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Prologue

 

Scarlett Hall, 5th of June 1805

 

Scarlett Hall had been the home to the Lambert family for over a century and a half with its jutting parapets and grand towers. It represented a vast fortune and a noble place in society since its inception when the First Baron Lambert gained his title and had the house requisitioned. Yet, Lady Eleanor Lambert, the current mistress of the household, feared it would not endure another year.

Oh, it would remain standing, for it was a formidable manor with strong walls and tiled roofs; however, whether or not its deed would remain in the hands of a Lambert was what was in question. 

The debt collector had called not an hour earlier, the man offering no mercy as she pleaded for his goodwill. He had left with her promise to pay the debt owed in two months’ time—with interest, of course, which came to no surprise to Eleanor. What had frightened her the most was the promise he made that, when he returned and she did not have the required money, the manor would be taken as payment and the family thrown out on its ear.

Every part of her being wanted to scream, to cry out to the heavens and perhaps even hide in hopes that it would make the troubles disappear. However, Eleanor was no child; she was the mother to three young ladies and a younger heir, and their future depended upon the actions she took in these next two months.

Tracing her hand over the desk that belonged to her husband, she thought back to another time when these worries were not for her to endure. Times when she could focus on her family and not concern herself with matters of business. However, those days where now gone, and she had no other choice than to set matters straight.

The sounds of laughter had her moving to the window, where she watched her youngest daughter Juliet, walking down the garden path with her cousin Annabel, daughter of Lord Lambert’s brother, at her side. They would be up to some sort of mischief, Eleanor was certain but had not time to deal with their antics.

As the two moved out of sight, Eleanor’s eyes moved to her middle daughter, Hannah, who sat beneath a tree with a book in her hand, as was as commonplace as a cookstove in the kitchen. 

However, it was her eldest daughter, Isabel, for whom she was searching, and she found her at the farthest gate of the garden gazing out over the rolling green hills as she was oftentimes prone to do. Although it was not cold outside, Isabel stood with her arms crossed over her stomach and her wrap falling around her elbows.

“Forgive me, Charles,” Eleanor whispered as she allowed a single tear to spring forth. There was much she needed to tell her husband, and therefore, she returned to the desk. Readying the parchment and quill, she considered what she would say. How would she tell him what she needed to share?

Her eyes fell to a letter written two days prior, ready to be sent, and she knew what had to be told.

Dipping the quill in the inkwell, she began to write, allowing her heart to guide her words.

 

My Dearest Charles,

 

There is much to say, although I will keep this letter short, as I know you prefer it so. The truth of the matter is that Scarlett Hall is in near ruins, and I am afraid acts of desperation will be needed in order to save it. You often boasted of the strength, wealth, and wit of your family who built such a majestic home; that those elements are what bound it together.

 

However, I realize now that the secrets within its walls will soon tear it apart if I do not find a way to save it. There is enough money to secure us for only a few months. The debt collectors are not pleased, nor should they be, for they only wish what was promised them. It was in that fear and desperation that I made a promise to them, but I cannot lie to you any more than I can to myself.

 

I knew this day was drawing nigh, and I have prepared a letter in anticipation for the worst. The words contained within are not for you but for the man whose eyes I have seen settle upon our eldest daughter, Isabel. Our daughter who walks in heartache and despair. Soon, I will ask her to do the unthinkable, to take upon a burden that is not hers in order to save our beloved Scarlett Hall.

 

The secrets that threaten to destroy our home shall, and always will, remain hidden. I carry them alone; not for the sake of integrity, but for our children. I do wish you were still alive to see how they have grown, but that age has passed, and another has come. A new era threatens to unravel the very heart of our family. And destroy it. However, I will do everything in my power to stop it.

 

I have made my decision. I will send the letter at once.

 

Your Loving Wife,

Eleanor

 

Eleanor leaned back in the chair, the burden upon her shoulders heavy. Guilt and worry knotted her stomach as she placed her hand on the already prepared letter. She did not want to send it, yet she knew in her heart she had no choice.

A single knock on the door had her turn. “Come.”

The door opened, and Forbes, the family butler, entered. “Lady Lambert,” he said with a diffident bow, “you asked to see me?”

Eleanor rose, the sealed letter in her hand. “I did,” she said as she approached the man. “See that this is delivered immediately.”

Forbes looked at the name of the recipient. “I will see it sent now.” Then, without another word, the man left, closing the door behind him.

Returning to the window, Eleanor’s heart went out to Isabel. Although her eldest daughter had no idea of what was to come, Eleanor did, and therefore, she managed to whisper but a few words.

“I am sorry.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

Mrs. Isabel Barnet, formerly Miss Isabel Lambert, had not always been sorrowful. In fact, she had been quite happy for the majority of her life. She had grown up in Scarlett Hall, a place she loved. She had married her beloved Arthur during her first season, and the world had been theirs to conquer. 

However, that was not meant to be, and now, three years after their wedding and one after his death, she was alone. Not alone as in the sense there were no others around her, for she had her family. No, this was a sense of a constant fog enveloping her mind, which made thinking clearly difficult and constricted her vision. The only thing on which she could focus was how her life was now forfeit. 

Sheep dotted the rolling green hills behind the gardens of Scarlett Hall. The sun hung over the horizon, continuing to warm the air, and yet she felt chilled. It was the cold that had sunk in not long after her vows were completed, and the chill had only worsened the day she learned Arthur had died, as did a part of her. Her hopes and dreams were gone at a moment’s notice, replaced with despair in the next breath.

Her mother had welcomed her back to Scarlett Hall with open arms. Her sisters, although troublesome at times, did their best to console her. However, the pain, the heartache inside, could not be healed. And although it might be possible to find new love, she found it difficult to hope for such fortuity. 

For love was sweet whispers of promises never kept. It was given and not received, and above all, it destroyed one’s soul. Of course, these were not words written in the poetry she once read, nor was it the advice of a sage of wisdom. Rather, it was the understanding that comes from experiencing the life she had lived thus far.

Indeed, she had experienced many things, most of which she had kept secret. For her burden of shame and guilt was a heavy weight to bear, and she wished not to burden another with that which was for her alone. To do so would be an unfair action indeed.

Hurried whispers came to her ear, and she turned to see her youngest sister, Juliet, aged seventeen, and their cousin Annabel, aged sixteen, walking down the path, their heads close together. Juliet’s hair, which was as dark as the eyes of a fox—an appropriate analogy if one knew of her antics—flowed behind her, and the grin she displayed told much. She wore the blue muslin dress usually reserved for special occasions, and Isabel knew that something was amiss.

The truth of the matter was, Juliet was prone to flights of fancy and getting into mischief, and Isabel feared that one day the girl’s behavior would get her into trouble. That is, more trouble than she had already gotten herself into thus far in her life; the type of trouble from which she would not be able to extract herself. Then, as was typical, it would be left up to Isabel to see her returned to safety.

Sighing, she went in search of where Juliet had gone only to encounter Hannah sitting beneath a tree, her customary book opened in her lap. Hannah was nineteen and had proclaimed her life would be spent reading and writing poetry. In her mind, marriage was old fashioned, meant to keep women under the thumb of men. In a way, Isabel could not help but agree, but it was the way of things, and Hannah would see firsthand how difficult it was for a woman to not marry. 

Hannah’s first London season had come and gone, yet she had been unable to attend due to a sudden illness, one of which Doctor Comerford was unable to explain. Isabel suspected her sister had fabricated the entire illness in order to remain home rather than attend the season. At least, she would not put it past the girl. 

“It seems our sister has disappeared,” Isabel said when she came to a stop beside where Hannah sat.

Hannah sighed and closed her book, her finger marking her place. Her hair was much like that of Isabel, the color of wheat, a stark contrast to their scheming sister. Also quite different from Juliet, she wore a more appropriate morning dress, yellow in color with white daisies embroidered on the bodice. “Do you not care that she may find trouble?” she asked as she squinted up at Isabel.

Isabel gave a derisive sniff. “It is not a matter of caring but rather a matter of whether or not my words will do any good if I was to warn her. Juliet will do whatever she desires, and no amount of scolding or harsh words will change that.” She gave a heavy exhale of breath. She loved her sisters dearly; however, being the eldest, she had to take their burdens upon herself, something she found tiresome the older she became. Hannah was old enough to take over watching their sister, but she refused to be of any aid whatsoever. 

“You wish me to help.” It was a statement, not a question. Did the girl know how to read Isabel’s thoughts? Hannah shook her head and stood, clutching the book to her chest. “One day you will see that our sister is beyond help.”

“Do not say such things,” Isabel said as the two began to walk down the stone path their sister and cousin had taken. “There is no one who is beyond help, and more so our sister. We cannot simply ignore what she does.”

“You should allow Mother to handle her,” Hannah replied with a huff. “It is her duty, not ours.”

Anger flared in Isabel, and she reached out to grab her sister’s arm. “Do not say that about her,” she admonished. “Mother deserves our respect, not insolence. You have no idea what it is like to be a widow and be forced to change everything in your life.” 

“I am sorry,” Hannah whispered, making Isabel’s heart ache. “However, Mother never joins us anymore. It is as if she has become a recluse.” Then, the quietest of the sisters added, “And I miss her.”

Isabel wished to weep. To weep for the hurt she, herself, suffered, but also for that of her sisters. Yet, releasing tears would only compound the sadness they all endured; therefore, she held them back. Instead, she embraced Hannah. “I understand,” she whispered. “I miss her, as well. Perhaps, like many of us, she is having a season of sadness over father. It has only been two years since his passing, and you know how close they were.”

“That could be,” Hannah said as their embrace broke. “You believe it is because she misses Father that she hides away?”

Isabel nodded. “Indeed, I believe it is.” 

However, as the words left her lips, Isabel was not so sure. The entire family had grieved, their mother right there beside her children; however, it was only in the last month or so that she had withdrawn from them all, and her once beautiful face, which had always been full of smiles, was now gaunt. 

“Come,” Isabel said with a forced smile. “Let us go in search of Juliet before trouble finds her.”

“Or she it,” Hannah said with a laugh.

***

They had circled the garden twice, checking behind every bush and hedge, and Isabel grew frustrated with each breath.

“One does not simply disappear,” she said. “Where has she gone?” Her eyes searched about once more before she turned to Hannah at her side. The woman held her head low, and Isabel sighed. “Tell me what you know.”

Hannah shook her head. “She threatened me.”

Isabel wished her mother was there to handle the situation; however, she was not. As usual. Although sadness consumed her, Isabel placed a hand on her sister’s shoulder and offered the woman a smile. “Her threats are merely that; there is nothing she can do. You should know this by now. Therefore, tell me. What do you know?”

Hannah gave a heavy sigh. “Very well. Earlier this morning, Juliet spoke to Annabel about Daniel.”

“The stable boy?” Isabel asked in confusion.

“Yes. Although I do not believe what Juliet said, I do wonder…”

Isabel tightened her hand on her sister’s shoulder without thought. “Come now. Tell me. What is she planning?”

Hannah looked up at Isabel. “To kiss him!” she blurted. “She told Annabel that every day she finds him and he kisses her. She wished to prove to our cousin that her story is true.”

Isabel stifled a groan and took her sister’s hand in hers. “Thank you for telling me. Let us go in search of her. And not a word of this to Mother. Understood?”

Hannah nodded, and the two hurried through the garden—several of the gardeners offering them bright smiles, which Isabel returned despite her urgent errand. She had always felt it necessary to be kind to those employed by her and her family, for they worked hard to make her life comfortable, and therefore were deserving of at least a smile if she could not offer them anything else. 

They moved around the house to the stables, which were hidden behind a copse of trees.

“Do not tell her I told you,” Hannah said. “The rumor will hurt me.” 

Isabel came to a stop and turned to her sister. “What did she threaten?”

Hannah sighed and worried her lower lip. “That she will inform everyone of the ton that I faked my illness last season.” 

Isabel arched a single eyebrow. “And did you?”

Hannah dropped her eyes to the ground. “Yes.”

“I suspected as much,” Isabel replied as they returned to their trek. “I will deal with that, as well. But for now, we have bigger fish to fry.” 

As they neared the stables, Isabel prayed that her youngest sister was not indeed kissing the stable hand. He was a good and kind worker, and she doubted the boy of nineteen…boy? He was of the same age as Hannah! Regardless, he would not do such a thing. Or at least she hoped he would not.

The stables were large with one long center passageway with doors that opened to the many stalls. Not all the stalls contained horses, but each daughter had a horse, as did their brother Nathan and their mother. They also owned four carriage horses, which were used more often than the riding horses, for few took time to go riding these days. Isabel wondered why they even bothered to keep the riding horses.

Upon entering through the large double doors, Isabel placed a finger to her lips to signal to Hannah she was to remain quiet. Halfway down the passageway, Juliet and Annabel stood talking with Daniel.

“Mother is terribly upset with the condition of the stables,” Juliet was saying as she produced a handkerchief and covered her mouth as if to fight off a stench. “So much so that she has become bedridden.”

Daniel lowered his head. “I’ve tried my best, Miss Juliet. I work hard to keep the stalls clean and the horses well taken care of.”  

Juliet placed her hand to her breast. “I am afraid that your best is not good enough.” The man sighed, but then what happened next made Isabel widen her eyes in shock, for Juliet dropped her handkerchief and said, “Now I have dropped my favorite handkerchief. Please, fetch it for me.”

When the boy went to one knee in order to retrieve it, Isabel felt an anger erupt in her as Juliet reached out and petted him on the top of his head! Poor Daniel said nothing; although, his face turned a bright crimson and his eyes grew as large as saucers. 

“Very good,” Juliet praised.

Isabel had seen enough, and she stalked out into the open, doing her best to keep her rage in a tight rein. As she drew nearer, she realized how difficult it would be. “What are you doing here?” she demanded of her youngest sister. 

“I am showing Annabel the stables,” Juliet said without hesitation, as if lying was second nature to her. She reached out and patted the head of the still kneeling stable boy again. “Daniel was kind enough to retrieve…”

No, Isabel would not be able to keep her anger controlled. “Enough!” she said, her voice loud enough to startle the horses nearby. “Annabel, we will meet you in the sitting room. Juliet, wait outside.”

Juliet raised her chin in clear defiance. “I believe…”

“Now!” Isabel said, this time her tone a low threat that she reserved only for the most heinous of offenses. 

Juliet spun around with her typical dramatics, her skirts swishing around her ankles, and the two girls walked away. That is, Annabel walked away; Juliet stalked. 

Isabel walked over to the stable boy, who rose from his kneeling position, his eyes still on the stable floor. “I am sorry she has treated you so horribly,” Isabel said kindly. “Our mother is not bedridden as Juliet said, and I assure you there is no issue with your work.”

“Thank you,” Daniel replied, his eyes still cast to the ground. “I’ll be sure to keep the standards high.”

Isabel took a step forward and placed a calming hand on the boy’s arm. “I am sorry for Juliet’s actions,” she said.

Daniel looked up at her. “I appreciate your saying so, Miss…that is, My Lady.”

“Now, off you go.”

The boy gave an awkward bow and rushed away.

Now it was time to deal with Juliet, something Isabel looked forward to even less than speaking to Daniel. She hoped her sister had heeded her command and remained waiting outside rather than returning to the house with Annabel. She would not put it past the girl to do just that, if only to defy Isabel’s authority. 

However, Juliet was waiting just as Isabel had asked. Thank goodness. “Now, I will ask you a question, and you will answer it truthfully.”

“I always do,” Juliet said with a sniff; although her eyes twinkled. Juliet was beautiful, a fact of which she was well aware, and she used that knowledge to get her way. Coupled with the sweet words she expertly contrived, it typically achieved the effect she wanted. 

Isabel, however, knew her sister all too well and, therefore, did not fall for her lies. “Have you allowed that boy to kiss you?”

Juliet gaped. “I would never,” she whispered in a hurt tone. “How could you think such a thing of me?”

“For the simple fact that you told Annabel you committed such acts,” Isabel replied firmly. When Juliet shot a glare at Hannah, Isabel added, “And if you share even one secret from this household to anyone, especially one belonging to Hannah, so help me, you will be sorry.” She despised using threats to make a point, but if that was what it took to get her sister to keep silent, it had to be done. The time for games had long passed. Juliet was mean-spirited and spoiled, and her disrespectful attitude needed to be put to rest once and for all. Where had the sweet child she once had been gone?

“Fine, then,” the younger sister replied. “I shall leave Hannah alone as well as the stable boy. He is just a servant, anyway. No one over which to be upset.”

“He is a person with feelings,” Isabel retorted. “Do not think yourself better than he.”

Juliet rolled her eyes. “You sound like Mother,” she said. “But you are not her. If anyone is to correct me, it should be she.”

“Mother has been…”

“Hiding,” Juliet snapped. “Yes, I know. As much as you do. You believe that because your husband died, it has placed you in charge of us all. But you are not!”

The words stung Isabel’s heart, and Juliet looked down at the ground. “I am sorry. I did not mean it.”

“Go inside,” Isabel whispered.

Her sister turned and hurried away, and Isabel walked over to a large tree and leaned against it. Many years ago, she had stood in this same spot and thought about her wedding that was approaching. How happy she had been! Now, a few years later, she wondered what the future would hold. Not only for her, but for her mother and siblings, as well. Thus far, it did not hold much promise.

The sound of a carriage coming up the lane made her stand and looked toward the tall columns that flanked the drive. A beautifully crafted white carriage ambled toward the house and came to a stop in front of the front door.

That was strange, for Isabel had not heard they would be expecting guests. Curious, she walked toward the circular drive, and the door of the carriage opened to a man Isabel recognized immediately, one Laurence Redbrook, Duke of Ludlow. He lived several miles from Scarlett Hall, and Isabel did not know him well, at least not recently. 

The Duke walked—or rather limped, for he had been injured in his younger years—toward the front door of the house.

Although she did not know why the duke was at their home, she could not help but wonder why her mother had not informed them the man would be calling.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Laurence Redbrook, Duke of Ludlow, studied the invitation in his hand. Lord Rayment had invited him to a party that was to take place in just a week’s time, and although Laurence found the gesture kind, he would not go. One week was not enough time to make a place in his busy schedule, for one reason. However, that was more an excuse than a true reason. What kept him from accepting this invitation, and others like it, was the fact that the ton took it upon themselves to stare and whisper behind fans and hands whenever he entered a room. Or rather, when he stumbled into a room. 

He had grown accustomed to his limp, but those of the peerage felt sorry for him. Either that or they gave him looks of disgust. And who could blame them? He was but half a man, destined with the curse of lameness for the remainder of his life.

Not only was it a curse, but it was also a reminder of how he had failed. 

Reaching across his desk, he grabbed the glass of brandy and gulped it, the fiery liquid burning his throat. It was not that he wished to drink, but as he rarely left his home, he often found himself doing what dukes were wont to do: to drink and at times engage in a game of cards with his butler, Weber. However, more important matters had come to light, one of which was to find a wife in order to produce an heir.

He laughed at the notion before taking another drink, a sip this time, of his brandy. No woman, especially one of the ton, would wish to be seen with the likes of him. Duke or not, his limp would bring ridicule to a lady, and no woman should be forced to bear such shame. It was his burden alone to carry, the secret of the cause of his limp belonging only to him.

That did not mean he did not dream of having a woman at his side. She would be a woman of beauty and intelligence, one who could see past his shortcomings and see that he was a decent man underneath. Someone with whom such a woman might enjoy laughter and conversation.

He sighed as he placed the now empty glass on the table. No such woman could be found, and he had to resign himself to that fate. Yes, there were plenty of eligible women who would jump at the chance at marrying a duke; however, marrying a young lady who saw only what she would gain from him financially was not appealing at all. Furthermore, spending the remainder of his years listening to the droll conversations of those women held even less appeal.

He glanced down at the invitation once more. A part of him dared him to accept and make a rare appearance. It would be good for his business to meet other men in a casual setting; men with whom he could converse and perhaps with whom he could arrange meetings. 

The truth of the matter was he knew himself all too well. In the end he would be left in shambles. It was the reason he no longer accepted invitations to gatherings. 

There was always a woman who piqued his interest, but the same thing occurred whenever he approached her. Any conversation halted and, oftentimes, the woman to whom he wished to speak would pretend interest in anything except him. As if he were of no more importance than the servants serving the drinks.

Once they realized he was a duke, however, they would applaud his every word with false smiles and cloying words, for a duke had title and wealth, something any young woman coveted. Yet, when he walked away, the whispers would follow. And he knew what they were whispering, even if he could not hear the words. They had to be speaking of the duke who was not a full man. The duke who was lacking. The cripple who was not worthy of the love of a woman.

The door opened, and Weber entered. The butler had seemed to age much in the last few years. His once dark hair was now gray, and he had lines around his eyes that were much less pronounced than they had been in the past. Suddenly, it occurred to Laurence that he, too, was growing old, and one day he would be like Weber. Alone. The thought brought terror to his heart for a moment before passing as Weber approached with a silver tray that held a letter.

“Your Grace,” Weber said with a bow to his head as he extended the tray to Laurence. “This arrived a moment ago. The messenger said the matter was urgent.”

“Thank you.” Laurence took the letter, broke the seal, and read it silently to himself.

 

My Lord Duke,

 

Although it has been some time since we last met, I am afraid I must appeal to your goodwill concerning the matter of which we last spoke. Your presence is needed at Scarlett Hall, and although I do not hazard to impress a time on you, I do ask—no, I beg—that you come quickly.

 

Sincerely,

Eleanor Lambert

 

Laurence read over the short letter once more. About what matter could Lady Lambert possibly wish to speak to him? It had been a year since the passing of Mr. Barnet, and he had not seen Lady Lambert since. He had no recollection of any previous conversation beyond those typical at a wake. He had been present at the funeral of both the woman’s husband as well as her son-in-law, which had taken place within a year of one another. Had he said something out of the ordinary at the latter? 

Yet, no. He could not recall anything specific beyond the usual words of condolences and the offer of aid if either she or her daughter were in need of it. Perhaps that was the reason for the letter; she was in need of his aid. As it was, he had not spoken those words lightly; he never did. 

“Your Grace?” Weber, who had not yet left the room, asked. “Is everything all right?”

“I am uncertain,” Laurence said as he rose from the chair. “Tell the messenger that I will go to Scarlett Hall at once. Have my carriage ready immediately.”

The butler bowed and then hurried from the room as Laurence tidied his desk. Many years before, Lady Lambert had consoled Laurence after the loss of his parents. Her words of kindness and wisdom had always remained with him, and he hoped that, somehow, he could return the favor. It appeared that time had come.

Weber was waiting at the door with his coat and hat. Outside, the sun shone, the birds sang, and the grounds on which he resided were meticulous. Although everything appeared perfect on the surface, it was all an illusion, for he felt as if it were all crumbling down around him. 

He had no time to worry about such things, however, for the carriage trumbled around the corner of the house and came to a stop before him. As he rode away, Laurence knew that, although he would not attend parties, he would leave the house to honor a promise. And whatever Lady Lambert asked of him, he would comply.

***

The carriage came to a stop before the front doors of Scarlett Hall, and Laurence found himself filled with curiosity as he alighted from the vehicle. The house was renowned for its grand architecture with its dark gray bricks and large windows peeking through ivy that covered its facade. Built several generations earlier, Scarlett Hall was easily double that of Camellia Estates, the large home Laurence had inherited upon his father’s death. Yet, even if his home was considered stately, it lacked the large fountain that was encircled by the drive and the grand torrents of the corner towers of the house. The gardens had always been immaculate with carefully trimmed hedges and a variety of flowerbeds that rivaled those of the Royal Palace.

A movement to his right made him turn his head, and his eyes fell upon Mrs. Isabel Barnet as she emerged from a gate flanked by large hedges. 

Mrs. Barnet was beautiful, far more so than that about which poets could write. Golden curls framed her face and blue eyes expressed the strength she carried. The woman had endured much in her one and twenty years, and although he had only seen her a few times over the years, he had always admired her for that strength. 

His smile faded as the woman slowed her steps, seeming surprised to see him. Had she expected someone else? He felt foolish that he had believed for a moment that her steady gait had been for him, and he sighed as he looked down at the ground. Well, he had business to conduct; time could not be wasted on what he could not have.

When he looked up again, the woman was leaning against a large tree, and she seemed to be studying him. It was on rare occasions when anyone gazed at him openly without a grimace upon his or her face.

Well, he was not here to speak with Mrs. Barnet, even if he wished it were the case. Lady Lambert would be awaiting his arrival inside. Therefore, he made his way up the steps, and although making such a trek could oftentimes be a burden, today it caused him no pain.

The door opened before he was able to knock, the butler giving him a deep bow.

“Your Grace. It is an honor to see you again. Please, come in.”

Laurence gave the man a smile. “And it is good to see you again, Forbes.” He looked around the foyer. Above him hung a massive chandelier, and a wide oak staircase with crimson carpeting led up to a landing that branched out in either direction to another set of stairs that led to the next floor. “I received a message from Lady Lambert to call.”

Forbes swallowed visibly. “She is in the sitting room, Your Grace. If you will follow me.”

Something was definitely amiss. It was not like the man to show any indication of concern. Politeness, yes. Gladness, indeed. Concern? Not unless what was causing such apprehension was of the gravest importance. 

“Thank you,” Laurence said. He followed Forbes past the staircase and down a short hallway with various paintings of former Barons Lambert hanging from the walls, a vase placed between each, although they stood empty of any flowers. 

A few doors down, they stopped, and Forbes knocked before opening the door. “Lady Lambert,” he said with a diffident bow, “His Grace the Duke of Ludlow.”

Laurence stepped into the room decorated with furniture covered in gold fabric and the walls displaying large tapestries of garden settings. Lady Lambert stood beside the window in a yellow dress, and when she turned, Laurence felt a pang in his heart. The woman he had known always wore a smile, but today she bore a look of sadness, and he worried something terrible had happened.

“Your Grace,” she said with a deep curtsy. “I appreciate you responding so quickly on such short notice. I apologize for the urgency.”

“I was happy to come. It is good to see you.”

“Please, have a seat. Would you like a brandy? Wine? Tea?”

He took the chair she offered. “No, thank you.”

She sat on the sofa across from him and wrung her fingers in her lap. “I am unsure where to begin. I have come to a place where I must ask a very big favor of you.” 

“Are you and your children in good health?” he asked, uneasiness filling him. 

“Oh, yes, we are all well.” She glanced toward the large window that looked out to the gardens. “We are well enough.”

Laurence sighed with relief. “Then how is it I can aid you?” When she did not answer right away, he added, “Lady Lambert, when I was a child, you consoled me in my hour of grief. You are a friend, and there is nothing you can ask of me that can change that. Nor will anything you request offend me. Therefore, speak freely.”

“I appreciate you saying so,” she said, and she relaxed somewhat. “When Charles died, everything changed. Responsibilities that I had never known were now mine. I say this not in complaint but rather in order to make you understand the position in which I find myself at the moment. One day, Nathaniel will inherit Scarlett Hall and all of the business holdings once owned by his father. However, that day is far off, for the boy is but thirteen years of age.”

“Did you need advice on your holdings?” Laurence asked in an attempt to understand her request to speak with him. “I have the finest accountants who can also be of service.” 

She shook her head. “No, it is nothing like that.” She looked down at her hands once more. When she spoke again, she did not look up at him. “I seek your aid in saving Scarlett Hall.”

Laurence leaned back in his chair in shock. Scarlett Hall was in trouble? How could that be? From what he understood, the house, the lands, all of it had been dutifully maintained. As far as he knew, none of Lord Lambert’s holdings had fallen into ruin, or at least he had not heard any rumors of such hardships. None of this made sense.

“We, that is I, am in debt. In two months, if I do not pay a particular sum, I will lose our home.”

“This sum,” he asked with caution, “how much is it?” To ask such a question was outright rude, but he had to know if he was to help her. His coffers were hefty, but if the amount owed was too much, he worried he could be of little help.

“Seventeen thousand pounds.” Her whispered reply was choked. “Although I am not asking to borrow money from you.”

Confused, and yet intrigued, Laurence leaned forward. “What is it you ask of me then?”

She looked up at him, her eyes rimmed with tears. “That you marry my Isabel,” she replied. “To provide her with a life I cannot. And in exchange, I would ask that you ease the debt that is owed.” The woman hung her head, and Laurence could feel the shame she carried. The amount of debt was large and would take some time if he were to help her. But marriage? Despite the fact that he found her daughter quite handsome, how could he expect such a woman to be interested in him? It did not matter that many marriages were based on similar circumstances, but he did not wish to be in such a predicament.

“Lady Eleanor, to produce that much cash in a short amount of time will be difficult, but I may be able to procure it through various avenues. But, as to marrying your daughter…”

“She is a good woman,” Lady Lambert insisted.

Laurence raised a hand and the women went quiet. “All your daughters are women of integrity, and I would never speak an ill word against them. However, it is not Mrs. Barnet who is the problem, but rather it is me.” He pursed his lips. How much should he share with this woman? She was only an acquaintance, and he had no obligation to her or to her daughters. What she was asking was a great step; one he was certain he did not wish to take. “Not even two hours ago, I contemplated my life and how lonely I am.”

This made her brighten. “Isabel is lonely, as well. Not only would a marriage to her save our home, but it would also bring about happiness to you both.”

He shook his head at the woman’s words. “I have no desire to wed.” He cocked his head. “And Mrs. Barnet? What does she think of this arrangement?” Lady Lambert stood and walked to the window, confirming his suspicions. “I see,” he said, stifling a sigh. “She is a widow and far too old to offer her hand in the traditional sense. I have a feeling that if she were asked, she would not wish to marry me.”

“I believe that she would,” the baroness replied. “Her spirit has been crushed, and I know you are the man she needs to break the curse that has fallen upon her.”

“Curse?” Laurence asked in astonishment. “What curse?”

“The curse of this home,” she replied. Then she motioned him to the window.

He stood beside her and peered through the glass. There he recognized Miss Hannah and Miss Juliet speaking to one another near a large tree.

“Hannah has yet to find a suitor, and Juliet is not yet of age. Isabel has already completed the customary mourning period and is already well-acquainted with the expectations of running a household. Granted, she did not marry a titled man, but he was the younger son of an earl, so she also understands what it takes to manage servants and to host parties. Nathaniel will eventually finish his schooling and therefore be able to take over the running of Scarlett Hall. Yet, until then? To lose our home, our wealth, I fear for his future as well as the future of my daughters.” She turned toward him, and he had to stop himself from taking a step back. “I know this is sudden, and I do not expect you to make a decision today. However, I would make one request before you decide.”

“Very well.”

“In two nights’ time, be our honored guest for dinner. After we have eaten, spend time with Isabel in the drawing room. If at that time you still do not wish to marry her, I shall never speak of it again.” Although her words were clipped, they reeked of her desperation. 

 Laurence turned his gaze back out to the garden, and he found he could not stop the smile that formed on his lips as Mrs. Barnet walked toward them up the path. Although she was some distance away, he could not help but wish to be at her side, for her smile and composure were things for which he longed in himself. 

“You say she is sad,” he said. “However, I see a woman who stands with her head held high and a smile upon her face. I would say she has a strength about her.”

“She is much like this house,” Lady Lambert replied with a small smile. “By all appearances, it is magnificent; however, inside it is falling apart.”

“Then I shall come to dinner in two nights,” he said. Something inside him was drawn to the young widow with the secretive smile and the power to carry the world on her shoulders.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Something was amiss at Scarlett Hall, although Isabel had not yet figured out what that something was. It had begun with the arrival of Laurence Redbrook two days earlier, and he had been sequestered with her mother for more than two hours. When the man left, her mother informed her that the duke would be joining them for dinner this night, yet when Isabel had pressed for the reason why, her mother had said it was of no importance.

Now, Isabel sat before her dressing mirror as her mother restyled her hair. She had styled it earlier in the day; however, Isabel’s mother had insisted on changing it despite the fact the duke would be arriving at any moment.  

“I remember doing this many times when you were a child,” her mother said in that same thoughtful tone she had used on Isabel’s wedding day. “You were not like the others, who complained and yelped like urchins whenever I pulled the brush through their hair.” Then she sniffed amusedly. “Well, not too much.”

Isabel laughed. “Well, I am an adult; far past the age to complain.”

Her mother smiled as she placed the brush on the stand and rested her hands on Isabel’s shoulders. “That you are,” she said to Isabel’s reflection. “You have grown into a strong and understanding woman.”

Isabel gave her mother a look of suspicion. She could always tell when her mother had ulterior motives, and this was one of those times. For one thing, her mother had insisted Isabel wear one of her gowns typically reserved for attending balls—a satin garment overlapped in lace trimmed with tiny intricate flowers and short puffed sleeves—rather than a less formal, although still appropriate, dress meant for dinner. 

However, Isabel had never been one to challenge her mother in any way, and she would not begin now. Her mother would tell her what was going on when she was ready and not a moment sooner.

“Tonight shall be entertaining,” her mother said as she picked up the white gloves. “We have not spoken to the duke in some time.”

Isabel nodded. “It has been at least a year.” She remembered the friendly man coming to their home when first her father and then later her husband had died. Although Isabel remembered very little of either time, her grief was so great, she had not forgotten the kind words he had shared with her. 

“And he is very handsome.”

Isabel turned to her mother. What was her mother up to? Despite her rule of not questioning her mother, she could not keep her curiosity under wraps any longer. “Why did he come the other day?” she demanded.

“It is simple. The duke is a man of business, and he has helped me in matters of the estate.” Although Isabel knew her mother would never tell an outright lie, she felt an underlying current of untruth to her words. “Now, stand and allow me to look at you.”

Isabel did as her mother bade, and her mother smiled her approval. It was wonderful to see her mother smile again, for she had not done so for a long time. 

“You are such a beautiful woman,” her mother said as she ran a finger down her cheek. “We must be careful lest the duke whisk you away from here.”

Isabel laughed. “That will not happen, I assure you. He is a kind man, yes, but I have no interest in him in any romantic sense. Or any man for that matter.”

“Is it because of his leg?”

“His leg?” Isabel asked, taken aback that her mother would think so little of her. “Of course not. I would not care if his leg was missing, or even an arm.” 

“Then why?”

Isabel sighed. “I was once married, and I do not wish to travel down that path again.”

Perhaps it was her imagination, but her mother seemed troubled by her words. Of course, it was understandable; a mother wished her daughter to be happy. “Do not worry about me, Mother. I am content to be here at Scarlett Hall. Let us enjoy our evening rather than wasting time talking about a duke who rarely leaves his home.”

“You are right,” her mother said and then took both of Isabel’s hands in hers. “I do have one favor to ask of you before the duke arrives.”

“Yes, of course,” Isabel replied. “Anything.”

“The duke, as you said, hides himself away. Whatever he speaks of tonight, please feign a great interest. I believe it may help the man. Can you do that?”

“And why would I do that?” Isabel asked.

“The duke accepts few invitations, from what I understand,” her mother explained. “I do not see why he should feel unwelcome in our home. And because he rarely is in the company of anyone other than his sister or his servants, I thought it would be a nice gesture on our part to make him feel comfortable here at Scarlett Hall.”

Although the request seemed odd, Isabel agreed. “Yes, Mother. I believe I can do that.” It was not that she was prone to being rude to callers. She wondered if the woman had already had this same discussion with Juliet.

“Good,” her mother said with finality. “Come. We should be in the foyer when the duke arrives.”

Isabel followed her mother downstairs, but she could not help but feel a bit of resentment. Her mother’s wish was yet another burden placed on her shoulders, and although Isabel was not one to complain, she wished the woman would take back the responsibility of her sisters and other matters that should have been her mother’s in the first place. 

However, as they walked down the first flight of steps, Isabel glanced at her mother. Sorrow filled her heart. The woman had aged as of late—silver streaked her hair, and tiny wrinkles creased the corners of her eyes. Her smile and the sparkle in her eyes had become a rarity, and if engaging with the duke or minding after her sisters aided in their return, then Isabel would do as her mother requested.

The duke was just entering the foyer when Isabel and her mother came down the last flight of stairs, and she gave him a warm smile. He was a handsome man in his impeccable dark coat and carefully tied cravat, and Isabel recalled Hannah and Juliet whispering about him with low giggles. A curious dark wave of hair fell over his forehead, and he brushed it back as he returned her smile. A warm sensation in the pit of her stomach almost made her stop short. No, she had no inclination of allowing this man to induce those feelings that had once left her breathless. Not just this man but any man, for she had not lied when she told her mother she had no interest in marrying again. 

She stifled a laugh. She had yet to speak to the duke and she had thoughts about him asking for her hand? Being kind did not lead to such actions. 

She and her mother dropped to a deep curtsy when they reached the bottom of the stairs. “Your Grace,” her mother said. “My apologies for keeping you waiting.” 

“No apology is needed,” the duke said as he returned the greeting with a nod of his head. “In my excitement to dine again in Scarlett Hall, I believe I may have arrived too soon.”

Her mother gave a strange loud laugh, and Isabel scrunched her brow at the woman. Why was she acting so strangely? 

“You could never arrive too soon,” her mother replied.

The man smiled and then his gaze turned to Isabel. “Mrs. Barnet, it is a pleasure to see you again.”

Remembering what her mother had asked of her, Isabel returned the smile. “And it is a pleasure to see you, as well, Your Grace,” she said. “I have been looking forward to this evening and dining with you once again. It has been much too long since you have come calling.”

The man gave her a surprised look. “Indeed, it has.”

“Please,” her mother interrupted, “let us go to the dining room. It has been redecorated since you were last here.” She took the duke’s offered arm, and Isabel followed behind them, her mind spinning as she wondered if the duke was there for dinner or business, or was it something else altogether? Something to do with her mother and the duke perhaps?

***

Dinner had been pleasant enough, with polite conversation as they dined on roast partridge and yams. The duke had been patient with Juliet and her barrage of questions, which was typical of her when they had the rare occasion to entertain a guest. Hannah ate in silence, also very common for the middle sister, for she had more interest in reading about people and their lives than speaking to them. 

Once dinner was finished, Hannah and Juliet were sent off to bed, much to their chagrin, and now, Isabel sat with her mother and the duke in the drawing room partaking in after-dinner drinks. 

Isabel took a sip of her sherry, and as her mother and the duke conversed, her mind traveled back to a time when Arthur had reclined in the very chair the duke now sat. They had returned from their honeymoon in Scotland and shared in stories with family until late into the night. Her mother and sisters had been thoroughly entertained, for Arthur had a marvelous sense of humor back then; so much so, he could have made a stone laugh. Suddenly, Isabel missed that man dearly.

“Isabel,” her mother whispered, interrupting her thoughts, “His Grace asked you a question.”

With heated cheeks, Isabel placed her glass on the table and turned her attention to the man. “My Apologies. Would you please repeat the question?” 

The duke smiled. “I was curious about your current horsemanship. I recall when we were younger, you once mentioned that you often took your horses out. Do you still ride?”

Isabel shook her head. “No, I am afraid I do not.” Riding, like many pastimes she had once enjoyed, had long been forgotten. Her mother gave her an encouraging nod, and Isabel remembered the promise she had made. “And you, Your Grace? Do you ride?”

“Much like you, not as often as when I was younger. Although, I do find myself riding from time to time despite my injury.” He placed his glass on his knee. 

Isabel had completely forgotten about the man’s leg, although she had followed him into the drawing room. It was strange what a person noticed. She took notice of how his eyes crinkled when he laughed or how his grin was slightly crooked, but not once did she note his limp. If she did, it was of little consequence to her. 

“When we were young, do you recall when you demonstrated how you were able to jump the hedge near Blandton Pond?”

Isabel smiled. It had been many years since she thought about Blandton Pond, but the memory was as vivid as if it had happened yesterday, for it had been a rare occasion when the former duke and his family had come to Scarlett Hall for an early dinner. “I do, admittedly. I had never received such applause before.” She was surprised he had remembered, for that single incident was the only exchange that she could recall the two of them ever truly having. His sister had refused to accompany them to the pond, and Juliet had outshone them all with her horsewoman skills—even though she was only ten years of age at the time and had shockingly rode astride, something about which Isabel had never told her mother. 

“Now I find myself buried in ledgers,” he said with a sigh. “Managing business, numbers…all those joys one has when they become of age and must become responsible.”

“Well, your lands are certainly large enough,” Isabel offered. “You should spend some time away from your work and take pleasure in them.” Her father had been notorious for shutting himself away in his study, and she suspected the duke did the same. 

“I realize this is sudden,” he said, “but would you like to go riding on Saturday? I believe it would be nice to leave my work behind for even a short time, and there is little joy in riding alone.”

Isabel was unsure how to respond. The invitation was kind, but she had no interest in spending time with anyone. However, one glance at the stern countenance of her mother told her how she would reply. “That would be lovely. I look forward to it.”

“Childhood friends,” her mother said with what Isabel suspiciously thought sounded like wistfulness. It was not as if she and the duke had spent any significant amount of time together as children to have even the tiniest amount of nostalgia! “It has been an honor watching you grow into the adults you have become.”

The duke finished off the remainder of his brandy and rose from his chair. Isabel and her mother followed suit. 

“This evening of speaking of old friends has been pleasant,” he said.

Isabel had to fight herself from shying away as his gaze remained on her. And to keep herself from laughing at the absurdity of speaking of them as ‘old friends’. Yet that steady gaze was more than a bit unnerving.

“However, I must be on my way,” he continued. “Mrs. Barnet, I look forward to our outing.” He took her hand and kissed her knuckles, his eyes never leaving hers. 

“As do I,” Isabel replied, wondering if she was lying or telling the truth. In all honesty, she was unsure.

“Allow me to walk you to the door,” her mother said. “Isabel, will you refill our glasses?”

Isabel nodded, although she found the request odd. She did not want more sherry, and her mother never had more than one after dinner. Regardless, she gathered their glasses and walked over to the liquor cart, the events of the evening playing in her mind.

Her mother had seemed excited at the prospect of Isabel and the duke spending the afternoon together. The reason for his presence this evening had never been clarified, but surely dinner had not been planned simply to arrange an outing? No, that made no sense, for the invitation came only because of their talk of a single incident that the duke found reminiscent of his youth. She could not blame him for that; everyone had special memories others might be less likely to recall, for that same event might not have been as impressive to them.

Returning to the sofa, Isabel placed the glasses on the table, her frustration over this evening growing. Something was amiss, but she struggled to see it, so she considered what she did know. For one, the duke was a kind man. Perhaps he was lonely and in need of a friend.

