sisters,” he said casually. “I think nothing frightens them, either—with the notable exception of thieving Gypsies, naturally.” His gaze flicked over the length of her. “Perhaps you should be about the business of clothing them. Do you know the way back to the house?”

“I— Yes,” she said, nodding. “Yes, of course.”

“Very good.” He smiled, touched his hand to his forehead, and she caught sight of that curious curving black line on his wrist. He strode away from her, taking the path the horses had taken, his gait strong and long and sure.

Phoebe watched him, holding her shawl tightly about her and memorizing the swing of his arms and the cadence of his gait. When he had disappeared, she sighed with girlish longing.

“Oh dear, Madame Dupree,” she muttered to herself, and reluctantly turned back toward the house.

*   *   *

A few hours later, Will met his childhood friend, Henry Ellison, in Greenhill. When Will had returned from abroad, he’d felt almost like a visitor in a foreign land—nothing was as he remembered it, and what he did remember fit him ill, like a poorly tailored coat. But Henry had sought him out, had been genuinely glad to see him after all those years. Henry had grown an inch or two, and what once had been a thick head of brown hair was now thinning. But his blue eyes and effervescent smile were very much the same, and he had insisted on helping Will reacquaint himself with the English gentry. He was Will’s one true friend.

Henry was in high spirits when they met at the public house for a pint of ale. He’d returned just days ago from London, where he’d been spending quite a lot of time as of late. There was a woman there who had captured his fancy completely and he seemed only slightly bothered that she was a married woman. But then Henry had never been particularly discriminating about women, and frankly, neither had Will.

When Will handed two shillings to the serving girl, Henry squinted at the tattoo that peeked out from the cuff of his shirt. “Been showing that around, have you?” he asked before sipping from his tankard.

“What?” Will asked, glancing at his hand. “This?” He pointed to the tattoo.

“Yes, that. You’ve managed to scandalize my dear mother with it.”

“How so?” Will asked, since he’d not seen Henry’s mother since the last time he attended church services—a month or more ago, to be exact.

Henry leaned across the table. “Lord Summerfield, haven’t you the slightest sense that the entire county is talking about your tattoo?” he whispered loudly. “Apparently, you rolled up a sleeve to help a poor man in need of wheel repair on his wagon, and now everyone is quite titillated by the little bit of that serpent that peeks out from your sleeve.”

Will shoved his sleeve up a bit and looked at the symbol. The night he’d done it, he’d been a guest in the palace of an Indian prince. His hair had been so long he’d worn it bound at the nape with a leather tie, and he’d donned the dhoti kurta, the long garments Indian gentlemen wore. During the course of the evening, he’d partaken of the hookah pipe the prince had offered him, and sometime after that—the details were a bit hazy—he’d taken the tattoo that was offered.

“That serpent curls around the ancient Hindu symbol for peace and prosperity,” he said, looking at the tattoo on his wrist. He lifted his gaze to Henry. “It is a form of art.”

“It is a form of the devil,” Henry said cheerfully. “Or at least Mrs. MacDonald, the vicar’s wife, would have my mother believe.”

“The devil?”

“The devil. But you may trust that I stood in defense of you.” Henry winked and took another swill of his ale.

“What do you mean, stood in defense of me?” Will asked, frowning.

“When the ladies started speaking ill of you,” Henry said blithely. “My mother’s friends. They were in her drawing room discussing some sort of ecclesiastical event—I’m not entirely certain what event, really, as I find such topics tiresome and tend not to listen—but when the subject of your wrist was raised, and the ladies began to toss words like heathen about, I simply had to step in.”

“And what did you say?”

Henry brought his tankard down with a clap. “What do you think I said, my good friend? I told them that you are indeed a heathen!” he said, and laughed.

Will smiled.

“What was I to say, then? All that talk of your spiritual journey you’ve subjected me to—you had me fearing for my very soul!”

“My talk of a spiritual journey is the last thing your soul should fear,” Will said with a wry smile. “I should think your soul has far more to fear in your illicit affair with Mrs. Montaine.”

“Have a care!” Henry whispered hotly, and glanced around the crowded, noisy public room to see if anyone had overheard. When he was satisfied they had not, he grinned at Will. “Come now, Summerfield. You really must allow me to introduce you to her sister—”
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