She closed her eyes and recalled a time not long after the passing of her father. The duke had arrived, and despite the fact she had said little, he had offered her words of comfort.

“Never feel alone,” he had said, “for if you are in need of a friend, Camellia Estates is but three miles from Scarlett Hall. If you need anything, and if I am able to give aid, simply ask.”

Letting out a sigh, Isabel opened her eyes. According to rumor, the duke rarely left his house. He was a proud man; therefore, he would not say so openly, but it was clear he was in search of a companion. Her mother knew her desire to remain unattached now that Arthur was gone, and the woman would never force her into something more with a man for whom she did not have a great affection. Well, she would return the kindness he had shown her.

“What a wonderful evening,” her mother said when she returned to the drawing room. “His Grace is certainly not the young boy he once was.”

“No, he is not,” Isabel replied as she gave her mother the sherry she had poured for her. “I hope my actions and words tonight pleased you.”

Her mother sipped at the sherry before responding. “Yes, my dear,” she said. “It went even better than expected.” Although she tried to hide the small smile behind her glass, Isabel noticed it, and more questions arose in her mind.

“Mother,” she said as she returned the untouched glass to the table, “you said that the reason the duke had come to dinner was for matters pertaining to business, correct?” She had never had a head for numbers, and during her two years of marriage, Arthur never expected her to worry herself with matters of business.

“I did.”

Isabel felt a stab of annoyance at the lack of details in the reply her mother gave. “What matters, if I might ask?”

Her mother heaved a heavy sigh. “Isabel, these things are always complicated. All I ask is that you enjoy any time you spend with the duke and be sure the man remains happy.”

“But I do not…”

Her mother raised her hand to forestall her, and Isabel fell silent. “We have nothing more to discuss,” she said with that tone of finality that said the conversation was over. “Let us enjoy our sherry.”

Isabel nodded but left her glass untouched. She could not help but wonder about the strange actions of her mother. The woman had grown impatient with her questions, something that she rarely did in the past. It was as if she were hiding something. Yet, that seemed unlikely, for what could she possibly be hiding? 

Oh, how she wished this wretched fogginess would leave her head! Then at least she could think straight.

She glanced at the sherry—her third this evening. She, like her mother, rarely had more than one. Perhaps that was what was causing her to be suspicious. She was an adult now, already widowed; there was no reason for her mother to hide anything from her. 

Relieved that she had found the culprit for her own strange behavior, her mind turned to the duke and their plans for horseback riding. Granted, she preferred to spend her days inside or walking the gardens alone with her thoughts, but she had to admit that an excursion did sound pleasant. Even if it meant going with the duke rather than being able to do so alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The sun shone as Isabel and Hannah waited for the carriage to be brought around. Isabel had asked Daniel to ready the horses just as Juliet disappeared once again. Not that Isabel minded; not with how often the girl could be such a handful.

“Thank you for coming with me today,” she said to her sister. Her mother had insisted Isabel have a chaperon for this outing with Laurence, which was idiotic in this stage of Isabel’s life as far as she was concerned. However, her mother was never one to see another’s argument, and therefore Isabel had reluctantly agreed. Well, perhaps not all that reluctantly. At least she would not be forced to be alone with the duke.

Hannah shrugged. “It will give me time to read,” she said as she clutched the book to her breast. “You are unlike Juliet, so I will not need to worry.”

Isabel let out a small laugh. “No, you will not have to worry. Besides, Laurence is a gentleman, and beyond that, a duke.”

Hannah seemed to consider this for a moment. “You are right, although I do find it odd that the man has suddenly appeared for the first time in a year.”

“It was a matter of business,” Isabel explained. “One of which I am privileged to know.” Isabel smiled at her sister’s reaction. They might be grown women, but Isabel could not help but tease Hannah like she had when they were younger. She fought down the sadness that tried to take over; today was to be great fun, something she had not experienced for some time.

“Please tell me,” Hannah begged, her eyes bright with curiosity. “What business is it?”

“I cannot say,” Isabel said as she pulled at her glove although it was already on her hand. “I have been sworn to secrecy.” She glanced at Hannah and stifled a giggle. “Well, perhaps I can trust you.” Then she sighed. This was the most fun she had had in a long time! “No, it is not worth the risk.”

“Oh, please! I beg of you, tell me!”

Before Isabel could respond, Juliet charged from behind a nearby hedge, a wicked grin on her face. She placed a hand on Hannah’s arm. “I shall tell you, dear sister,” she said with her typical enthusiasm when she had a secret to tell. She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Many years ago, our sister kissed the duke, promising him her undying love!”

“Juliet!” Isabel gasped wondering how her sister could tell such tales.

“It was the type of love one might find in a book,” Juliet continued as she walked over and leaned against a pillar. “Therefore, the business mother and the duke are conducting is quite simple.”

“And what is that?” Hannah asked, her excited curiosity clear in her tone.

“You cannot kiss a man and expect him to forget. He is now wanting more. Men are like that, you see, even to the point of taking women away in the middle of the night.”

Hannah’s eyes widened.

“That is enough,” Isabel chastised. “Tell Hannah you are only teasing.” 

Ever the dramatic one, Juliet placed her hand on her breast. “Oh, Isabel is correct,” she said with a sigh that could have deemed appropriate for the stage. “I was only teasing about the duke.”

Hannah gave a relieved sigh. “Oh, that is good.”

“However, I was not teasing about the men who have been known to take away women after they have kissed or ones they desire and cannot have,” Juliet said. “Do make sure you lock your window at night.” With a flourish, and before Isabel could force her to take back her words, Juliet turned and walked away.

“Pay her no mind,” Isabel said as the carriage pulled up, two saddled horses tied to the back. “She is only telling tales again.”

“I know,” Hannah said with a shake to her head. “I would not worry even if it were true. I do not plan on ever marrying.”

“No?” Isabel asked as the carriage stopped before them and the driver retrieved the steps. “And why is that?”

“Because I love my books more than I could ever love a man,” Hannah replied as she thrust her book out before her. “Men are mere barbarians, and they do not appreciate the finer things in life.”

“And what are these ‘finer things in life’?”

Hannah gave her an indignant glare. “Why, art, reading, writing, and the theater, of course.”

The driver opened the carriage door, and Isabel allowed Hannah to get in first. When they were both settled, she looked at her sister. She was a pretty woman who could marry any man of her own choosing, and yet she was so absorbed by books and make-believe, she could not see it for herself. 

It was a pity Hannah chose to wear dresses of the blandest colors, much like the brown riding dress with its high collar and loose sleeves. Her straw hat displayed not a single piece of lace or accessory, and her gloves, what could be seen of them, although white, had no buttons or lace! The word ‘Wallflower’ came to Isabel’s mind, and she was shocked to realize that it was the exact word to describe this particular sister.

“Perhaps one day,” Isabel said, “you will meet a man who likes the same things you do. Then perhaps you will change your mind.”

Hannah seemed to consider this idea for a moment before speaking. “Then I would have to allow him to court me, then marry me, and finally I would be forced to have his children. Then, as he enjoyed his life, I would have less time to enjoy mine.”

“It appears you have given this some thought,” Isabel said. 

“I have.” Hannah placed the book on the seat beside her and leaned in toward Isabel. “I must share a secret with you, and you must swear you will never tell.”

The carriage jostled as it moved forward, and Isabel considered telling her sister that she could not do that. How could she be expected to keep one more secret? However, she could not find it in her heart to be so cruel. “I promise. You may tell me.” So often she missed the camaraderie she and Hannah had oftentimes shared when they were younger. Before Isabel married. Before she left Scarlett Hall.

“Mother has always spoken of the season with such wonderment,” her sister said, her voice just above a whisper as if someone outside the carriage might overhear. “And I know I cannot fake another illness.”

“No, you cannot. It would only make Mother worry.”

“That is why I shall hire a man to court me!”

Isabel could not help but stare at her sister. “I expect such things from Juliet, but certainly not from you!” she said in shock. 

“Who do you think gave me the idea?” Hannah asked. “It was she who advised me in this area. And although our youngest sister lacks discretion in most areas, she is right about this. If I pay a man in secret to appear as if we are courting, I will not have to go to London, and therefore, Mother will not have to be concerned I will become a spinster.”

“But that is exactly what you will become!”

Hannah chuckled. “Yes, but Mother does not need to know that. By the time I am a spinster, I will be old enough to make my own decisions.”

Isabel could not believe this young woman would stoop to such levels. “You cannot pretend to be interested in a man for the approval of others.”

“Oh?” Hannah asked with a derisive sniff. “Is that not why you are going riding with the duke?”

The words rang true, and Isabel had no answer to give. Her sister was correct, but her situation was much different from that of Hannah. Explaining as much to Hannah would be difficult, so instead, she handled it as her mother had just three nights prior

“Enough of this talk,” Isabel snapped. “We are almost there.”

Hannah gave her a knowing smile, and Isabel could not help but return it, for she knew her sister had certain ideas about this outing that Isabel refused to address. 

***

Laurence considered, not for the first time, how numerous events had shaped his life from the prestigious schools he attended, living with an uncle when his parents died, and then later returning to Camellia Estates when he was old enough to take over the responsibilities of the dukedom. All of them had a significant influence on the man he was today. 

His family home was quiet on most occasions, minus the typical sounds of servants going about their duties. Today, however, it would entertain new voices, and one of those voices had been heard only once before—that of Mrs. Isabel Barnet. 

In just under an hour, Mrs. Barnet would join him to go riding and, he hoped, to have meaningful conversation. He had not yet decided in regards to the request made by Lady Lambert, but after speaking with the daughter in their drawing room, he found the idea more intriguing. If they were to marry, they would save the Lambert ancestral home, for which he would be glad. The place could never belong to any other family.

Although he did not know Mrs. Barnet well, especially now that she was an adult, he did find her interesting. And beautiful. Over time, they would learn to love one another, and that thought excited him. The manner in which she showed interest in their conversation during the evening of the dinner in Scarlett Hall only reinforced the idea that they might have a shared attraction for one another.

A slight pain engulfed his leg, and he massaged the damaged muscle, a movement that had become habit, for it did little to ease the pain. It was not an unusual incident, but it did cause him to reconsider marriage. 

Although Mrs. Barnet never made mention of his leg, nor had she looked at him in disgust, he could not help but ask that one question that always came to his mind in moments such as this: Would she wish to be seen in the company of one who was only half a man? 

He could walk, true, but he could only do so for short treks before his leg pained him. He also could ride, but he would be required to tie one of his legs into the stirrup. If only he had been injured in battle like other self-respecting gentlemen! Then he would have no reason to feel shame.

What was I thinking by asking her to go riding with me? he asked himself as a surge of anger coursed through him. Now she would be able to see what little he could do and therefore be repulsed by him as much as he was for himself. Well, it was too late to cancel now. And, if he were honest with himself, he would not have canceled even if he could have.

With a sigh, he walked over to the desk and picked up the invitation to the party he had not attended the previous night. Then, the thought of attending such a party with Mrs. Barnet made him smile. The people would look on in wonder at the beauty on his arm, and then, perhaps, they would look at him differently. They would no longer see the lame duke but rather the man married to such a beautiful creature. He could almost hear their words:

“He must have more to give than we previously believed.”

“Such a lovely woman would never agree to wed a man who could not care for her. He is not a complete loss.”

“Perhaps we were wrong; he is a whole man after all.”

It was not that he had heard such statements from any of his peers, but the words echoed in his mind for so long, at times he wondered if they had not originated from whispers he had overheard somewhere. Regardless, he would be seen as an equal to those of his station, and the more he thought on the possibility of marriage to Mrs. Barnet, the more the idea appealed to him. She would be able to make him happy, and he could do the same for her. No expense would be spared; she could have anything and everything she desired. 

Sighing, he pushed the card away and dropped his head into his hands. He was never one to make a decision in haste. He had told Lady Lambert he would give his decision after careful consideration, and allowing his imagination to run wild was not being careful. He had to look at this with a logical mind and not allow his heart to run amok. 

“Your Grace?”

Laurence looked up to find Weber standing beside his desk, and his heart skipped a beat. “How is it you are able to enter a room so silently?” he asked the man, still attempting to calm his racing heart. “I wonder if your feet ever touch the ground.”

“My apologies,” the butler said with a bow. “A quiet butler is an employed butler.”

Laurence chuckled. “I suppose you are correct,” he said. “What is it you need?”

Weber produced a small tray carrying a letter. “For you, from your sister.”

Laurence grimaced as he picked up the folded paper from the tray. “Thank you, Weber. Is the basket ready?”

“It is. Would you like me to bring it here?”

“No. Leave it by the front door.”

The butler bowed again. “As you wish, Your Grace.” Then he was gone.

Laurence walked over to one of the wing-backed chairs that sat in front of the empty fireplace. There, he opened the letter.

 

My Dearest Laurence,

 

I find it troublesome to my soul that you do not write to me as often as I write to you. Nevertheless, I shall continue to pen letters although it is a burden.”

 

Laurence shook his head. Harriet had always been spoiled and overly dramatic. It was no wonder they did not get along. Why she bothered to write to him at all was beyond him, but perhaps she was simply bored and had no one else to whom she could correspond. With a shrug, he continued reading.

 

Ambrose is leaving for business, as he is often prone to do. Since you never bother to reply to my letters, I shall come and see you. Expect me in three weeks’ time.

 

With love,

Harriet

 

Laurence groaned as he set the letter aside. In truth, he wished the woman would stay away, for she was unkind in her words and manners. Not only toward him but to any who had the unfortunate luck to encounter her. However, she was family, and he could not bring himself to deny her request. 

He laughed. She had made no request but rather had stated a fact. 

Returning to his chair at the desk, he penned a reply. The words were brief, and he conveyed that he looked forward to her visit; although it was a lie. Yet, nothing would be gained by speaking one’s mind in a letter. 

When he finished, he sealed the letter and glanced up at the clock. Mrs. Barnet would be arriving at any moment, and the dread the letter his sister had sent was replaced with pleasant expectation.

Standing, he took a step and then groaned as pain shot up his leg and into his hip. He prayed that it would not seize up today, for the embarrassment would not only be great for him but for Mrs. Barnet, as well. Therefore, he willed the pain away and then headed to the front of the house where Weber stood waiting, the basket of food and drink on a table in the middle of the round foyer. 

“Thank you, Weber,” Laurence said. “I believe I shall wait outside for Mrs. Barnet so I can greet her when she arrives.”

“Excellent decision, Your Grace,” the butler said. “Women appreciate such gestures from a gentleman.” 

Laurence took the basket and stepped outside. He took a seat on the stone bench that had been placed to the left of the door, the basket on his lap. Moments later, the Lambert carriage came up the drive, and when Laurence looked down at the basket he held, an overwhelming sense of foolishness flooded through him. Only a child waited outside for a guest; certainly not a duke. He would appear too eager and scare off the poor woman in the process. 

He jumped up from the bench, but worry seized his feet, rooting him in place. No matter how hard he tried, he could not get them to do his bidding, and in the end, gave up, resigning himself to standing there like a fool with a basket clutched in his hands. 

The carriage came to a stop in front of him, and the driver jumped down from his seat to give Laurence a quick bow. Then he placed the step and opened the door, bowing again as he reached a hand out to lend aid to the occupants. 

When Mrs. Barnet alighted, everything else around Laurence disappeared as he focused on the woman. She wore a celadon riding dress with tiny white flowers embroidered on the lapels and white lace at the cuffs. A black hat with a yellow ribbon that matched her dress shaded her features, and Laurence thought no other woman could have been lovelier than she.

“Your Grace,” she said as she dipped a curtsy to him. 

Another young woman followed from the carriage. He blinked in surprise as Miss Hannah Lambert came to stand beside her sister. It never occurred to him she would come with a chaperon.

He bowed to the two women, wondering why his tongue was so tied in knots. However, when Mrs. Barnet smiled, his worry dissipated, and his tongue unraveled. “Mrs. Barnet. Miss Hannah. Shall we go inside? Or perhaps we should head to the stables first?” Then he glanced at the horses tied to the carriage. “Oh, I see you have brought your own mounts.”

“We did,” Mrs. Barnet replied. “With little time for riding, I thought bringing our own horses would be best. You know how temperamental horses can be with unfamiliar riders.”

Laurence chuckled. “Indeed.” He turned to Weber. “Would you see my horse brought about?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the butler replied before snapping his fingers at a nearby footman, who rushed off to do Laurence’s bidding.

When Laurence returned his gaze to Mrs. Barnet, he saw she was eying the basket in his hands. “Some food and drink for us all,” he said, and then felt relief as Mrs. Barnet smiled again. If Lady Lambert asked him in that moment if he would accept her offer to marry this woman, he knew what the answer would be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

As she waited for the duke’s horse to be brought from the stables, Isabel wondered at the odd addition of the picnic basket the man held in his hands. It was not that the gesture was unkind; however, she hoped the duke did not have any romantic notions about this outing. When she glanced over at Hannah, she was panicked to see her sister peering from the basket to Isabel and back again, as if she had the same thought as Isabel. Which only worried her that much more.

The duke seemed to be surprised that Hannah had accompanied her, and Isabel could not help but feel a sense of relief that she was not the only one looking at her need for a chaperon as an absurdity. However, after her quick appraisal of how he wore his dark riding coat and buff breaches made her a bit breathless, she realized that perhaps her mother had been in the right in sending Hannah. The insufferable woman!

As the duke untied the horses from the back of the carriage, Hannah leaned in and whispered, “Does he intend to get you drunk on wine?”

Isabel felt her cheeks heat. “Hush!” she hissed back. “What nonsense you speak. Now, stop teasing.”

Hannah gave a derisive sniff. “It is what men are prone to do, or at least that is what I have heard.”

With a glare, Isabel replied, “It is simply an act of kindness and nothing more. Now, enough of your balderdash.” She punctuated her words with a firm nod in order to keep her sister quiet as a stable hand joined them, a dark and tall thoroughbred in tow.

The duke brought over Isabel and Hannah’s horses, a broad smile on his lips. Isabel had never seen the man smile so, and she had to remind herself that he had few friends, if any. The picnic basket, much like the riding invitation, was meant as a gesture of goodwill and nothing more. She would do as her mother counseled and simply enjoy the time and do what she could to make the man happy, for it was the right thing to do.

“Allow me to aid you,” the duke said as Isabel placed a foot on the step the stable hand placed beside her horse, Winterfall. 

All white, the mare had been a gift for her sixteenth birthday, and the horse had gone with her when she married; a familiarity in a place that was new to her. When she returned to Scarlett Hall, Winterfall also came with her. She was glad for this outing, for she had neglected the poor animal as of late. 

The duke helped her mount the horse, not an easy task in a sidesaddle. Not that she had ever ridden astride; no lady with an ounce of respect ever rode astride. Unless she was a rebellious Juliet, of course.

“Miss Lambert?” the duke asked Hannah, who had attempted to mount her horse, Teardrop, without aid, much to Isabel’s angst, and with little success.

“Hannah,” Isabel said, attempting to keep her voice even, “allow His Grace to aid you.” What had come over her sister? Isabel prayed the girl would not take up behaving like Juliet. As luck would have it, however, Hannah accepted the duke’s help and was soon mounted upon her horse and riding over beside Isabel. 

Despite whatever issues the man had with his leg, he mounted his horse with little trouble—and with the aid of the step she and Hannah had used. Once he was upon his horse, however, he groaned, a grimace on his face as his hand went to his leg. Her heart went out to the man, for she could see the pain he endured, but rather than embarrass him, she fiddled with her reins as if she took no notice of his discomfort. 

He had seen she had noticed, however, for he said, “I apologize.” His cheeks reddened considerably, as well.

She shifted in her seat as if to find a more comfortable position. “Sometimes I wish I did not have to deal with all these skirts,” she said with a smile. Then she turned to the duke. “I am sorry, Your Grace. Did you say something?”

“No,” the duke replied, and his sigh of relief did not escape her notice. 

The stablehand tied the basket to the cantle of his saddle and then looked up expectantly at the duke, who waved him away.

Soon, they were riding down the drive side by side. “It is a pleasure having you here as my guests,” the duke said.

“We are honored,” Isabel replied. Hannah echoed her words. “The weather is ideal. You selected the perfect day for an outing.”

“Perhaps luck is with me,” the duke said with a light laugh. “Or is it that you and your sister have brought luck with you this day?”

Isabel offered a polite smile and then turned right on the main road, leaving the house and stables behind them. Although she had reservations about coming out today, she was glad she did. For the first time in a long time, her mind was at peace. 

“Miss Hannah,” the duke said, “are you looking forward to the upcoming season?”

Of all the questions the man could ask, Isabel had hoped it would not be this one. Although she trusted Hannah to watch her tongue, she did not wish to risk it and therefore spoke for her. 

“She is quite excited, Your Grace. It is all about which she and her friends speak. The way they carry on, I worry she will leave for London early just so she is able to spend more time there.”

Hannah frowned, but the duke let out a laugh. “My sister Harriet loved the London season,” he said. Then his smile faltered. “No matter. We are not here to discuss her.”

Isabel recalled the former Miss Redbrook. She was a disagreeable woman who preferred rudeness not only toward her peers but to her family, as well. Although Isabel suspected the duke had the same dislike for his sister, it would never be appropriate to speak ill of one’s sister in his presence. She could not help but be curious, nonetheless.

The conversation lagged as they crested a hill, and Isabel gazed over a magnificent sight. Stretching before them was a large valley with a spattering of small cottages surrounded by green spotted with yellow flowers and white sheep.

“I have never seen such a view,” Isabel said with a sigh. “This is truly marvelous. Hannah, do you not agree?”

“Yes,” her sister replied. “It is like the scenes about which the poets write.”

“That tree down there?” the duke said. “The large one surrounded by the others?”

Isabel narrowed her eyes and followed where he pointed. Indeed, one tree rose above a dozen or so clustered around it. “Yes, I see it.”

“Let us ride there, and then we will rest.”

Although Isabel had come on this outing as a way to appease her mother, she found she was enjoying it much more than she had expected. To have a day that took her mind off Arthur was a blessing in itself. Therefore, as she followed the duke down the other side of the hill, she closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath. Yes, today was a blessing, indeed.

***

The duke flicked the blanket and placed it on the ground in a shaded glen beneath the trees the duke had pointed out at the top of the hill. He had chosen a place with trees on three sides and the expanse of the valley floor on the other. It made for a wonderful view, as if they were seated in the front row of the theater. 

After placing the basket on the blanket, he glanced around. “Your sister?” he asked in confusion.

Isabel felt her cheeks heat. Why was she blushing so much? “She has gone off on her own, I am afraid,” she replied, pointing to where Hannah leaned against a tree, her nose already in a book. Despite Isabel’s insistence that she remain, her sister had no interest in conversation with Isabel or the duke. 

“I came to read,” Hannah had whispered while the duke was readying the picnic. “I cannot do that if I must listen to the two of you prattle on about the weather.” Then, much to Isabel’s chagrin, she had turned and with a sinister grin added, “Just keep control of your lust for the man.”

If the duke had not been so close at hand, she would have given the girl a great tongue-lashing! She expected such behavior from Juliet, but not from her quiet, sensible sister!

“I thought this spot would be perfect,” the duke said, breaking Isabel from her thoughts. “Do you like it?”

“Oh, yes, Your Grace,” Isabel replied with honesty as she sat on the blanket, spreading her skirts around her. “It is lovely.”

The duke sat across from her with his legs outstretched. As if absently, he massaged his bad leg. “Would you mind very much addressing me as Laurence?” he asked.

The question caught her off-guard. How could he expect her to be so intimate as to address him by his Christian name?

“We are friends, are we not?” he asked. “We have known each other since we were children.”

Isabel shot a glance toward Hannah, but the woman’s attention was on her book. She and the duke might have been acquainted as children, but friends? Perhaps it was a sign of how few friends the man had. “Well, yes, I suppose we have,” Isabel replied.

He gave her a wide grin, much like a young boy who has gotten his way. “Then I believe friends should be able to speak freely with each other.” He opened the basket and produced a bottle of wine. Another surprise. “Furthermore, I do not hear my Christian name anymore and I am quite fond of it.” He gave her a wink, and Isabel let out a genuine laugh. 

“Very well, Laurence,” Isabel said, finding the ability to laugh strangely freeing. “You may address me as Isabel then, since we are such close friends.” She could not have put away the grin she wore if she tried.

As Laurence poured the wine, Isabel took in their surroundings. Cool air brought in by a light breeze made tiny strands of hair tickle the edges of her face under her hat. Birds chirped in nearby trees creating a symphony of song. The sun peeked through the boughs overhead to warm her back. She recalled a time when Arthur had taken her to a similar place just two months after they were married, and she had thought her love for him at the time was endless. 

“There you are,” Laurence said as he held out a wine glass toward her. “Would your sister like a glass?”

“No, thank you,” Hannah called from her perch beside her tree. So, she wanted to only give the illusion of giving them privacy. Fool girl. As foolish as their mother believing she needed a chaperon in the first place!

“Would you like a scone? Or perhaps a roll?” He motioned to the basket, and Isabel could not help but smile. Although the man was a duke, he was as hospitable as a vicar. 

“No, thank you.”

Laurence glanced again in Hannah’s direction. “She does love to read,” he said. “I remember the girl always had a book clutched in her hand the few times I was at Scarlett Hall.” Isabel was surprised how much he remembered from his visits to Scarlett Hall, for she recalled very little.

She gave a small laugh. “It is true. Although, I would rather she cling to her books than behave in the manner of Juliet.” When she realized that she had said the thought aloud, she scolded herself inwardly. “Forgive me. I did not mean to complain or speak ill of my sisters.”

“Please,” Laurence said. “If you feel you must share, I will be happy to listen.”

Isabel considered his offer for a moment. How could she share such personal information about her family with a man she barely knew? However, the need to unburden herself was too strong, and she let out a heavy sigh. “You see,” she said in a lowered voice so Hannah could not hear, “Juliet finds trouble at every turn. I am surprised my hair has not turned gray with the number of times each day I must chastise her.” She looked down at the untouched glass of wine in her hand. “Please understand that I do not mind looking after her. However, I do have my own matters to which I must attend.”

“The burden of the family oftentimes falls on the eldest child,” Laurence said with a sympathetic nod. “Although I can see it wears on you, your strength remains.”

Isabel smiled at the compliment. “Thank you,” she said. “I do it for my mother. She does not have the strength to handle much at the moment.” She clamped her jaw shut. Now she had said too much. If Laurence and her mother were to enter into a business agreement, the words may make him reconsider. “Not that Mother does not have a sharp mind, of course. She is still formidable with any task, large or small.”

Laurence chuckled. “I have no doubt in the woman’s capabilities. Her daughters are a testament to that.”

Isabel smiled at his words, and any concern about being too open with her thoughts disappeared. He was much different than she expected; not that she had many expectations when he came to mind. He was a duke, and most men in his position tended to be overbearing and haughty, did they not? Yet, here he sat beside her to show her that her assumptions had been wrong.

“What do you see for your future?”

“My future?” Isabel asked. This man had a way of catching her off-guard all too often. And yet, it did not make her uncomfortable. “I suppose I have not thought about it all that much, to be honest.”

“Well, do you plan on traveling? Or do you wish to remain at Scarlett Hall forever?” 

The last stung her heart, for she suspected they rang true. She had no desire to leave her family home, and she hoped to remain in its walls until her death. 

“I have waded in areas that are none of my concern,” he said in a quiet voice. “Please forget I asked.”

Isabel sighed as she moved her gaze to the surrounding trees. “Your question is not without merit,” she replied. Then she looked at the duke. “I do not have any desire to leave Scarlett Hall. It is my home, and I cannot imagine anywhere else I would rather be.”

Laurence seemed to consider this for a moment. “I understand. When my parents died…” 

His words trailed off, and Isabel could see the pain in his eyes. Her heart went out to him, and instinctively she reached out and placed a comforting hand over his. 

He stared at her hand for a moment, and she almost removed it. However, something told her to keep it there. 

“I had thought there was nothing left for me in this world,” he continued. “Of course, there was the dukedom, the estate, but I speak of deeper things. Somehow, I believe you understand my thoughts.” 

Her heart ached as the memories of the deaths of her father and husband washed over her. “I do,” she whispered. “The loss of the conversations once had, the smiles, the embraces. Nothing can replace what was lost.”

Laurence nodded. “Like you, I do not wish to leave my home.” He let out a small laugh and tapped his leg. “This is one of the most prevalent reasons.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “I have another question, if you do not mind.”

“Not at all. Please ask.”

“What is it that prevents you from leaving your home? Or rather, why do you wish to remain?”

The question bore into her like an arrow from a hunter’s bow. Isabel felt an uncomfortable racing of her heart and mind. She did not wish to continue this conversation, and a need to change the topic forced her to set her still untouched glass of wine on the blanket and stand.

Laurence hurried to do the same, a confused look on his face. However, he did not ask his question again. 

“The homes across the horizon,” Isabel said, motioning toward the opposite side of the valley, “do you see them?”

“I do.”

“Who do you believe resides in them?”

It was quiet for a moment, and then he spoke. “I imagine families live there. Men who work fields or own their own shops. Women tending children. Indeed, families who are happy at the end of the day.” He turned to her. “What do you see?”

The hurt inside her threatened to escape in the form of tears, and Isabel held them back as she had learned to do so well in the past few years. “I see families, as well,” she whispered. “However, they do not know the hurt that is to come in the future. Wives will weep for their husbands. Children for a father who will never return.” She then turned to Laurence. “That pain cannot overtake me in Scarlett Hall. In its walls, I am safe from the suffering I had when I was gone. When I lost my father, so had my sisters and mother, and therefore, we carried our mourning together. Then my husband died, and I returned home once again. Those walls are much like the caring arms of a loved one, for they offer me safety and warmth.”

Isabel had never shared these thoughts with anyone before, and she was not quite certain why she did now. However, Laurence did not judge or argue with her. 

“Thank you for sharing,” he replied. He studied her for a moment. “Would you like to return to the house?”

Unable to form words, Isabel simply nodded, and Laurence began to pack up the untouched meal. As he worked, she returned her gaze to the cottages once more. There had been a time when she would have wondered what it would have been like to be like those who lived in such humble settings. Now, however, she knew how great the pain was to be in a place that never felt like home, and therefore, she would never risk her heart again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

After a night of careful consideration, Laurence returned to Scarlett Hall, a ready response to the request Lady Eleanor had made of him on his tongue. The decision was not all that difficult, to be honest, for he had enjoyed his time with Isabel at the picnic. She was a kind soul who was an easy conversationalist; although he could not ignore the obvious beauty she bore. 

“Lady Lambert is upstairs, but I will inform her you are here,” the butler said. “Would you like to wait in the drawing room?”

“Yes, please,” Laurence replied, and he followed the man down the hall.

“Might I get you a drink, Your Grace?” Forbes asked.

Laurence shook his head. “No, thank you.”

The butler bowed and left the room, leaving Laurence alone. Laurence browsed the titles of several books on a shelf as he waited, then the sound of light laughter came to his ear. He walked over to the window, which looked over the gardens, and saw the three sisters standing in a tight circle beneath the shade of a large oak. Each wore a smile, but of the three, Isabel wore the largest, and he could not help but hope that smile was for him. 

“Your Grace.”

He turned to find Lady Lambert enter the room. “Lady Lambert,” he said with a bow.

She offered him a curtsy and joined him at the window. “It seems just yesterday they were but small children,” she said and then turned to him. “Even you were so young when we first knew you and your family. Now you have all grown into adults.”

“Nathaniel is still young,” Laurence replied, speaking of the youngest of the Lambert family, and also the heir. 

“Indeed,” she said with a smile. “And when he returns for the summer from boarding school, his sisters will spoil him with attention, as they always have.” She moved from the window. “Would you care to take a seat?” she asked.

“Thank you,” he said.

When they were seated—Laurence in a high-back chair before the empty fireplace and Lady Lambert across from him on the sofa—Lady Lambert took no time to get to the point of their meeting. 

“Isabel had a wonderful afternoon with you,” she said. “It was a kind gesture on your behalf. Did you enjoy the outing, as well?”

“I did. She spoke the truth when she said I do not leave my house often enough.” He paused. Would speaking his concerns for the young widow be appropriate? Yet, if he was to follow through on their agreement, he had to speak his mind. “I learned that Isabel does not leave Scarlett Hall all that often, either.”

The door opened, and Forbes entered with a silver tray. Laurence and the baroness remained silent as the man served the tea, and then with a bow of his head, the butler left the room, closing the door behind him once again.

“There are certain things you, should understand about Isabel,” Lady Lambert said. “When Arthur died, she was distraught, which would be expected of any woman in that situation. She returned to Scarlett Hall immediately after, for Arthur’s brother inherited everything, and Isabel and Arthur had yet to have children. The man, Albinus by name—he is the second eldest—was not unkind, but he has his own family, you see. I thought that, if Isabel was in her old home and amongst family, she would have an easier time during her mourning period. Then, as the days passed, she did not want to leave the house. Invitations were ignored or refused without excuse, and I feared she would remain in Scarlett Hall forever.” She glanced over toward the window, and Laurence could see the lines of worry around her eyes. “My Isabel is strong, but I fear the burden, the hurt, she carries is great.”

“I see a sadness about her,” Laurence replied. “And what you say is understandable, for grief can be a difficult condition to overcome. I have given your proposal the greatest of consideration, and I have come to a decision. I must be honest with you; it was not an easy one to come by.”

“I understand,” Lady Lambert said with a sigh. “Such matters are never easy.”

“No, they are not,” Laurence said. “The woman is unhappy, and you are struggling to keep your home. The truth of the matter is, I do not wish to witness either of these situations. As you mentioned, Isabel has fortitude within her, and speaking with her during our outing forced me to see a side of her I did not realize existed. Therefore, I believe we are compatible.”

In all honesty, most men would have jumped at the chance to wed the woman simply for her beauty and grace, but Laurence saw something in her, a strength of character and an integrity lacking in many women of the ton these days, and he believed those attributes would benefit him as much as they did her. He did not verbalize what he was thinking, however, for even he could see the selfishness in the thoughts.

“I believe the same,” the baroness replied. “I saw a sort of camaraderie between the two of you when you returned from your outing yesterday. Thank you for accompanying my daughters and seeing them safely returned home.”

“Of course,” Laurence replied. “It was getting late and I did not feel comfortable with them traveling alone. And as to our agreement, if Isabel agrees, I believe we can build a marriage on the foundation of that compatibility.”

The woman’s shaking hands was the only outward sign of how distraught she was over her current situation, and Laurence could not help but feel pity for her. To be forced to arrange a marriage for her widowed daughter had to be difficult, to say the least. 

“If Isabel does this of her own free will,” Laurence continued, “I will marry her. In exchange, I will pay off the debt owed, and if you would allow, I would like to review your business accounts. That way you do not fall into debt once again.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Lady Lambert said. “That would be most welcome.”

Although Laurence did not think ill of the woman, for she more than likely had little to do with any business matters left by her husband, but he admired her for what she had attempted to do on her own. However, women had little training in such things, and he could not fault her for where she found herself today. 

“So?” he asked. “Do we have an agreement?”

Her reply came as a whisper. “Yes, we do.”

“Very well. I will return in five nights’ time to speak with Isabel, so I can hear her answer from her own lips.” He stood. “I do not believe it wise to have a grand wedding, so I shall order a special license and contact the vicar in order to hasten the ceremony. If you do not mind, of course.”

“Not at all.” The baroness rose from her seat. “Then the wedding will take place soon?”

Laurence nodded. “Indeed. I believe a fortnight will be appropriate, three weeks at the latest. She has had her year of mourning, and I have no need for pomp and spectacle. I will also begin the paperwork to clear your debts.”

The woman looked down at the floor, clear shame on her features, and Laurence’s heart went out to her. “You seem to carry a burden that is heavy,” he said in a kind tone. “I do not know if it matters, but I admire your strength and your willingness to correct any error you may have made. There is no shame in righting such wrongs.”

“Thank you,” she replied, although her cheeks reddened all the more. “I will speak to Isabel this evening.”

Laurence offered the baroness a smile. “And I will be on my way. There is much to do.”

As he walked out to the waiting carriage, he paused and turned to look back at Scarlett Hall. He could not help but feel sorry for Lady Lambert. How difficult it had to be for her to admit she had been unable to continue her husband’s business arrangements with the same ability as he. However, he was glad that he would be able to help. He would save their home and, in the process, find happiness for himself with Isabel.

***

Although Isabel laughed with her sisters, an uneasiness remained inside her with the arrival of Laurence. She had no explanation for what it was that bothered her exactly, but she could not help but wonder what matters of business the man found so important that he had returned to Scarlett Hall once again. 

“There is no cause to lie,” Juliet teased. “Have you fallen in love with the man? Did he seduce you with words as you drank wine together in order to get you to kiss him?”

Isabel glared at her sister. “Your obsession with people kissing is becoming quite redundant. Surely there are other things that are worthy of comment?”

Juliet sighed as she clasped her hands behind her back. “It was only a question,” she said with a pout. “And it is with merit. For the man I speak of is gazing at you this very moment from the drawing room window.”

Isabel turned, ready to chastise her sister for lying, but her words failed when she saw that, indeed, Laurence was peering out the window. 

“You see,” Juliet said, the typical haughtiness in her tone, “I do have justification in my suspicions.”

Isabel forced a smile and then turned back to her sisters. “Allow me to explain a few things that I believe would benefit you both.” She ignored Juliet’s raised brow but was pleased Hannah nodded. “Men and women becoming friends is not unheard of. Friends enjoy speaking to one another, and even participating in activities such as riding together. 

Hannah nodded in agreement, but Juliet, the ever stubborn one, refused to let the matter go. “Picnic lunches?” Juliet asked. “Do friends also participate in those, as well?”

“Yes, they do,” she replied, although she doubted few friends enjoyed such an activity on their own. However, she was not going to admit as much to Juliet, not if she could help it.

“And conversation?” Juliet said, the haughtiness replaced by thoughtfulness. “Is it appropriate for a woman to speak to a man as one would a friend?”

Isabel nodded. Thank goodness the girl was finally seeing reason. “Yes. It is quite appropriate.”

“Good,” Juliet replied with a finality that made the hairs at the nape of Isabel’s neck rise. “Then I shall have the stable boy prepare me a picnic lunch so we can enjoy a nice conversation together.”

Anger flashed through Isabel. “You are twisting my words!” she said. Juliet’s laugh made her anger deepen. “One cannot simply do such activities without a chaperon unless they are married.” She turned to Hannah. “Is that not correct?”

Hannah nodded, but Juliet gave an unladylike snort. “She is a wallflower. What does she know of men? I am certain I know more than she, and therefore her opinion is invalid.”

Isabel had had enough. “You will apologize to your sister at once! She is not a wallflower, and her opinion is just as important as yours.”

Juliet sighed. “My apologies,” she said, although Isabel did not believe her sincerity. “Please, dear sister, tell us your opinion of men.”

Hannah looked up, her cheeks crimson. “Men, that is gentlemen, act in the ways of their fathers. If the father is boorish and uncouth, so will be the son. The same goes for the fathers who act with dignity and elegance. One may have to search carefully, but she might find a few of the latter amongst the multitude of the former.”

Isabel was surprised at her sister’s response, for the woman had always believed men brutish—all men. Perhaps she had changed her mind. Isabel certainly hoped so. 

“Then there are women such as yourself,” Hannah continued, a tiny smile playing at the corner of her lips.

“And what does that mean?” Juliet demanded.

“You know the kind,” Hannah replied, her words filled with malevolence. “Those who seek pleasure from kisses.” Her voice rose as she continued. “Your name will be ruined by the time the season begins, and the only men who will approach you are those who desire a woman who lacks moral value. And that is what you are!” 

“Why you…!” Juliet shouted.

As they threw insults at one another, Isabel could only stare at her sisters in shock. How could these two girls be her sisters? They certainly were not dignified enough to be considered ladies! “Quiet!” Isabel snapped, but her words went unnoticed. She looked back and forth between the two and found that all she wished to do was run away. However, this was her home, a place meant for refuge from the hurt that resided outside. Somehow, that hurt had found its way in. “Both of you!” she shouted to be heard above the two girls. “That is quite enough!” This gained their attention, and they fell silent. “You two fight like enemies, and I for one am tired of it.”

“I am sorry,” they said in unison.

However, Isabel’s rage was so great, she did not stop. “I returned to Scarlett Hall for peace, and instead I find more troubles than I can bear.” She turned to Juliet. “Kiss the stable boy if you so desire, but remember that you must live with the consequences of such behavior. I do not care.” This brought about wide-eyed surprise from the younger of her sisters. 

Then she turned to Hannah. “And you. You are smarter than to fall for her words, and yet you do every time. If you choose to have a conversation with Juliet, then you must accept the person she is. Spouting hateful words will not make her suddenly change into someone she is not.”

“I was only teasing about the duke,” Juliet said in a quiet voice. “I did not mean to upset you.”

“I agree,” Hannah added. “We will do our best to not hurt you anymore. We love you too much.” Juliet nodded in emphatic agreement.

Tears filled Isabel’s eyes. “I love you both very much. We mustn’t fight. We must support one another always.” 

Soon, tears were rolling down their cheeks, and Isabel pulled her sisters in for a tight embrace. “We are sisters, and if we do not look after one another, no one else will. I want only the very best for you, but in return, I must have your help.”

Juliet pulled away and dabbed at her eyes with a kerchief. “What can I do?”

Isabel took a hand of each of her sisters. “Come on now, join hands.” Hannah and Juliet did as Isabel bade, and the three stood in a circle, each holding a hand of another. 

The breeze picked up around them, tousling their hair, but no one released her hold to move the wisps from her face. 

“I do not know what business mother speaks of concerning the duke, and whatever it is, it does not matter. She is our mother, and we will support whatever decision she makes. I know you miss her doing things with us as she once did.” This brought about a new bout of tears, for they had spoken of the nostalgia of the days before the passing of their father. “But we will do our best to make her days easier. That means no sneaking out to the stables to cause trouble.” She shot a glare at Juliet. “And you must honor her request if a gentleman sends a card.” This glare was for Hannah. “However, and probably the most important of all, we must look after one another. That will be the best way we can help Mother. If she is not worried about us, then we have lessened her burden significantly.”

“And Nathaniel?” Juliet asked. 

“Yes, we will also help more with him.” She smiled. “Although, we must not spoil him as we have in the past.” This brought on a bout of laughter that was refreshing after the tears. “Today, I ask you to swear that all we have said of supporting one another is true. Do I have your word?”

“You have my word,” Juliet replied eagerly. “I may argue with Hannah on many occasions, but I will always be there for her.”

Hannah gave a small smile. “Yes, you have my word. Although I may not understand Juliet at times, I do love her and will support her always.”

“Then I shall do the same for the two of you,” Isabel said.

The three remained holding hands, and each spoke from her heart. Isabel listened carefully, responding to their questions concerning gentlemen, marriage, their mother, and their lives ahead.

Later, when they returned to the house, Isabel felt confident that life in Scarlett Hall would only improve for them all.

Now all she had to concern her was what her mother was planning with Laurence.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Dinner that evening had been one of the most pleasant Isabel had enjoyed with her family in some time. She had found peace in her sisters, who were—for now—getting along. A heaviness seemed to have lifted from the home, but their mother remained quiet as she had for the past few months. Something was worrying the woman, but asking brought about little to no response; therefore, Isabel had given up asking long ago. When her mother was ready to share, she would and not a moment earlier. 

Once dinner was completed, the family went to the drawing room, as they were wont to do. Each had her favorite activity—Hannah, of course, reading in the corner, her legs drawn beneath the blue skirts of her dress as Isabel and Juliet played a game of whist at the table that sat at the back of the room. Their mother stood at the window and gazed outside, the ribbons of her ivory dress shimmering in the candlelight. She had said very little during dinner and even less after, and Isabel was surprised when the woman requested to speak to her alone.

Juliet and Hannah exchanged quick glances, but neither argued as they retired for the evening. Isabel knew both girls would be asking for a detailed explanation in a private audience once she retired for the night. 

“When your father died,” her mother said from where she continued to stare out the window. It was doubtful she could see much, as the sun had set not an hour earlier, but Isabel did not ask. “I had made a promise to keep Scarlett Hall in order until the day Nathaniel came of age.” She shook her head, the light reflecting off the silver pins she wore in her hair. “In many ways, I succeeded, and in many I failed.”

“You have done well, Mother,” Isabel said. She stood and walked over to stand beside her mother. “We are all healthy and happy, and you had no control over the death of Arthur.”

Her mother gave a brief smile. “You are not happy, are you?”

The question caught Isabel off-guard. Her mother was a widow herself; why would she ask such a thing? She of all people should know the grief of a widow.

“I will be honest with you, Isabel, for I know you can handle the truth.”

“Mother?” Isabel asked as worry coursed through her. Something terrible had to be happening for her mother to include her in her worries. “You may share anything with me, and I promise I will not disclose what you tell me to anyone.”

“I know that, my child,” her mother whispered. “It is why I must tell you that I am unhappy, as well.”

Isabel nodded. It was as she had expected all along. “It is why you have been withdrawn as of late. I spoke to Hannah and Juliet today. They have vowed to stop their bickering. If that is the cause, you have no need to worry, for it will end. Or at least they will make a better attempt to get along.”

Her mother did not respond right away but instead continued her vigil out the window. Isabel followed her mother’s gaze. She could barely make out the light of the stars and moon overhead, but otherwise all she could see was the reflection of the room behind them. 

“When I first came to Scarlett Hall,” her mother said after a moment of silence, “I was taken by its beauty and size. There is truly no other place like it.”

“I agree,” Isabel said, wondering where this line of discussion was headed. “Our friends who have traveled all over the world have said the same.”

“Your father’s family built this home through hard work and honor.”

Isabel could hear the choked tone, and she placed a hand on the woman’s arm. “Mother?” she asked, worried there was more to her mother’s sentiment. “Honor is still here within these walls. It is what has held it together, and it shall remain so for centuries to come.”

Her mother spun so quickly to face Isabel that Isabel took a step back in startlement. “No,” she said. “Scarlett Hall may soon be lost.”

Isabel stared at the woman. Had she heard correctly? “L-lost?” she managed to stutter. “I do not understand. How would it be lost?”

Her mother sighed. “Since your father’s passing, debts have increased…”

Isabel forestalled her mother. “Then we shall use our allowances to help pay this debt,” she said, certain it would be more than enough. She and her sisters received a very nice monthly allowance, and Isabel also received a small stipend from her husband’s estate as a part of his will. “I imagine that the small expenditures that my sisters and I forsake will help tremendously.”

However, much to Isabel’s shock, her mother shook her head. “The debt is great. A sum not worth speaking, for it frightens me to utter the amount aloud. We have only two months in which to pay it or we lose our home.”

“This does not make sense,” Isabel said. “How long have you known of this debt?”

“For a few years now. I thought I could pay it off without seeking the aid of anyone, but I was wrong.”

It was as if the air around her had been removed and the room began to spin. How could this have happened? They could not lose Scarlett Hall; not now, nor in the future. 

“No matter what attempts I have made to rectify the problems, they have only worsened.” 

Isabel did not miss the despondency in her mother’s voice, and although she sympathized with the woman, she could not stop the frustration that rose in her. “You have known about this for all this time, and now, with only two months remaining, you thought to mention it? I am not a child, Mother. I have been married, so I understand something about running a household. I could have helped in some way. I am certain Arthur would have offered…”

“Yes, I know,” her mother interrupted. “I did everything I could to save our home, but you were a newly married couple and had your own family to worry about. Now, however, I have no choice but to ask you for your help.”

Isabel heaved a sigh of relief. Finally, her mother was asking for someone else to carry the burden, and she was more than happy to do what she could to help. As she mentioned to her mother, the allowances would be of great assistance, she was certain, and if there was anything else she could do, she would agree. She imagined that if she sold most of her jewelry and a few of the heirlooms she had been allowed to take with her when she returned to Scarlett Hall, perhaps that would be enough to cover the debt.

“Of course,” Isabel said with a smile. “What is it I can do?”

“His Grace has offered…no, I will restate that. I have asked His Grace to help us.”

“Laurence?” Isabel asked in surprise. She had not considered asking anyone outside of the family for help. Yet, what did that have to do with her?

“Yes. He will take care of the debt and also lend his resources and knowledge in handling your father’s businesses to get them back into order.”

Isabel smiled. “What a marvelous man he is,” she said. “And what aid can I give? Does he wish me to go with him on another outing? Or perhaps I am to join him for dinner?”

“You will accept his hand in marriage.”

Although the words were spoken softly, they had a firmness behind them that brooked no argument. Yet, Isabel could only stare at her mother in shock. “Marriage?”

“It is the only way to save our home.”

Tears of anger overwhelmed Isabel. How dare her mother do this to her! “I am to marry him?” she asked in utter astonishment. “I am to marry a man I do not love? I have not even a slight affection for him!”

“I am sorry, my dear,” her mother began, but Isabel cut her words short.

“Sorry?” she demanded. “You know my heart is broken and that I do not wish to ever fall in love or marry again!”

“I have no choice,” her mother pleaded as she made an attempt to take Isabel’s hand in hers. 

Isabel, however, took another step back, wishing to put space between her and the woman who asked too much from her. “Once again I must take responsibility,” she said as she fought back the tears that welled in her eyes. “For the happiness of my siblings. While our mother runs our estate into near ruin and hides away, only to appear long enough to ask me to marry a man for whom I do not care.” She glared at her mother and refused to allow the woman’s pain to break through the wall she built around herself. 

Then the truth fell on her like a grand oak toppling to the ground. The proposal might make her angry, it might make her furious, but in the end, she knew she would agree. Therefore, she straightened her back and pursed her lips. “Very well. If I accept his offer, my sisters will be cared for and Nathaniel will have a home to return to when he is of age, am I correct in saying so?” 

Her mother nodded. 

“If I do not, all that I care about is lost, and the lives of those I love will be destroyed.”

“I did not mean for it to come to this,” her mother said, a tear sliding down her cheek. “I had no other choice.”

“You could have sought help sooner,” Isabel said, not caring that her tone carried accusation. “You could have taken control of the spending. There is so much we would have been willing to give up in order to ease the burden, but you never informed us. Instead, you offer a plate of your troubles to me.”

“Oh, my Isabel,” her mother said in the fawning tone Isabel recognized when the woman wanted something from her. Oh, how she wished she could deny her! 

“No,” Isabel seethed. “You will not find mercy from me. Not after what you have done. My plan was to grow old in this house, and now, whatever choice I make, it is I who will be thrown out of Scarlett Hall. If I say no, we lose the house and we all must find a new home. If I agree, I marry Laurence and am still forced to leave. That is my reward for my decision. Either decision sees me removed from the home I love so dearly.”

Her mother remained silent, and Isabel was glad she did, for if the woman made any other arguments, or tried to convince Isabel that the decision was some sort of wondrous sacrifice, Isabel worried she would say something she would regret later, her anger was that great. 

“When does Laurence expect an answer?”

“In five nights’ time,” her mother whispered.

“I will give him my answer then,” Isabel said and then turned to head toward the door.

 As she reached for the handle, her mother called out to her. “I am sorry,” she said. “I did not mean to place this burden upon your shoulders. I simply had no choice.”

Isabel did not turn when she replied. “Whether or not you meant to, the burden is now mine to bear.” She stepped through the door and closed it behind her. She stood there for a moment before what had happened came crashing down around her. However, she would not weep here in the open. She was no longer a child to throw a tantrum in the hallways as might have happened when she was younger and knew little of life. She would wait until she returned to the privacy of her rooms.

Hurrying up the stairs, she made her way to her bedroom, but when she opened the door, she halted, for there upon her bed sat her sisters in their dressing gowns.

“So?” Hannah asked with excitement. “What did Mother wish to discuss with you?”

Isabel took a deep breath. How she loved her sisters so, and because of her love for them, she could not bring herself to burden them with what had been settled upon her. “Everything is better than fine,” she replied with a forced smile. “In fact, it is nearly perfect. Now, tell me what matters are you two discussing in my bedroom?”

She joined her sisters on the bed, and they formed a circle, their legs crossed beneath them. And as they laughed and giggled and shared with one another, Isabel found her mind returning to the request her mother made of her. She struggled between being overwhelmed and being angry with the woman for putting her in such a predicament. However, as her sisters laughed and carried on, she pushed those feelings into the back of her mind, for she would rather hear their laughter and bickering than the sounds of misery that threatened to echo within the walls of Scarlett Hall.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

The day arrived when Isabel was to give her answer to Laurence, and as she stood before the large standing mirror in her bedroom, she thought about the life this unobtrusive piece of furniture had seen over the years of the woman who stood before it. At one time, this mirror had reflected the laughter of a young girl. Then the smile of a woman as she anticipated her wedding. Now, the person who stared back at her wore a mask of sorrow. If one were to observe her, they would believe it was her reluctance for the upcoming nuptials that made her sad. However, her sorrows began well before her return to Scarlett Hall.

Her hand went to a small ornate jewelry box on the table. She hesitated as she stared at the ring on her finger, the ring Arthur had given her on their wedding day three years earlier. Soon, another ring would rest on that finger, a symbol of love to the casual observer. However, she did not love Laurence, and she never would. How could she love a man who wed her under such circumstances? Any notion of love was impossible in such a situation. 

Yet, she would marry the man for the sake of her sisters and her brother Nathaniel. It was their future that was important, and if that meant she was to be without love, then she would do so with a smile. Not to please her new husband, nor her mother, but for her siblings. For they were the future of Scarlett Hall.

It was imperative no one learned the reason behind her marriage to Laurence, especially Hannah, for if she knew, her perception of marriage would only be solidified. The girl might believe she had no interest in love, but Isabel knew her too well; if she became a spinster, she would live to regret it eventually. Hannah might hide behind her books, but she had a passion within her that even she did not realize she carried.

Juliet, on the other hand, would search for a man of wealth rather than marry for love. The younger of her sisters also had passion, but she did not hide it as Hannah did. All too often it got her into trouble, and if she was unable to express it properly—meaning if she did not marry a man she loved—who knew what would happen to her? 

No, they could not learn the sacrifice Isabel was making for the afore mentioned reasons, but also because they would do all they could to impede the wedding. If that were to happen, Scarlett Hall would be lost to them forever. 

Therefore, Isabel removed the ring that represented her former marriage, placed it in a box, and hid it away, along with her secret. 

With a sigh, Isabel walked to the door. She had heard a carriage arrive several minutes earlier, so now it was time to speak to Laurence about their upcoming marriage. 

Marriage. Just the thought of the word had her mind racing and made her stomach knot. Yet, she pushed aside the dread and forced her mind to consider not herself, but everyone who would benefit from this arrangement.

She did wonder what benefit Laurence would receive. Was he concerned about heirs? Or, as she had considered before, was he simply lonely? Had he had an interest in marrying her all along? If so, for how long? Certainly, he had not found a sudden infatuation with her. And was the picnic and the words he spoke the day of their outing both means to win her over? Or had he been speaking the truth? So many questions, none of which she was likely to ask—or for which she would receive any answers if she was inclined to do so.

She paused on the landing to look out over the foyer. Sunlight from the setting sun streamed in through the large window above the front door, creating a crisscross pattern of yellowish orange across the ceiling. How many times had she seen that pattern throughout her life? How often had she entered through that door as a child? And later as a woman? Soon, she would leave through that door for good, perhaps only to return a few times a year. Yet, had she not had these same thoughts the first time she was wed?

With a sigh, she continued her journey to the drawing room. No amount of recollection would stop the moment from arriving, so there was no need to search for ways in which to forestall it.

In the drawing room, she found her mother seated upon the sofa, Laurence in one of the set of two chairs across from it. When she entered, her mother smiled, but Isabel did not return it. She might be forced to show contentment to her siblings, but she refused to give her mother the satisfaction; it was her fault they were in this mess in the first place. 

Laurence stood and bowed, and she dropped into a flawless curtsy. Would he read the mocking in it? She hoped not, but she also could not help herself. 

“It is good to see you,” Laurence said as he waited for her to sit.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” she replied in formal tones. If he expected her to be friendly, he was sadly mistaken. However, as he returned to his seat, she could not help but recall how charming he had been during their outing together, and she wondered if that kindness would transfer to their marriage. Or had it been his way of donning sheep’s clothing?

“Now that Isabel is here,” her mother said as she rose from her seat, “I will leave you two alone to speak. Can I send anything in for you to drink? I can have a tea tray sent up, or Forbes can pour some drinks?”

“No, thank you,” Laurence replied. “Unless Isabel wishes something?”

The question rang inside Isabel’s head. Did she wish for something? Indeed, she wished for this marriage to not take place. She wished her mother had not squandered their family’s fortune to leave Scarlett Hall in ruins. She wished her father were there to ease the burden; he would have known what to do, and that would not have included marrying her off to some duke she did not love.

“No,” she said instead. What good would come about by speaking her thoughts? They would only complicate matters, and in the end, she would marry the duke anyway. 

Isabel’s mother nodded and left the room, closing the door behind her. A silence that seemed to last an eternity remained, and Isabel considered that perhaps the man was just as nervous as she. Yet, that made no sense; he was a duke, not some young boy who knew nothing of the world.

“Have you considered my offer?” Laurence asked, breaking the silence. “That is…our marriage?”

“I have,” Isabel replied.

However, before she could continue, Laurence spoke again. “I would like to explain several things before you answer. Do you mind?”

She shook her head. “No, I do not mind.” She wondered if he would explain his expectations for her. Perhaps that was a good idea. No one wanted to enter a marriage without knowing what he or she was getting into. 

“If you agree to this marriage, which I hope you will, I promise I will do everything I can to make you happy.” He sighed as he placed his hands on his knees. He was nervous! “I do not believe that money can bring joy, but it does make life less miserable.”

“That is true,” Isabel replied. “For without it, well…” She allowed her words to hang in the air.  

“I realize we are not marrying for love; however, I do not believe that in itself is horrible. I am open to exploring it when the time comes.”

What she wanted to tell this man was that she could never love him. That she had tried love before and would not take that chance again. Instead, she offered what she thought would appease him. “I believe we are compatible in many ways. I look forward to that.”

Her words clearly placated him, for his face beamed with a large smile and, although she did not feel it, she returned the gesture. She was well-practiced at pretending to be happy.

“That is wonderful,” he said. “I believe the same. In fact, I believe this marriage will be a blessing to us both.” Isabel went to ask why he would believe such a thing, but he barreled past her with his words. “I have longed to be happy, and together, we can explore this new relationship. You will bring the happiness I need, and, perhaps, I can do the same for you.”

His words were thoughtful but not realistic. What did this man know of heartache and the destruction of one’s soul? 

Then it occurred to Isabel that Laurence might not love her, but he did care for her, which was more than she would have if her mother had arranged for her to marry some old baron or a rogue simply because he was willing to pay off the debt she had acquired. Her life could have been so much worse.

“I agree.”

Laurence gave her a wide smile. “You will be a duchess; have you considered that fact?”

“No, I have not,” Isabel replied. In truth, she had not thought or cared if she received a title. Such things were unimportant in life as far as she was concerned. However, it was expected. As the eldest daughter, the fact she had married a man of the Gentry rather than of the peerage had been enough to wag a few tongues. “It is an honor, and I promise to bring no shame to your family or the title.”

“I never expected you would. That is why I am honored to be marrying you.” He paused. “The wedding will take place in two weeks. Is there anything I can do for you before then?”

Isabel rose from her seat. “No. I believe we have it well at hand. A short engagement requires a short wedding and, therefore, less planning.”

Laurence walked over to her and took her hand in his. “I realize this may not be what you wanted, but, as I said before, I will do everything in my power to make you happy. If you want to explore foreign lands, spend your days reading, whatever you wish to do, you may.”

“You are kind,” Isabel replied. “Thank you.” He was indeed kind. Many men were not so generous. Oh, a man might allow his wife to make lavish purchases, but Laurence spoke beyond what she could buy with his money. He spoke of what accepting what brought her joy. She was not an avid reader like Hannah, and she did not wish to explore foreign lands, but she would find a pastime that allowed her some breath of happiness. 

“Then I will begin the arrangements,” he said as he stepped toward the door. He paused for a moment as he faced the door, his hand on his leg. Was he in pain? Yet, before Isabel could inquire, he was walking again, so rather than bring attention to his impairment, she remained quiet as she followed him to the front door. 

When he was gone, Isabel’s mother joined her in the foyer. “What was your decision?” she inquired without looking at Isabel.

“Is there a need to ask?” Isabel replied curtly. “Do you believe me so cruel that I would have my sisters suffer? To have Nathaniel return to find his home is no longer his?”

“No,” her mother said. “I know you are not a woman who would do such a thing.” Isabel made to move past her mother, but the woman placed a hand on her arm to forestall her. “I know you are angry with me. I wish you knew how much this pains me.”

Isabel pursed her lips and then replied, “If you knew how much this pains me, you would never have made the request.”

Her mother released her arm, and Isabel moved to the stairs. Being angry with her mother did not bring her enjoyment, and it grieved Isabel to speak such hateful words to her. Yet, the woman had brought her family to near ruin, a sin for which Isabel was forced to pay. Therefore, she had every right to voice her opinion, even if the words she spoke stung. 

When she reached the top of the stairs, Isabel glanced down at the woman she had once thought strong. Although she still loved her mother, Isabel also understood the strength she once possessed was now gone. And for that, she could not offer forgiveness, for, in two weeks from today, she would be forced to marry, and the remainder of her life would be set for her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

When Laurence returned home, he realized that, for the first time in a very long time, he was happy. Not only had Isabel accepted his offer of marriage, but it was also clear she shared his optimism. It had been his worry that she would accept but with reservation, and, although he was not ignorant to the fact reservations were expected, her seemingly positive attitude pleased him. 

“Good evening, Your Grace,” Weber said as he removed the coat Laurence wore, draped it over an arm, and took his hat from him. “All went well, I assume?”

“Not only well; it was perfect.” Laurence gave Weber a friendly slap on the back. He knew showing the man such intimacy made the poor butler uncomfortable, but Laurence had few, if any, friends, so the old butler was stuck being as close a friend as Laurence had. “Soon, we shall have a new member of our household.”

Weber smiled. “Excellent, Your Grace. Might I ask who this guest will be?”

“She will not be a guest, my good man,” Laurence said. “She will be the new mistress of the house!”

“That is good news, Your Grace. However, who is this woman?”

Laurence laughed. In his excitement, he had forgotten to mention her name! “Isabel Lambert, or rather Mrs. Barnet. We are to be wed in a fortnight.”

“Congratulations, Your Grace. Mrs. Barnet is a sterling example of a lady. I have no doubt the new duchess will fill her role well.”

“Indeed. She has a strength; unlike anyone I have ever known. These halls will no longer be empty, for her presence will fill it with happiness unlike any we have seen in a very long time!” Then a thought occurred to him. “Weber, do you believe Mother and Father would approve of her?”

The old butler smiled. “The years I spent serving your parents were some of the finest times of my life. I have no doubt they would be pleased, for they only ever wanted you to be happy.”

“Thank you,” Laurence replied. “I will retire to the drawing room. Have a bottle of red brought up.”

Weber cleared his throat. “You have a guest waiting in the drawing room.”

“A guest?” Laurence asked. “I was not expecting anyone, especially at this hour.”

“Have you forgotten me already?”

Laurence turned to find his sister Harriet approaching from the hall that led to the drawing room. Her red hair glinted with gold hairpins, as did the jewels on her neck and ears, and her emerald-green gown was of the finest silks covered in the most delicate lace with ornate patterns throughout. Clearly, her spending had not decreased since he had last seen her. He would be surprised if the woman’s husband had any money left in his coffers.

“I did not expect you for some time,” Laurence said as he leaned in to kiss her cheek. “What are you doing here?”

Harriet snorted. “Do you understand the troubles I have had my whole life, Weber?” she asked of the butler. “My own brother does not welcome me into his home with open arms.” She sniffed as the man left without replying. “The old fool never spoke to me anyway.”

Laurence took a steadying breath. Old Weber knew who paid his wages. “What brings you here, Harriet?” he asked. 

“I needed time away from Ambrose. You there,” she called to a passing maid, “get that mangy old butler to bring me some wine to the drawing room.” The maid bobbed a quick curtsy and scurried off to do the woman’s bidding, and Harriet threaded her arm through that of Laurence. “Come. Let us go and relax. My journey here was more than taxing.”

What Laurence wanted was time alone in order to think and enjoy his contentedness in the prospect of marriage. Nevertheless, he allowed Harriet to lead him to the drawing room. His sister was disagreeable enough without being denied such a simple request. She could stack requests as quickly as a beaver creates a dam, and the possible disaster left in her wake could be as terrible as the flooding left by the clever rodent. Furthermore, it would not be long before she became bored and returned to her husband in Malmsberry, a half-day’s carriage ride from Camellia Estates. 

“You need more candles in here,” she declared as she took a seat on the sofa. “I have told you before; when one uses few candles, it gives the appearance that one is struggling with money.”

“I recall your wise counsel,” Laurence said as he went to a cart and poured himself a brandy. With Harriet visiting, the stronger the spirits the better. “There have been more pressing matters with which to deal.”

Harriet laughed just as Weber entered the room. The butler poured her a glass of wine and handed it to her with a bow.

“Thank you, Servant,” she said in her haughty tone and a dismissive wave of her hand. “That is all.” 

The man gave an acknowledging nod and turned to Laurence. “Is there anything else you need, Your Grace?”

Laurence waved a hand to indicate he did not, and Weber placed the wine bottle on the table and left the room. It was not the butler who rankled him. 

When the man was gone, Laurence turned to his sister. “Weber has been with our family for years. If you wish to call him anything, at least call him by his name.”

Harriet rolled her eyes. “You always have treated the servants as if they had any significance. If it were not for me, you would have them wearing clothing like ours rather than the livery they should be wearing.”

Ignoring her rude remarks, Laurence walked over to stand behind one of the blue high-backed chairs. “I imagine you are wanting to visit old friends,” he said hopefully as he leaned with his forearms on the back of the chair. 

“Oh, yes,” she replied. “Do not worry, I will keep out of your way.” Then she gave him a secretive smile that made him stifle a sigh. “You recall my friend Miss Margaret Portsmouth, do you not?”

“I do,” Laurence replied. “Will you be spending time with her?”

“Of course. However, she is looking for a suitor. You should speak to her. She is much like you in that she rarely leaves her home most days. Although, guilt is not the cause of her monkish behavior.” Laurence tensed, and she smiled at him over the rim of her wine glass. “I only speak the truth, and you know it.”

He had hoped his sister would leave before he had the chance to inform her of his upcoming nuptials, but it appeared that was not to be. Therefore, with reluctance, he said, “There will be no need for me to meet her, for I am marrying in a fortnight.”

Harriet coughed and set the glass on the table. “You are what?” she asked as she dabbed at her chin with a kerchief. “Marrying? To whom? I certainly am eager to know what woman would consign herself to be imprisoned within these walls with the likes of you.” 

Although anger raged inside him, Laurence tempered it. Too many years had been wasted arguing with this woman, and he had no desire to start that up again. “Isabel Barnet will be my new duchess.”

Harriet gaped at him. “Baron Lambert’s daughter?” she asked in astonishment. “Has she not already been married?”

Laurence downed the brandy and poured himself another. “She was, and her husband was an honorable man who met his death far too young.”

To his surprise, Harriet laughed. Bold the woman was with the servants, but to be so disrespectful of a deceased man who had been of the ton was more than unexpected. “You speak as if this man was a friend.” She shook her head. “I am sure his wife will find comfort in your coffers.”

“Isabel is not after my wealth!” Laurence snapped. “She is not like that.”

Harriet stood and pointed at his injured limb. “We both know that your leg is quite the cause for embarrassment for you and those around you. What other reason would she have for agreeing to marry you but to get to your money?”

What he wished to say was that the reason was for their happiness as well as to save a family home. However, he had learned long ago that any argument thrown at his sister would only be used against him in some heinous way. He had been happy not ten minutes earlier, but now, the old worries crept over him. Instinctively, his hand went to his leg as Harriet came up and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I know my words seem cruel,” she said. “And I know that you secretly hate me.”

“I do not hate you,” he murmured. And the words were true. Did he find her distasteful? Yes. Worthy of pity? Most definitely. However, he did not hate her. She was his sister after all and the only remaining member of his family left.

She ignored his protest, perhaps because it came out more as a whisper. “It is only because I care for you. I have always looked after you, especially after the death of our parents.”

The statement was silly, Laurence knew, for he had been raised by his mother’s brother. Harriet had been but ten when their parents were killed, and their great-aunt Francine had taken her in. She was raised with the best tutors money could buy, and she was for want of nothing. Aunt Francine, a widow by the age of forty, died a wealthy woman at seventy-eight and had left her entire fortune to Harriet. 

However, Laurence chose not to argue with his sister if it was something he did not have to do. What good would come from it? She paid little heed to anything he said unless it affected her in some way.

“It was I,” she continued as she took the glass from his hand, “who defended your name when accusations came against you concerning the death of our parents. It cost me dearly, but I would do it again.”

What price did Harriet have to pay? he wondered. Yet, as he considered that question, he realized she had paid much. She had lost her parents. “I am not responsible,” he said, choking on the words even as he spoke them. 

Harriet shook her head. “Let us speak of happier times, not of your past.” She took a drink from his glass. Was that a smile that played on her lips behind the rim? No, she was mean-spirited, but she was not cruel. “I plan to leave tomorrow to call on Margaret. However, I must admit my funds are low. Do you have a pittance to give your sister?” She pushed her bottom lip forward. “Must a sister beg her brother for a show of kindness?”

He sighed. “No.” He reached into his coat pocket and produced a handful of notes. Without waiting, Harriet took them from his hand.

“Thank you,” she said in a gay tone. “I am happy for you and Mrs. Barnet. You deserve a woman who will take care of and serve you.” Laurence was shocked that she would take time to congratulate him, even on his announcement of marriage. “I shall retire to bed now. I look forward to spending time with you and your betrothed.”

Laurence wished his sister a good night, and when she was gone, he poured himself another glass of brandy. What he hoped was that the woman would finish whatever business she had and return home immediately after. However, knowing his sister, she would remain simply to drive him mad.

A jolt of pain shot through his leg, and memories returned of how the leg had been damaged and the deaths surrounding it. He downed the entire glass of brandy in one go, hoping the fire it caused in his throat would take his mind from the pain in his leg—and in his heart. Hopefully, Isabel would see past his shortcomings and perhaps one day even Harriet would forgive him his trespasses. 

However, he had learned that one cannot know the future. No, he is forced to wait until it arrives.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

The days passed by quickly, and on the eve of Isabel’s wedding, she felt neither excited nor worried. In fact, she felt nothing but an overwhelming numbness that consumed her heart and soul. As she rolled the wedding ring in her fingers, she wondered at how different her life could have been. If Arthur had not joined his friends in hunting, she would not be a widow today. If her mother had sought help with her finances rather than believing she could manage them herself, Isabel would not be forced to marry a man she did not love.

However, it was time to put such thoughts aside, for it did nothing to change what would soon take place. She returned the ring to the box and closed the lid, and a knock came to the door. When she opened it, she was surprised to find her sisters standing in the hall.

“What are you doing?” Isabel demanded. “And both of you in your nightgown? You should be in bed!”

Juliet smiled and whispered, “We have a surprise for you. Come. It is the last night before you are married.” She giggled and added, “Again.”

Isabel went to interject, but Hannah grabbed her by the hand and pulled her from the room. The glow of the single candle Juliet held created a ball of light around them and combined with their intimate knowledge of the house, they hurried through the corridors until they got to the top of the main staircase. 

“Where are we going?” Isabel demanded, ignoring her sisters’ hushing. “We are acting as thieves.”

“I am better than a thief,” Juliet replied with a grin. “For I am your sister, and I will not have you leave this home like the last time you were married—without a proper farewell.” She shook her head. “If I knew then what I know now…Enough of that. Come on!”

Before Isabel could respond, she was led down the steps of the eerily quiet house. Hannah opened the door and the trio went outside. The moon was full, allowing enough light to see the drive, and Juliet blew out the candle and placed it on the ground beside a large bush. 

“Quick, this way,” Juliet said in a hushed tone. “It is just past those trees.”

Although Isabel was now a grown woman, she could not temper the giddiness that bubbled inside her. It was as though she were a child sneaking away into the night to explore, an act she was certain Juliet did not find foreign. “Hannah, did you plan this escape with Juliet, or did she do it on her own?”

“I did,” Hannah replied with a grin. “You spoke of us looking after one another, and it was my planning that will ensure this night will be without incident.”

Isabel chuckled, but when she caught sight of an object at the end of the drive, her eyes narrowed. “A carriage?”

“Oh, yes,” Juliet replied. “Cousin Annabel wished to take part in tonight’s activities.”

Isabel shook her head. What were these girls thinking? The truth of the matter was, they were not thinking. However, she could not see it in her heart to deny them this adventure. At least she would be present to keep them out of trouble.

“Isabel!” Annabel said, hurrying over and pulling her in for an embrace. “I am so happy for you.” She, too, wore her nightdress with a dressing gown covering it, and her hair, which was so much like that of Isabel and Hannah, hung down her back in long blond waves. It was no wonder people believed her to be one of Isabel’s sisters.

“What are you doing here?” Isabel demanded.

“You have not told her?” Annabel asked, glancing at the other two girls. “Well, it does not matter.” She gave a theatrical bow and added, “Your carriage awaits.”

“I appreciate this gesture, I truly do, but I cannot be responsible for your actions this night.” She pointed a finger at Annabel. “Your parents will be angry if they learn about this.” Then she turned the finger on her sisters. “And Mother will be furious.”

Juliet waved away Isabel’s concerns. “Annabel’s parents are away, so they will never know. And as to Hannah and me? We do not care what punishment we receive. This is our last night with our sister, and we mean to make the most of it!”

Isabel’s heart softened as she looked at the three girls who stood before her. No, they were not girls any longer; they were young women. Poor Annabel was left alone often, her parents off on one adventure or another, so she had become more a sister than a cousin. And although Juliet was prone to mischief, Isabel loved her vivaciousness. Hannah, typically the quiet one of them all, wore such a wide grin, she could do nothing but agree to their mad plans, whatever they were. 

“Oh, very well,” she said to a chorus of cheers. “However, we cannot be out late. I am getting married in the morning, after all.”

They traveled no more than fifteen minutes before coming to a stop. “Come on!” Juliet said as she jumped from the carriage. “It is over here.”

Isabel followed the trio down a path that led to a wide glen where a small campfire crackled inside a ring of stones. Beside it stood a lone figure she could not make out.

“Who is that?” Isabel asked. “And what are we doing here in such a remote place?”

“That is Daniel, the stable boy,” Juliet replied in a sing-song voice. “I asked him to arrive early and prepare the campfire for us.”

“He is not your personal servant to do your bidding,” Isabel chastised. “Perhaps the man needs to rest after a hard day’s work in the stables.” She could not see Juliet’s face in the darkness, but Isabel was certain the concept eluded the girl. 

As they approached the fire, Daniel bowed. “Miss Juliet,” he said, “I did what you asked me to. Is the fire acceptable?”

Juliet gave the man a smile. “Very good. You have done me proud.”

Isabel rolled her eyes.

“Now, I ask but one more favor of you,” Juliet continued.

“Yes,” came his ready reply. “Whatever you wish.”

“Stand guard close by, for while we enjoy ourselves, we would not wish to have unscrupulous highwaymen stumble across our campfire and find we are women of high society. Who knows what they would do to us!” She did not sound one whit concerned that those four women would be found in their nightclothes! 

“That I will, Miss,” Daniel replied and then moved to the outside of the glow of the fire, facing outward and peering into the near darkness. 

Four blankets sat around the fire, and rather than unrolling them, they used them as cushions, for, although the sun had set several hours earlier, it was late summer, so the air was warm enough to not require more covering. This thought made Isabel want to laugh; their state of undress most certainly called for covering! 

Annabel pulled a bottle from her bag and held it up for all to see. “This is the finest brandy in all of England. Tonight, we share in it as a token of our love for Isabel.”

Isabel looked on in astonishment. Rather than removing glasses from her bag as Isabel would have expected, the girl simply removed the cork and took a drink straight from the bottle! She coughed into her arm before passing the bottle to Juliet. When Juliet drank, Isabel could not help but notice that her sister did not cough, a clear sign that this was not her first experience with drinking brandy. Nor her second, for that matter. 

When Juliet passed the bottle to Hannah, the poor girl gave it a concerned look. 

“Go on,” Juliet said. “I shall make sure the man behind you does not put his hands on you in a disgraceful manner.”

Hannah gasped and looked over her shoulder, and Isabel could not help but join in the laughter. With a glare, Hannah took a drink and then grimaced as she handed the bottle to Isabel. 

For a moment, Isabel simply stared at the bottle. Although she had not received such attention before her first marriage, she would never be able to express how much this night meant to her. Therefore, she held up the bottle and said, “We are drinking like thieves in the night. Or perhaps this is what pirates do? Either way, we drink to our future—all our futures!” She smiled and put the bottle to her lips. The liquid burned her throat, but it warmed her chilled limbs and sent a pleasant tingling through her body.

She passed the bottle back to Juliet. “Thank you for this,” she said. “I am already enjoying our time together.”

“Think nothing of it,” Juliet replied. “It is my pleasure…all of ours…to plan this.”

Isabel laughed. “We certainly are not acting like ladies tonight, are we? If we are caught, the shame will be great.” This made them all laugh. 

“Isabel?” Annabel said. “May I ask you something? About your marriage, that is.”

Isabel nodded. She wondered if the subject would arise. In all reality, she had expected it, but she had hoped it would not come. She was still steadfast in her decision to not have them learn the truth behind her impending marriage, no matter the cost. And especially not while they had gone to such lengths to celebrate.

“Do you plan to have lots of children?”

“Yes,” Hannah said, leaning forward with interest. “I am curious about this, as well. Juliet believes you will bear the man at least a dozen, but I believe four is more to your liking.”

Relieved, Isabel smiled as she looked at the curious faces. As much as Juliet believed she was knowledgeable about the ways of the world, she was not, and she had a hard reality awaiting her. “When the time comes,” she replied, “Laurence and I shall decide how many children we will have. However,” she turned her attention to Juliet, “I can assure you that it will not be a dozen.”

This seemed to appease Annabel, but then Hannah asked, “I have a question. Juliet said you kissed Laurence when you were younger, and that is why he has come back for your hand. Is that true?”

Juliet giggled, and Isabel could not help but grin. “No. It was not for that reason.”

“Then why?” Hannah demanded. “I thought you would never marry again.”

The words stung, and Isabel had to stay her tongue. “Notions of love,” she said as she took the bottle from Juliet, “is certainly worthy conversation. However, around a campfire on a night such as tonight? No, we have more interesting topics to discuss.”

“I agree,” Juliet said. “Such as kissing. May I ask…what is it like?”

Hannah gaped at her sister. “You have not been kissed yet?”

“No, silly,” came Juliet’s reply. “And certainly not by a simple stable boy. My kisses are reserved for a man so handsome that his mere presence will cause women to fall over in envy.”

“Isabel?” Annabel asked, “what is a kiss like?”

Isabel laughed. “It is something that is not to be taken frivolously. Only those in love—and married,” she added with a glare for Juliet, “but as to the feeling…” Her words trailed off as she recalled the first kiss she received from Arthur. What an amazing experience that had been. “Well, it is wonderful.”

The questions continued, and the girls soon talked of men, marriage, and the upcoming season. Through it all, Isabel answered when she could, and sought to give them advice that they needed, while at the same time reserving the most intimate of details to herself. 

The night grew long, and as she took another drink from the bottle, she was thankful for the excursion her sisters had planned, as crude as it was around a campfire and brandy straight from the bottle. But it had been done in love, and that meant everything to Isabel. Soon, these three young ladies would fall in love, marry, and eventually leave Scarlett Hall, and she could not imagine spending these last few days in any other way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Promises. Isabel had made many in her life. She had made promises to be on her best behavior. Given her word to keep a particular secret. Pledged to complete a task asked of her. Now, she stood in the gardens of Camellia Estates to make a vow to obey, serve, honor, love, and keep until death as she had done when she married Arthur, and her mother and sisters were once again in attendance to bear witness. The numbness had returned; however, with her family offering her the grandest of smiles, she at least could force her lips to speak the required words. 

One attendee did not offer a smile. Lady Harriet Darlington, Marchioness of Gattlingstone, might have been sister to Laurence, but the two were as different from one another as cats are to dogs. She made it quite clear that she was bored, evident by the tapping of her foot on the cobblestone. However, she made no comment beyond several sighs. Other than the marchioness and Hannah’s family, no others were in attendance, for which Isabel was glad.

The truth of the matter was it was difficult enough to put on the appearance of joy for the few who witnessed the ceremony. However, knowing the ton and their propensity to gossip, the peerage would wonder at the reason for such a quick wedding, and she did not have the strength to lie. Not at that moment and about such a complex situation. Certainly, she could speak an oath she did not feel, but that was different from skirting around the truth and making it believable with people she barely knew.

The old vicar raised a hand as gnarled as the trees that surrounded them as he recited one of the many prayers. Love would guide their footsteps. A bright future lay before them. The words were meant for Isabel and Laurence, but Isabel hoped her sisters would listen, as well.

Hannah and Juliet—and even Annabel—had been spared the disgrace of a rushed wedding, and although they were not aware of the true reasons behind this decision, she prayed they would capitalize on the time that remained before they were also married. The time as children had come to an end, and now they were women; she prayed they would act as such. How they spent the remainder of their unwed lives was what was important. 

“Isabel?” Laurence whispered. 

She turned her gaze to him. His wavy hair had been neatly combed back, and he wore a kind smile. 

“We are finished.”

“Oh,” she said, stifling her gasp. “I am sorry. The excitement…”

The vicar offered a polite smile, and Laurence turned to address their families. “It has been an honor to have you here today; to witness our exchanging of vows. I suggest we return to the dining hall where breakfast will be served.”

Lady Darlington rolled her eyes, acting less a lady than even Juliet. She might be sister to Laurence, but Isabel hoped the woman would be returning to her own home soon. 

“Laurence,” the woman said in her haughty tone, “I must speak with you.”

“I will meet you inside,” Laurence whispered. When Isabel nodded, he walked over to his sister and Isabel joined her family. 

Her mother wrapped her arms around her, her eyes brimming with tears. “I am so pleased.”

I am sure you are, Isabel thought; although she said nothing, for that blessed numbness stayed her tongue.

“You are a duchess now,” Hannah said. “I would never have thought you would receive such a title!” Then she hung her head. “Not that you are unworthy of such a title.”

Isabel laughed. “I understand your meaning.” She waited out the other embraces and showers of congratulations before saying, “Shall we go eat?”

“I am hungry,” Juliet said. “And tired.” She displayed a wide grin, and Isabel could not help but return it. They had returned to Scarlett Hall well past midnight, and it had taken Isabel several hours to fall asleep despite the effects of the brandy.

Laurence approached and said, “May I have a word for a moment?”

Isabel nodded and turned to her family. “I will meet you inside.” 

“I hope there are scones,” Juliet said as she followed Hannah, Annabel, and their mother inside. “I will waste away to nothing if I do not eat soon.”

“You are going to become as large as a house if you are not careful,” Annabel said with a giggle.

Soon, they were out of sight.

“Is everything all right?” Isabel asked when her family had gone.

“Indeed,” Laurence replied. “All is wonderful, in fact. It is Harriet; she wishes to speak to you alone.”

Isabel glanced over at the woman in her delicate blue dress and wide-brimmed hat. “Oh?” she asked, attempting to hide her suspicion.

“I believe she wishes to welcome you to the family.”

Isabel studied the marchioness for a moment and doubted highly what he said was the case. However, rather than argue the fact, she said, “Then I shall speak to her.” She forced a smile that Laurence seemed to accept without fault.

She walked over to Lady Darlington, who waited in the shade of a large tree, fanning herself with vigor. “You wished to speak to me?” Isabel asked, pleased that her voice remained calm. 

“It must be exciting to be a duchess,” the woman said in an overly sweet tone. “Do you not believe so?”

“I am pleased to be married to Laurence, if that is what you ask,” Isabel replied. “Whether he has a title or not is of no concern to me.”

Lady Darlington looked past Isabel as if she had not spoken. “Laurence,” she called, “you have guests inside. Do not keep them waiting.”

Isabel was shocked enough at the manner in which this woman spoke to her brother; however, when he complied without thought, she was flabbergasted.

“My brother is not the brightest of dukes,” Lady Darlington said with a dismissive hand. “Like a dog, he must be trained.”

Whatever numbness that had settled on Isabel disappeared, replaced by annoyance. “I believe he is acceptable the way he is,” she said in retort, not caring if her tone had a bite to it. If this woman was not careful, she would bite her!

“Oh?” Lady Darlington replied. “Does that include his leg?”

Isabel was taken aback. “Of course. Why would it not?”

The marchioness sniffed. “Most women find the sight of his limp revolting. Like a serving of haggis. It is spoken about in wonder, but it scares anyone away.”

“I assure you, his leg—and his title—are of no importance to me,” Isabel said, finding it difficult to remain in the woman’s company for too much longer. If she did, she might just slap the ninny! “Now, if you will excuse me, I have guests waiting.”

As Isabel turned to leave, Lady Darlington caught her by the wrist. “I do not know what game you are playing, Mrs. Barnet, but rest assured, I shall be keeping my eye on you.”

“You believe my marriage to Laurence contrived?”

“I believe so, yes,” the marchioness replied with a quick nod. She released Isabel and gave her the sweetest of smiles as footsteps approached. “But we shall see,” she said, her dulcet tones returned. “I believe that, in the end, we will become good friends. Like sisters.”

Laurence walked up to them, but Isabel could do nothing but stare at the woman.

“Sisters?” Laurence said with a laugh. “I had hoped you two would become fast friends, but this is better than I could have hoped.”

“We shall do everything together,” Lady Darlington said with a smile. “That is, if the new duchess would be so kind as to allow me to be near her?”

Isabel clutched the skirts of her gown to keep from striking the woman. She wanted to call out this woman as a liar, but she could not. Not yet. Therefore, she replied, “Indeed. That would be lovely.” 

“Brilliant!” Laurence said. “Come. The food is ready, and we have our marriage to celebrate.”

As they walked inside, Isabel’s stomach began to knot once more. Not only had she gained a new husband to please, but it also appeared she had acquired a sinister sister-in-law, as well. 

***

Isabel gathered with her sisters as they waited for the carriage to be brought around. They had enjoyed a lovely breakfast banquet that consisted of pickled herring, honey cakes, a variety of tarts, and lovely rolls dripping with butter. 

, however, her family was to leave, and Isabel was shocked when Juliet threw her arms around her crying and clinging as if she did not want to leave.

“I will miss you,” Juliet cried. “Will we see each other again?”

Isabel kissed her head and laughed. “Of course we will. We are not but three miles apart. I will be at Scarlett Hall so often, you will wish me to leave!”

“Never,” Juliet said as she wiped at her eyes. Then she kissed Isabel’s cheek and moved to allow Hannah to fawn over Isabel.

“If I need you,” Hannah said as she grasped Isabel’s hands so tightly, Isabel thought the bones would break, “may I call over?”

“The silly questions I have received today!” Isabel said with a light laugh. “One would believe I have never been married and away from Scarlett Hall before. Of course, you may call over whenever you wish.” She took Annabel’s hand. “All of you are welcome.” Her words seemed to calm them, and they were less reluctant to leave when the carriage arrived. 

As the girls stepped into the vehicle, Isabel turned to face her mother. She did not wish to be angry with the woman any longer, but she could not help the feelings that remained. 

“I know you are angry with me,” her mother said as if she could read Isabel’s thoughts. “And I will not attempt to convince you otherwise.” She gave a heavy sigh. “Since the day you were born, I have wanted the best for you. I hope that, one day, you will understand that.”

Without so much as an embrace or a kiss on the cheek, the woman left Isabel and stepped into the carriage, leaving Isabel to stare after her. It did not matter, for words failed her. The anger remained, but it lessened somehow. Her mother was right; she only wanted what was best for her. And for her family.

As the carriage drove away, Isabel sighed. Her sisters were returning to Scarlett Hall, and she prayed they would find happiness.

Then the curtain moved, and Juliet pressed her face against the window with her tongue sticking out. The melancholy that had befallen Isabel washed away, and she laughed until the carriage was out of view. Juliet had always been one to change her moods. Sometimes she could frustrate her, but at other times, such as this, she brought her joy. 

As she turned, she nearly jumped out of her slippers when she found Laurence standing directly behind her.

“It has been an exhausting day,” he said. “Although it is not yet noon, I am tired.”

Isabel nodded and then stifled a yawn. “Forgive me. And yes, I am exhausted, as well.”

The two stood staring at each other. The awkwardness was palpable, and Isabel wondered what they would do next.

She did not have long to wait, however, for the door opened, and Lady Darlington walked out. “I am going to call on Margaret,” she said, her nose in the air. “Do not expect me for dinner, for I shall be dining with her this evening.”

“Give Margaret my best,” Laurence called after her. 

She waved a hand in reply without turning and then stepped into the carriage that had pulled up in front of the house. Soon, that carriage followed the route toward the main road her family’s had. 

Once inside, Laurence closed the door, the sound echoing in the foyer—and through Isabel’s body. Suddenly, panic overtook her. She was alone in a new home with a man to whom she was married. And although she had considered it a few times, his next words confirmed her worst fears.

“Allow me to show you to your bedroom,” he said and then motioned to the stares. 

Isabel found it difficult to breathe. She gave him a nod and followed him up the stairs.

“You will find the pillows filled with the softest down.”

“Lovely,” Isabel whispered. The man seemed to waste no time in wanting to consummate their marriage. Why had she not considered he would? Even after all the questions her sisters had asked the night before, she had rarely thought about it. 

They passed a line of portraits of previous dukes and duchesses, and they stared down at her with accusation in their eyes. Was she worthy to be where they had once stood? A woman once married, and to a man of the Gentry at that? She had been lucky when her mother had agreed to her marriage to Arthur, but now she wondered how that had come about. Perhaps being forced to marry Laurence had been her retribution for being allowed to marry for love the first time around.

“Here,” Laurence said as they came to a stop at the top of the stairs, “is where our portraits will hang.” He smiled down at her. “I am certain there will be no argument that yours will be the most beautiful.”

Isabel could not calm her racing heart, and her “Thank you” came as a choked mumble. He did not notice, however, for he gave her a wide grin before continuing to the next floor. 

Almost at the end of the long hallway, he stopped before the last door and opened it. He allowed her to enter first, and she glanced around her. A dressing table sat between two tall windows, and a wardrobe twice the size of hers back home sat against a far wall. However, it was the massive four-poster bed with white and pink striped drapes and matching cover that stayed her breath. 

Try as she might, no excuse would come to mind to put off the inevitable. She had to be resigned to her fate. 

“Isabel?” Laurence said, concern marring his otherwise handsome face. “Are you all right?”

“It-it is lovely,” she said, her eyes falling on the bed once more. “I-I will prepare myself.” She swallowed hard, hoping her breakfast would not make a sudden return.

He placed his hand on her shoulder. “No,” he whispered. “This is your bedroom, not mine.”

Confusion ran through her. “I-I do not understand. If this is my bedroom, where is yours?”

“Next door, at the end the hall,” he said with an amused smile playing on his lips. “I understand this marriage was not planned. I know we were not married because of love, that is, love of lovers.” He sighed. Was he as nervous as she felt? “We have whole lives ahead of us, and I will never make any demands on you. Whatever we do, it should be done in love.”

A single tear rolled down her cheek. In the first time in several years, someone had taken consideration of her feelings. 

“Rest and we shall talk later.”

He turned and she placed a hand on his arm. “Laurence,” she said, “thank you. You have extended much kindness to my family. And to me.”

“You are most certainly welcome,” he replied and then left the room. 

Isabel sat on the long chest at the end of the bed and looked around her new room. Although she was angry and saddened by her circumstances, she was also aware of the fact that Laurence continued to treat her with the utmost respect. She had thought the man wished to take her to his bed, but instead he had sought to comfort her. And, although she did not love him, it was in that moment that she realized that she did hold a small affection for him. Perhaps it was just the seed that was needed to grow a love they could share together.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Isabel opened her eyes after falling into an exhausted nap, and for a moment, she forgot she was no longer in Scarlett Hall. Memories of the day’s events, however, flooded her mind, accompanied by a sadness at how much her life had changed and a curiosity at what her life would be like from this day forward. 

She rose, glad to see the sun still high over the horizon, and she was thankful she had not slept the day away. Then again, what would she do now that she was in a new home? With a new husband? 

Sighing, she splashed cool water from the pitcher on her face, and the sleepiness dissipated. Reinvigorated, she dressed, arranged her hair, and then left the room. The house was eerily quiet as she made her way down the shadowy hallway, and she stopped before one of the portraits. The former Duchess of Ludlow had been a beautiful woman, and Isabel remembered the few times she had spoken to her. Not only was she lovely, but she was also kind to those around her, and her wit had been entertaining. Laurence, she realized, was very like his mother in those ways.

“Do you remember her?” Laurence asked, causing Isabel to start. “It has been so long, I sometimes forget what she looks like until I see this painting.”

“I remember her quite well,” Isabel replied. “I was just thinking what a kind woman she had been.”

Laurence nodded. “My father would say that she held her title so well that no other should be allowed to be called Duchess.” He smiled and shook his head. “At the time, I did not understand what he meant. Now, I do.” He turned to Isabel, the smile remaining. “I believe you will fill the role perfectly.”

“I will try,” Isabel said, her cheeks aflame.

“Now that we have rested, I believe it is only proper to introduce you to your new home.”

Isabel smiled. “Thank you. That would be nice.” And she was surprised when she realized that it was true.

She followed Laurence to the first door. “This is the room I had when I was young, but I had it redecorated when I moved into the suite down the hall. Now, I call it the Blue Room, and it is reserved for guests.” He sighed. “Not that any guests have used it, for there have not been any in quite a while.” He frowned, shook his head, and then opened the door. 

Isabel peered into the room. Indeed, it was a blue room. The striped wallpaper, carpet, bedding, and window trimmings were one shade of blue or another. It was a lovely room, in all honesty. “Is this where your sister sleeps when she visits?” she asked.

“No. Her room is in another part of the house. She claims this is too small for her, although her room when she was younger was of the same size as this.”

“She does not stay in her childhood room?” Isabel asked in astonishment. “I would never give up my bedroom at Scarlett Hall to be used as a guest room. Where would I stay when I go to visit?”

He chuckled. “If she had it her way, she would appropriate my room for herself. But no, she insists on being as far away from me as she can manage, so she confiscated the largest in the west wing.”

He shook his head as he closed the door behind them and continued down the hallway. Three more rooms, all named for the color that dominated the room, followed. At the end of the hall were a set of double doors, and he swept them open. “This is my room.” 

If her bedroom was large, his was massive and had a clear masculine taste in the décor. The large bed had deep brown drapes that hung to the floor. A large dresser held a flawless mirror and a pair of wardrobes lined one wall. On the floor was a round rug with splashes of orange and rust mixed with the brown. 

“Is this the brown room?” she asked teasingly. 

He laughed. “No, but perhaps we should name it as such.”

Along one wall was a large window and another set of double doors. “A balcony?” she asked in shock.

“Oh, yes. One of my favorite places.”

“May I?” she asked as she indicated the door. She imagined what she could see from such a wonderful location would be lovely.

“Isabel,” he said with a warm smile, “this is your home now, too. Never ask where you may tread, for it is all yours as well as mine.”

Smiling, she opened the doors and stepped out onto a wide balcony that held an ornate wrought iron table and a set of matching chairs. “What a marvelous view,” she gasped as she walked over to the iron baluster.

“I could not agree more. I often find myself staring off from here for hours.”

“And no wonder,” she replied. “I could do the same myself.”

“Then join me whenever you please.”

She gave him a smile. How kind this man was! He did not force himself upon her, nor did he set expectations, and for that, she felt great relief. 

With reluctance, she followed him from the room and down the main staircase to the drawing room. “Of course, you have been here,” he said.

She nodded. “I have. It is a lovely room.”

They visited a study that he clearly used as an office and a library filled with books on all sorts of subject. However, it was the ballroom that left her in awe.

“Oh, Laurence, it is magnificent!” she said as she walked out to the middle of the room. It had tall white pillars and gold walls trimmed in white. Wall sconces lined both sides of the room and two grand chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The wooden floor had been waxed to a bright sheen, and she could easily envision herself spinning in such a lovely place. Then she turned to him. “Your home…our home is beautiful.”

“I am glad you believe so,” he said with a chuckle. Then he glanced around as if in search of eavesdroppers. “May I share a secret with you?”

Isabel could not help but giggle. “Of course,” she replied, lowering her voice, as well.

“You must not tell Harriet,” he said, his face solemn. “She would not understand, and I do not wish to explain myself to anyone, but especially not to her.”

Isabel thought the comment odd. He was the duke. Why would he have to explain himself to anyone, including his sister? “I promise.”

“This way, then,” he said.

They walked to the far corner of the room, and Laurence placed his hands on one of the panels. With a wink, he lifted it, and to Isabel’s surprise, it swung into the wall.

“A secret passage?” Isabel gasped.

“It is,” Laurence replied and then stepped inside. 

Isabel paused. “It is very dark in there,” she said, doing her best to search out Laurence and seeing only the vague outline of his body and the white of his cravat and the lace on the cuffs of his coat.

“Do not be afraid. I may not be able to chase after any ghosts, but I will do my best to fight them.” 

Isabel could not help but laugh, and she took the hand that he thrust through the opening. Once inside, Laurence closed the panel. With her hand still in his, he led her a dozen or so steps forward in complete darkness. Then she heard a scratching noise, and a door opened, light streaming into the passageway. She had to squint against the sudden light that came from a large window. 

“This is my secret room,” he said. “Only you and a few trusted servants know about it.”

Isabel looked around as Laurence opened the drapes. The window looked out into the garden. However, it was not the view that caught her attention but rather numerous canvases that dotted the room. Two easels sat in different places, one facing the window and one away. And leaning against every space along the walls were various paintings of landscapes, animals, houses, parks, everything imaginable. 

She walked over to a painting of a horse in a field. “You painted these?”

“You speak as though I have committed some offense,” he said with a laugh.

“Oh, not at all!” she said as her eyes soaked in the artwork. “These are quite good.”

“Thank you,” he replied. “It would not bode well for people to know my secret, but it is something I enjoy doing quite often.”

Isabel turned and smiled at him. “Well, your secret is safe with me. You are a talented artist.”

“You are too kind.” He paused. “Do you paint?”

“I?” she asked with a laugh. “No. I have no artistic abilities whatsoever. My father brought in a tutor once when I was young to teach me to play the pianoforte and they both gave up after a month when I still could not play the scales.”

He chuckled. “I will keep that in mind in case I ever think of asking you to play.” He gazed at her. “If you would like, I can teach you how to paint. I promise you will learn at least the basics in much less than a month.”

His offer was kind, but Isabel had no interest in taking up any activities, least of all painting. The idea was even less appealing than playing the pianoforte had been. It all seemed so…intricate. However, he appeared so beseeching, she could not get herself to turn down his offer right away. “May I think on it?” she asked. “I still feel overwhelmed by the day’s activities.” 

“Of course.” He looked down at her and smiled. “It feels as if you have been here for years.” 

Isabel said nothing. What could she say? ‘Actually, I want to return home to my mother’? No, she could not hurt him in such a manner. 

“Well, we will need to dress for dinner soon,” he said, returning to close the drapes once again. 

Isabel followed him down the dark passage and the brightness of the ballroom. She was glad for the tour, for it helped her take the first steps in seeing Camellia Estates as her home. She was also glad dinner would be served soon, for she found for the first time since yesterday that she was hungry. Although the morning reception after the quick ceremony had offered a fabulous array of choices, she had been much too nervous to eat a bite.

As she dressed for dinner, she considered his offer to teach her, although she found it kind, she decided she would leave him to enjoy his favorite pastime alone. It was not that she did not enjoy his company; however, spending too much time together might bring about false feelings that would only end in heartache.

This was something she had learned firsthand.

***

Laurence closed the book on which he was unable to focus and placed it on the table beside him. His hand went to his leg of its own accord, and he rubbed at the ache that was a constant part of his life as he thought on the day’s events. He had not been surprised when Isabel retired once everyone had left Camellia Estates after the wedding breakfast, but he was disappointed when she refused to join him for a drink in the drawing room after dinner. 

He took a sip of his brandy as he thought of the other disappointment he had endured after dinner. Isabel had refused his offer to teach her to paint, and he found that refusal to be more devastating than the other. Sharing his pastime with her had been a difficult decision, but she was now his wife, and it would be unfair of him to keep any secrets from her. Painting was the one activity that he could enjoy because of his leg—so many others required either physical strength or a prowess he did not possess. It also gave him the opportunity to transfer all his emotions from his heart to the canvas.

“This is only the first day,” he mumbled into his glass. There were more days to come, and therefore, he would remain patient. Her reaction to learning of how he amused himself had been genuine, he was certain, and that led him to believe there could be hope she would change her mind in the future. As long as she was happy in her new life, that was what mattered to him the most.

The door opened, and Harriet entered the room, her skirts swirling around her ankles. “Margaret is such a bore,” she said in exasperation. She already had a glass of wine in her hand.

Laurence recognized the look on her face all too well; she was about to unleash her disdain for her friend.

And indeed, she did. “Even her husband is a bore. All he enjoys doing is reading.” She glanced at his book with disgust. “Much like you.”

“There is nothing wrong with reading,” Laurence said. “It is exciting to go on adventures and not even leave the house. You can also learn all sorts of new things. For example, there are new animals discovered in foreign lands…”

Harriet waved him off with annoyance. “I do not really care, if you must know.” She glanced around the room. “Where is your new wife? She has not left you already, has she?” She threw her head back and laughed as if her words held great humor. “I was only teasing. But the question remains; where is she?”

“She has retired early. Preparing for the wedding and then the day’s events have left her overtaxed.”

Harriet clicked her tongue. “I still do not understand why you did not leave for a honeymoon.” Then she glanced down. “Is it because of your leg?”

Laurence downed the remainder of his drink. He hated to admit, especially to Harriet, that part of the reason he rarely made an appearance in public was because of his leg, and that included going on a honeymoon. The other reason they remained home rather than traveled was because he did not wish to put Isabel in a situation that was unnecessary. “We will take a honeymoon at a later date,” he replied. His sister did not need to know every intimate detail of his and his wife’s plans.

This seemed to appease her, for she leaned back into the sofa. “It is a shame she is in bed already. I did wish to see her again.” She sighed. “I suppose there is tomorrow.”

“There is,” Laurence replied. He picked up his book once again and opened it at the page he had been reading earlier, hoping Harriet would take it as a signal that he wished to be alone.

However, his ever-selfish sister ignored the gesture. “Have you arranged for her to buy new dresses yet? Or jewelry?” Laurence glanced up from his book but did not speak. “I can see by your look you have not considered it.”

“I have not. If she wishes to buy a new dress or jewelry, I do not care. But she has not made any mention of it.”

Harriet stood and walked over to the liquor cart. “Laurence?” she asked as she poured herself a healthy measure of sherry. “Do you remember our mother?”

Laurence heaved a heavy sigh and closed his book “Of course I do. What about her?”

“Do you recall her wearing dresses of the finest fabrics?” 

He nodded. What point was she trying to make?

“How about her fingers or her neck? Were they bare?”

“No,” he replied, not hiding his impatience. He did remember that their father never spared the smallest expense when it came to their mother, but what did that have to do with Isabel? “What does all this mean?” he demanded.

She handed him a new glass of brandy. “You are fortunate I am willing to take the time to look after you,” she said as she returned to her seat. “If you were left to your own devices, you would destroy our family name within six months of this wedding.”

“Speak plainly,” Laurence said, tired of her beating around the bush. “What is it you are wanting Isabel to do?”

His sister took her time to reply, swirling the sherry around in her glass before giving a dramatic sigh. “You cannot have Isabel as your wife and duchess walking around without jewelry and fine gowns. That is, unless you do not care for her as Father did for Mother.”

“I do want the best for my wife,” he argued. He thought again about how his father acted toward his mother. The truth of the matter was, his father allowed his mother free rein to buy anything she wanted. He sighed. “I will send Isabel to town tomorrow. There she can buy whatever she pleases.”

Harriet groaned. “You are such a fool,” she said. “Her father might have been a baron, but that does not mean that she had access to the kind of money a duchess has. How will she know which gowns to buy or the best jewelry to match? Then there are the hats, gloves…”

“All right,” Laurence interrupted. “However, you know I prefer not to go into town. Would you be willing to accompany her? That is, if she is willing to go shopping.”

After several moments of what appeared to be careful consideration, Harriet replied, “I did promise Margaret I would call on her again tomorrow, but Isabel is now my sister-in-law; I would like to see her succeed.” However, she still appeared to be contemplating her decision.

Laurence nodded. “Please,” he said, hoping he would sway her decision. 

“Oh, do not beg,” Harriet replied. “You have done enough damage to our family already. It appears it will be up to me to save the day once again.” She downed the last of her sherry and placed the empty glass beside her empty wine glass on the table. “Then I am off to bed, for we will have an early day tomorrow.”

“I appreciate you offering to accompany Isabel,” Laurence said. “Being newly married cannot be easy for her.”

“By the way,” she said, stopping at the door, “my funds are low, and it will be difficult for a woman to help another and suffer the embarrassment of being unable to buy a dress for herself.”

“You may put it on my account,” Laurence said with a sigh. 

“Thank you,” she said with a wide smile. “Perhaps there is hope for you yet. Goodnight, Laurence.”

When she was gone, he opened his book once more, but his mind kept returning to the words Harriet spoke. His sister could be, and had been, cruel on many occasions, more so since his parents died. Yet, although he wanted to rebuke her often, she had those moments when he appreciated her candor. 

Then his thoughts turned to the times when she was not as helpful, and he knew her accusations were true. It was his fault his parents were dead, and he had his disfigured leg as a constant reminder of that fact. He had destroyed their family, and he hoped one day Harriet would forgive him. For now, however, he cared only for Isabel and what she thought, for if she was able to look past his sin, then perhaps, in that, he would find forgiveness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Isabel had planned to spend her first full day at Camellia Estates walking its corridors and acclimating herself to her new home. She had already written letters, one each to her sisters, brother, and mother, and strolled through the garden, and planned to begin exploring after having a few bits of breakfast. However, Laurence met her at the bottom of the main staircase as she made her way to the dining room, a wide grin on his face. 

“Good morning,” he said. He hesitated and then leaned forward to kiss her on the cheek. “I hope you slept well.” 

She had to stop herself from raising a hand to the place where he had kissed her, for her traitorous body found the intimate display pleasing. Luckily, her mind had more influence over her sensibilities. 

“I did,” she said in response to his question. She looked past him and was surprised to see his sister leaning against the door jamb of the dining room tearing a piece from a buttered roll, a small smile playing on her lips. “Good morning, Lady Darlington.”

“Indeed, it is a good morning,” the woman replied before popping the tiny morsel into her mouth, that smile remaining. There was a smugness to it, and Isabel could not help but wonder what the woman was up to. 

“You seem pleased this morning,” Isabel said as she walked past the siblings and into the dining room. 

“I am,” Laurence replied. “Harriet made a suggestion yesterday, and I thought it a marvelous idea. Today, you and she shall go into town and visit as many shops as you please. If you find something you want, feel free to put it on my account. If I do not have an account at a particular shop, set one up in my name.”

“Shops? I need nothing.”

“Oh, my dear Isabel,” Lady Darlington cooed, “you do not care if I address you by your Christian name, do you? I mean, we are sisters now, are we not? I must admit I have always wanted a sister.” She shot Laurence a look of disdain. “Unfortunately, all I was burdened with was him.”

What Isabel wanted was for the woman to leave her alone, but it was clear that was not to be. As uncomfortable as it was to have the woman address her so intimately, perhaps it would ease the tension that clearly existed between them. Therefore, she gave a nod to her head. 

“Wonderful,” the woman said dramatically. “And you will call me Harriet. Now, what my brother was trying to say was that, as a duchess, you must continue in the roll our mother played.”

“I have promised I would,” Isabel said, uncertain the point the woman was attempting to make. “Have I upset you in some way?” she asked Laurence.

“Not at all,” he replied quickly. “It is just that…”

“Allow me,” Harriet interrupted. “You are a man and can never understand the ways of women.” She turned to Isabel. “My mother was the duchess of all duchesses. Her beauty, her elegance, her style, were admired by all. Laurence only wishes to continue her legacy, and that can only be accomplished by assuring you have the best of everything.”

Isabel glanced at Laurence, who nodded emphatically. She did not wish to go into town, and certainly not with Harriet. However, if she did so, perhaps she would be given some time alone either in town or when they returned.

“An outing does sound pleasant,” Isabel lied. “Will you be joining us?”

Laurence shook his head, but his sister answered for him. “He is much too busy with work.” She walked over to Isabel and took her by the hand. “Come. We can leave now. I have already asked that the carriage be brought around.”

“But, I have yet to break my fast,” Isabel said in astonishment. This woman was by far the most intrusive woman she had ever met! “Nor am I properly dressed for an outing.”

Harriet clicked her tongue. “I imagine we will find a tea house or inn where we can sit and share in a pastry or some other food. And as for your dress, you may be right. However, we have so much to do today, we should be going as soon as possible, and therefore, it will have to do.” Soon she was dragging Isabel toward the front door. 

“Please, enjoy yourself,” Laurence said as he followed behind. “And spare no expense. If you see anything that piques your fancy, have the proprietor send me the bill.”

Before she could refuse, her wrap was thrown around her shoulders and a hat placed upon her head, and Harriet was dragging her to the waiting carriage.

“Our first outing as a family,” Harriet said with a smile as the vehicle made its way down the long drive. “I must admit that I enjoy a day of shopping.” She tilted her head and furrowed her brow. “You seem distressed.”

Of course, she was distressed! She was practically trussed up and thrown into a carriage against her will with a woman who had threatened her the previous day. What did this woman expect?

“I realize we got off on a bad start,” Harriet said with a sigh as if hearing Isabel’s thoughts. “You must understand my position. My only brother, the heir to a great fortune, marries a woman he barely knows…”

“We have known each other since we were children,” Isabel argued, although she should have admitted that Harriet was correct in her assessment of the situation. However, something about this woman did not sit well with Isabel, and therefore, she refused to give the woman any advantage, for the truth was, she did not trust her. 

“Those few times my parents called on yours?” Harriet asked with a sniff. Then she waved her hand. “But that is not of any importance now. I can see that my brother has an affection for you, and many marriages have been built on less. That is why I suggested this outing. We are now family, and it is my duty to see you welcomed with open arms. And to see that you are put on the right path to fill Mother’s shoes.” She said the last as if it was a great burden, and Isabel could not stop the feeling of unease it brought her. 

Yet, she did not know the role of a duchess. As a baroness, her mother had her expectations, but a duchess was a much more important position in society. Perhaps Harriet was right; Isabel did lack knowledge in this area.

“I appreciate you taking the time to help me,” Isabel said finally. 

Harriet smiled. “Think nothing of it,” she replied as if what she was doing was of no consequence. “I will be honest with you. Laurence asked me to be here to help you make the transition. I did not particularly wish to leave my home in Malmsbury, but if Laurence asks for my aid, as his sister, I suppose I should come.” 

Isabel studied her new sister-in-law for a moment. If she—Isabel—had been summoned by one of her siblings for a particular task, would she not go running? Indeed, she would. Furthermore, if one of her sisters married a man of lesser means without a period of courting, she would be as suspicious of the man’s intention as Harriet was of Isabel’s. For the first time since meeting this woman, Isabel felt a connection with her. 

“I appreciate your honesty,” she said with a smile that, for the first time since meeting Harriet, was genuine. 

“I always try to be honest,” Harriet said with a small smile. “And we are family.” She took Isabel’s hand in hers. “We live and die together.”

Isabel could not stop the small shiver that ran down her spine, but she pushed aside the remaining reservations and returned the woman’s smile. Laurence wanted Isabel to be happy and had sent his sister to attempt to do just that. It was not his fault that Isabel could never be happy no matter how many dresses or hats she owned. 

***

After a hectic day of shopping—Harriet had insisted they visit every dress shop, millinery, cobbler, and haberdasher the town had to offer—Isabel returned to Camellia Estates pleasantly exhausted. She had been poked and prodded, dressed and undressed, and run off her feet for hours. 

They had visited three dressmakers before Harriet was satisfied with the selection of fabrics and quality of work, where two separate women took her measurements—Harriet insisted the first were incorrect—and they spent more than an hour scouring the plates of just one book of drawings. It was not long before Isabel became lightheaded—she had been dragged from the house before she was able to eat a bite, after all. Luckily, the proprietress sent one of her girls to a nearby bakery to have a selection of tarts brought in, and Isabel felt much better after eating one with apples accompanied by a cup of tea.

The dressmaker was followed by a visit to both jewelers, where Harriet insisted Isabel purchase two rings—one with a large diamond surrounded by sapphires and another with the largest ruby Isabel had ever seen—two gold necklaces, a variety of pendants, and a brooch in the shape of a butterfly, three emeralds for its body and spun gold for the wings. 

 As they entered the house, Harriet sighed as if she, too, shared Isabel’s fatigue. “I believe I will go upstairs and freshen up.” She turned to the butler—Weber, if Isabel remembered correctly—and shoved her hat into his hands and waved at the boxes a liveried servant set on a nearby table. “Have that brought to my room.”

“As you wish,” Weber said with a bow.

Isabel stared at the woman. The manner in which she treated this poor butler was despicable, and she offered the man a small smile, for which she received the smallest upturn of his lips in return. That was enough to tell Isabel that he appreciated her kindness. Then he was off to do Harriet’s bidding.

Laurence walked up to Isabel. “Tell me about your day,” he said with a wide grin before leaning in to kiss her cheek. Once again, that warmness ran through her, and she had to force it away in order to reply.

“It was an adventure,” she said with a laugh. Then she removed a package that contained several small boxes tied together with a ribbon. “Harriet insisted I get these, but I believe them to be too much.”

He opened one of the boxes, which contained most of the jewelry she had purchased. “They are beautiful,” he said when he had seen them all. “And your dresses? Were you able to find any you liked?”

“Yes, thank you,” Isabel replied. Her feet hurt, and all she wanted was a bit of time alone.  “Would you mind if I take some time before dressing for dinner to rest in the garden?”

He chuckled. “Of course. It is your garden, as well. Might I bring you a glass of wine?”

“That would be nice,” she said with a smile. 

Laurence nodded and walked away, and Isabel made her way to the drawing room, for it had a door that led to the gardens. The quiet of the place was a welcome relief after the hustle and bustle of the day. No, of the last two days. The thought of spending another moment with Harriet made her stomach churn, for the woman talked incessantly, typically laden with complaints. 

What confused Isabel more was how the woman had accused her only yesterday of marrying Laurence for his money, and then today, she forced her to spend an exorbitant amount on things she did not need. And all the while, she pretended they were the best of friends.

“There we are,” Laurence said as he took a seat beside her on the bench she had chosen beside a lovely lilac, its fragrant scent calming. “That wine is one of my favorite vintages that I keep in stock.” 

“Thank you,” Isabel said, and she took a sip to please him. “Very nice,” she said with honesty. 

“I am glad you like it,” he replied. 

They fell silent for several moments, that awkward silence two people who have just become acquainted endure.

“Did Harriet make any purchases?” he asked. 

“She did,” Isabel replied, although she did not quantify her response, nor did she make mention of the many rings the woman had stored away in her pockets.

Laurence glanced over his shoulder toward the house. “I told her she could make purchases today.” Isabel was unsure if he was simply telling her this or if he was asking her permission. “Her funds are short at the moment. I thought it would be a kind gesture on my part.” He paused and took a drink of his wine. 

Was he nervous somehow? And why did he deem it necessary to share with her the current financial situation of his sister? 

“Did you enjoy her company?”

The last question was asked with concern, and Isabel knew she could not tell him the truth outright. “I must admit, Harriet is…sociable.” She could not think of a better word, and she certainly could not use exasperating, although it was much more accurate a term. “I admit that it has been a while since I have experienced such a day.”

Laurence let out a sigh. “Good. I have to admit that I was concerned.”

A question came to Isabel. “How long will she be staying with us?”

Laurence rubbed his chin. “I am not certain, but I believe only a few more days. You do not mind, do you? Did you want her to leave sooner?”

“Not at all,” Isabel lied. If having his sister nearby pleased him, she would do what she could to make the most of the woman’s visit. “It is just that I am missing her already. I want to cherish every moment I can with her.” Although the lie burned her tongue, it was worth the reaction she received.

“I am pleased,” he replied with a wide grin.

As they sat together on the bench, an easy silence fell around them. She did not mind being in his company. He was so unlike his sister—quiet where Harriet was boisterous, thoughtful where his sister would speak whatever was on her mind without deliberation, and selfless where Harriet thought only of herself.

Laurence placed his hands on his knees. “I must go dress; dinner will be ready soon. Braised lamb with a complementary wine sauce.”

“That sounds nice,” Isabel replied as she stood. “I believe that sounds nice enough to send me rushing to dress for dinner.”

He offered her his elbow, and she threaded her arm through his. They walked into the house without speaking, as if there was no need for words. 

At the bottom of the main staircase, he stopped and said, “I have a few things to finish before I dress. I will see you at dinner.” 

She paused before continuing. “Thank you again for today,” she said. 

He gazed down at her, and for the first time in his company, her heartbeat quickened. “Of course,” he replied, a huskiness to his voice. 

She hurried to her room and closed the door behind her, leaning breathlessly against it. With her hand on her breast, she willed her heart to return to its normal pace. It had been several years since she had experienced such a reaction to a man’s closeness, but she pushed it aside. She could not allow her heart to be caught in that web again.

She forced her thoughts from that all too familiar warmth of being in the company of Laurence to her outing with Harriet. If she could manage to endure one more week in the presence of his sister, the woman would be gone, and Isabel looked forward to the peace that would be returned to her. 

Or at least the semblance of peace.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

A week passed, and contrary to the prediction Laurence had made, Harriet still had not returned to her home in Malmsbury, and there was no indication she would be leaving anytime soon. If what the woman was saying at the moment was true, her stay might turn into another month. 

Isabel had yet to spend any time to herself, for every waking moment was spent doing whatever Harriet desired. They had returned to town three more times, making more purchases neither needed, and then visited Harriet’s friend Margaret before returning home. Margaret was the exact opposite of Harriet—quiet and unobtrusive—and Isabel wondered how they could have been such good friends. 

Isabel was more than happy to suffer through it all in order to please Laurence, but it was the manner in which Harriet spoke to her brother that ruffled her feathers. Even a blind man could have seen how she used him for his money without so much as a lick of respect for his station. Laurence lacked confidence, and it would never build with his sister’s constant ridicule. 

“You know,” Harriet was saying, “I was thinking that the ballroom needs redecorating. The styles are changing rather quickly, Laurence, and its current state is an embarrassment to us all.”

“It was decorated not six years ago,” Laurence argued. 

Harriet took a bite of her potato and washed it down with a bit of wine. After dabbing at her mouth with a napkin, she replied, “Six years or six hundred, it does not matter.” She snapped her fingers at one of the footmen and tapped on the rim of her glass. “If I am to host a party, I will not allow the guests to sit in such squander.”

Isabel set down her fork with a clink. “Party?” she asked in shock. “No one mentioned to me we were hosting a party.”

“Oh, yes,” Laurence replied as his sister took a drink from her refilled glass of wine. “Harriet mentioned that a party would be a good way to introduce you to a few of our friends.”

Isabel let out a concentrated breath, but before she could respond, Harriet said, “He never hosts anything. It is no wonder the ton believes he is a recluse.”

“Perhaps he prefers to not have people traipsing through his house,” Isabel replied evenly. “There are some who prefer to be left alone and not forced to be crowded together with their peers.”

Harriet ignored her. “We shall go into town tomorrow and secure several workers to redecorate the ballroom. As a matter of fact, the drawing room needs attention, as well.”

Isabel, realizing that she would have no say in the matter, turned to Laurence. “And what about you?” she asked. “Would you like to join us tomorrow? Perhaps Harriet and I can shop while you do something on your own.”

She caught the flicker of a twinkle in his eye, but it fizzled at Harriet’s snort. “He does not like to go into town,” she said with a sneer. “Too many people would stare at him because of his limp.”

Laurence reached under the table, and Isabel knew he was rubbing his leg, something she noticed he did quite often. Did his leg truly pain him, or had he developed a habit over time? 

“Too much gossip for one to bear,” Harriet continued. “It may be best if we plan on working on the entire house. Even your little hideaway.”

Laurence blanched. “My hideaway?” 

His sister laughed. “You believe I am naive to the fact that you spend time painting?” she asked still sniggering. “I do understand why you do so in secret, for if anyone learned of your particular interests, the embarrassment would be great.”

Isabel glared at the marchioness. Family or no, she had had enough of this woman’s harsh words and would not allow her to berate Laurence, or her for that matter, any longer. “My husband happens to enjoy painting,” she snapped at the woman. Then she narrowed her eyes. “And I will redecorate the house when I feel it must be done and not a moment sooner. If a party is to be hosted, it will be because my husband and I have chosen to do so. Not you.”

Harriet looked absolutely apoplectic. “I have never been…”

“Spoken to in this way?” Isabel finished for her. “I do not doubt it. This is our home, Harriet. If we wish for your aid or your opinion, we will ask for it. Otherwise, keep your nose out of it.”

Harriet placed her napkin on her plate and pursed her lips. “To think I am being talked to like this in my own home,” she said indignantly. “Laurence, how can you allow her to speak to me this way?”

Isabel pushed her chair back and placed both hands on the table and leaned forward. “Do not ever speak down to my husband again,” she seethed. “Do not make mention of his leg or anything else he chooses to do or not do, or so help me…”

Harriet stood with such force, her chair toppled to the floor. A footman rushed to set it right, but the woman took no notice. “I will not be spoken to in such a manner any longer. I am going upstairs to pack my belongings and will leave first thing in the morning.” She stared at Laurence for several moments, and when he made no comment, she huffed and then stormed out of the room.

Trying to compose herself, Isabel turned to her husband. “I am sorry,” she said. 

He remained silent, the only indication of his feelings about the interchange the frown he wore as he hurried from the room. 

Had Isabel upset him to the point he would retract his offer to save Scarlett Hall? Or would he ridicule her for her actions and demand she never speak to his sister in that manner again? Had she taken an already difficult situation and made it worse?

She grabbed her wine glass and hurried to the garden, the only place she could sit alone to think.

***

Isabel stood looking over the rolling landscape as the rays of the sun lit the valley. Although she did not regret her words to Harriet, she did regret the manner in which she spoke them. Her stomach knotted with worry that Laurence was upset with her, and she hoped she would be able to appease him in some way. 

The sound of footsteps made her turn to see Laurence approaching. His face was solemn, and Isabel braced herself for the scolding she knew was to come. 

“It is still the most beautiful of views,” he said as he came to stand beside her. “You asked me before if I ever wondered about the people who live in those cottages. I had not before that day we picnicked together, but since then, I find myself staring across the way and imagining what their lives might be like.”

“Laurence,” she whispered. “I am sorry…”

He raised a hand, and she closed her mouth. “I have seen people with very little, their hopes and dreams all they have to sustain them. Yet, here I am, living on a grand estate with much wealth, and many wish they could have what I have.” He shook his head in wonderment. “However, they do not know the burdens put upon my shoulders. The fact is, the money they seek cannot bring them the happiness they want. I know this, for, although I possess much, my own sister still hates me.”

Isabel wished she could calm the agony that threatened to overwhelm her. “If I have caused this distress, I am truly sorry. It was not my intention to speak as I did to your sister.”

“But you meant your words?” he asked. The question hung in the air as Isabel considered how to respond. “Please, I must hear the truth.”

She turned to him. “The truth?” she asked. “Very well. I do not regret the words, for I meant them. My only regret is the anger with which I articulated them.”

Laurence nodded. “What do you wish me to do about Harriet? She is having her belongings packed as we speak. Do I stop her and ask her to stay, or do I simply let her go?”

“That is your choice,” Isabel replied. “I cannot make it for you. You are the duke, and my husband; I will support whatever decision you make.”

It was quiet for a moment, the only sounds the soft rustle of the tall grass in the light breeze and the twitter of nearby birds. 

“Do you believe she treats me fairly?” he asked.

Isabel thought on the question for a moment before responding. “I do not,” she replied with honesty. “She speaks down to you as if you were lower than a servant. She makes mention of your leg as if it was a burden she was forced to carry.” Laurence winced, and Isabel’s heart went out to him. “However, I care nothing about your leg, for it is the heart that I admire.”

The man smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “Those words mean much to me. I have but one more question, and I want you to remain honest.”

“I will try.”

“Do you like my sister?”

Isabel was taken aback by the forwardness of such an inquiry, and once again she wondered if she should be honest or not. However, she had lied before, and if her actions this night did not show that, something else would. Therefore, she replied, “I do not. She believes I am after your money, for one thing. And despite the reasons for our marrying, which has to do with money, that was an agreement you made with my mother. However, that is not the foremost reason for my dislike of her. Her manipulation of you is despicable. I see it, and I do not like it.”

He released a heavy breath. “What you say is true, and I have known for some time.”

“Then why do you allow it?” she demanded. “You are the duke; you should answer to no one, especially your sister.”

“I…” His face was filled with anguish. “I hurt Harriet through the death of my parents. I have felt guilty since their accident, and I hoped that one day I could appease her by giving her gifts.” 

Isabel saw the pain in his eyes, and she placed a comforting hand on his arm. “You have been doing this for a while, I assume?”

“Yes.”

“Doing so has not produced the results you sought,” she said quietly. “And I do not believe it will.”

“I am sorry,” he replied. “For how she treated you and for me allowing it to happen.”

“You owe me no apology. As I said before, you are my husband. I will support you in every decision you make.” 

“I believe it would be best to allow Harriet to leave. Her scorn toward me will still remain, but if you and I are to begin a new life together, then it must be just the two of us.”

“I agree,” Isabel replied.

“Would you like to return to the house?” he asked. 

Isabel nodded, and the two walked back in silence, her arm in his. She never realized how low the man’s confidence was until this past week, and his words moments ago only confirmed her suspicions. However, now, as he affirmed his decision to remove Harriet from his life, or at least from his home for the time being, it was a new direction that would only help his confidence grow stronger. 

When they returned to the foyer, Harriet stood beside her bags, a kerchief in her hand. As soon as she saw them, she dabbed at her eyes. “Have you come to ridicule me?” she said with a sniffle. “To berate me until I am a broken woman?”

“There is something you should know,” Laurence said, placing his hand on Isabel’s arm when she attempted to move away. “You are my sister, and I care for you. However, the way you speak to me and my wife will no longer be tolerated.”

Harriet placed her hand to her breast dramatically and gasped. “I only wished to help,” she exclaimed. “And this woman,” she motioned to Isabel, “is filling your head with lies!”

Isabel placed a hand atop his for support and reassurance. From what she had seen, this was a large step for him, and she was proud he was taking it. 

“Isabel has made me see where I have gone wrong,” he said. “It is her wish that you leave, and I support it.”

Isabel felt her heart drop to her feet. The decision to send Harriet packing had been his, not hers; she had agreed because she saw it as a way to build his confidence. Instead, he had passed the blame onto her.

“I see,” Harriet said with a derisive sniff. She turned to Weber. “Have my bags placed in the carriage at once,” she ordered. Then she huffed and strode out the door. 

“Laurence, I did not want…”

“Do not worry. Harriet has learned an important lesson today.”

Isabel gave him a skeptical look. “And what is that?” she asked. 

“That I will do anything for you,” he replied with a smile. “Even removing my sister from my home.”

Isabel could not stop the racing of her mind. This step had not been meant for her, but for him. And now the burden of blame was doubly added onto her shoulders. She gave him a numb smile and then excused herself before hurrying to the drawing room and pouring herself another glass of wine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

The days became a week, and those became three, and each day the routine Isabel followed was unchanging. In the morning, she wrote at least one letter—typically to one of her sisters or her mother to assure them that she was happy in her new home—and then she would meet with Mrs. Atkins, the housekeeper, to discuss whatever household business that needed discussing. Laurence had been happy, if not a bit surprised, how quickly she had taken on her role as duchess; however, Isabel reminded him that she had been married before and, although her husband had not been titled, they still had several servants and therefore she knew her duties. Of course, he had apologized profusely, which she had accepted without hesitation. Who was she to be angry with the man for something so trivial?

Once her morning tasks were complete, she breakfasted with Laurence, and as he worked in his study, she strolled through the gardens or returned to her room to read. At night, they dined together and then went to the drawing room to chat about their day and to have an evening drink of some sort. 

Although she made every attempt not to, Isabel could not help but think often of Scarlett Hall. She missed her childhood home and wished to be there with her sisters. Granted, it was only a few miles away, but now that she was married once again, it might as well have been in Scotland for all the chance she would have to visit. 

Laurence seemed to sense her melancholy, for he offered to accompany her if she chose to go riding, but she declined, complaining that her stomach was queasy. Then he had asked her to join him while he painted; however, she refused such an invitation, as well. What could she possibly understand about the intricacies of painting? Furthermore, why would she find such an activity entertaining? He could have his painting; she would eventually find some sort of activity to consume all the extra hours in her day, she was sure of it.

As she sat in the field just beyond the garden that overlooked the cottages in the valley, Isabel’s hair fluttered in the light breeze. She had taken a blanket and spread it upon the grass beneath a large shade tree, which allowed her to remove her bonnet. In her hand she held a glass of wine, the bottle lying open beside her. 

Closing her eyes, she harkened back to a time when she and Arthur shared a bottle of wine together on a day much like this soon after they were married. They spoke of their future together and everything beautiful that was to come.

Isabel sighed. Those dreams ended before they began, and the hurt from that time still remained with her. 

“May I join you?”

Isabel gave a yelp and opened her eyes to find Laurence standing over her.

“Forgive me. I did not mean to frighten you,” he said with a laugh.

Isabel smiled. “Not at all. I was lost in my thoughts, is all. Please, sit.” She indicated an empty space on the blanket. 

“I hope you do not mind,” he said, holding up an empty wine glass. 

“Of course.” She poured wine into his glass. He had such a kind smile that warmed her heart, and she found his company a pleasant change from the routine that had fallen into place.

“I received a letter from Harriet today,” he said as he swirled the liquid in his glass. “She is offering me a chance to apologize.” He chuckled and then took a drink of his wine. “She does not know it as of yet, but she will be waiting a while, for I will never send it.”

 A sharp twinge of annoyance entered Isabel. Even after three weeks, she had still not recovered from her vexation that he had placed the blame on her for wishing Harriet to leave. Mentioning it, however, would do no good; therefore, instead, she said, “As I said before, I respect and will stand beside you whatever choices you make.” 

“And I appreciate that,” he replied. 

For a moment, they did nothing more than sip their wine, until Laurence asked, “What do you think about when you are out here?”

She sighed as a gust of wind whipped her hair into her face. Laurence reached over and pushed it aside, and she thought her cheeks would burn his hand if he touched her. What a silly thought!

How could she answer such a question without hurting him? He was so kind and had made no demands on her thus far, and she hoped he would not. Ever. It was more than she could ask, she knew, but she hoped this freedom would last for as long as possible.

“It is nothing,” she replied. “Simply the thoughts of women.”

“You miss him,” he said, and her heart skipped a beat. “Arthur.”

“Laurence…”

“I understand. I have not experienced the loss you have, but he was a good and strong man. It would only be proper to miss him.” Isabel could not mistake the sadness in his voice, which only tormented her heart all the more. 

“I am married,” she said quietly, “to you. That is all that matters.”

“Then why do you hide from me?” he asked. “We are to take the smallest of steps in this relationship, and I am willing to do so. However, besides taking meals with me, you either escape out here or retire to your room.”

Isabel wished to explain to this man the roiling feelings within her, yet how could one put them into words? And yet, the agony she felt at being unable to articulate what was on her heart only increased her overall melancholy. 

“I do not escape from you,” she replied finally. “You must believe that.”

Laurence sighed. “I do not believe you an outright liar, but I cannot help but believe you are not speaking the full truth. That day we went riding together? Before we were married? I know you enjoyed that outing. I just find it odd you do not wish to do so again.”

Isabel placed her hand on his. “If you wish to join me tomorrow, I would be happy to go riding with you.”

“I only wish you to be happy,” he said, pulling his hand away. “I am doing what I can to make that possible, but I cannot do it alone. I need your help.”

The pleading in his eyes tugged at her heartstrings, and at this moment, she wanted nothing more than to please him, even if it meant doing something she did not wish to do. “Tomorrow, then,” she said with a smile, “you shall teach me to paint. Unless you no longer wish to? I would not blame you if you did not. I know I have been…difficult.”

“You do not need to do that just to appease me,” he replied. “And you have not been difficult. Our marriage was sudden, and you clearly did not want it, but I will do whatever it takes to please you.”

Why this man tried so hard to make her happy, she did not know, but she could not help but recognize how exceedingly gracious he was to her. If he wished her to paint, then she would allow him to teach her. Not only would she learn, but she would appear to find great joy in doing so.

“I do wish to learn,” she replied with a smile. “I must admit, it was your paintings that kept me from agreeing before.” When he gave her a confused look, she added, “You are a gifted painter. How will I ever compare?”

He laughed. “I am no great master, but I believe you have the capacity to be.”

“Is that so?” she asked in surprise.

“Indeed. You have a strength about you, a strength that can be transferred from the brush and onto the canvas.”

“In that case, I look forward to it.” What he was doing for her was more than she could have ever expected, and a desire to do something for him rose inside her. “I have a favor to ask of you, as well.”

“Whatever you desire,” he replied. 

“An invitation came today to a party my mother is planning for Juliet on Friday. She will be eighteen—a very important age—and friends and family are coming together in order to celebrate.”

“That is wonderful,” he said. He hesitated, his hand moving to his leg. “I wish I could attend, but a prior engagement for business has been arranged for some time now…”

Isabel took his hand in hers and smiled. “No one will judge you, I promise. Certainly not I nor my sisters.” She could see the reluctance in his eyes. “Attending a party for one’s birthday is much like painting.”

“Oh?” Laurence asked with clear amusement. 

“Indeed. You must take the strength from within and transfer it when you appear among the guests. And you, my husband, have that strength. I believe you will be the most welcomed of guests.”

This made Laurence laugh, and Isabel felt a sense of relief wash over her when he agreed to attend the party. 

And as they continued to talk as the sun lowered in the horizon, Isabel found that her worries were not as great as they had been before Laurence had joined her for that glass of wine.

***

For the first time in a month, Isabel returned to Scarlett Hall. As she stood looking at the building that was her childhood home, she found it all the more magnificent than ever before. The sun shone, its rays warming the dark gray stone and gleaming off its many windows. She closed her eyes and imagined her father returning home from one of his many business trips and she, as a young child, rushing out the front door to throw herself into his waiting arms. 

He always returned bearing gifts, as well. A small trinket, a sweet known only to a local village, and although she always cherished whatever he brought her, it was seeing him again that lifted her spirits. 

However, her father was dead, and she was no longer a little girl.

“Isabel?” Laurence asked, interrupting her thoughts, and she opened her eyes once again. “Is everything all right?”

She went to respond, but the front door opened, and her sisters burst through, squealing as they bounded down the steps to greet her. Juliet was the first to wrap her arms around Isabel, followed by Hannah. 

“Oh, we have missed you so!” Juliet cried. 

“I have missed you both, as well,” Isabel said with a laugh. “And the most happiest of days to you,” she added as she brushed back a curl that had fallen from Juliet’s many hairpins. 

The door opened again, and Isabel thought she would faint when she saw who stepped out. 

“Nathaniel?” she gasped. Where was the young boy who would follow her around the house? In his place stood a young man of thirteen, his wavy blond hair and perfect smile staring back at her. Then he rushed down the steps and into her arms. “I cannot believe you are here! I have missed you terribly. How is school?”

He laughed as he stepped back from her embrace. “School is going well enough,” he replied. “And I missed you, too.” He glanced around at all of his sisters. “I have missed all of you. It is so good to be home.”

“Are you not enjoying school?” Isabel asked as she threaded her arm through his. “They are not mistreating you, are they?”

“Oh, nothing like that,” Nathaniel replied. “I just miss being home is all.”

Isabel knew how he felt. She remembered spending time at Mrs. Downs’ School for Young Ladies when she was Nathaniel’s age, and she could not wait to return home. Hannah and Juliet had been lucky enough not to be forced to live away from home after their parents realized that they could teach their daughters what they needed to know themselves without the extra cost of a boarding school. Isabel did not hold any grudges for being forced to spend time away from her home and family, but it had taken her several years to recover from her annoyance her sisters did not have to go through what she had been forced to endure. 

A clearing of a throat made them all turn to where their mother stood at the top of the stairs. “We have a guest; behave accordingly.”

Isabel gasped. How could she have forgotten Laurence? Shame washed over her as she turned and smiled at him. “I am sorry,” she said. “I suppose I have missed my family more than I had thought. Nathaniel, this is my husband Laurence Redbrook, Duke of Ludlow. You remember him, do you not?”

Nathaniel gave Laurence a deep bow. “I do. Congratulations on your marriage. I’m sorry I was unable to attend; I had exams.”

Laurence gave a hearty laugh. “I remember those days,” he said merrily. “I understand that you are attending Eaton; that is the same school I attended in my day. Is Master Greenbriar still teaching mathematics there?”

“He is,” Nathaniel replied with a grimace. “As a matter of fact…”

Isabel smiled as the two conversed about their school experiences, and soon everyone made their way into the house. However, when her eyes met those of her mother, Isabel’s smile faded.

“I am glad you came,” her mother said. “The guests will be arriving soon.”

Isabel nodded. She had nothing to say to this woman, so she went to move around her, but her mother placed a hand on her arm. “I know you are angry with me. Please do not be.”

“Today is Juliet’s birthday,” Isabel replied, her voice rimmed with ice. “There is nothing more to discuss beyond that.” It pained her to speak to her mother in such a manner, but the hurt inside was too great to push aside. If they discussed what her mother had done, it would not be today, for to do so would only ruin Juliet’s day, and Isabel was not willing to allow that to happen. 

“If it makes you feel any better,” her mother said as they stepped into the foyer, “all the debt was paid off yesterday. Scarlett Hall has been saved, and you are the person who saved it.”

Isabel narrowed her eyes. “Then see to it that you do not bring about ruin again,” she snapped. “Unless you plan on selling either Hannah or Juliet in order to cover those debts, as well.”

Her mother winced, and Isabel felt a sense of satisfaction. However, the sensation was short-lived, for regret replaced it almost immediately. To be so hurtful was not in her nature, and she knew she should apologize to her mother.

Before she could do so, Nathaniel called out to her. “Isabel! Please hurry. I want to have a piece of cake, but Hannah won’t let me.”

“I am coming,” she said. She took one last moment to glance at her mother and then hurried to the drawing room, leaving her mother—and the bad memories—behind.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

As a duke, Laurence was expected to be an articulate speaker, an avid conversationalist, and the man others held in esteem. However, despite these expectations, he could not help but feel intimidated as he stood in the drawing room of Scarlett Hall surrounded by the dozen or so guests, most much younger than he and with whom he had never been acquainted. They laughed and whispered amongst themselves, and in those hurried words, he feared they spoke about him, of how he was half a man because he could not walk upright with pride and honor. Of the fact that he lacked the attributes that made him a duke. 

Perhaps they wondered how a woman as lovely and outspoken as Isabel could agree to marry a man such as he. His reply could have been it was because she loved him, but that was simply not the truth. She had married him in order to save her family home, a marriage of convenience, and although it was not uncommon to marry for this reason, somehow it felt odious, for he had always wished to marry for love. For so many years, he worried that women only saw what was in his coffers and not what he had to offer, and, in the end, that is exactly what he received. Life was certainly ironic.

The fact of the matter was that Laurence could not recall many of the peerage who had married in love. Although that emotion had eluded him and Isabel, Laurence believed that one day they would at least gain a mutual affection for one another. 

Isabel stood beside Nathaniel, and Laurence had never seen her smile so broadly or laugh so gaily. Perhaps they should have the boy over for dinner some night while he was home from school, for if he could make her smile where Laurence was unable, it would be worth the time spent. 

Isabel laughed once more and then turned. Their eyes met, and Laurence could not stop his smile from growing. It had been the power of her smile that had captivated him that day of their outing, that drove away the fear that had gripped him moments before, and he silently swore that he would do what he could to make her happy. No expense was too great. No request too outlandish. 

A moment later, she whispered something to her brother and then joined Laurence. “I apologize for leaving you alone,” she said with a smile. “I was so absorbed in my conversation with Nathaniel that I am afraid I neglected you.”

“No. He is your brother, and I would expect you to spend time with him. I imagine you have much to discuss since he has been away at school.”

“Indeed,” she replied. “Mother sent him off much too young, in my opinion. He has attended Eton only two years, and he returns home three times a year; however, it seems he has been gone much longer. For as long as I have been gone from here…” 

Her voice trailed off, and Laurence had a better understanding of how much she missed Scarlett Hall. Then a thought came to him, one that he suspected would please her immensely. 

“How long will Nathaniel be here?” he asked. Juliet and her cousin Annabel laughed in the corner, and when their eyes fell on him and they giggled once more, a flicker of fear went through him. Worry began to knot his stomach, and he worried he would sick up what little he had eaten. 

“Another week,” Isabel replied. “Why do you ask?”

Laurence swallowed back the bile that rose in the back of his throat and made a pretense of taking a drink of his wine. “Perhaps you should return for a visit before he leaves,” he said when he was certain he would not be sick. “On your own, of course. Or he is welcome to come to Camellia Estates if you’d like.”

The twinkle in Isabel’s eyes told him her response before she spoke the words. “Oh, that is a wonderful idea!” she said. “Thank you. I will come to visit for a few days before he returns to school. Oh, he will be so pleased.”

Suddenly, Laurence had a strange urge to kiss this woman. She was giddy with excitement, and her face glowed with pleasure, and all he could do was wonder what it would be like to press his lips to hers at this very moment. 

The thought left him as Lady Lambert approached. “I hope you are enjoying yourself, Your Grace,” she said. 

“I am,” he replied. “Although, I believe that it is Juliet’s enjoyment of the day that is of consequence, not mine. And by her gleefulness, I would say you have exceeded her expectations.”

Lady Lambert nodded. “I do not mean to burden you, but may I speak to you in private for a moment?”

“Certainly,” Laurence replied curiously. Then he turned to Isabel. “I will return shortly.”

“I will be with Nathaniel,” Isabel replied, although she shot her mother a strange glare. 

Laurence followed Lady Lambert down the hallway to the study that had once belonged to Lord Lambert. The baroness closed the door behind them and then went to the dark sofa, offering him the seat beside her. “I wanted to thank you for all you have done,” she said. “To know that Nathaniel will have a home to inherit, that my daughters will one day…” her words trailed off, and she removed a kerchief from the sleeve of her dress and dabbed at the corner of her eye. 

“I assure you,” Laurence said, “the arrangement has been rewarding to both of us. I find my time with Isabel engaging, and I believe she does, as well.”

“That is wonderful news,” Lady Lambert said with glee. “I did worry…not that Isabel does not care for you, for I believe she does. Just a mother’s worry is all.”

Laurence studied the woman for a moment. “Is everything all right? Do you have other concerns?”

“No,” the woman replied before giving a heavy sigh. “You spoke of being willing to help me in the matter of business. Our adviser, Mr. Patrick, has gotten on in years, and I am afraid to say that he has become quite senile over the last few months.”

“I see. Are you in need of a budget drawn? Or advice on your current business holdings and future investments?”

“I am afraid I am in need of assistance with everything,” she said as she raised her hands as if in defeat. “I do not know what to do. I am afraid all will be lost if I do not do something soon.” The worry she wore on her features matched that of her voice. 

“You have nothing to fear,” Laurence replied with a warm smile. “Have your ledgers sent over to me at your convenience, and anything else you wish me to review. I will look over everything personally and then search out a new adviser who I trust to take over the accounts.”

She sighed with relief and rose from the sofa. “I do not know how to thank you!”

Laurence also stood, and a bolt of pain shot down his leg, and he was forced to grab a nearby chair for support.

“Your Grace!” Lady Lambert said as she hurried over to him.

“I am all right,” he said, straightening his back, although his leg still pained him. However, the burning of his cheeks hurt more, by far. “It tends to give me problems from time to time. I suppose standing for so long has not helped.”

“Would you like to rest? I am sure we can set you up in one of the guest rooms or you are welcome to use the sofa if you would like.”

“No,” Laurence said all too quickly. He took a deep breath to calm himself. “I appreciate your offer, but I believe it has passed. Let us return to the party.”

“If you are certain…”

“I am.”

He followed the baroness back out into the hallway, doing everything in his power not to reach down and massage his leg despite the fact that the pain increased with each step he took. On most occasions, if the pain was this harsh, he would be forced to lie down for several hours until it subsided, but he could not—no, he would not—do that now. 

And as they reentered the room, it was as if every eye fell on him, and his embarrassment grew tenfold, for he could not keep himself from limping more than usual. He searched the room for Isabel and was surprised when he could not find her. He felt his humiliation deepen and his anger rise. He had not asked much from his wife, but the fact that she chose to leave him alone with a group of people he barely knew was uncalled for. 

He searched the room for a chair, but the closest would force him to walk through the crowd of people. Therefore, he forced a smile, hoping Isabel would return soon. However, as the seconds turned into minutes, his anger only worsened, and all he wanted to do was return home.

***

Isabel had never been happier to be back home. It was as if she had never married and was still living at Scarlett Hall, and she listened intently as Nathaniel spoke of his days at Eton School. 

“The headmaster is strict,” Nathaniel was saying. “I must admit he is fair. I don’t find myself reprimanded as often as other boys.”

“That is because you are a good young man,” Isabel said. She ruffled the boy’s hair, and he grimaced and pulled away. “It has been truly wonderful to see you again. I wish you did not have to return to Eton just yet.”

“But I must,” he said in sudden seriousness. “If I am to take over the dukedom and all of Father’s businesses, I must return and finish my studies.” At times, the boy was as serious as their father had been, which made Isabel want to weep with joy. Coupled with his innocence, he was truly a remarkable young man, even at the age of thirteen.

As they continued their conversation, something in the back of her mind began to gnaw at her. The guests around them laughed and smiled, but one laugh seemed to be missing from the room.

“Juliet,” Isabel whispered under her breath. “Nathaniel, I will return in a moment.”

“Where are you going?”

“To find your sister,” Isabel replied.

She walked over to Annabel, who stood talking with a young man Isabel recognized as Loftus Skettington, the son of Lord Skettington, Earl of Warrington, a young man whose reputation most decent people found questionable. Why he had even been invited was a wonder, but Isabel suspected her young cousin might have had something to do with it. And by the guilty expression she wore, she knew she was right. 

“Isabel,” Annabel said in a shaky voice. 

“Excuse us a moment,” Isabel mumbled as she grabbed her cousin by the arm and pulled her aside with a faint smile for the boy to whom she had been speaking. When they were a decent distance away, she lowered her voice and hissed, “Is Juliet where I think she is?”

Annabel nodded, and Isabel turned and hurried away to warn her mother about Juliet. She had seen the woman and Laurence go into the study and close the door, so she pressed her ear to the door to listen. If they were there, she would hear their voices.

 “I do not know what to do,” her mother was saying. “I am afraid all will be lost if I do not do something soon.”

Anger filled Isabel, and she gave a huff before making her way outside. Leave it to her mother to ask more of Laurence than she already had! Had Isabel’s sacrifice not been enough for the woman? Her mother was going to foolishly lose everything her father and his family had worked so hard to gain if she was not careful. Laurence only had so much he could offer before he cut the woman off completely. And if he did, Isabel would not blame him.

Yet, it was not only the loss of the home that concerned Isabel, although it was the most important. There was also the fact that Juliet and Hannah relied on her to guide them. Here was Juliet, alone in the stables with Daniel, and where was their mother? Locked away in the study discussing the financial situation she had created. 

As she neared the stables, Isabel heard hushed voices coming from inside. 

“If you wish to please a woman,” Juliet was saying, “you must try harder than that. My lips are not poison, so this time, do it correctly.”

“Yes, Miss,” Daniel replied.

Isabel opened her eyes wide and her heart skipped a beat. Of all the things Juliet could be doing on her eighteenth birthday, sharing in kisses with a servant should not have been one of them! 

She rushed to the stable doors. “Juliet! You are a lady, not a common…” Her voice faltered as she tried to take in the scene before her. Juliet sat atop a pile of straw as Laurence held a small plate with a slice of cake on it. The fork, which held a small bite of cake, was aimed at Juliet’s mouth.

“Isabel!” Juliet gasped when she noticed her sister in the doorway gaping at her. “I did not expect you.” She smoothed her skirts nervously. The poor stable hand held his head in shame.

“What are you doing here?” Isabel demanded, hurrying to her sister and brushing away a piece of straw that clung to her hair. “Do you realize that there is a party going on inside the house.”

“Of course I do,” Juliet retorted haughtily. “However, since it is my birthday, and one day I will have my own servants, I thought it best to practice by asking Daniel to feed me.” Daniel’s face reddened even further, and Isabel worried he would have a stroke or some other malady soon.

“You may leave us,” Isabel told the young man.

“I'm sorry,” he said with a bow.

Juliet sniffed derisively. “Do not apologize,” she said. “You are my servant, not hers.”

Anger rose inside Isabel, a cumulation of all that had happened over the past month, and she grabbed her sister by the arm so tightly, the girl cried out in pain. “Do not speak to him in that manner again!” she shouted.

“Isabel?” Juliet asked in shock. “You are hurting me.”

“No!” Isabel said through clenched teeth. “I am sick of the way you treat others. You act like Laurence’s sister, Harriet, believing you are better than anyone else, and I will not put up with it a moment longer!”

“But he is only a servant,” Juliet said with a whimper.

“He is a human being with feelings just like yours. However, that is beside the point. You are a lady, and you should act like one. Not like a child.”

Tears filled Juliet’s eyes, but Isabel ignored them, her anger was so great. 

“Your first season will begin soon, and you will not ruin our family name. Not after what I have done to save this family!”

Juliet’s eyes went wide, and Isabel realized she had said more than she had intended. “What do you mean that you saved this family?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Isabel replied. She took a deep breath to steady herself. “I suppose I am as prone to theatrics as you are.” This seemed to appease Juliet somewhat, for which Isabel was thankful. “However, the fact remains that you cannot be left alone with Daniel—or any other man. This is not up for discussion. But I also cannot be here every day to remind you.”

Juliet looked down at the ground. “I am sorry,” she said in a low tone. “I did not mean any harm.” Then she looked up at Isabel, tears now streaming down her cheeks. “I wish you were still here.”

“I do, as well,” Isabel said as she pulled her sister in for a hug. “There is not a day that goes by that I do not wish to return to Scarlett Hall.” She sighed and kissed the top of Juliet’s head. “However, I am married and happy in my new home.” She was unsure why she had said the words, for they were a lie. Were they not? Regardless, they made Juliet smile.

“Will you tell Mother?” Juliet asked as they returned to the house. “I do not want her to be angry with me.”

“No. I will not say anything.”

They returned to the drawing room—after Isabel checked that Juliet did not have a blotchy face. No one seemed to have noticed their disappearance, which pleased Isabel.

That is until she saw Laurence. His face was a bright red, and his jaw was drawn tight. Hurrying to him, she placed a hand on his arm, and his eyes clouded with something she could not identify.

“What is wrong? What happened?”

“I…” He seemed unable to speak. “Nothing. Perhaps the cake was a bit too sweet for my stomach.” A bead of sweat formed on his forehead, and Isabel scrunched her brow. However, before she could voice more concern, he added. “A few more minutes, and it will pass.”

Isabel sighed with relief and turned to look back at Juliet, who had joined Annabel as though nothing outside of the party had transpired. 

“Scarlett Hall is full of laughter,” Laurence said.

“Indeed,” she replied with a smile. “My only hope is that it remains that way.”

Although she did not speak the words, for she did not want to hurt her husband, she wished her laughter could reside in these halls once again. And for always.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Isabel remained at Scarlett Hall three days following the party, and each day was filled with the joy of being with Nathaniel and her sisters once again. They laughed and reminisced about days past. Of when their father chased them around the house when they were little—even Nathaniel experienced this, although less often than the girls—or when they played Blind Man’s Bluff in the back garden. How they laughed when they recalled their father tumbling into a rose bush and emerging with multiple scratches on his face and hands, as well as a tear in the sleeve of his coat! All that so he could retrieve a ball that had bounced into the flowerbed.

Isabel returned to Camellia Estates with reluctance, but she had little time to settle back into her daily routine the following day when she came down the stairs in the morning to find Laurence returned home with a gift. It was not the typical present—no jewelry or flowers or some sort of trinket to please her. No, he returned with a young woman with dark hair and a fair complexion perhaps a year or so younger than Isabel.

“I would like you to meet Nancy, your lady’s maid.”

Isabel had forgotten that Laurence had conducted interviews in order to procure a woman to assist her, and she was unsure how she felt about that. At Scarlett Hall, everyone dressed themselves—their father had insisted that the expense was unnecessary, and their mother agreed. Now that she was a duchess, however, it would not be becoming of her not to have one, at least according to Laurence. 

Nancy bobbed a curtsy as she continued to stare at the floor. “It is an honor to serve you, Your Grace,” she said in a soft voice.

Laurence grasped his lapels with pride as if he had procured the Crown Jewels. “She was trained under the careful eye of the lady’s maid to Lady Clancy.”

“I am glad you are here, Nancy,” Isabel said with a warm smile as she donned a kidskin glove. “I am certain that Mrs. Atkins will see you to your room. I am leaving for the day, but we will speak later when I return.”

“Isabel,” Laurence said in a firm tone, “I believe it is imperative you spend time with Nancy. She will be expected to begin her services as soon as possible, but if she is unaware of what those services are, today will be a waste of her time.”

“I had thought that since Nathaniel…”

“He has seen enough of you already,” he replied, his voice bearing a sternness she had not expected. “I have work I must complete.” He stalked down the hallway, or stalked as well as he could with his limp.

Isabel felt a surge of frustration course through her. Nathaniel would be gone in just a few days, and her plans for the day were ruined. However, Laurence was her husband, and therefore, she sighed and shook her head, removing the gloves once again.

“You served with Lady Clancy?” Isabel asked Nancy.

“Yes, Your Grace. Or at least I was trained by her lady’s maid.” She had a distinct Irish accent that Isabel found endearing. “Lady Clancy, she let me do some of Peggy’s duties so I could practice.” She still had not looked at Isabel. “I hope I meet your approval.” The last was barely audible, and Isabel could see the girl was apprehensive. Despite her nervousness, she possessed a warmness that Isabel liked.

“I am sure we will get on beautifully,” Isabel replied. She sighed and glanced down the hallway toward the study. “Follow me.” She led Nancy up the stairs and down the hallway to her bedroom. “I believe the servant’s staircase is through that door.” She pointed at a nondescript door at the end of the hall and laughed. “I am afraid I am relatively new to Camellia Estates, as well, so we may be learning our way around together. As a matter of fact, we can tour the house now, if you would like, and we will see how much I have learned in the past month. Would you like that?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Nancy replied.

Isabel placed her fingers on the girl’s chin and lifted her face. “There is no need to look down when you speak to me,” she said kindly. “I might be a duchess, but I am also a woman.”

Nancy gave her a shy smile. “Yes, Your Grace.”

They toured the entire house, Isabel introducing Nancy to servants as they encountered them—Isabel was surprised she remembered all their names—and when they were done, they returned to Isabel’s bedroom. 

“You will be tending me most of the time, of course, but Mrs. Atkins will also have duties for you at times. Have I missed anything do you think?”

The girl’s eyes widened. “Why, no, Your Grace. At least, I don’t think so. But if I have any questions, I’ll ask. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

Isabel took Nancy’s hands in hers. “Never be afraid to speak to me or to ask questions.” When she received a smile for her words, she added, “Now, Mrs. Atkins will be in the kitchen at this hour, so go search her out and she will show you to your room.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Nancy said with a quick curtsy before heading toward the door that led to the servants’ stairway. 

Isabel smiled when the woman was gone. It was strange how she had a heart for those who served, and yet Juliet acted as if they were subhuman. Yet, Juliet only acted as society dictated, and Isabel knew her own treatment of the servants was rare for one in her position.

The clock on the mantle showed it was just past noon. She still had plenty of time to go see Nathaniel, so Isabel set off in search of Laurence. However, when she entered the study, she found it empty. Neither was he in the library or the drawing room. After knocking on his bedroom door and receiving no reply, she went to the ballroom intent on going to the hidden room he had shown her. 

However, she was surprised when she found him sitting upon a stool before a set of canvases on easels in front of one of the large windows in the ballroom, a tarpaulin stretched out over the floor to keep paint from staining the polished wood. 

“Ah, Isabel,” Laurence said without even a glance over his shoulder. It was not a pleased greeting but rather one a headmaster would give to a student sent to him for misbehaving. “Has Nancy become acquainted with our home?”

“Yes,” Isabel replied as she walked over to him. “What are you doing in the ballroom?”

“I decided that it was time to bring my work out into the open,” he replied as if it was a natural step to take. “I no longer wish to hide what I do.”

She studied the canvas before him and was impressed by the bold colors he used to depict a field with a tree to the left. “It is beautiful,” she whispered as she looked over his shoulder.

Laurence made no reply as he cleaned his brush and took another from the small table beside him.

“I did as you asked,” she continued with determination. “May I return to Scarlett Hall to see my brother once more before he returns to school?”

Laurence dabbed at the canvas, adding lighter green to the rolling landscape, but remained silent.

“Laurence?”

“The party we attended for your sister?” he asked. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

“I did.” She looked at the back of his head with suspicion. There was a strange tone in his voice, as if he asked but did not care what she answered. “Did you?”

He laughed as he cleaned the brush once more and then placed it in a cup. “How kind of you to ask.” This time she did not miss the sarcasm in his voice. “My leg,” he turned and faced her “pained me when I was speaking with your mother.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” she said. “I did not know…”

“No, you did not,” he retorted. “You were nowhere to be found.”

Isabel took a step back from the heat of his anger, although he had not raised his voice. “It was Juliet,” she said, hoping he would understand. “She needed to be cared for.”

However, her hope was dashed when he replied, “She has a mother, and that is not you.”

Now Isabel grew angry. How dare he speak so crassly to her. Of course he would not understand the relationship she shared with her family. After seeing how he and Harriet treated one another, she could see he had no idea of what family consisted. “I am sorry about your leg,” she said, attempting to keep her anger from her words. “Truly, I am.”

Laurence shook his head and walked over to a window that looked out at the gardens. “It is not my leg, nor Juliet, that bothers me.”

“Then what is it?” Isabel demanded, tired of this game. She had no desire to anger the man further, but he was infuriating! “Tell me so I can make it right.”

“I want to be happy,” he replied. “And you can do that for me. However, for you to do that, you must be here. With me. Not back at Scarlett Hall or in your room or in the garden drinking wine.

Guilt flooded her when she heard the pain behind his words. “I did not mean to be away from you. And I agree that I spent more time with Nathaniel at the party than I did with you. I apologize for that.”

“And the painting you promised?” He turned to look at her for the first time. “Do you still wish to join me?”

She hesitated only a moment before replying, “I do.” It was a lie, but at this point, she did not care. “I have been so preoccupied that I forgot.” 

This seemed to appease him. “Go to Scarlett Hall today and enjoy time with your family. Tomorrow morning, we begin your first lesson in painting.”

“I look forward to it,” Isabel replied before leaning in and kissing his cheek. This man’s kindness knew no bounds, for all he wanted was to spend time with her. And although she should have been thinking of him as she hurried out of the ballroom, her thoughts were instead on returning to Scarlett Hall.

***

That night after dinner, Isabel and Laurence had their customary drinks in the drawing room. Isabel attempted to focus on what Laurence was saying, but her mind continued to drift to other matters. She recalled when she was seventeen and had first met Arthur. They had attended a birthday party not unlike the one given in Juliet’s honor several days earlier. He was the same age as she, but there was a maturity about him that had caught her attention as soon as they were introduced. 

He had called on her several times before her eighteenth birthday, after which he began to court her. He brought her flowers and showered her with gifts, and Isabel thought him the most thoughtful and handsome man she had ever known. 

Soon they were married, ready to embark on a journey of love and adventure. However, what was expected did not take place, and she refused to recall the painful events. 

With great effort, she pushed the thoughts back into the box where she had locked them away, hoping they would not return but knowing she had little control over when they decided to reappear to her. She was glad to have them gone, even if only for a short time.

Now, she had married again, and the thought of falling in love with Laurence terrified her, which in turn brought on a bout of guilt she struggled to shake. Laurence was a good man deserving of love, but she could not allow herself to be the one to give him such a gift. The fact of the matter was, she had walked that path before—an image of Arthur flashed in her mind again of its own accord—and what she had learned was that any relationship they could build together would destroy not only her, but him as well. 

“Isabel?”

Isabel started. “I am sorry, Arthur.” She gasped when she realized what she had said. “Laurence! I am so sorry. I did not mean to say his name. Please, forgive me!” 

Rather than being angry, Laurence set his glass on the table and placed his hand on his hurt leg. “I suppose it will happen from time to time,” he said. Then he sighed. “I believe I will retire for the evening.” He stood, and although he attempted to hide it, the hurt from her words was etched in his features. 

Isabel felt horrible. She had no intentions of hurting this man, but she did so time and again. “I must say something before you go,” she said as she rose from her seat. She wrapped her fingers around her skirts; what she had to say would be difficult. Not for him, but for her. “You see, the truth of the matter is, I do not miss him.”

He gave her a kind smile. “Only a fool would believe such a thing. I understand the man was your husband, and he was a better man than I. I have no anger toward you.”

“You are a good man,” she replied. “Not because you have a title or wealth, but because of your heart.”

He smiled. “Thank you for saying so,” he replied, although he did not sound as if he believed her. “I shall see you in the morning.”

When he was gone, Isabel finished the remainder of the wine in her glass and then poured another. She hoped Laurence was not too upset, but she could not blame him if he was. Since they had married, she had not been a very good wife. Just thinking about what little attempt she had made since they spoke their vows made her guilt grow, and she grabbed the wine bottle and took it back with her to the sofa.

Her life had not proven to be what she had expected, and yet Laurence was relentless in his hope that their marriage would be successful. Although she suspected that she would never grow to love the man—a great affection, perhaps, but not love—she vowed to do what she could to make him happy. If that meant painting with him when he asked, she would paint. If it meant appearing content even when she missed her life at Scarlett Hall the most, she would smile. If it meant allowing him into her bed in order to give him an heir, she would turn down the covers for him. 

She thought again about Arthur, the man who had promised her not only the world, but happiness as well. The young girl she was before had believed his sweet words, but the woman she was now understood the meaning behind those promises and how impossible they were. 

The tall clock struck one, and Isabel started. She had lost complete track of time and had nearly finished off the rest of the wine beside her. The room tilted as she stood, but she was able to gain her bearings before retiring to her bedroom for the night. Although the hour was late, Nancy was there waiting with drooping eyes to help her into her nightdress. 

She will be a wonderful lady’s maid, Isabel thought giddily. 

As Isabel lay beneath the covers and the moonlight created a pattern of boxes across her blanket, she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep, wondering if perhaps Laurence was different and his promises of wishing her to be happy were true.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

The following morning, Isabel dressed early—a lovely turquoise day dress she had purchased on one of her shopping ventures with Harriet—with the help of her new lady’s maid. Having another to help her dress made working with the stays of her bodice much easier, for, in the past, she had only her sisters upon whom she could rely to give her such aid. It was also pleasant having someone else doing her hair, and despite her young age, Nancy had learned the craft well. It was not long before her hair was curled and pinned back, a ribbon holding it all together on top of her head. Although not elaborate enough for a party, it was so much better than what she could have done on her own. 

“Do you have any sisters?” Isabel asked as Nancy tied a bow under Isabel’s breasts. 

“No,” the girl replied. “That is…I did have a sister once, but she died four years this past May.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Isabel said. The thought of losing either of her sisters was terrifying. “And your parents? Are they still alive?”

“Mother works near London as a seamstress,” Nancy replied. “I can sew, but I never found it very interesting, so I decided to become a lady’s maid instead.”

“When did you begin your service? You did not become a lady’s maid right away, did you?”

Nancy laughed. “Oh, no, Your Grace. I began as a scullery maid in the home of Lord and Lady Clancy. But I knew when I started I wouldn’t stay in that position. I had my eyes set on higher places.”

Isabel enjoyed listening to Nancy’s Irish accent and found her much more engaging than she first thought. As a matter of fact, the girl reminded her of a combination of both her sisters—with a dash of Cousin Annabel thrown in for good measure. She had the articulation of Hannah and a bit of impishness in her eyes that reminded Isabel of Juliet. And her resilience was so like that of Annabel that Isabel would have thought they had both been raised by the same parents. 

“And your father?” When Nancy gave her a downcast look, she added, “I am sorry. You do not have to tell me if you do not wish to.”

“Oh, it’s not that, Your Grace,” she replied. “It’s just that I’ve never met my father.” Her cheeks turned a deep crimson. “I know I shouldn’t speak ill of my mum but she and my father were never married, and he ran off with the butcher’s daughter before he even knew about me.”

Isabel’s heart went out to the girl, and she took her hand. “There is nothing of which to be ashamed,” she said. “You are an intelligent and beautiful woman, and you should be proud of that fact. Please do not take offense, but you seem well-spoken for someone of your background. Did you have lessons?”

“You’re very kind,” Nancy replied. “And yes, I did have lessons. I was fortunate because, when I was younger, my mother worked for a baronet who had several children, and he allowed me to join in on the lessons his children received. You see, he believed that all children deserved an education, not just the children of wealthy families. Of course, when I went into service myself, I had to give up the lessons, but I was glad to have received what I had.”

 “Well, I believe we are going to be great friends, you and I,” Isabel said with a smile. Then she studied her hair once more. “I just ask that you do not run off and get married, for I believe I would struggle to find an equal replacement.”

Nancy’s smile broadened. “Oh, I’m staying here for as long as possible.”

“Good. Now, I believe Mrs. Atkins has some work for you to do, but later, if you would press my pink and white dress for me—the one with the satin ribbons at the waist—so I am able to wear it to dinner, I would greatly appreciate it.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Nancy said with a curtsy before leaving the room.

After one last glance in the mirror—Nancy really had done a wonderful job on her hair—Isabel went down to the ballroom where she was to meet Laurence for their first painting lesson. She had tried on more than one occasion to make an attempt at creating works of art, but somehow, she had never advanced past the stage of making everything she painted appear as if a child of five had created it. 

If it were up to her, she would remain in her room reading, but she had promised Laurence she would do her best. Furthermore, the man needed help to build his confidence, and it was the least she could do in repayment for all he had done for her.

She waited in the doorway of the ballroom as she watched her husband, who stood in front of the window. The newly risen sun lit his face, and although she had always thought him handsome, for some reason, she thought him especially so today. His jawline seemed much more defined, and for the first time, she noticed how broad his back was. Despite the damage to his leg, the muscles in his arms seemed well-sculpted beneath his coat sleeves. 

He seemed to sense her arrival, for he turned and smiled. “Good morning. I am looking forward to our lesson today.”

“As am I,” Isabel replied as she walked over to where the painting supplies sat. She stared at the blank canvases that rested on the easels. Oh, how she did not want to do this! “You do not mean for me to complete a portrait today, do you?” She gave him a small smile. 

“Of course you must,” he said, and Isabel could do nothing but stare at the man in shock. “I have already pledged to sell it by sundown.” 

Was he mad? Did he honestly believe she would become some master painting after a single lesson? 

However, when he winked at her, she realized he was teasing her. “I would not put such expectations on you,” he said with a smile. “I thought this morning we could familiarize ourselves with the paint and the brushes.”

“That will be fun,” she said, although the words could not have been further from the truth.

Laurence indicated the stool that would be hers, which she took, and he sat upon his. Then he handed her a palette that held seven different colors of paint and a wide brush. “One of the rewards of painting is that no mistakes can be made. If you pour all your heart into your creation, it is impossible to do any wrong.”

“That is a fascinating way to look at it,” Isabel said. “I never realized you were such a philosopher as well as a painter.”

“There is much you do not know about me, Your Grace,” he replied. He took a similar brush in hand and said, “I thought we could practice technique first. Therefore, dip your brush in the blue paint like this.” He took his brush and moved it about in slow circles in the blue paint. Then he painted a straight blue line across the middle of the canvas. “The brush will go where you want it, if you use your entire hand to paint rather than relying on just your fingers.”

With a nod, Isabel dipped the tip of her brush into the paint and touched it to the canvas. What was left behind was a thin blue line rather than the bold line Laurence had created. “Am I doing something wrong?” she asked. “Mine looks nothing like yours.” She glanced at his canvas once again and cringed. If she had failed to make a simple line, how was she to create a masterpiece? 

“That is good,” he said, standing and stepping beside her. “Try again.”

Determined to get it right, she dipped her brush into the paint once more and then raised her arm to paint, but this time, Laurence placed his hand over hers. It was as if his hand was a burning torch, for she felt heat move from her hand, up her arm, and into the pit of her stomach. It was a familiar feeling, although it had been several years since she had last encountered it.

“Now” he said, his breath on her ear, creating a pleasant tingling throughout her body, “press firmly. Do not be afraid of the canvas. Or the paint, for that matter. Remember, there is no wrongdoing when it comes to art.” 

He removed his hand from hers, and she found her breath once again. 

“Look!” Isabel gasped when she pulled the brush away from the canvas. “My line is nearly perfect!” She smiled proudly. “You should beware; I may surpass you with my abilities. At least when it comes to painting lines.”

He chuckled. “I have no doubt you will. You are strong, and I do not hesitate to believe you can accomplish anything to which you set your heart and mind.”

His words hung in the air for several moments, and she offered him a smile before looking back at her pallet. She still had not recovered from their intimate moment, and his added compliment only heightened the sensation.

“Now we will clean the brush like so.” He pulled the brush through a piece of cloth striped with dried paint. “When we have removed as much of the paint from the bristles as we can, we then place the brush into linseed oil, which will remove the remainder of the paint from the brush.”

She followed the steps he had given her, and soon her brush was in a cup of amber liquid. 

“This time, we will use a thicker brush and our green paint.”

Isabel was surprised how fast the morning passed. Not only that, she was enjoying the lesson. By the time Laurence announced they were done for the day, Isabel felt a sense of disappointment she had not expected.

“You did well,” Laurence said as he cleaned the oil from his last brush. 

Isabel stared at her canvas. Streaks of blue above green with splotches of yellow and pink was all she was able to see, and Isabel knew he was being kind. 

“I appreciate you saying so, but all I see is an eyesore.”

“I see beauty,” Laurence replied. “Perhaps you should look at it again.”

After Laurence left the ballroom, Isabel studied her canvas again. She had to admit that she felt some satisfaction for the work she had completed, but she did not see the beauty of which he spoke. What was it about the man that he could see beauty where all she could see was a disaster? Would she ever learn to do so? 

Frustrated, she hurried to the drawing room and poured herself a glass of wine. She took a drink and sighed. Perhaps it was not for her to learn to see it.

***

For eight mornings, Isabel met Laurence in the ballroom to receive her lessons, and he taught her new techniques in the art of painting—brush strokes, pigments, hues, and textures. At times, some of the language seemed overwhelming, but Laurence was a patient teacher. Although she had only been practicing for a short time, Isabel felt she had improved immensely. She would never become a Wilson or a Bonington, but she was pleased when sections of her canvas resembled what she had meant them to represent.

“You are hesitating again,” Laurence admonished lightly as he stood behind her. “It is why the stroke is uneven.” He pointed to the middle of the line she had added to the canvas just moments before. “If you maintain an even pressure and move the brush across the canvas with your entire arm and not just your fingers, you will not have something that resembles a fat man lying on the ground.”

Isabel laughed and tried again, this time making a quick, but bold, stroke. “There. Is that more to your liking?” she asked playfully. 

“Much more,” he replied with a laugh. “You will be ready to attempt your first landscape soon. Far sooner than I expected.” 

Her heart skipped a beat when he placed his hands on her shoulders, and that once familiar warmness rose in her stomach, just as it had their first day of painting lessons. She took a deep breath to calm herself. It was merely an echo of the short former marriage that had brought about such a reaction. 

Then Arthur appeared in her mind, and she feigned a cough in order to cover what had to be extremely red cheeks. 

“Are you all right?” he asked, concern in his voice. 

The image of Arthur did not disappear. As a matter of fact, it morphed into something else completely, and panic attempted to overwhelm her. She could not go down that same path! She would not!

Jumping up from the stool in order to be out of his reach, she replied, “Yes. I am not sure what came over me. My throat went dry.”

“Can I get you a glass of water?”

Isabel nodded. Good. He had accepted her excuse. She would have to be more careful in the future or this marriage would become more than she had first intended, and she certainly could not have that happen. 

She accepted the glass of water Laurence offered her, and a knock came to the ballroom door.

“Yes?” Laurence called out.

The door opened and Weber entered, a silver tray balanced on his hand. “Your Graces,” he said with a bow. “A letter arrived for you, Your Grace,” he said to Laurence. “The messenger gave an indication that there was some urgency behind it, and therefore, I brought it to you immediately. I hope that is acceptable.”

“Of course. Bring it here.”

Weber brought the tray to Laurence, who took the letter and returned to his stool as he ripped open the seal. He scanned the document, his brows rising. When he set the letter aside, he shook his head and smiled. “Urgency,” he said flatly.

“What is it?” Isabel asked, now confused, and more concerned, than ever. For an urgent message, the man seemed to take it quite well.

As if he just realized that Isabel was there, he laughed. “I am sorry,” he replied. “It is from Hugh Elkins, an old friend from my school days. He is hosting a party Saturday next.”

“How wonderful!” Isabel said. “Will we be attending?”

Laurence shook his head. “Too many people will be in attendance. I do not wish to embarrass myself…or you.”

His words caught Isabel off-guard. She knew the man had a great concern about the thoughts of others when it came to his leg, but did he believe she, too, looked at him differently because of it? She attempted to recall any time she had made a comment or a glance that would have led him to believe she found his injury a concern for her, but nothing came to mind.

The sadness he wore like a badge tore at her heart. He truly believed that people thought him less than a man because of his injured leg! 

She walked over and placed a hand on his arm. “Laurence,” she said quietly, “you could never embarrass me. Why would you believe such a thing? Have I ever given you reason to believe I think less of you because of your leg?”

He gave a heavy sigh. “No, but women want a complete man, a man who is strong and who does not suffer from a limp. I would be a wounded deer amidst stags. Surely that would cause you concern?”

Isabel shook her head. “I do not care how others judge, for one thing. And for another, how often have you gone to a party or any other gathering and had a person ridicule you?” She knew the answer even before he did not respond. Never. This man needed to leave his house and see he had nothing for which to concern himself. “Perhaps we should go.”

“No,” Laurence replied without hesitation. “It is not worth taking that chance.”

“Chance?” 

“There are times when the muscles in my leg…seize. I am unable to move, both as a result of the muscles not doing as they should but also from the pain. It is difficult enough to endure when I am at home alone, but to be forced to in front of others? It is too much to ask. I will not be made a laughingstock.”

It was at that moment that Isabel’s heart truly went out to Laurence. His burden was far greater than she had ever realized. She suspected it affected him in more areas of his life than he would ever admit. She might not love him, but she did care for him, and he needed strength to venture out into the world. 

“There is no shame in having a wounded leg,” she said. She took his hand in hers. “If it were to seize, as you say, what would that matter? Your leg does not define you.” His awkward smile said she needed to say more. “A man is worthy based on his heart and soul. If the entirety of the ton were to laugh, which I assure you they would not, it would not matter, for I will be beside you always, and I hope that how I see you is your only concern.”

His fingers closed around her hand, and he smiled. “You are truly an amazing woman,” he said. “Your wisdom, your strength, they surprise me every day.” He turned to stare out the window and then said, “We will attend the party. However, promise me you will remain by my side the duration of the time we are there.”

“I will never leave your side,” she replied before realizing she had not needed to lie to the man this time. “However, you must promise the same.”

His smile broadened. “Always.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

She would support him. The words Isabel had spoken the week prior continued to elate Laurence. A woman would not make such a statement if she did not have some affection for him. If Isabel cared, the chances of her feelings for him deepening were great. He was uncertain when it had happened, but it was a certainty that his feelings for her were growing stronger. She may not have the same affection for him as he had for her, but he would wait until the end of time if that was what was needed. 

The carriage jostled as it moved down the cobbled street. The unease Laurence had harbored the previous week was amplified as he and Isabel drew closer to the home of Mr. Hugh Elkins. The younger son of an earl, Hugh was not titled, but he was a savvy businessman, and Laurence had shared in several ventures with him since they had left school. Not to mention, they had always gotten on brilliantly. 

“You are not distressed, are you?” Isabel asked as she placed a comforting hand on his arm. 

Laurence turned to his wife and was once again amazed at her beauty. Her hair had been expertly done up into an intricate coiffure, and two long curls framed her lovely face. It was as if the most brilliant of painters had composed her cheekbones, her perfect nose, and her deep blue eyes. He had never experienced love before, not the love a man has for a woman, but he could see himself being afflicted with such an emotion for this woman. There was a joy in seeing her each morning, in hearing her words of encouragement, and in being able to help her in some meaningful manner. 

He had sworn to himself that he would make her happy, and by attending this party with her, he was taking a step toward meeting that goal. One thing he had learned was that Isabel was very much like him in that she preferred to remain at home, and by pulling him from his isolation, she was forcing herself from her own, as well. 

“Laurence?” Isabel squeezed his hand. 

“I apologize,” he replied, realizing he had not answered her question. “I am all right.” He sighed. “Perhaps a bit nervous, if I am honest,” he added with a small smile. He might be nervous, but her gloved hand on his brought him comfort.

“Honesty is best,” she said, and he could not help but laugh. “You are brave for attending this evening. I understand that it is not easy for you to do so.”

“Yes, well, knowing you are beside me has helped immensely.” He gave her his best smile. “I speak as an artist, not as your husband.”

She laughed. “You speak as a kind man, the man I married. If I wished to marry a brute, I would have done so.” 

They shared in another laugh, and then the carriage came to a stop. “It appears we have arrived,” Isabel said, pulling the curtain aside and peering out. “The night is yours.”

“The night is ours,” he corrected. 

The door opened, and Laurence waited as Isabel stepped down from the vehicle. Once he was out, he soaked in his surroundings. The house, a square brick building painted white with large windows on either side of the front stoop reminded Laurence of wide eyes on a surprised face. 

“Applewood Estate,” he announced with a laugh. “And not a single apple on a tree for miles.”

“Have you been here before?” Isabel asked.

“Many times. It has been years, but the place has not changed much. At one point, I thought Hugh would marry Harriet. Thankfully, the man had more sense.”

Isabel laughed and the two walked up the few steps where a liveried man stood waiting. With his straight back and forward chin, he greatly resembled a King’s Life Guard. 

The man gave them a deep bow. “Your Graces.” He collected their outer garments and hats, which he handed to a younger man, also in livery, although the older appeared more comfortable in his clothing than the younger. “If you will follow me.”

He led them through a set of double doors, from which came the lively melodies of a collection of stringed instruments and the laughter of several people. Perhaps twenty couples in their finest clothing stood in small groups laughing and talking. For a moment, fear gripped Laurence as he scanned the array of familiar and unfamiliar faces. However, when he remembered Isabel beside him, his previous confidence, as minuscule as it was, returned. 

A familiar face stepped forward with a cheeky grin. “Laurence!” Hugh said. “It has been too long since you have been here.”

“Yes, much too long,” Laurence replied as he shook the hand Hugh offered. “I would like to introduce my wife, Isabel.”

Hugh’s smile widened, if that were possible. “My pleasure,” he said as he took her hand and kissed her knuckles. He then turned to the other guests and raised his voice. “Everyone, I would like to introduce my good friend, His Grace, Laurence Redbrook, Duke of Ludlow and his wife Isabel.”

As all eyes turned to him, Laurence had to force himself to keep his back straight. What he wished he could do was hide in a corner behind one of the large ferns that dotted the room. 

“I want to thank you all for being here for this celebration of my new business venture. Enjoy the food and wine to your heart’s content, for it is the finest you will find anywhere.”

“This room is beautiful,” Isabel whispered. 

Laurence had to agree. It was not as large as the ballroom at Camellia Estates, but it was much more lavish with its gilt etched ceiling and gold-trimmed panels on the walls. Although it had only one chandelier, it was large enough to light the entire room, the light intensified by framed mirrors placed at precise angles to illuminate even the corners of the room. 

“It is,” Laurence replied.

“It has inspired me to redecorate the ballroom at Camellia Estates,” Isabel said, but then she stopped and worried her lip. “My apologies. That should be your decision.”

Laurence smiled. “No,” he said. “It pleases me you wish to do so. I look forward to what you do with it.” He looked across the room and a familiar sight caught his eye. “I would like to show you something.” He offered her his arm and the two walked over to a painting that hung on the far wall.

“Is that Applewood Estate?” Isabel asked. “It is very well done; every window and hedge are present. The painter is a master.”

“Thank you,” Laurence replied with pride. “I am that painter, although Hugh believes I commissioned it from another.”

“You have not told him you painted it?”

Laurence shook his head. “I prefer to keep my abilities secret.”

Isabel turned to him. “But why? You are a magnificent painter. You should allow the entire world to see your capabilities.”

“It is better this way.”

Her smile warmed his soul. “You are an amazing man,” she said in a near whisper, or what could be considered a near whisper amongst the music and laughter. How beautiful she was—how perfect. 

“And you are the most amazing woman I have ever known,” he said with complete and utter honesty. “I am honored to be your husband, and I look forward to our many years together.” When she replied with a smile, he added, “I must admit, I care for you deeply.”

Her eyes widened and then she brought a gloved hand to her mouth and coughed. “I apologize,” she replied in a choked voice. “My throat is parched.”

“Allow me to get you a drink,” he said. She nodded, and he hurried over to the refreshment table to pour them each a punch. When he returned to her, he handed her one of the glasses.

She took a small sip. “Much better,” she said. “I fear the changing weather is affecting me.”

Laurence could not stop the surge of doubt that came over him. Did she feign the cough so as not to be forced to respond to his admission of affection for her? It was possible. When she smiled once more, his doubts retreated, but he wanted to learn if his instincts were correct or if he was simply seeing what he expected to see. 

However, he did not get the opportunity to repeat his admission, for she spoke first. “Does my husband wish to introduce me to old friends?” she asked, her eyes sparkling.

What remained of his doubt disappeared. “I would be honored,” he replied. He took her glass and placed it and his on a nearby table. Then he offered her his arm, which she took readily, the loveliest of smiles on her lips. 

He led her to a couple with whom he was acquainted, each step taken in pride, and he realized that, for the first time in a very long time, he was truly happy. And the cause of that happiness was the woman beside him, his wife and the woman he now knew he loved.

***

Isabel was thankful when Laurence became engaged in conversation with an old friend, allowing her to slip away with a glass of wine and take time to compose herself. In all honesty, the evening was going better than expected. The carriage ride to Applewood Estate had been enjoyable, as had meeting Laurence’s friend Hugh. She could understand why Laurence liked him, for he was pleasant and had a streak of humor in him that she found refreshing. He did not carry himself as if he thought he was better than everyone else like so many of the ton. Granted, he had no title, but he was brought up in a titled home and therefore had been raised accordingly. Perhaps it was the fact he had no title that made him feel free to be himself. 

As much as Hugh entertained, Isabel felt a greater joy as she watched Laurence overcome his fear. He had not only attended the party—with extreme reluctance and yet he had to be complimented for taking that step—but he interacted with others. He held his head high, laughed, and replied to questions as if he had not been living the life of a hermit these past years. And Isabel could not have been prouder. 

Yet, there was more than pride. They had spent these past mornings at their painting lessons, working closely together in the corner of the ballroom when the rays of the sun streamed into the room and directly onto the canvases. Their evening meals were always shared now, and with each passing day, they became better acquainted as their conversations grew. However, it was when he had shown her the painting of Applewood Estate that had topped it all, for he had not a shred of conceit in his words. As far as she knew, no one else was aware that he was the painter of that artwork, and to be trusted in such a way said much of his feelings for her.

Not to mention his words. When he had said she was amazing, an odd thing occurred. Her heart soared, for that was the moment she saw Laurence as her husband. Oh, she was well aware that they were married, but thus far she felt he was more a friend and confidante than a spouse. And although her feelings could not be considered love, she found that she had acquired a great affection for him, and for some reason, that pleased her.

She had experienced those feelings before, when she married Arthur, but she had loved him from the beginning. Therefore, when Laurence had mentioned the many years they would be together, the emotions those words had brought about had both confused and excited her. Thus her reason for her feigned fit of coughing. Yes, it was childish and most unbecoming of a lady, no less a duchess, yet she had been unsure as to what to do. 

Now, however, as she stood in the corner pretending to admire another of the many paintings that hung from the walls, her mind raced. She was tempted to follow these emotions to see where they led. Would this time perhaps be different? Would her marriage be full of laughter instead of heartache? Worry consumed her as she sipped at her wine—her second glass since Laurence had given her punch—and she wondered if allowing this man into her heart was the right thing to do.

She turned just enough to see Laurence now speaking with Hugh. How happy he looked! Gone was the worry he had carried for what the ton would say about him, replaced by a radiance that made him glow. The man was clearly in his element, for which she was glad.

“Isabel?”

Isabel started and turned in shock to see Arthur’s youngest brother standing behind her, a man she had not seen since her former husband’s passing.

“It is you!” he said with a wide smile.

“Conner,” she replied. “I did not expect to see you here this evening.”

“I arrived only moments ago,” the man replied. “It has been a while. Are you well?”

Isabel nodded. “I am.” The man who stood before her reminded her so much of his eldest brother, she had to blink to remind herself it was not Arthur. “I have remarried.”

“So I heard,” the man said with clear enthusiasm. “I am happy for you. The duke is well respected.” 

“Indeed.”

“And your family?” He attempted to appear nonchalant, but Isabel could see he had something on his mind.

“They are well.”

For some reason, Conner’s cheeks reddened. “And Miss Hannah?”

Isabel raised an eyebrow. “She is well,” she replied, intrigued at his inquiry. Was there an interest there she had not realized existed?

He shifted on his feet and said, “I heard she was unwell during the London season this past year. Was it not to be her first season?”

“Yes,” Isabel said, stifling a giggle. If only he knew her sister had feigned her illness. “However, she is expected to be of good health this year.”

“I am glad.” He took a drink from his glass, and the conversation turned to other news of her family—Nathaniel and his time at school, Juliet and her upcoming introduction to society, and her mother’s continued good health.

However, it was inevitable when the conversation turned to Arthur. 

“A man taken from us much too soon,” Conner said with a sad shake to his head. “Not a day goes by that I do not think of him.”

“He is greatly missed,” Isabel said solemnly. It was the truth, and yet an uncomfortable sensation came over her. The elation she had been feeling over Laurence was seeping away like water through bedrock.

“Indeed. I never saw him as happy as he was when he married you.”

Isabel said nothing. What could she say? The truth was, how could she be reminiscing with the brother of her former husband when she was now wed to another? Somehow, it felt…indecent.

Conner must have sensed her discomfiture, for he said, “I apologize. You are remarried, and here I am discussing your deceased husband. I do not mean any disrespect; it is just that I miss him terribly.”

Isabel felt bad for her thoughts, even if this man could not have heard them. “Not at all,” she replied kindly. “The past should never be forgotten, nor the dead who populated it.” 

Although she said the words, Isabel wished she could forget her own past. Too many memories brought on emotions she no longer wished to relive, but it was bound to happen when one spoke with the family of the one who had died. What right did she have to take away their memories?

They spoke for a few more minutes about nothing of consequence before Conner excused himself, to Isabel’s relief. Conner was pleasant enough, but she had enough of her own memories, she did not need to add his to the mix. 

She glanced around in search of Laurence, who was now speaking with another man who had joined him and Hugh. The smile she gave him was easily returned, and her mind thought of the conversation with Conner, and then subsequently of Arthur. 

Without warning, the memory of the day Arthur’s friend arrived with news of his death came to mind. She had been overcome with grief, which was to be expected. However, what she did not anticipate was another sensation that had plagued her that day. An emotion that she still carried today: Guilt.

She took a drink of her wine and returned her gaze to her husband. There lay too much risk, and a pain resided inside her that he would never understand. Although she was undecided not an hour earlier, she now came to a painful conclusion. She had allowed herself to open her heart to Laurence, and now she knew it was a foolish mistake. 

Therefore, she made a resolution. She would continue to please him, for she was his wife; however, she also vowed to seal her heart and never open it again, for to do so would only invite pain, and she had endured enough for one lifetime.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

To say he felt elation was an understatement, for Laurence felt a happiness and confidence he had not felt for many years. The party at Applewood Estate, which had taken place just over a fortnight ago, had just been the beginning, and truth be told, he awaited the next with the eagerness of a child on his first journey to the seaside. 

However, it was not only his excitement for returning to society that had a hold on him. After two additional weeks of early morning lessons, his wife was ready to venture off into the world of painting on her own. Yet, although it brought him joy to have her beside him participating in an activity that brought him such peace, he worried she did not share his enthusiasm. 

Something had changed in the woman beside him since Hugh’s party; more specifically when he had shared his feelings for her. Certainly, she had joined him for her lessons with a smile every day since; however, her behavior toward him was somehow different, a bit more reserved. Yet, he could not put his finger on what exactly had changed. 

He glanced at her canvas. She had been painting a landscape of a field with numerous trees, but now her brush rested in the cup of linseed oil, her pallet on the table beside her as she stared at her creation.

“It is coming along quite nicely,” he said, hoping to encourage her. “Your first painting will soon be done, and we will display it in a place of pride.”

“Thank you.” She spoke barely above a whisper, and when she picked up the glass of wine beside her, he bit his tongue in order to not make any comment. Her drinking had increased since their wedding, he noticed, and she was rarely seen without a glass, even in the early mornings. 

“I have thought about the party Hugh held,” he said in an attempt to launch a conversation. Where they had chatted as they practiced the various types of strokes he had taught her before the party, they now sat the majority of the time in near silence; the only words spoken were questions she asked of him concerning her learning or words of encouragement from him. 

He added a touch of brown to a tree and awaited her response, and when she made none, he continued. “It has been some time since I have had such a marvelous time.” Still, she made no comment, and he stopped and turned to her. “Perhaps it is time to host our own party. A celebration of our marriage and our new life together.” 

“That would be lovely,” she replied before taking another sip of her wine. Was her enthusiasm forced?

“I am sure your sisters would enjoy attending. You will invite them, will you not?”

A small smile found her lips, much to his relief, and she replied, “Yes, they would. I would like to see them again.” However, her ardor was short-lived. “I do not wish to continue with this painting. May I begin another?”

Laurence wished to encourage her to continue with the one she had begun, but, instead, he nodded. “I have a few unfinished works myself,” he replied. He did not add that they were very few. “Do you know what you wish to paint? Perhaps an animal or an ocean setting might do.”

Isabel sighed sadly. “I am unsure. Somehow, I feel…overwhelmed.” She looked up at him, and a dispiritedness rolled off her in waves. “You are a brilliant painter, but I am afraid I cannot do this anymore. I will never complete a painting.”

“That is not true,” Laurence said as he reached out and took her hand in support. When he had done so before, her hand was always welcoming. Now, however, he could feel her reluctance, and his worry increased. “Paint from your heart. Whatever you desire, put it onto the canvas. Allow the brush to speak what your heart is not able to say, and you will be surprised by the results.”

Although Isabel nodded, she removed her hand from his, and Laurence returned to his painting, a foreboding he could not explain coming over him. There was no doubt, something had happened in the last two weeks, and he knew in his heart it had begun during the party Hugh had given. 

He glanced over at her. Was it his confession of his feelings for her that had brought about this metamorphosis? He believed that was part of it, but he suspected there was more to it than that. He had seen her speaking to Conner Barnet, brother to her former husband. Had seeing the man resurrected memories of Arthur?

What a fool he was. Of course, speaking of her former husband would bring back memories. It was clear she had loved the man; how could he expect her to not be reminded of him at every turn, and even more so when she is confronted by his brother? Yet, how does one compete with the memory of a ghost?

Frustrated, Laurence dipped his brush into the green paint and pressed it to the canvas as he continued his recollection of that evening. Perhaps seeing the man had not only resurrected memories of Arthur, but also her love of the man. The fact that lack of love was not what had separated them but rather because the man had fallen in a tragic accident also played its part. 

As he continued to paint, a pastime that had once eased his mind, that lovely confidence that had returned began to slip. The woman who sat staring at the blank canvas before her had gone from a man she loved to one she did not, and the more he considered this, the truer his suspicions became. He could never have a place in her heart, for it belonged to her former husband, every bit of it, and as much as he hated to admit it, she was not willing to open it up once more.

The pain in that thought forced him to realize that he truly loved his wife. It crushed him to know she did not return the sentiment. Perhaps Harriet had been right after all; he had been responsible for the death of their parents, and now he failed to win over the heart of his wife. The truth throbbed as much as the pain in his leg. He was undeserving of his title, and it appeared he never would be.

But no. He was not willing to give up just yet. 

“I am sorry,” Isabel said, breaking him from his thoughts. “I do not feel well and wish to return to my room. Is that all right?”

“Yes, of course,” he said with concern. “Would you like food sent up to you? Or perhaps I can call in Doctor Comerford.”

“No, that will not be needed.” 

With a heavy heart, Laurence watched as Isabel walked away. He returned his tools to their places and then walked over to the portrait of his parents. Guilt plagued him, and he hung his head beneath their fixed gaze.

“Father, I thought Isabel would bring me happiness, and although I have felt it at times, I am riddled with shame.” His hand moved to his leg. “It may have been too much to hope that Isabel would be my repentance for all my wrongdoing.” He waited for a response he knew would never come.

Sighing, he turned his back on the portrait. His parents were long gone, and nothing would bring them back. He would receive no redemption. Not now. Not in the future. He was destined to live in contrition until he, too, joined his parents. If Heaven would have him.

As he stared at his half-finished work, he no longer wished to resume painting. Instead, he went to his office, wondering what the future would hold and guessing he would more than likely not like it.

***

As the week continued, Laurence believed Isabel grew unhappier with each passing moment. He made attempts to speak on subjects that would be of interest to her—their upcoming party, the redecorating of the ballroom, her love of the rolling hills beyond the garden gates—but whatever he proposed or brought up for consideration was met with a simple nod or short replies. It pained him to see her in such a state, but nothing seemed to bring her out of her melancholy. 

One particular morning as they sat in their regular places in the ballroom, Isabel heaved a heavy sigh and rose from her stool. “I cannot continue,” she complained. She had begun yet another painting, her fifth in as many days, and like the others, it was not completed. “I am sorry. Perhaps If I observe you over the next few mornings, I will gain a bit more understanding of the steps required.” She grabbed her customary glass of wine and clicked her tongue when a few drops splashed on her hand. 

Laurence had had enough. He stood and took the glass from her hand. “We must talk,” he demanded.

“About?”

“You are drinking more than is proper,” he scolded. “And you hardly speak to me anymore.”

“I apologize,” she said as she cast her eyes to the floor. “I will make attempts to do better.”

Laurence sighed. “I do not want you to make attempts.”

She raised her head, and he took a step back from the coldness that came from her eyes. “Then what do you expect?” she demanded. “I have done everything I can to please you, and yet it appears I am still unable to do so.”

“You speak as if it were a task assigned to you,” he said, taken aback by her words. 

Isabel shook her head. “It is not that,” she said as she walked over to the window.

“It is not a task?”

She did not look at him when she replied, “No.”

“Very well then, what is it?” He knew he sounded as if he were begging, but he had to know the truth. “Is it my leg?” She shook her head. “It is more than learning to paint. You have been this way since the party at Applewood Estate.” He walked up to stand behind her. How he wished he could wrap his arms around her and hold her, to comfort her, but he did not. “It is Arthur,” he said when she made no indication to respond. The drop of her head told him he had spoken the truth. “I suspected as much since you spoke to his brother. I assume the love for your former husband has returned.”

“It is not that,” she whispered.

“No. That is it. He was a better man, more complete than I. If that is the truth, then do not deny it. I would rather have my heart broken by the truth than to hold joy over false words.”

When Isabel turned to face him, she looked at him with reddened eyes. “I am not happy here,” she said simply. 

“I see. Have you felt this way since our marriage?”

“Yes,” came her whispered reply. “Do not doubt that I care for you, for I do. However, I cannot care for you in the way you desire. Or need.”

Anger boiled inside Laurence. “I have done everything I could possibly do to win your heart. I have purchased new dresses and gowns for you, new jewelry, hats. Yet, nothing I do seems to have any effect on you.”

“I want none of those things.”

He barely heard her words as his ire built. “And Harriet! I removed my own sister from my home for you. And yet, even that does not make you happy! What I want…what I need is to understand why.”

“Because I cannot make you happy!” she shouted, her hands clenched at her side. “Harriet needed to be removed for you, not for me or anyone else.”

Laurence shook his head, unable to believe what he was hearing. “Then I shall never do so again.”

She met his gaze without wavering. “Do what?” she demanded. 

“Remove my sister for your sake.”

“I told you that it was your choice, and yet you laid the blame on me. That is not fair! The decision was yours, not mine.”

He gave a derisive snort. “Apparently a bad one at that. However, that is of little consequence now. You are not happy, and like many things in life, I have failed to bring you even the smallest amount of joy. What do you wish, if I might ask?”

“Nothing. You have done more than enough for me and my family.”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. His anger was great, but the sadness in his heart blew past it like a wind coming in from a storm over the ocean. “You do not wish to remain here. With me.” He said the words, and as they left his lips, it was as though he was condemning himself. And as he looked into Isabel’s eyes, he knew the answer before she spoke. It pained him more than anything, but having her remain where she was so terribly unhappy pained him more. A caged animal could not have pained him to this point.

“Laurence,” Isabel whispered, “perhaps we can…”

He raised his hand in defeat. “No. I will not listen any longer. I have houses in London and throughout the country. We will find a place you prefer, and you can live there. I can tell people I travel on business often, and that is the reason you prefer that home to Camellia Estates.”

For the first time, a single tear rolled down her cheek. “I am sorry. I did not mean for this to happen.”

He was tired of apologies, but he could see in her eyes she spoke the truth. “I believe you.” He turned back to the canvases and sighed. “Perhaps you should return to Scarlett Hall for a few days.”

Isabel walked up to him and placed a hand on his arm. “Is there anything I can do?”

How he wished to ask her to remain here, to give him one more chance to prove his love for her. Then, as his eyes scanned the unfinished work, an idea occurred to him. “I make but one request,” he said. “When you return, I want you to complete a painting. However, you will swear it will come from the heart. Whatever it may be, it must come from deep within you.”

“You have my word,” Isabel replied. “I will do that.”

He nodded and returned to his stool. Isabel stood behind him, watching for a moment, and then soon after left him alone in the ballroom. He tried to focus his attention on the canvas, but he found he was unable to. His heart had taken over his thoughts. Isabel was returning to her family home, and once she completed the painting she had promised him, she would leave him. His house would be empty once again, her laugh and promise gone. And even worse, the love he had for her would never be uttered, not now or ever in the future, for he could not endure such rejection once again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

Numbness. Isabel had felt nothing but numbness for some time now. In fact, it had been well over a year since she had experienced any true emotions. To the casual observer, one might believe she was simply another lady amongst many, for, at various moments, she could be seen smiling or finding joy in a particular activity. However, the majority of the time was spent in complete apathy, both in mind and soul. That was how she found herself now as she entered Scarlett Hall, hoping that happiness would come to her once again.

“Forbes,” Isabel said, “it is good to see you again.”

The old butler did not shy away from her embrace as some butlers would, for which she was glad. The man had been a part of the staff at Scarlett Hall for so long, he was close to being a member of the family, and Isabel was honored he was so kind to her. 

Forbes took her bag from her and said, “And it is good to see you again, Your Grace. I will see your bag taken upstairs to your old room.”

“Thank you,” Isabel replied with a smile. 

When he was gone, she stood in the foyer staring around with appreciation. And yet, something was missing. She was glad to be home, to be certain, but the joy she had expected was lacking, and that did not sit well with her. Well, it was not as if she returned under the best of circumstances.

An Image of Laurence came to mind. She had not meant to hurt the man, and although she had tried to speak about her feelings with care, her words had only increased his ire. Yet, it was more than that; it was all too clear that his heart had been broken by her words, and for that, she could only feel regret.

“Isabel?”

Isabel turned as her mother came down the staircase. “Hello, Mother.”

“I was not expecting you.” 

Was there more gray scattered through her mother’s hair? It was difficult to tell with her light coloring and the swatch of fabric that covered it, but there did seem to be more at her temples than even the last time Isabel had seen her. Regardless, if her hair had changed, her strength had not. 

“Laurence will be occupied with business matters this week and suggested I return for a few days’ visit.”

Her mother studied her for a moment as she stepped off the staircase. “Is that all?” she asked. “There is nothing more that brought you back here?”

Isabel had no desire to tell her mother the truth, for she had been the cause of Isabel’s current predicament. “No. There is nothing more.”

“Your sisters and your cousin Annabel are in the garden,” her mother said. “If you would like to join them.”

For a brief moment, Isabel considered speaking with her mother about her troubles with Laurence. How she missed the closeness they had once shared! However, it would do no good, for the woman would never understand the pain Isabel endured. Yes, she was a widow just as Isabel was, but the pain Isabel carried went deeper than her grief over the loss of her husband. Furthermore, what could her mother do if Isabel did tell her? Not a thing.

“I often wonder why Annabel never remained with us,” Isabel said in order to make an attempt at conversation with her mother. There was no denying that Isabel still loved the woman despite the fact she had been forced to clean up the mess her mother had made. “Scarlett Hall is more a home to her than her own.”

Annabel’s parents often left her at home with a chaperon, or a governess when she was younger, or allowed her to stay with Isabel and her sisters. Many nights, the poor girl wept, and Isabel did what she could to console her, assuring her that she was loved.

“Annabel has known she is always welcome here,” her mother replied. “If the time comes, and she wishes to remain, she will do so.”

Isabel pursed her lips. “Unlike me, you mean,” she said. 

Her mother went to speak, but Isabel jutted out her chin and strode past the woman without allowing her the opportunity to respond. Once she was outside, Isabel leaned against the railing to rein in her emotions. 

Her world was falling apart. Her new marriage, for all intents and purposes, was over, and now she had to decide where to live. Although she wanted to return to Scarlett Hall once more for good, she could not for two reasons. First, it was much too close to Camellia Estates, and thus too close to Laurence. The rumors of the ton would bring forth unnecessary embarrassment for the duke, and she could not do that to him. He was not the one at fault for her shortcomings.

The second reason she could not return to Scarlett Hall was much more heartbreaking. Although she loved the place where she was born and raised, and she missed her sisters terribly, the truth of the matter was that she could not stand to look at her mother on a daily basis. Yes, thinking in such a way about the woman she had loved all her life was terrible, but the anger Isabel had for her mother was that great.

“Isabel!” Hannah cried as she came running down the footpath. “It is you!” 

Isabel returned her sister’s smile and then hugged her and kissed her head. “My sweet Hannah,” she whispered. “I have missed you.”

“And I have missed you,” Hannah replied. “I believe Juliet is ill, for she has been behaving herself as of late.”

Isabel laughed as she and Hannah walked in the direction from which Hannah had just come. “That is wonderful to hear. And Annabel? I hear she is with us once again. How is she?”

“She is well, as usual. However, I have a feeling she does not share with us how she truly feels.”

Isabel nodded. She understood all too well the girl’s situation. And her propensity to hide her feelings from others. 

“You are upset.”

The statement caught Isabel off-guard, and she stopped beside a large well-trimmed hedge. “I?” she asked with a forced laugh. “I have never been better.”

Hannah sighed and took Isabel’s hands in hers. “You have always looked after me,” she said. Then Juliet and Annabel came around a corner and joined them. “You have looked after all three of us.”

Isabel smiled as the other two girls added their hands to those of Isabel and Hannah to form a circle, and it reminded Isabel of the night before her wedding when they had escaped into the night to drink brandy around a campfire. If only they could repeat that night forever.

“You have encouraged me to do the things I like,” Hannah continued. “Even when others laughed or thought it odd.”

“And I,” Juliet said. “You were patient when you corrected me, demonstrating always how to behave properly.”

Tears welled up in Isabel’s eyes. How she loved these girls so much!

“You are the big sister I have always wanted,” Annabel added. “One who listens to my problems with patience and understanding, and one who gives me sound advice.”

Hannah sniffled. “You have been there for all of us.”

Isabel looked at each of her sisters—Annabel was included in that moniker—and smiled. “Thank you,” she said as she blinked back tears. “I love you all and will continue to help in any way I am able.”

Juliet glanced at Hannah, who gave a nod. “We are worried about you,” she said. “We know you carry some sort of burden, and you can share with us if you would like. It might make you feel better.”

The words were innocent and heartfelt, and Isabel could not stop a tear from escaping her eye and roll down her cheek. As she looked over the three faces before her, her heart swelled with love for them. Although she wished she could bare her heart to these young women, she would not, for they did not deserve to be burdened with what were her problems. 

“You are correct when you say that I carry many burdens,” she replied, choosing her words with care. “However, there is no reason for me to speak of them now.” When the girls went to argue, she stopped them with a raised hand. “All you must know is that I am doing what I can to resolve these issues, and if I believe you can lend me aid in some way, I will ask.” 

This seemed to appease them as they smiled. Then Juliet took a half-step in and whispered, “Laurence. Does he hurt you? If he does, Annabel and I will march right over to Camellia Estates and shoot him!”

Isabel gaped at her younger sister. “Never say such things about him,” she said with a shake to her head. “He is a good man and would never hurt me.”

As the last words left her lips, a feeling came over Isabel, a near-peace she had not known was there. In her heart, at that moment, she realized that she had spoken the truth; Laurence would never hurt her, and that realization somehow made the day a bit brighter.

“I am sorry,” Juliet said with her head bowed. “I have heard rumors of men who strike their wives, and I did not want you to be in such a situation.”

Isabel hugged Juliet, and then Hannah and Annabel insisted on another hug, as well.

Soon, they were all talking and sharing in what they had been doing since Isabel had last visited, and by the time the circle broke, Isabel’s heart had lightened significantly. 

When the girls returned to the house and whatever activities they had planned for the day, Isabel continued her walk through the garden. As she neared a flowerbed filled with a variety of roses, she looked toward the direction of Camellia Estates. Perhaps she had been wrong to leave as she did, or maybe she should have told Laurence the truth about how she was feeling. 

And, like many times in her life, Isabel could not unravel the confusion that had turned her life on its head.

***

Laurence entered the ballroom just as he had many times before; however, this time Isabel would not join him.  His footsteps, although not particularly loud, echoed in the empty room, now left emptier by her absence. He had grown accustomed to her sitting beside him, even if they did not speak to one another, and that only made the room that much more vacuous. 

He turned and studied the row of unfinished canvases that lined the wall. Half-finished paintings of landscapes, various animals that lacked tails or manes, all incomplete. When Isabel had agreed to join him in painting lessons, he had been overjoyed, and during their time together, they had bonded, sharing in stories and laughter with each stroke of the brush.

He had hoped that she would soon care for him as he cared for her, but that dream came to a sudden end. Their argument the previous day still weighed heavy in the air. He regretted that he had grown angry when she informed him that she no longer wished to remain at Camellia Estates, but her words about Harriet concerned him more. Laurence had requested that his own sister leave, and he had done so for Isabel. 

That made him pause, for Isabel’s words returned. What had been his true motivation for asking Harriet to leave? Had he done it for his wife or was there another reason? 

Frustrated, he sat on his stool and stared at the empty canvas as images of Harriet came to his mind. The years of belittling he had endured from her. Her propensity to hang the guilt of their parents’ death over him. And he had welcomed that guilt as easily as a lamb suckled its mother’s teat, for he believed it was his burden to bear. However, was that burden truly his?

Releasing a sigh, he stood and then groaned as pain shot through his leg. Would this pain never leave? No, it would not, for it was a more constant reminder of the burden he carried, his reward for the part he played in the death of his parents. 

He walked over to the painting of his parents and stood before it. Memories flooded back of that fateful day, and closing his eyes, he hoped to shut them out. However, they returned in his mind’s eye, and his heart turned to lead. 

“Have I not suffered enough?” he whispered. When he opened his eyes, his mother’s smile greeted him, as did his that of his father. Their look held no grudge. Instead, their faces held peace. And was that forgiveness?

No, not forgiveness but something else, something he could not name, which only increased his frustration.

“Laurence.”

The whisper made him jump, and he turned hoping that Isabel had decided to return early. However, it was not Isabel who stood at the door but his sister.

“Harriet?” he asked as the woman slowly approached. Something was different about her. Where she always held her nose high so she could look down upon everyone else around her, she now hung her head. “What are you doing here?”

“I realize I am not welcome,” she said, her voice unusually soft. “However, it is imperative I speak with you.”

Then he saw the redness in her eyes, as if she had cried recently. Never had he seen his sister so distressed.

“Please, come in,” he said as he returned his gaze to the portrait. 

“I miss them,” Harriet said as she stood beside him. “For so long, their deaths have haunted me.” She turned to face him. “I could not grasp that they had left us.” To add to his confusion, tears rolled down her cheeks. This was not the Harriet he knew, and he could not help but wonder if it was a ruse. “Ambrose and I had an argument.”

So, the perfect marriage is not so perfect after all, he thought, but he found that it did not give him as much pleasure as he would have expected. Instead, he felt pity for his sister. “I am very sorry to hear this.”

She snorted. “There is no need to be. What he said was extremely hurtful, but that is not the worst of it.”

“Oh?” Laurence asked. 

“No. We…that is, I discussed having children, and he told me he did not wish to have any.”

Laurence could not stop his jaw from dropping. A man who did not want children? And a marquess to boot? That was unheard of.

“And do you know why?” she asked, that same quiet tone in her voice. What he would have expected was anger and resentment, but he heard no traces of either.

“I cannot imagine why. He is a good man, and I know he loves you as you love him.”

Harriet nodded. “That is true; we do love one another.” She wiped at her eyes before lowering her head once again. “But his reasoning is sound.”

“And what reason is that?”

She sighed. “He fears bringing a child into a world that would be as cruel-hearted as their mother.” With this, she began to sob into her gloved hands. She took the kerchief Laurence offered her and wiped her nose. “At first, I was angry. I collected my things and returned to Margaret’s house. Then I wrote Ambrose a letter much like the one I had written to you. I demanded an apology for him treating me so horribly.”

“I am sorry,” Laurence said.

“No,” Harriet said with an avid shake to her head. “Do you not understand? Ambrose was right! I am cruel. To the servants, to my friends, to my husband, and even…to my own brother.”

The suspicions Laurence had felt upon her sudden arrival now dissipated. Never before had he seen his sister in such a state, and to hear her speak so freely and honestly astounded him. 

“When they left us,” she continued as she looked up at their parents’ portrait, “I was shocked and did not understand the gravity of death. What it meant for us and how it would change our lives. I refused to accept they were gone. Therefore, in that hurt and grief, I attempted to place blame for their deaths. I blamed you, my brother, who did no wrong. My brother who wrote to me whenever he was away at school and did his best to encourage me.”

“It was because I have always cared for you,” he said. “I still do.” 

“I understand that now,” she said as she turned to him and gave him a weak smile. “I know now what I became over the years, and I do not like that woman. Therefore, I ask…no, I beg your forgiveness. The old Harriet is now gone, and the new one wishes that you accept her apology so we can be the siblings we are meant to be.”

Laurence did not hesitate as he pulled Harriet into his arms. As he embraced her, she sobbed into his shoulder. “I am so sorry,” she whispered. “You are not responsible for the death of our parents; you never were.”

Those words left him with such a sense of relief, he thought he would rise from the floor. For years, she had ridiculed him, blamed him, hated him, and for years, he did what he could to appease her, to no avail. At least one of them no longer believed him guilty.

“Thank you,” he replied. “You are my sister, and I love you. You are welcome at Camellia Estates at any time.” He sighed. “I look forward to our new relationship.”

“As do I.” She paused. “I have one more request before I return to settle things with Ambrose.”

“Yes, of course,” he replied. “What do you need?”

“Isabel. My words and actions were so cruel toward her. I must apologize and seek her forgiveness, as well.”

Laurence sighed. 

“What is it?” she asked.

“Isabel is not here,” he replied. “And I am afraid she will never return.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Although Scarlett Hall offered Isabel warmth and the love of her sisters, the pain she had brought with her when she had returned four days prior had not eased. The walls contained laughter, yet they did not echo in her heart as they once did. In fact, the home now seemed to push her away, as if she were some sort of thorn it wished extracted from its surroundings. 

Soon, Isabel would be forced to return to Camellia Estates and fulfill the promise she had made to Laurence, to complete a painting from her heart, and she vowed to keep it. She had given the subject much consideration, but still she had no idea what the subject of her work would be. Her other paintings had been complete disasters, and every time she thought about it, she grew more and more frustrated. However, in order to obtain permission from Laurence for her to live wherever she chose, she had no choice but to complete this task, as ridiculous of a request as it was. 

The thought of living in another home added to her remorse. She could not fathom hurting the man further, but she knew she would regardless. How could she not when she was unable to return his affections?

Shivering, she drew her wrap around her. The sun had not yet set, but the breeze was cool as the summer drew to a close and autumn woke from its slumber. She had slipped out of the drawing room earlier with a glass of wine and now stood overlooking the garden in which she had spent so many hours of her childhood.

“No matter how much wine you drink,” her mother said from behind her, “the pain will not ease.”

“I have no pain,” Isabel stated before drinking the remainder of her wine in one go. “I have come to enjoy a glass of wine in the evening, which is common for many people.” She placed the glass on the stone railing as her mother stepped up beside her.

“And yet you enjoy a glass in the morning and after lunch, as well,” her mother stated. “You are my daughter, and I recognize when you are hurting.”

Isabel stared at her mother in astonishment. “You know when I am hurting?” she asked flatly. How dare this woman, who had mismanaged the finances to such a point that Isabel was forced to marry a man she did not love, say that she understood anything that Isabel was feeling at any given moment. “You know nothing of me! You know nothing of the chains that bind me into this life to which you have sold me.” 

“I know far more than you suspect,” her mother replied. How did she remain so calm? It was as if Isabel’s ire did not affect her in any way whatsoever, which only fueled Isabel’s hurt that much more. “I know that the woman who stands before me was once a girl full of love. Many times, I ask myself where that girl has gone.”

As a dam bursting from the stress of too much water pressing against its walls, words tumbled from Isabel’s lips, and she cared nothing for what damage they would cause. “She was forced to marry and live at Camellia Estates,” she said with indignation. “Her laughter, her love, remained behind.” She motioned to the house behind them. “That is where that girl is now. Hidden away in some dark corner of the house she loves.”

“I do not believe that,” her mother said. She placed a finger to Isabel’s breast. “She is still inside you. Despite the hurt you have endured, she is there, buried beneath a mountain of pain and anguish. That is where that girl is.”

“Then why did you bring about that pain?” Isabel demanded. “You asked me to do the impossible and marry a man I did not love.” She clenched her fist as she looked at her mother with scorn. “I had planned to live at Scarlett Hall forever, for I do not wish to love ever again! Now, not only am I destroyed, but Laurence is, as well. That poor man,” Isabel tried to catch her breath between sobs, “The poor man tries every day to love me, to care for me as a husband should.” Oh, how she wished she had another glass of wine! It would help ease this torment that wracked her body and soul.

“Why do you reject it, then?” her mother asked.

“Because I am afraid to love again,” Isabel replied, tears now streaming down her cheeks unabated. “Do you not understand? I once loved and I do not wish to experience it again, for it ends in heartache.”

“Your heart will not be healed by Scarlett Hall. Not even if Laurence gave you his blessing to return. You would soon come to realize that the pain you carry cannot be contained within walls, for it is attached to you and will go wherever you go.”

Isabel gave a derisive sniff. “I will never know,” she replied tartly, “for I will never be able to live here again.” She narrowed her eyes at her mother. “And it is all because of you!” She shook her head in frustration. “All my life, I saw you as a strong woman; however, you hid away these last years as I looked after my sisters. Then I learn that what you were truly doing was bringing this house to near ruin.” A sliver of guilt entered her when her mother sniffled, but she straightened her back and pushed it away. These words were long in coming; she could no longer keep back the truth of her anger.

Her mother sighed. “What you say is correct. I hid away too long. Like you, I have carried pain and guilt over many things.” She turned toward the house, staring at it as a mother stares at her newborn babe. When she returned her gaze to Isabel, she had a sense of certainty behind her eyes. “You are no longer a child, Isabel, so I will speak to you as an equal.” She pointed back at the house. “What do you see?”

Isabel looked up at the home she loved. “Our home,” she replied after some contemplation. No, it was more than their home. “The house that had been in our family for over one hundred and fifty years. A house built with pride and held together with love.”

Her mother nodded her agreement. “Some of that is true. However, that is not all it holds.”

Isabel frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Scarlett Hall holds secrets so deep that they are embedded within the very layers that hold it together. It was because of one of those secrets that I asked you to marry the duke.”

“Secrets?” Isabel asked in astonishment. “What secrets?” She had always thought her family open and honest with one another. Had she been deceived all her life? 

Her mother sighed. “Come, let us sit. This may take a while.” 

Isabel followed her to a nearby bench. 

“When I first married your father, I was happy, for I married a man of honor and dignity.” She laughed lightly. “I can still recall the first day I came to Scarlett Hall as his wife. The house was magnificent, and I vowed to make it the finest home in all the county of Wiltshire for my husband and the children we would have. For the first year, it was truly magical, and soon thereafter I became pregnant with you. Your father, of course, worked long hours, often leaving me alone here for days, and at times, weeks.”

“I remember him leaving often,” Isabel replied, her anger retreating. She laughed. “And when he returned, he typically came bearing gifts.” 

“Indeed. It was due to the love he had for his children. However, there is something he loved more, and no matter how much I begged, he would not stop.”

Isabel’s eyes widened. “I do not understand. Father, he did not…?” The mere thought nearly crushed her, and Isabel could not stop herself from holding her breath as she awaited her mother’s response.

“Have another woman?” her mother asked. “No, he did not have a mistress, not in that sense. He had a love of cards.”

Isabel gasped. “He gambled?” she asked in astonishment.

“Yes. He was invited to gatherings with other men of the ton, and he was soon attending once a fortnight or so. Then it became more frequent. Sometimes he won, and he would return with deeds to houses and land, or other rewards.” She fingered her necklace, and Isabel wondered if that had been one of those prizes, but she did not ask. “Yet, as time went on, he began losing more than he won.”

“I did not know,” Isabel said as she tried to make sense of what her mother was telling her.

“As the instances of losing increased,” her mother continued, “he began to take out loans. Soon, the banks refused to extend him further credit, and he had to reach out to men of questionable character.”

“The two men who came just after his passing?” Isabel said as the realization hit her. She recalled how fearful she felt in their presence, but her mother had assured her they were simply friends of her father. And she had believed her without thought. 

“Yes,” her mother replied. “So, I found myself a widow. I made every attempt to maintain my strength to keep our family from falling apart, paying off as much of his debt so you and your sisters could have the lives I had always wanted for you. Then your Arthur died, leaving you a widow, as well. Juliet got into more mischief. Hannah retreated into herself. Everything began to collapse around me. But not you, not my Isabel. For she is strong in heart and mind, and she took over when I was incapable of doing what needed to be done. All of my energy was spent on trying to figure out how I could save our home, and therefore, I neglected my duties to my children.” She turned a tear-stained face toward Isabel. “That, my sweet child, is why I asked you to take this burden that was not yours to bear; one I could no longer carry on my own. Please, I just ask that you do not hate me, for I could not live another day if you did.”

 “I do not hate you,” Isabel sobbed. “I am so sorry. I love you, and I am glad now that I have married Laurence.”

The two held each other, and Isabel allowed the tears of anger and hurt to fall unchecked. When the embrace ended, her mother took Isabel’s hands in hers.

“I know I have asked much of you,” she said. “And now I ask again. Where is that girl who was filled with laughter and love? I miss her terribly.”

Isabel nodded. “I miss her, as well,” she whispered. “And I know when it was that I last saw her, but I must admit that I do not know how to find her.”

“Perhaps I can help.”

Isabel stared at her mother’s hands, hands that had brushed her hair. Hands that had held her when she scraped her knee. Then she looked up at that house, and then she knew where to begin her search.

“I have my secrets, as well,” Isabel said. “And that girl who was full of love? She disappeared soon after I was married.”

***

Laurence stared into the empty fireplace, a glass of brandy dangling from his fingertips as he slumped down in the chair. Isabel was gone, and he doubted the woman would ever return. She would return to collect her belongings, to be sure, but then she would leave him as alone as he was now. Harriet had returned to her husband, and, for the first time in many years, she had left on good terms with Laurence. It was a good feeling, and he looked forward to seeing where this new bond they had reconstructed would lead them. 

Even today, he wondered at the change that had come over the woman. When he had expressed his concern over Isabel and the possibility—the great possibility—that she would leave him, Harriet had comforted him and even gave him advice. She did not berate him, nor did she place all the blame on him as she would have in the past. No, this time, she was the sister he had not seen in all too long. 

Sighing, he sipped at the brandy. Time moved without care for those around her, and soon winter would be upon them. Yet, would he have a companion with whom he would share a fire? In his heart, he hoped Isabel would be with him, but he feared that would never happen, for she did not love him as he had grown to love her. How strange life was. When Lady Lambert had approached him about marrying her daughter, he had thought it barbaric. Granted, even his parents had married for convenience, but times were changing, and more people married for love than they had in the past. He had thought he had taken a step back in time when he decided to agree, but he could not imagine Scarlett Hall in the hands of anyone but a Lambert. 

It had to be due to the loss of her husband that Isabel could not love him. She had loved Arthur, and Laurence knew it was impossible for a heart to have love for more than one. If she did decide she did not wish to reside with him, he would allow her to leave, just as he had said during their argument. If he forced her to remain, the agony he failed to remove would only worsen. And he could not bear to see his wife suffer more than she had already. 

Footsteps stopped outside the closed door, and Laurence glanced at the clock on the mantle. It was just after midnight, and Weber had retired for the night. Perhaps the old butler had decided to check on him. Or maybe Mrs. Atkins was doing some late-night work. It could be any number of servants who fell behind in his or her duties.

However, Laurence had not expected the person who stood in the hallway when the door opened.

Isabel’s blue dress matched her eyes and her face was bright. As handsome as he had seen her in the past, at this moment, she was beautiful. 

“Isabel,” he said and went to stand. “I did not expect you. Not tonight, at least.”

“Please, sit,” she said. “I would like to speak with you.

“Yes, of course,” he said, and he joined her on the sofa. “Speak whatever you must.” Although he gave her permission, he wished he did not have to know what she wanted, for this was it. This was the moment she would inform him she was leaving. Forever.

“My anger during our argument,” she said, “it is imperative you know that you are not the cause of it, despite the fact you were the recipient. For that, I am sorry.”

“You are forgiven,” he said readily. “And for my actions and words, I apologize, as well.”

Then she surprised him by taking his hand in hers. “That is kind, but you owe me no apology. You have done more for me than any could ask, or even wish.” Her smile was much different than any he had seen from her, and he was curious to what decision she had come concerning her place of residence. “I would like to begin the painting tomorrow, if you do not mind.”

The painting? He had expected her to return with an excuse as to why she was unable, or unwilling, to keep that promise. “Yes. I would like that.” However, that did not change the fact she would leave once it was completed. Yet, he did not speak that thought aloud, for what difference would it make in her decision? “Do you know what you wish to paint?”

“I do,” she replied with a firmness that surprised him. When she rose from the seat, he followed suit. “You have asked me to paint from the heart, and that is what I shall do.”

“Then I look forward to seeing your completed work,” he said. He could see the exhaustion in her features. “You should retire for the night. Will you remain here or return to Scarlett Hall?”

“Yes, I am tired,” she replied. “I will remain here. But know this. I will finish this painting. It may not be a masterpiece worthy of a fine gallery, but it will be mine.”

“Good. I cannot wait to see it.”

She smiled and then leaned in to kiss his cheek, and his hand remained where her lips had touched his skin long after she left the room. What had come over her? Whatever had happened, tomorrow, Isabel would not be the only one creating a new work of art, for, in the morning, he would begin his most magnificent piece as he sat by her side.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Isabel rose the following morning in the best spirits she had experienced in some time. To be able to speak to her mother and share with the woman the very secrets that plagued her soul began a cleansing of sorts. Now, rather than wallowing in what she realized was her self-pity, Isabel had a sense of determination. She would put her secrets to canvas and ease the pain that resided deep inside her once and for all.

“You seem spirited this morning, Your Grace,” Nancy said as she adjusted the final ribbon on her dress. It is good to see you smile.”

Isabel looked at the woman’s reflection as she sat before the dressing table. “It is good to smile,” she replied. “I must admit I have not done so as of late.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that, Your Grace,” Nancy said as she put the curling iron to a strand of Isabel’s long blond hair. “You being a duchess and all, well, that lets you be however you want to be.”

“That does not mean I should be unhappy.”

Nancy gasped in horror. “Oh, no, Your Grace! I didn’t mean to tell you how you should feel…”

Isabel laughed. “It was not a reprimand,” she said, and the girl relaxed visibly. “What I meant to say was that it is my right to control how I feel, and it is about time I took back that control.”

Nancy gave her a puzzled look but did not comment. How could she understand the agony Isabel felt if the young woman had yet to marry? Had yet to live through the atrocities of life? Had yet to become a widow? Granted, almost everyone experienced the mountains and valleys of life, but she hoped that, if this girl was forced to endure them, they did not come tumbling down around her as they had for Isabel.

As Nancy continued on Isabel’s hair, babbling about this and that as she worked, Isabel looked at the woman staring back at her. Her mother had been correct; a girl existed inside her who was once happy, and Isabel believed she would find her and release her from the prison she, herself, had created. And the painting she created would be the first step in that rescue.

“There,” Nancy said as she stepped back from her finished work. “Does it meet your approval?” Morning dressing was much easier than readying for dinner, and the girl had formed large curls from Isabel’s otherwise straight hair, pulled it all back with pins, and finished it off with a strip of fabric that matched Isabel’s morning dress. 

“It is perfect,” Isabel said as she rose from the stool. 

Nancy beamed with pride, and Isabel was glad. “I am so pleased that you are with us, Nancy,” she said as she placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “You are a wonderful addition to our staff, and I do not know what I would do without you.”

The girl blushed at the compliment. “I’m so terribly happy to be here, Your Grace,” she said with a curtsy. 

Isabel made her way to the ballroom. She did not know how many days it would take her to complete the painting, but whatever it took, she would do it. What she wished was that she could complete it in one day, but what she had learned was that paint needed time to dry between layers. No, she could not be impatient with this piece of art, for it was to be her redemption—and her salvation.

When she arrived at the ballroom, she caught the movement of a figure outside in the garden. Laurence stood alone, staring in the distance, and Isabel readily joined him. The sun beamed down on them, and the sky was a deep blue with just a hint of clouds scattered across the horizon.

“I did not know you visited the gardens in the morning,” Isabel said as she came to stand beside him. 

Laurence chuckled. “This is the first time, or rather the first in some time. Either I am busy painting or I have work that needs completing, both of which keep me away from the crisp morning air.” He sighed. “Now, I realize that I have missed many enjoyable things in life that cost not a single farthing.” 

Isabel smiled but said nothing, enjoying the light breeze that rustled her skirts. 

“Harriet came by to see me while you were gone.”

“Oh?” Isabel asked. What did that woman want now? That was another item on her long list of things to repair. The woman might be her sister-in-law, and sister to Laurence, but she would no longer be allowed to create predicaments in Isabel’s family. Either she—Isabel—would set the woman straight, or she would see that Laurence did.

“We have mended our relationship,” Laurence said.

Isabel groaned inwardly. What lies had Harriet told him to get him to agree to a reconciliation? Yet, Laurence had a peace about him that was not there before when speaking of his sister. Perhaps Isabel should allow him to finish, for now her curiosity was piqued. 

“I will not go into details at the moment,” Laurence continued, “but we were able to iron out our differences. I realize I have been a fool in the past when it came to my sister, but this time I know she spoke the truth. Never has she outrightly apologized, and yet, that was exactly what she did.”

Isabel was shocked. She did not know the woman well, but what she had seen of her was enough to show the type of person she was. And that person did not apologize. Not for anything. However, if that is what Harriet did, the tale would be good indeed, and she was anxious to hear it. When Laurence was ready to share it and not a minute before. 

“I am happy for you,” she said. “She reminds me a bit of Juliet, or rather Juliet of her. Either way, their hearts are good, but they are consumed by mischief.”

Laurence laughed. “I have heard tales of women leaving for grand adventures and for faraway lands. I never believed them, yet Juliet strikes me as the type of woman to make a go of it.”

Isabel joined in his laughter. “Indeed. I can certainly see that,” she said. She reached up and adjusted the lapel of his coat. “There we are. I cannot have a duke who wears his coat with a rumpled lapel.” She gave him an impish grin.

“I should hope not,” he replied with an amused smile. “Very well, if you are finished dressing me,” this made them both laugh, “and if you are ready, we should begin painting. Unless you wish to eat something first?”

“No,” Isabel replied firmly. “I am ready.”

The returned to the ballroom, and Isabel noticed that the easels, which in the past had sat side by side, now sat apart and faced each other. 

She raised an eyebrow at him, and he chuckled. “I thought it would be nice if we did not see one another’s work until they were completed.”

“That is a wonderful idea,” Isabel agreed. “May I begin now?”

“Yes, of course,” he said. He sounded surprised, but Isabel did not wish to relinquish even the tiniest of moments; she had too much to do.

They went to their prospective stools and Isabel slipped the apron over her head. Then she collected her tools, organizing them just so, and with a brush in hand, she sat on the stool before the empty canvas. For a brief moment, panic overtook her. Where did she begin? However, she closed her eyes and recalled the conversation she and her mother had shared the night before. She had shared her heart then and it was time to do it once again.

In her mind, she pictured Scarlett Hall with its dark gray walls and tall height. The hedges that grew to either side of the front door rustled as Juliet rushed through them, and the large trees Hannah could often be found reading in the shade they provided stood tall. However, it was not the bushes or trees she had to paint; it was herself. Therefore, opening her eyes, Isabel knew exactly where to begin.

On her pallet, she mixed the perfect gray. She dipped the tip of the brush into the new color and brought it to the canvas, and her heart pulled. However, as the brush moved in a solid stroke, it was as though a small chain that had bound her heart loosened. It was the most wondrous of feelings, which only increased with the next pass of the brush. 

For some time—Isabel was unsure how long—she focused on her artwork, ignoring everything around her. The ballroom no longer existed, nor did the windows. Nor did Laurence across the way. Just she, the canvas, the brushes, the paints, and her emotions. Each stroke was perfect, the colors mixed with care.

Finally, after what seemed like forever, exhaustion forced her to stop, and she wiped her brushes and placed them in the oil before observing her work thus far.

The painting was far from complete, but Isabel could already see traces of what it would become, and that brought her joy.

She glanced over at Laurence, who was also cleaning his brushes as he studied his canvas. He looked her way, and although they sat separate from one another, she felt closer to the man than she ever had. 

“I do not believe I can paint anymore today,” he said with a sigh.

Isabel laughed. “You are not alone,” she said as she joined him in the center of the room. “I never realized how tiring painting could be.” 

He chuckled. “Painting from the heart takes much more effort than copying what we see in front of us.” He paused. “Shall we eat, or would you rather paint through the remainder of the day and starve ourselves instead?”

Isabel laughed at his joke. “It will do us no good to starve. What would people think of finding us thin and dying beside our paintings?”

“I would not care,” Laurence replied as they made their way to the dining room. “Let them think what they wish.”

Isabel loved the answer her husband gave, for it expressed her thoughts, as well. 

“If it is not too much to ask,” Laurence said, “I would like to breakfast in the garden. Would you care to join me?”

“Yes,” Isabel said without hesitation. “I would be honored.”

It was not long after that they sat at a table in the middle of the garden. They ate in tranquility, sharing in pleasant conversation, and Isabel found that she enjoyed it so much that it saddened her when Laurence said he had work to complete.

After he returned to the house, she remained at the table, her mind not focused on the past as it had been when she first arrived at Camellia Estates but, for the first time in many years, she thought of the future.

***

“It was at that point,” Laurence was saying as he sat beside Isabel on the sofa in the drawing room, “I realized I had one of two possibilities. Either I sell the pigs or keep the land.”

“And what was your decision?” Isabel asked, intrigued by his tale.

“To keep both of them,” he replied with a laugh, which Isabel echoed. “A local man was in need of work, and to this day he runs that farm. He now has a family, who has joined him in the cottage, and they have been wonderful tenants ever since.”

“How amusing,” she said. “I do wonder, however…” 

Her thoughts were broken off as the door opened and Weber entered, Nancy following behind him. 

“Your Graces,” Weber said, bowing his head as Nancy curtsied, “forgive my intrusion and rudeness, but I thought it imperative I speak with you.”

Laurence sat up and placed his glass on the table. “What is it?”

Isabel wondered why Nancy wrung her hands. “What is the matter?” she asked as she hurried to her lady’s maid. “Nancy?”

“I am sorry, Your Grace,” the girl said, and then she began to sob. “I did not mean to hit her! I thought she was a thief and only wanted to protect your property.”

“What is this?” Laurence demanded.

“Who did you hit?” Isabel asked, keeping her tone even. The girl was scared enough without shouting at her. She glared at Laurence with that thought.

“Her-her Grace’s sister,” Nancy sobbed. “Please do not dismiss me! I didn’t mean to, I promise!”

“You are going nowhere,” Isabel promised. “My sister? Is she still here?”

“We all are.”

Isabel turned to find Juliet, Hannah, and Annabel standing in the doorway. None seemed injured in any way, although Isabel looked for any signs of blood or bumps. 

“She hit me with a pillow,” Juliet said. “Do not be angry with her; it was my own fault for startling her.”

Isabel had two distinct thoughts at that moment. One was that never in all the years she had known Juliet, which was since the girl was born, had she ever heard the girl take responsibility for anything she had done against a servant. It was much more typical of her to place all blame on those she considered beneath her, even if the fault was her own. 

The second thought that occurred to Isabel was that she had never felt such embarrassment in all her life, and she wondered what Laurence must think of her. However, she had a sobbing maid to contend with and therefore could not worry about Laurence, at least not yet, anyway. 

“Nancy,” she said in a quiet tone meant to sooth the girl, “return to your quarters. Sleep well knowing you did no wrong and that you will not be dismissed.”

The poor maid gave a heavy sigh of relief and then dropped into a quick curtsy. “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said with a sniffle. 

The door closed behind the maid, and Isabel turned on her sisters. “What are you girls up to?” she demanded. “Have you any idea what trouble you have caused? And why have you come here? And sneaking into the house, no less! What has gotten into you?”

Hannah and Annabel lowered their heads, but Juliet was the one who replied, “We found an open window near the servants’ quarters, so I peered inside. I suppose my footsteps were not as silent as I thought, for the next thing I knew, a pillow came down on my head.”

Isabel groaned inwardly as Laurence turned his back on them. Things had been going so well and now this! He had to be as angry as a hornet!

“That still does not explain why you are here at such a late hour,” Isabel said through gritted teeth. “And the servants’ quarters? I am ashamed and embarrassed; you are all ladies of society, not vagabonds or burglars!”

Laurence stalked from the room. Oh, he was angry indeed! Not only did she have to deal with her sisters, but she would also have to mollify her husband. 

“You had better have a good explanation for all this!” Isabel said. “You have embarrassed me in front of my husband. Do you not see? His anger is so great at this moment, he cannot even look at me!”

“I am sorry,” Annabel whispered, and Hannah and Juliet echoed her words. “We did not mean to be caught by your servant.”

“It is not a matter of being caught,” Isabel snapped. “I assume this is all part of some scheme Juliet concocted?”

Juliet jutted her chin. “It is true that the idea was mine, and I will take the flogging come sunrise instead of my sisters.” 

Isabel groaned. Always the dramatics when it came to Juliet. “No one is to be flogged. Now, before I become angrier, what are you doing here?”

“Yesterday,” Juliet said, “I went to the gardens and I heard you yelling at Mother.”

Isabel stared at her sister in shock. “You heard?”

“I swear, I only heard a few words,” Juliet assured her. “I may have eavesdropped before, but I do not do so any longer. I am not the child I once was.”

“What exactly did you hear?” Isabel asked, hoping what little Juliet overheard did not include the confession she had shared with her mother.

“That you were chained here at this estate,” Juliet replied.

Isabel sighed. “There are phrases that are used as expressions. I am not literally being chained.”

“I told you,” Hannah whispered. “You would not listen.”

“I am sorry,” Juliet said. “I did it because I care.”

Isabel had never seen her younger sister so contrite, and she realized that, although Juliet was now of age, she still was as naive to life as she ever was. However, that did not excuse her actions, nor that of the other two. 

“I appreciate your concern,” Isabel said. “However, let this be a lesson to the three of you. Do not eavesdrop and always ask before assuming the worst.”

All three girls nodded, and Isabel was uncertain what to do next. She looked from one girl to another and finally came to a decision. “You will apologize to His Grace immediately. Wait here while I go in search of him. You had better hope he chooses to accept it.”

Isabel left the room intending to go to the study. However, Laurence stood but a few steps away. His face was as crimson as a ripened apple, and she feared he was close to unleashing his anger on her. Regardless, she had to make him see reason, to make him understand that her sisters meant no harm. 

“No words can express how sorry I am for the actions of my sisters,” she said as she hung her head. “I am embarrassed. My family is shamed, and I will have them apologize and whatever else you deem necessary to punish them.” 

It was silent for a moment, and Isabel worried the situation could not be resolved. She did not blame him; knowing anyone had attempted to enter the house through a window would have tested the patience of any man. 

However, it was not anger that was loosed, for he snorted instead. “Can you imagine their shock,” he asked, “of being hit by a pillow while trying to climb through a window?” His shoulders shook with laughter. “That is perhaps the most comical thing I have ever heard.”

“You are not angry?” Isabel asked in shock.

“Angry? Not in the slightest. I am amazed, however, at the lengths your family will go to call over to one’s house.”

It was with relief that Isabel relaxed, and her previous peace returned. “I am unsure as to what to do. The girls have good hearts. Yet, they frustrate me. Why do they not listen and behave?”

“Such is the way when one gives advice to others,” Laurence replied. “You celebrate when it is taken and groan in frustration when it is not.”

Isabel chuckled. “Yes, there is much truth in that statement. What do you suggest I do?”

Laurence stepped forward, leaving only a few inches between them, and Isabel felt an odd sensation move through her body, a warm, pleasant feeling. “Do you trust me?” he whispered.

Isabel smiled. If he had asked that question even a week earlier, she would have been unsure as to how to respond. However, her heart guided her now, and she replied with a fervent “Yes.”

“Good. We will return to the drawing room and I will threaten to punish them. You will then ask me to spare them. That should be enough to put them in their places so they never do something like this again.”

“That is a brilliant idea,” Isabel replied. She reached out and took his hand. “Thank you for your kindness once again.”

“Always,” he said. They looked at each other for several moments, until a maid gave a small gasp before scurrying away, which only made Isabel giggle. 

They returned to the drawing room, Laurence wearing a stern glare and Isabel a worried one. All three girls quickly dropped into perfect curtsies as apologies tumbled from their lips like waterfalls.

“Silence!” Laurence commanded, and they all went quiet. “Your apologies have not sat well with me. To trespass on lands belonging to a member of the Royal Family has very stiff punishments.” 

Isabel had to stifle a giggle. The Redbrooks had not been members of the Royal Family for several generations, but she made no move to correct him. 

“To enter his home as you did,” he continued, “may be met with hard labor in the sheep fields for a dozen years or more.”

The girls stood staring at each other with wide eyes and gaping mouths. “Please,” Juliet sobbed, “we beg for your mercy.”

“I wish I could,” Laurence replied as if he had no choice in the matter. “However, as a duke, I have a responsibility to the Crown, which means I must report this crime at once.”

Tears ran down their cheeks, and Isabel placed a hand on his arm. They had suffered enough. “Your Grace,” she said, “Might I ask one favor of you?”

“Yes?”

“I can assure you they have learned their lesson. If you were to extend kindness to them, I believe they will behave after today.”

Laurence pursed his lips and appeared to study each girl with deliberation. 

They nodded emphatically to Isabel’s words. 

“Is this true?” Laurence demanded. “For if I show mercy, you must never speak a word of this to anyone lest I remand my decision.”

“We swear,” Hannah replied. “We will return home at once and never do anything like this again.” The others nodded their agreement. 

“Very well,” Laurence said with a sigh. “You should be thankful your sister is kind, for, in such matters as these, I am not.” He then walked over to the window, his back to them. 

Isabel ushered her sisters out of the room. “I hope you have learned your lesson,” she said as they made their way to the foyer. 

“Oh, we have,” Juliet said. “I cannot imagine being forced to work on a sheep farm!”

“I would not enjoy that,” Hannah agreed.

Annabel nodded. “Neither would I.” 

Each girl gave Isabel a hug, assuring her that they would behave from this day forward. Isabel suspected they would have a terrible time keeping that promise, but at least it would put them on the straight and narrow for the time being. 

“I love you all,” Isabel said. “And thank you for your concern; however, rest assured that I am happy here.”

“That is all we ever wanted,” Hannah said.

They said their goodbyes, and Isabel watched as the girls headed off to the horses she now saw tied to a tree at the edge of the drive. She sighed, relieved the drama of the night was over. However, it was the words Laurence had said that came to mind. He had asked for her trust, and for the first time in a very long time, she had trusted someone. By doing so, she found that it brought her great happiness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

The following nine days passed much like the first upon her return to Camellia Estates, each day beginning with Isabel and Laurence painting together in the morning and ending with the two sharing in a drink in the evening after dinner. Minus the surprise visit from her sisters, of course. 

As Isabel studied the canvas before her, a sense of satisfaction filled her. With the stroke of her brush, her emotions had transferred to the canvas, and the results were better than she could have expected. She had not shared with Laurence what she had told her mother; however, now that her painting was complete, she realized the day had come when she would do just that. She glanced over at Laurence, who had completed his painting the day before. The patience the man possessed spoke volumes, and he deserved to know the truth. 

She walked over to where he sat gazing at his canvas. “I have finished,” she said. The clouds that had covered the sun moved away, allowing rays to highlight his smile. “Would you like to show me yours first?”

“I would,” he replied. He took a step back and extended his hand toward the easel before him. 

Isabel, filled with enough curiosity to kill a cat, stepped around the easel, the skirts of her blue dress rustling around her ankles. She was immediately taken by his work, which depicted a forest with a road running through it. A carriage traveling with two occupants lumbered into the depths of the trees, leaving behind two figures—a man in a long dark coat and a woman in a white dress. 

“Laurence,” Isabel gasped as she brought her hand to her breast, “I cannot lie; it is beautiful. Would you explain its meaning to me?”

Laurence took a deep breath. “Many of my works have not come from the heart,” he replied. “However, this one did. It tells the story of a young boy, and I wish to share that story with you now.”

Isabel nodded and instinctively reached for his hand. In return, she received a shy smile.

“For years, I have been ashamed because of the injury to my leg. I saw it as a hindrance to being the man I wished to be. Whenever I seemed ready to move on, either my leg or Harriet would remind me of the guilt I carried.”

“Guilt?” Isabel asked in surprise. “You have nothing for which to be guilty.”

“Not anymore,” he said with a small smile as he looked at the painting. “Do you know how my leg was injured? And the story of how my parents were killed?”

“I had heard it was a carriage accident,” Isabel replied. She recalled when her mother had told her the horrible news that the duke and duchess were killed and the leg of their young son had been crushed in the accident. 

“My parents had come to see me at the boarding school,” Laurence said, his voice distant. “While others had been sent carriages to retrieve them, my parents wished to journey with me; such was their love.” His voice broke, and Isabel’s heart went out to him. “It was late when we left Cambridge despite the fact the rain fell in a steady stream and the wind was not kind to the carriage. The driver misjudged a turn, and I remember that, as the carriage tipping to one side, I was thrown from it.”

“Oh, Laurence,” Isabel gasped, unable to imagine the terror that young boy had to have felt. “I am so sorry.”

“When I woke, my leg was broken in several places, and I felt such pain as I had never experienced before. It was dark and I was scared and alone.”

Isabel wiped tears from her eyes as he continued. 

“Unable to walk, I crawled through the mud toward where I thought the carriage would be. I do not know how long it took me, but it seemed an eternity.” He turned to look at her, and although the man shed no tears, the pain of his memories showed in his eyes. “When I finally found the carriage, I found my father dead and my mother on the verge of death. I told her I would find help, and I began to crawl in the direction from whence we came. However, the pain worsened to the point that I fainted. When I awoke, I was in an unfamiliar bed and my parents were dead.”

Isabel embraced him. “I am so sorry,” she whispered. “I never knew.”

“How could you? I have not told anyone.” He sighed. “Harriet, of course, was devastated. When I returned to school the following year, the boys teased me that I had been the cause of my parents’ death. When I returned to Camellia Estates, Harriet was even angrier with me. Of course, it is not fair to place all the blame on her, for I had already accepted the guilt for their deaths.” He turned to look at her. The pain was gone, replaced by something else. “Now, however, I am ready to let that go.”

“I am pleased for you,” Isabel said as she kissed his cheek. Then she looked at the beautiful painting. “Is that them in the carriage?”

“It is,” he replied. “I have accepted that I am not to blame for their deaths, and therefore, I have allowed them to go on to the next stage of their lives in peace.”

Isabel was overcome with emotion, but she swallowed the tears. He had moved on, and so should she. 

“You told me when we argued,” Laurence continued, “that you could not make me happy. At first, I was hurt, for I did not know what you meant. However, now I understand.”

“Tell me,” she whispered.

“My refusal to attend parties with you, thinking myself a lesser man. You could never heal those wounds. You helped and guided me, which was what I needed. Yet, in the end, I had to find my own peace.

“Yes. That is important.”

“I have found that, in forgiving myself and realizing that I am a man—a full man, one who is no longer ashamed to venture into town or to attend a party.” Isabel followed his gaze to the painting. “I Will not lie; I did not wish to do those things alone.”

“And the couple there?” Isabel asked, pointing to the images of the man and woman behind the carriage.

“They are the two of us. That is the man I have become, and that is the woman for whom I care deeply—the woman I love. I want her to know that, as I say goodbye to the past, I continue to desire a future with her.”

“What a beautiful sentiment,” Isabel whispered.

He took both her hands in his and pressed them to his lips. “I will never ask anything of you that will make you unhappy,” he said. “I believe we have planted a seed and together we will grow it into something wonderful.”

Isabel could not stop the flow of tears, and she accepted the kerchief he gave her. “I have an answer to your request,” she said when she was able to speak again. “However, before I give it, I wish to show you my painting, for I believe it will also answer many of your questions, as well.”

With an exchange of smiles, they walked over to Isabel’s easel. “Your painting,” Laurence said as he stared at the canvas, and for a moment, Isabel thought he did not like it. “It was as I suspected. I knew it would be breathtaking. Is that Scarlett Hall?”

Isabel nodded. “It is.”

You have captured it perfectly. And the faces in the windows? Are those your sisters?”

“They are,” she replied. “And my brother, as well.” 

She had indeed painted Scarlett Hall, including her siblings peering out the windows. A young girl stood at the front door, and in the drive stood a man and a woman.

“You asked me if I still loved Arthur,” she said as she turned to Laurence.

“I did. I feared you could not share your heart with two men. Although that thought hurt, I understand why you might still love him.”

“My answer to you that day was truthful,” she said. “I no longer love him. Nor had I loved him that day I learned of his death.”

***

The Barnet Home, eighteen months earlier. 

 

Two years. That was how long it had been since Isabel had spoken her vows to love, honor, and obey the man she loved. Arthur Barnet had been the perfect gentleman, had been the man she had always dreamed of marrying, and he had won her heart and soul. 

When they had met just before her eighteenth birthday at a party held in honor of a mutual friend, they had engaged in a lively conversation about Abraham Crowley’s poem The Change. 

“How can you say that anything Crowley wrote was ‘metaphysical’?” Isabel demanded. “I find his writing expressive and eloquent. That is nowhere near metaphysical.”

Arthur laughed. “That is exactly what metaphysical entails. It is the idea that love is something other than a physical reaction of two people speaking to the reader at a spiritual level.”

They had spoken for hours, and when the London season began two months later, he was calling over to her parents’ townhome on Buckley Street on a regular basis. With each conversation, her admiration for him grew, and it was not long before he asked for her hand in marriage. 

Although he was the younger brother of a titled man, and therefore not titled himself, he came from a family who had wealth, so her parents had readily agreed, and she and Arthur were married as soon as the season ended. 

However, the vows she had spoken that day no longer meant anything to her two years later. The more she tried to deny it, the more her heart plagued her. The truth of the matter was, she no longer loved her husband.

Their first month together had been perfection. They had honeymooned on the coast for two weeks, and then he brought her to his home, the place that was to be her home, as well. It was not long after when the illusion of what she had imagined her life to be had begun to unravel.

It all began when Arthur began spending late nights with friends, oftentimes not returning home until just before sunrise. Isabel said nothing, of course, for it was her duty to obey her husband and, therefore, never question him. Yet, when he returned home from one of his late-night outings and crawled into bed beside her, the fragrance of a woman’s perfume overtook her senses, and she knew that he had been lying to her. 

Initially, she had been hurt that he had been in the company of another woman, but the more she thought about the man to whom she had given her heart, she assured herself that Arthur loved her and would not do such a thing. Perhaps what she had smelled was not what she suspected. And, by the time he awoke late the following morning, the scent was gone. Yes, she had imagined it. 

Yet, the late nights continued, and she spent hours fretting over where he was. That is, until she learned about his accounts. 

As it turned out, Arthur did not hold as many properties and businesses as he claimed. It was the visit from the accountant that unwittingly apprised her of that fact, and within six months of their wedding, they were in debt, a debt so massive that she feared it could never be repaid. 

Her lady’s maid had been dismissed first, followed by at least one servant each week until only the butler, the cook, and the housekeeper remained. When no more servants could be dismissed, all the properties were sold, leaving them with only the house in which they lived. At least they had that.

However, that was not enough. As their troubles grew, issues in their marriage increased. 

“You have caused this,” he had screamed at her one night after the butler had been dismissed. “If I had not married you, I would have been better off! At least I could have married an heiress or someone with a decent dowry. I had several by the ear, you know. They all wanted to marry me, but I chose you, and look where that got me!” He pulled dresses from the wardrobe and threw them on the floor before her. “Go sleep in the guest room! I cannot stand the sight of you!”

She had gathered up her things as tears rolled down her face and did as he bade, moving into the guest room, where she remained for the rest of her marriage.

Isabel leaned against the window frame as she gazed down at her sisters in the garden. They would never understand, and she refused to burden them with her problems. She could only pray that they were luckier than she when they finally married.

Arthur had sent her away to Scarlett Hall. She was to remain a week with her family in order to allow him some time alone, or so he said. However, her joyous visit was interrupted by worries for her husband. His drinking had reached levels of near madness, and, although she was angry and hurt, she still loved him. Therefore, she decided to return home two days earlier than planned. One way or another she would take care of her husband; had that not been what her vows had been about?

When she arrived home just before sunrise, however, she found him sleeping in the arms of another woman. Her cry had awakened him, and he cursed her for entering his room without permission. She had run to her room, slamming the door behind her, and thrown herself onto her bed to weep. Her heart was shattered, and yet she still refused to yield. He was her husband, and no hussy would take him from her!

The thoughts of a naive woman, she thought as she recalled the days that followed. She had entered his study in order to confront him about his infidelity, but he had sneered at her as soon as she entered. 

“I told you before,” he had snapped, “my office is prohibited.”

“I am sorry,” Isabel whispered. “However, it is important that I speak to you.”

“And what could be so important that you interrupt me in the midst of saving our home?” He reached for the drink he had sitting on the desk and took a hefty gulp. “Well? Speak up. You are wasting my time.”

“The woman in your bed?” she said in a near whisper, for she was so filled with terror, she could barely speak. “I have decided to forgive you, and I hope…”

Arthur slammed his fist on the desk. “Her name is Collette,” he said with a glare, “and I do not need your forgiveness. It is my privilege to spend time with whomever I please.”

“Do you care for her?” Isabel asked, afraid of his reply.

“Does it matter?” he asked with a malevolent smile. He finished the remainder of his drink. “Now, is there anything else?”

Isabel almost replied no, there was not, but as she turned to leave, she stopped and looked at the man for whom she had given up her life. “I want you to know that I still love you. I believe we can survive this. I do not understand why you feel the need to seek the arms of another woman. Is it because you do not love me?”

It was the pause before he answered that hurt worse than the words that followed, for the man she saw at the desk was not the same man she had married. And even before he spoke, she realized that he never had. 

“Love is a word for fools and poets,” he replied finally. “Your duty is to birth me children and to obey my every word. Now, leave me be.”

He returned to his work, and Isabel left the room. Despite his hateful words, she refused to allow their marriage to fall apart. Not when he came home drunk and kissed her in the night calling her by the name of another woman. Nor when he grew angry and took her by the shoulders and shook her. No, Isabel fought to love the man, to save him, until she came to a point when she stopped. The last six months of their marriage she had grown numb; she felt no joy, but she also felt no sadness, just a heaviness on her heart. 

It was on that fateful day when she resigned herself to tell her husband that she no longer loved him. They both needed to be free of one another, for she could no longer endure another day living as she did. She would ask for a divorce, and then he and his harlots could drink themselves to an early death for all she cared. Although she wished the man no harm, she no longer cared what he did.

Voices from the hall had her turn toward the door. She smoothed her skirts, ready to present herself to her husband perhaps for the last time. However, as the door opened, it was not her drunken husband who entered, but her brother-in-law Connor.

“Isabel,” he said, hurrying to her side, “I have some horrible news.” 

“Arthur,” she whispered. 

“Yes, Arthur,” Connor said as he took her by the hand. “I am afraid he was found late last night. Apparently, he had fallen from his horse…”

Isabel did not listen to the rest of the explanation, for her head felt as if it were filled with cotton wool. When he pulled her into his arms, she wept, but they were not tears of losing a man she loved, but rather of what might have been.

***

By the end of her telling, Isabel had tears streaming down her cheeks, but her heart felt ten times lighter. “That same night after learning about his death, I returned to Scarlett Hall, hoping to find solitude within its walls—and within myself. As my despair deepened, I swore I would never love again.”

“I can understand why,” Laurence said as he handed her a clean kerchief. “You went through much.”

Isabel nodded. “Then my mother came to me with a request—to save the home I loved.”

“Your story explains why you were so distant when we married. I can only imagine what you thought our marriage would be like.”

“I was terrified, to be honest. In my mind, marriage was a trap and I the prey.”

Laurence gave her hand a squeeze. “I know you miss your family. If you remain here, you may go there as often as you wish. I will never stop you.”

“I appreciate you saying so,” Isabel replied. “However, this last time I ventured down those halls, I came to realize something; Scarlett Hall cannot take away my pain, for its walls hold many secrets, including mine. I will never reveal what happened when I was married to Arthur to anyone else, but because of you, I was able to put all my pain and hurt onto that canvas.”

“Tell me about your painting.”

Isabel turned to her work, which held all her fears and worries from the past three years. “That young girl at the door is me,” she explained, “as I once was. A girl who believed that her home was a place of magic that, once a person entered it, he or she would never be hurt again. However, if you were to listen to the secrets it holds, you will learn that the hurt stays with us.” She sighed with a shake to her head.

“And them?” Laurence asked, pointing to the pair at the top of the drive. 

“That is us. And like your painting, I wish to say goodbye to the past. To say goodbye to the childish belief that my old home would keep me safe.”

Laurence pressed his lips to her fingers but made no comment, for which she was glad. If she stopped now, she would never be able to continue.

“I once vowed to keep my heart sealed, for to suffer heartbreak again was something I could not fathom. Who could survive such anguish in a single lifetime? However, as we spent time together and learned about one another, I also became afraid. What if what I was feeling for you was love? And if it was, would it not result in the same ending?”

“I could never hurt you,” Laurence said. “I know it may be difficult to believe, but I can assure you, I never will.”

“Yes, I know this now,” Isabel replied. “Over the past week, I have learned to open my heart again. I have learned to accept the feelings inside me, and I am no longer afraid of them. Oh, Laurence, I cannot keep it inside any longer. I love you, and I wish nothing more than to remain here with you at Camellia Estates.”

She fell into his embrace, crying tears she had built up for the past year and a half. And Laurence said nothing, only whispering terms of endearment until she pulled away. 

“I am sorry,” she whispered with a light laugh. “I am afraid I am a blubbering mess.”

He pushed back stray hairs that tickled her face. “You have no need to apologize. And you are no blubbering mess. This is our new beginning, and tears are just the cleansing of the soul.”

She smiled and then pointed to a streak of sunlight that highlighted the couple in her painting. “Those rays of sunlight? They are the whispers of light that represent the new beginning we will have, for I see nothing but brightness in our days ahead.” 

He pulled her to him once again. “I love you, Isabel Redbrook,” he whispered. “It was you who showed such strength that made me look inside myself to find mine.”

When the embrace broke, Isabel looked into the eyes of her husband, the man she loved. And for the first time, they kissed, and it was beautiful and passionate. She did not compare what she felt to what she had once had for another, for that was long gone. In its place was something far different, something much more real. 

When the kiss ended, Isabel smiled with joy, for she realized that many more would follow, and like the life ahead of them, if their steps were like each stroke of the brush that came from the heart, the possibilities of their life together were endless. 

When he lifted her chin and looked down at her, she felt as if all the bones in her body had turned to mush. “I believe we have the most wonderful of futures ahead of us,” he said before he kissed her again—thoroughly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

The ballroom had been cleared of all their painting supplies and was now filled with people Isabel and Laurence had invited to their first party. One reason for this gathering was a celebration of the upcoming season, which they planned to attend, of course. However, the main motivation for throwing this party was to celebrate their love for one another. It had been a month since Isabel had completed her painting and confessed her love for Laurence, and with each day, that love grew, reaching new heights she had never known.

Now, looking around at her guests, she was pleased to see they all wore smiles, just as she did. Her gaze landed on her husband, a man who had doubted himself but now held no resemblance to that hermit he once was. For now, he stood in the center of a group of men, his voice filled with confidence. He no longer cared what others thought of him, for which Isabel was glad. 

They had visited various shops together numerous times since the reveal of their paintings, often to simply walk amongst the people. Laurence had become a new man, and Isabel a new woman. All the hurt she had endured was now gone, not just buried away inside her but truly gone, left on a canvas now put away, never again to see the light of day.

“Why is the most beautiful woman at this party hiding away?” 

Isabel turned to find her mother standing behind her and laughed. “I am uncertain,” she replied. “Would she not rather speak to her daughters?”

“Oh, you,” her mother replied, although her cheeks reddened from the compliment. They both turned to watch Isabel’s sisters. Hannah and Juliet stood beside Annabel by the refreshment table, their heads together.

“They cannot be up to any good,” Isabel said. 

“Some things never change,” her mother replied. Then she sighed. “I now have two daughters who will have their first season this year. Then Annabel. It feels like just yesterday when you were all children.”

“We will always be your daughters,” Isabel said warmly. “No matter how old we grow or who we marry. You will never lose us.”

Her mother nodded in agreement. “Yes, of course,” she replied. “It is the empty home in London at night while they are away that bothers me. Although, I suppose I shall keep myself busy waiting to hear of their stories when they return.”

Isabel thought for a moment. “I will speak with Laurence, but why not join us in our home? There are more than enough rooms, and I would love the company during the day.”

Her mother hesitated for a moment and then smiled. “If he allows it. I do not want to become a burden to the man more than I already have.”

Isabel laughed. “You could never be a burden to either of us, I assure you.”

They spoke for several moments before the string quartet began a new set. Then two guests entered the ballroom. Harriet wore a sweeping green gown with gold thread and white lace. Her husband Ambrose looked dashing in a dark blue coat and tan breeches. Or Isabel assumed it was her husband, for they had yet to meet.

Laurence walked over to them, giving Harriet a kiss on her cheek and Ambrose a firm handshake. Then he nodded to Isabel.

“Forgive me, Mother,” she said. “I must speak to someone.”

When she reached Laurence, he introduced her to Ambrose, who bowed deeply before kissing her hand. He seemed a kind man with a good wit, but she was unable to speak with him long when Harriet asked to speak to her alone.

“The day of your wedding to my brother,” Harriet said after Isabel closed the door to the drawing room, “I spoke the cruelest of words to you. And I did not stop. My time there was spent in anger and hatred, and for that, I wish only to seek your forgiveness. I understand if we do not become fast friends, and if you wish to never speak to me again, I will be forced to accept it. However, you must know that I am truly sorry and hope that one day you can find it in your heart to forgive me.”

Laurence had told her his sister had changed, but she had never expected to find an entirely different woman in her place. How could she not forgive someone who would humble herself so completely? “Of course I accept your apology,” Isabel replied. “I hold no grudge against you. I am happy you are finding your way in life, and it serves you well.”

“It will, Your Grace,” Harriet replied with clear relief. “I know it has only been a short time since I have come to realize my many mistakes, I find it much better to be kind and listen than to be harsh and always speaking.” The woman giggled and then looked down at the floor. “Forgive me, Your Grace.”

Isabel smiled as she took Harriet’s hand in hers. “At one time you mentioned that we would become great friends.”

“Yes, but…”

“Allow me to finish. Friends, and especially family, call each other by their Christian names. So, I must ask you, Harriet, are we friends? Better yet, are we not family?”

Harriet broke into a wide grin. “Yes, Isabel, we are. We are both family and friends.”

“Good,” Isabel replied as she hugged her sister-in-law. If anyone had asked her if this day would come several months earlier, she would never have believed it, and yet, here they stood embracing one another. 

“I truly am sorry,” Harriet said as she dabbed at her eyes with a kerchief.

“All is forgiven, so no more talk of apologies. Now, we should return to the party or everyone will think we have sneaked away to drink.”

This brought on a bout of giggles that reminded Isabel so much of her sisters. She was thankful their relationship had been mended. 

They returned to the party, and music played, guests laughed and drank, but only one man made her heart leap. Laurence said something to his friends and walked over to stand beside her.

“How is it I have been so fortunate to marry the most beautiful woman in all the land?”

“I often ask myself how my husband is the most handsome,” she replied. “He is such a great painter, among many other traits.” She gave him a cryptic smile that made him grin widely. “Some may call it luck, but I believe what we know it to be.”

“Indeed,” he replied. 

They both turned to gaze over the crowd, for what they shared was love. The very foundation of what had brought them together and had been able to heal them of troubled pasts. It was the same love that some who had attended their party already possessed and what others pursued. It was not always an easy journey; in fact, it was as treacherous as any expedition to a faraway land could ever tout. 

Yet, it was also the finished painting much like the one that hung behind them that was the goal. For that work of art had been completed together, and it depicted Laurence and Isabel standing at the doors to Camellia Estates, the children to come at their side.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

In three days, Isabel and Laurence would leave for London, ready to attend the season. Numerous invitations had already been sent and received, and Isabel could not wait. She had checked and rechecked their belongings, and Laurence, who watched as he leaned against the door jamb of their bedroom door, laughed. 

“I will be forced to buy another carriage to carry all the clothes you wish to take,” he teased.

Isabel joined in with his laughter and then looked at the many bags and trunks that surrounded her. “I suppose you might, at that,” she replied. “It is just that I am excited about our first season together as a married couple.” She walked over and took his hands in hers. “I want to show off my husband to everyone who will allow me to do so.”

“And I will be watching in awe as you grace every home.”

Isabel smiled, and then their lips met, which happened several times a day. It was beautiful, soft yet filled with passion. 

However, much to their annoyance, a timid knock on the door brought the kiss to an end.

“You do not have to answer, you know,” Laurence whispered.

Isabel laughed. “I know, but it may be important.”

She opened the door to find Weber with a tray in his hand. “A letter arrived for you from Scarlett Hall, Your Grace,” the butler said with a bow. “The rider said it was urgent.”

Isabel took the letter from the tray. “Thank you,” she mumbled as Laurence joined her. She hoped all was well, but as she read the letter, that hope was dashed.

“What is it?” Laurence asked. “Is your mother all right? Or your sisters?”

“Yes, Mother is fine, but it is Hannah. Apparently, Mother asks for our aid.”

“Of course,” he replied. “Whatever they need, we will help.”

Isabel nodded as thoughts rushed through her mind. Could it be true that her beloved and meek Hannah had been doing the things of which their mother accused her? It was something she might have thought Juliet to do, but not Hannah.

“Isabel?”

“We must leave for Scarlett Hall at once,” she said, grabbing only one of the many bags she had packed. “I will explain everything on the way.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Echoes of the Heart
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Prologue

 

Scarlett Hall, January 1806

 

Eleanor Lambert awoke with a start from a horrible nightmare concerning her middle daughter, Hannah. In the dream, the girl was in trouble, and Eleanor had been unable to rescue her. From what danger Eleanor did not know, but it sent her heart into a rapid flutter and left her breathless, nonetheless. 

Just enough moonlight filtered through an opening in the drapes to allow Eleanor to light a candle that sat in the brass holder beside her bed. Although it was silly to believe anything was wrong, she felt the need to check on the quietest of her three daughters. Therefore, she donned her dressing gown and, with candle in hand, made her way down the chilly hall toward Hannah’s bedroom. 

The house was quiet, as it should have been past the midnight hour, but she paused at the door to Juliet’s room to listen to the faint snore coming from within. She smiled. Her youngest daughter would be mortified if Eleanor was to tell her she snored, faint or no.

The next door led to Hannah’s bedroom, and Eleanor listened for any sounds coming from within but heard nothing. It was common for Hannah to sleep quieter than her sisters, but with the fright Eleanor had endured, she knew she would never sleep if she did not check on the girl.

Girl? Eleanor thought with a clenched heart. Hannah was nineteen and therefore a woman. How could Eleanor still consider her a girl? 

She turned the door handle and entered the room. The figure of her daughter wrapped in a blanket on the bed warmed Eleanor’s heart. Memories of coming in at night and reading the child a story, or telling her one of her own, flooded her mind, and it was early on when Hannah wanted to do the reading. The girl had remarkable abilities in reading and storytelling, even from a young age, and had not given up on either even as a young woman. 

Isabel, Eleanor’s eldest daughter, was now married and made her home in Camellia Estates. At least she was not far from Scarlett Hall. Soon, Hannah and Juliet, a year apart in age, would find gentlemen and be off to new homes, as well, leaving Eleanor alone in a house much too large for one person and a slew of servants. Alone, that is, until Nathaniel, the youngest of Eleanor’s children, returned from boarding school.

Sadness pressed down on Eleanor, but she pushed it aside. It was what children did; they grew to adults, married, and started their own families. Is that not what she had done herself?

She made her way to the bed and frowned at the body hidden by the blanket. Hannah was curled up into a ball, and Eleanor could not blame her; the chill of the winter air seeped through cracks in the windowpanes, and she shivered in response. With a smile, she leaned over and pulled the blanket back enough to allow Hannah more air to breathe.

However, it was not her daughter’s blond tresses she saw but instead an old dress rolled into a ball resting on the pillow and other clothes bundled together to create the body. 

Panic overtook her as she sat on the edge of the bed. How could it be that her sweet innocent Hannah had slipped out of the house? And, where would she go?

Eleanor had been spending her time worrying over Juliet and her mischief that it never occurred to her to also keep an eye on Hannah. The girl had never done anything to give her cause to worry, unlike Juliet, who lay in the room next door, her snoring audible from here. Poor Juliet had taken a terrible fall two days earlier in the stables, injuring her foot. 

Poor girl, indeed! Whenever Hannah was caught in some misdeed, Juliet was oftentimes not far behind—or rather in front. However, with Juliet unable to move about, Eleanor could draw only one conclusion: Hannah had slipped away of her own accord. 

Oh, there had been rumors amongst the servants, but Eleanor had dismissed them when she had thought they were speaking of Juliet. That girl sneaking out of the house would not have surprised her one bit. But Hannah? That did give her pause.

She sighed, for she had no one to blame but herself. The last year had been a trying one, and in the process of working through the problems, she had neglected her daughters, and Hannah had sought solace elsewhere. 

The signs had been there all along, but she had ignored them. Hannah had withdrawn from her, their hugs and conversations less over the past year. Eleanor could not stop the guilt that washed over her, and the voice of her late husband came to haunt her. Charles had warned her that Hannah, like all women according to him, could not be trusted. It was one of the few times Eleanor had stood up to the man, a decision she had never regretted, even today.

Letting out a sigh, she gathered her thoughts. If Hannah sought company this night, Eleanor hoped it was not with a man. She shivered, dismissing such ideas. Hannah had told her she had no interest in courting, and she certainly was not in love. However, what if that had been a lie?

With a heavy heart, Eleanor rose from the bed and made her way down the stairs to the foyer. She was so caught up in her worries, she did not notice the butler standing beside the front door until she was nearly upon him. 

“Forbes,” she gasped, her hand moving to her breast. “You startled me.”

The tall man emerged from the shadows. Although he was just a few years older than Eleanor, his hair was a cap of silver and made him appear older than he was. 

“Forgive me, my Lady,” he said with a deep bow. “I heard footsteps and wished to make certain all was secure. Are you all right?”

Eleanor began to nod but then stopped. “No, I am not all right. Hannah is gone, and in her bed is a decoy to hide her escape.” She narrowed her eyes at the man. “Do you know anything about her whereabouts?”

“No, my Lady,” he replied with eyes wide with shock at the mere suggestion of him participating in such a conspiracy. “Shall I search the house?”

“Thank you,” Eleanor replied. “I will be in the study. Please tell me if you learn anything.”

Forbes gave a quick nod and then disappeared into the shadows as candlelight lit Eleanor’s way to the study. She used the single candle to light others and took a seat at the desk before taking a quill in hand. Writing letters had always been a way for her to release worry, and now she would pen two, just as she had eight months earlier.

Taking a deep breath, she released it, but her worry over Hannah did not subside. Where could her daughter have gone? The girl’s love of books and stories would be her undoing if she was not careful.

When she had gained some semblance of calm, she began to write:

 

Charles,

 

You would be pleased to know that Scarlett Hall was saved due to the sacrifice made by Isabel. Her strength of enduring the death of her husband and accepting a marriage of convenience has provided Hannah and Juliet with a chance at a better life. I believe you would be proud, for the strength Isabel possesses is admired by many.

However, Hannah is the main subject of this letter. The most innocent of our daughters, the one who would prefer to remain home and read than to attend parties, the one who dreams of writing a book rather than marrying, has surprised me. In just a few days, she is to leave for her first season, but she has told me she does not wish to attend. If I force her hand in this matter, will she run away? And if so, into whose arms? This is a great concern for me, for I understand all too well that a woman can be easily led astray, and Hannah can be much too trusting for her own good.

My hand will be forced, and although I can think of many reasons not to stop her from following her heart, I must do so, for her own sake.

I am aware that this letter is quite unpleasant, but I must do what I must. I only hope that Hannah forgives me.

 

Your Wife,

Eleanor

 

 

With a sigh, Eleanor placed the parchment to the side and took another. Now, she would have to write to Isabel and once again ask for her strength. Although few options existed, the help of her eldest daughter would be needed, and she had no doubt the woman would rush to her aid.

A knock at the door made her turn to see Forbes enter the room.

“My apologies, my Lady. The servants who are awake know nothing. I searched outside in hopes of finding her, and it led me to find a horse missing from the stables.”

Eleanor nodded. “Thank you, Forbes. If a horse is missing, it is clear she has felt the property. I will wait up in hopes she will return by morning. It is too late to do anything until then, anyway. That is all. You should rest now. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

“If you require anything, my Lady,” he said with another of his deep bows.

“I will not hesitate to ask,” she replied with a smile.

Forbes nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him.

Eleanor dipped the nib of the quill in the ink and began the second letter as the candles flickered beside her.

 

My Dearest Isabel, …

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

Although Miss Hannah Lambert had sneaked from her home after everyone was fast asleep on several occasions in the past, the fear that overtook her each time she did so was not easy to endure. It was the fear of someone catching her or of being set upon by highwaymen, both reasonable rationales of which to be fearful. However, she had one fear less rational, and for whatever reason, she found it frightened her more than the others. 

The fact of the matter was that her younger sister Juliet, one well known for her fantastical stories, had included amongst the possible horrors of being out late at night tales of men who roamed the night in order to kidnap women and force them into marriage.

The idea of being kidnapped was terrifying enough, but to be forced into marriage was what caused her to shiver as her horse trudged down the road. In her mind, marriage was for the simpleminded, and Hannah was much too intelligent to be tricked into such a relationship.

For one, a woman would have to fall in love in order to be married, and she had yet to experience such an emotion—not outside of the love she had for her family. She had read extensively on the subject, and although Isabel, her elder sister, had found love for the second time, that did not mean Hannah was meant to find it for herself. It was true she had shied away from any men who attempted to call, and last season—which was to be her coming out season—she had feigned illness in order to remain home rather than join others her age in London. Even her mother did not suspect deception, and although it hurt Hannah to deceive the woman she loved dearly, the cause was worthy of such dramatics.

The truth was, Hannah had a dream to publish a novel, and that dream would never be realized if she were to fall in love. No man would allow his wife to become a writer—a woman writer was frowned upon, married or not, as it was. Even if she found a man willing to allow her to do such a thing, she knew love would keep her from writing. Had love not consumed Isabel over the past month? The woman would sit and stare at her husband with a grin so wide it was almost silly. Well, seeing such things were nice from afar, but they were far better when one wrote about them.

Every Thursday at the same time there was a cottage where likeminded men and women gathered in order to share and learn the craft of writing. Hannah had learned of the place while eavesdropping at a party she had attended and soon found her way to the cottage of one Mr. Albert Moore. He was a sheep farmer who had never married, which was an oddity for a man forty years of age. However, his love and knowledge of reading and writing, a strange ability by a man of his station to be sure, intrigued Hannah. More importantly, he helped guide her in her endeavor.

She recalled her third time at his home, when she had read an excerpt of her novel to the group. Although many had complimented her, it was Albert who later came to her privately.

“I must say,” he had whispered to her, “you are a far better writer than any of these others.”

She could not help but beam at his words, for they had boosted her spirit, as well as her confidence that she was making the right decision for her life.

He lowered his voice further. “However, I would caution you to keep my observation to yourself. We would not wish to upset the others, now, would we?”

It was that continued kindness and support that Hannah had accepted a personal invitation this Monday night to join Albert in a special meeting. At first, she had been excited. It was to be only the two of them, and he promised a worthy surprise if she agreed. Of course, she had agreed readily. How could she not? 

Now, however, she questioned her judgment. It was one thing to sneak away to join a group and quite another to agree to meet a man alone. She had confided in no one about this meeting, so if anything went awry, no one would know her whereabouts. If the ton learned about this, her name would be ruined forever. If her mother found out, it would crush her. And what if the man had other intentions?

Juliet had spoken often of men who wooed women with words. Was this what Albert was attempting to do? 

Well, it is too late to turn back now, she counseled herself, for if I do, I may very likely miss the opportunity of a lifetime. 

She guided the horse down the small path that led to the cottage, and her mind turned to Albert. Her worries were unfounded and silly; the man was like her, forsaking love in order to dedicate his time to the love of books. This brought her a sense of relief as she tied the horse to one of the trees as she had done on so many evenings before.

However, as she walked toward the cottage, she could not stop a tentacle of doubt from tickling her mind once again. Perhaps it would be best if she returned home. 

Before she could change her mind, the door opened, and Albert appeared in the doorway. There was no turning back now.

“Miss Hannah,” he said with a bow. “You decided to come after all. I worried you would give into the fear with which so many new authors are struck.” He wore a simple white shirt and waistcoat and tan breeches, all well-worn, and she was embarrassed to realize that even Daniel, the stable hand at Scarlett Hall, had better clothing. 

However, it was not the wealth that defined a person but his or her heart, and Albert had been nothing but supportive of her desire to write. And his smile was as inviting as it always was. Why had she been so concerned? The man, though a watcher of sheep by trade, had always behaved like a gentleman. 

“Not at all,” Hannah replied, glad her voice did not expose her lie. “I am not like other authors, for I shall complete my novel one day. And have it published.” 

He stepped back to allow her to enter, and with renewed confidence she moved past him into the now familiar interior of the cottage. The house was small, consisting of only two rooms. One room was a bedroom Hannah had never seen, and the other was a sitting room combined with the kitchen and dining room with space large enough to host the weekly meetings without making participants feel cramped. Few pieces of furniture included a sofa with worn cushions, three small tables, and several simple chairs, all of which would remain empty this night.

The sound of the door closed behind her, and Hannah’s heart thumped and she let out a small yelp.

“What is wrong?” Albert asked as he brushed back his dark hair speckled with silver. He placed calloused hands on her arms. “Are you all right? Was your journey safe?”

She swallowed hard, but the worry behind his eyes made her chastise herself inwardly once again. “I am well,” she replied. “I believe my concern comes from my fear of being caught. Forgive my skittishness.”

Albert sighed as he dropped his hands to his side. “It is expected that you would be afraid of discovery.”

“It is?” Hannah asked with surprise. “I thought you would think me a coward.”

“Not at all. You stand far above those of the ton. The truth of the matter is, they would be jealous if they were to learn about your gift.”

Hannah giggled. Albert was always encouraging her and lifting her spirit. Many times after the group was dismissed, she would share her heart and the problems at home. Each time, he would comfort her, assuring her that she was strong and would achieve her dream despite the complications of her life. It was those compliments and his willingness to help that had always made her feel wanted, a feeling she had not experienced at home for some time. 

“Thank you,” she said. “You are always so kind.”

He smiled and took her elbow. “Please, sit. I have a surprise for you.”

Hannah nodded and walked over to one of the chairs, but before she could sit, he said, “On the couch, if you will, please.” 

Thinking nothing odd in the request, she sat on the sofa as Albert went to the area designated as his kitchen. When he returned to the seating area, he carried with him two glasses of wine. “I believe tonight will be a night of celebration.”

“Celebration?” Hannah asked. “What will we celebrate?”

“I have done much thinking over the last few months,” he replied as he handed her one of the glasses and sat beside her on the sofa. He nodded at the glass. “Take a drink. I believe you will like it.”

She did as he requested. The wine was good with a bold fruity flavor that rolled on her tongue. “This is lovely.”

“I saved up to buy it especially for this special night,” Albert said with a wide grin. “However, that is unimportant. What is important is you and your happiness.”

Hannah could not help but smile. He really was a kind man. She took another sip of her wine. It was good enough to have sat on the table in Scarlett Hall. 

“I imagine you are wondering why I asked you over tonight.”

“I must admit that my curiosity is piqued,” she replied. 

When Albert placed his glass on a nearby table and reached over and took her hand, her heart skipped a beat, and she had to fight the urge to pull back her hand.

“I would never hurt you,” he whispered.

“I know,” she said before taking a deeper drink of her wine. “What is it you wish to share with me?”

He smiled, and for a brief moment, Hannah swore she saw desire in his eyes. She dismissed it almost immediately. For one, she had no idea what desire truly looked like and by believing she was seeing such an emotion was an unfair judgement. For another, it could have been a reflection from the candlelight and nothing more.

“You have shared your heart with me many times,” he said, still holding her hand. “Do you regret doing so?”

“Not at all. It is wonderful to have someone to whom I can confide.”

He placed his other hand on top of hers so hers was now enveloped in his. “And you have spoken of concerns for attending the London season, have you not?”

Her mouth went dry, and she took another drink of wine in an attempt to add moisture to it. “Yes. I must leave in three days, but I have no desire to participate in a ritual to find a man to marry.” Such a thought was more worrisome than being found in this man’s house alone. “I do not wish that.”

“And neither do I,” Albert said. “I have come to respect you as the strong and intelligent woman you are. It is true; you are far too wise to be married off to some gentleman who will never understand your love of the written word.”

Hannah nodded. This man truly did understand her. “That is my greatest fear. Unlike my book, where I shall choose the ending, I will have no choice in marrying or continuing my dream.” She struggled to keep the sadness at bay, and she emptied her wine glass and set it on the table beside Albert’s. 

“If you close your eyes,” Albert said with a smile, “I will tell you your surprise.” 

She could not help but return his smile. “Very well,” she replied as she did as he bade.

“Imagine publishing your first novel. The people will love it and want more. The publisher will ask you to write other novels. Can you see it?”

Hannah nodded. In her mind’s eye, she saw people reading her novel at every street corner. “I can see it,” she whispered. “I shall walk around the streets of London as people speak of my book, not knowing it was I who wrote it.”

“Yes,” Albert said. “Now imagine you are married to a man who cares not for your talent. Instead he has you attending parties and doing his will.” 

The thought of that frightened her. “Then the world will never know my book,” she whispered. “For my husband would never allow it.”

“Most men would not,” Albert said, his voice now so quiet she could barely hear him. “But there is one who would. A man who would support you and encourage you. He would work from the rising to the setting of the sun while you wrote. His happiness would come from knowing that you did as your heart desired.”

Hannah smiled. “That would be lovely,” she said. “If only it were true and such a man existed.”

“It is true,” Albert said. “For I am that man.” 

Confusion coursed through Hannah. What did he mean, he was that man?

Then, to her shock and dismay, she felt something press against her lips, and her eyes flew open with alarm to find Albert kissing her. It was nothing like the kisses described in books, for the feeling was unsettling. There was no passion, no flutter of her heart, but instead a cold and bland sensation. 

She pulled her hand from his and pushed him away. “Albert?” she said with an angry gasp. “What has come over you? We are friends, and I would never have expected such behavior from you!” What she wanted to do was weep and, even more, to return home. It had been a mistake coming here! What had she been thinking? She stood to leave, but Albert blocked her path. Was that anger in his eyes now?

“For over a year, I have helped you. Now I have devised a plan to save you, and you are angry with me?”

“That does not mean you can take liberties! What is it you want?”

“Marry me,” Albert said to Hannah’s astonishment. “We shall have a life together. I will work to provide for you, and you shall continue to write. You will be happy, and so will I.”

Hannah’s jaw dropped. She did not want to marry anyone, but certainly not a man she did not love. “I…I do not…”

“Listen for one moment before you decide. If you were to marry me, think of the life you could lead! It would be spent writing and following your dreams. I just want to be there with you to support you in this endeavor of yours. I do not have the riches others who seek your hand possess, but I can give you my heart.”

Hannah was overcome by the kindness the man demonstrated, and she could not stop her anger from turning to compassion. The man, who by all accounts was poor, had a rich heart. “I do not know,” she whispered. 

In truth, she did not, for what he offered was everything she wanted. To be able to write her books and have a husband who supported her was a dream come true. 

However, she knew her mother, nor anyone else in society, would never approve such a union. Although she did not care what society thought of her, how her mother and sisters viewed her was important. “This is a very complicated decision; one I shall need time on which to think.”

“I expected nothing less from a mind like yours,” Albert said. “And I will be here waiting for your reply as your friend.”

“Thank you,” Hannah said, overcome with emotion. What emotion had yet to be determined.

He opened the door for her and followed her outside. “Hannah.”

She turned to face him, fearing he wished to kiss her again. “Your dreams are right here,” he said with his hand open, palm up before him. “You may choose to take them.” He paused for a moment. “Or put them away forever.” His hand closed. “That is for you to decide.”

“Thank you,” she whispered and then hurried to her horse. 

As she rode away wanting nothing more than to return to her home, new fears entered her mind. She had kissed a man she did not love; what did that make her? Would accepting his proposal to have her dream fulfilled be worth having to kiss him again? She did not know what she was to do, for the answer to have her dream fulfilled resided in a man she did not love. The one thing she had vowed to never accept.

***

After returning the horse to the stables, Hannah made her way up the steps to Scarlett Hall. She loved her home and the feeling of security it provided and could not wait to return to her room to consider the matters of the night. Usually, she would climb the trellis that led to her bedroom window; however, tonight she decided to risk going through the front door. She was unsure if she had the strength to make that climb.

Slipping inside the house, she let out a breath, relieved that the night’s events were over.

“I am glad you decided to return,” her mother said, startling Hannah. She looked up as her mother came down the stairs with a candle in her hand. “I have always expected this of Juliet but not you, Hannah.” 

Shame came over Hannah as her mother came to a stop before her. “Mother,” she said not wanting to tell the woman the truth. “I was only…” her words trailed off as guilt washed over her.

“Let us go to the study and speak. I am afraid our whispers will carry through this house, awakening more than people.” 

Hannah found the comment odd, but she followed her mother without speaking as her mind churned. Should she tell the woman the truth? Or would it be best if she attempted an elaborate tale as Juliet was prone to do? Neither choice eased her mind.

As her mother lit other candles from the one she held, she said nothing, which only increased Hannah’s concern. When the veil of darkness retreated, her mother walked over to the large desk that had belonged to her father. 

“Sit,” her mother said as she indicated the wing backed chair in front of the desk. “I believe we shall be talking for some time.”

Hannah did as her mother bade and was alarmed when her mother sat behind the desk. When she spoke from her father’s chair, it did not bode well for the receiver of her speech.

Hannah cleared her throat. “What should I say?” she asked, a defiance rising inside her. “What is it you wish to know?” She almost laughed. Of course, she knew what her mother would ask, but she had to keep an air of innocence about her for as long as she could. 

“This is not your first adventure out at night, is it?”

How did her mother know? Yet, the woman seemed to know everything no matter how much Hannah tried to hide her tracks. 

“No,” Hannah replied. 

“How many times have you sneaked out?”

Should she lie? No, truth would be best at this moment. “At least twenty.” She shifted in her chair. “You see, there is a group…that is…”

“A society of writers,” her mother finished for her, and Hannah could not help but gasp. “Where the members share their thoughts on a variety of books. Where one goes to improve his or her craft.”

Hannah stared at her mother in shock. “How did you know? The society is secret. No one outside of it is to know.”

Her mother gave a laugh that held little mirth. “I imagine I learned about it in the same way you did.” She sighed. “One thing you will learn in life is that secrets have a way of finding new ears to hear them. Not all, mind you, but that is of no consequence. What is of consequence is that you must stop this immediately.”

Hannah wrung her hands. She did not wish to argue with her mother, but the woman did not seem to understand the importance of her meetings. “I am sorry, but I cannot.”

“You will,” her mother stated firmly. “You are to leave in a few days for London. There, you will enjoy whatever balls and parties for which you receive invites. If all goes well, you will meet a gentleman. You are a woman now; far too old for these childish antics.”

A gnawing in the pit of Hannah’s stomach made her feel ill. “You do not understand…”

Her mother raised a hand, and Hannah clamped her mouth shut. “I understand better than you realize. However, it is my responsibility to look after you, to guide you in life. I cannot, and will not, allow this.”

Anger rose in Hannah. “You care for me now?” she demanded as a hot tear escaped her eye. “I have not seen much of you in the past year, for your time has been consumed with Juliet and Isabel. I was left alone with no one to care for me!”

“I…” Her mother’s voice broke. “I have been consumed with problems that do not concern you. I have failed you, and for that I apologize. However, that does not change the fact that in three days, you will be leaving here whether you want to or not.”

Hannah had heard enough. Only one thing would allow her from being forced to endure the London season. “I have met a man,” she said with a jut to her chin. “A man who supports my dreams of one day having a published novel, and tonight, he asked for my hand in marriage.” 

Never had Hannah seen her mother move so quickly as she rounded the desk and stood before her. “Who is this man? What did he tell you?” 

Hannah had witnessed her mother’s anger only a few times before, but never had she seen it this strong. What she wanted to do was lie, to tell her mother that he was a noble baron and that she had agreed to his request. However, she had done enough deception to last her three lifetimes. “His name is Albert Moore, the man who leads our society meetings.”

“That tells me nothing,” her mother said.

“He is forty years of age and is poor by any standard. Yet, he has led the group for years, and I have become his favorite. He sees the world differently from others.” She sighed. “I will not lie; I do not love him, and I told him I needed time to consider his proposal.”

Her mother gave her a stern glare. “This man? He compliments you?” Hannah nodded. “I imagine he also comments on your beauty, your mind, and your strength.”

“He does,” Hannah said in surprise. “How did you know?”

“I also suppose he has promised you everything you ever wanted, even to allow you to write while he sees to supporting the home.”

“Yes. You see, my novel is not complete, but with his help, it has improved. He promised that he will do anything to see me happy, even if it means me spending my time writing.”

“I have no doubt that he promised you these things,” her mother said as she took Hannah’s hand. “You are strikingly beautiful and possess a great mind. However, it is easy for a man with nothing to promise everything. You are innocent, my child. He wishes to have a beautiful woman at his side, but I fear he does not, and cannot, love you. You deserve a man who can provide for you, not one who does not have your best interests at heart.”

Hannah might not have loved Albert, but what her mother said angered her even more. “You do not know him,” she said. “He is an honorable man who only wishes to help me!”

“Not all men who give aid are honorable,” her mother said, her voice rising. “I may not know this man, but I have known those like him. You will keep away from him.” The last words were said with a finger pointed at Hannah. 

“What shall I do then?” Hannah demanded. “Is it not my life and my choice? If I do as you wish and I go to London, chances are I will find a man who will never allow me to pursue my dreams.”

“And if you remain here?” her mother asked. “Will you marry this man? This Albert?”

“Perhaps,” Hannah replied, although the truth was, she did not wish to marry Albert. “He is a simple sheep farmer, and although I do not care for him, he does care for me. If he provides a way to allow me to write, then I may consider his offer of marriage.”

Her mother pursed her lips and returned to the desk chair. “Here is what will happen,” she said in that matter-of-fact tone that brooked no argument. “We will speak of this matter and of this man no longer. You will leave for London in three days. When you arrive, you will be in Isabel’s care and will do as she says. You will soon catch the eye of a gentleman who is more appropriate for you. Then you may begin to think of the life ahead of you.”

“My life is here,” Hannah said as she approached the desk. “Scarlett Hall is my home. If I cannot be allowed to marry Albert, then I will become a spinster and remain here.”

“You will do as I request,” her mother said. “This house is not the end of your story. And it certainly is not in the arms of a sheep farmer who has wooed you with false promises.”

Hannah crossed her arms over her chest. “I will not,” she said firmly. “I shall leave tonight and tell Albert that I accept his proposal.” As the words left her lips, she knew they were not true. She needed more time, but the fact she was leaving soon did not allow her such luxuries.

“If you leave tonight,” her mother said, “or the next, or if you refuse to attend the season, I shall reveal to all the secret of your society. All will know it was you who revealed and broke their trust.”

Tears streamed down Hannah’s cheeks. How could her mother do this to her? “You would ruin my name in order to get your way?” she asked as she tried in vain to wipe away the wetness from her face. How she hated her mother at this moment. “All these years you favored Juliet and Isabel while I was left alone with my books. Now that I have found happiness, you wish to take it away from me?”

Her mother sighed. “I wish to save you.”

“Save me from whom?” Hannah demanded.

“From yourself.” Her mother stood once again. “Perhaps you will meet a gentleman who will allow you to pursue your dream. However, you must understand that I do this because I love you and wish only for you to be happy.”

Her mother opened the study door, and Hannah stepped through. Although she loved her mother with all her heart, she was angry and saddened by her words. Therefore, without thought, she spun around and glared at the woman. “You care nothing for me,” she said through clenched teeth. “When I find happiness, you wish to take it away. I wish Father was alive and that you had taken his place!”

Her mother’s eyes went wide, and Hannah thought her heart would break. She wanted to apologize but found the words caught in her throat.

“I have always wanted the best for you,” her mother said, her voice breaking. “Sometimes, in love, we must hurt those around us in order to do what is best for them. That is the cost of love.” Without another word, her mother closed the door and left Hannah standing in the darkness of the hallway.

Hannah returned to her room. She felt disgusted by the horrible words she had said to her mother. Her anger was not only with her mother, however. Albert had placed a kiss on her lips without her permission, and that was how this anger began. How could she have taken it out on her mother in such a horrible manner?

The truth of the matter was she had two choices. Either she could defy her mother and run away with Albert. They would marry, and she would become the wife of a sheep farmer, but at least she would be able to write. 

Her other choice was to accompany Isabel to London for the season. There she would be forced to attend boring parties and endure the boorish manners of men who would see her as a choice cut of beef rather than as the woman she was. 

Lying in bed, her eyes grew heavy. She had no idea what choice to make, but whichever it was, she had only three days to make it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

There were two things expected of a marquess. The first was to secure a healthy bride who would produce an heir. The second was to act and remain a gentleman at all times in order to maintain a powerful standing and gain the respect of those in society.

Unfortunately, at the age of one and twenty, John Stanford had failed in both. It was not that he did not try to find a bride, for, in fact, he had attended the season for the last three years in order to do just that. However, with the numerous women who smiled his way, it was difficult to choose just one.  

As to the second expectation—to be a gentleman—he was, in fact, such a man, contrary to what those in Cornwall said. If a gentleman happened to be taking his leisure in a pub and a fight ensued, whether it be over issues with gambling or some other disagreement, said gentleman had every right to defend himself. 

His greatest challenge, however, was that more problems than normal came his way, unexpected ones like the one that now forced him to take a carriage to the home of his cousin, Laurence Redbrook, Duke of Ludlow.  

Laurence, who in all reality was a second cousin to John, had married just a few months earlier, and John did not understand why the ceremony had been so small, or why it had been rushed. In truth, he was hurt he had not been invited, for he and his cousin shared a special bond. Not only had they attended the same schools, Laurence had gone to Cornwall in order to offer condolences when John’s father died. 	

Regardless, it was not the affront over the lack of invitation to the wedding that placed John on this journey. No, it was something far worse. Trouble unlike any he could have imagined had come his way, and, unwilling to deal with the consequences of his actions, he ran.

The carriage hit a rut, and John sighed as he grabbed the inside walls. Hiring a carriage at the last moment had been a mistake. The driver was inept, and John wondered if the man had as many years’ experience as he touted. His control of the vehicle certainly did not demonstrate it. Yet, there had been no alternative, for his departure from his home had been swift. 

His plan was simple and, he thought, wise. He would arrive at the home of his cousin and find a way to join him and his new wife for the season. Laurence had never attended before, but John had received a letter one month prior that included the man’s plans, which had surprised John that Laurence was leaving behind the life of a recluse for the gaiety of parties and balls in London. Yet, the manner in which the Duke spoke of his wife intrigued John. He was curious to see what kind of woman could make as dramatic a change in the man as she had.

Drawing back the dark blue curtain, John glanced out at his surroundings. It had been a few years since he had visited Camellia Estates, and he was genuinely looking forward to a visit. As the carriage made a left, a bit faster than John expected, his face slammed into the window, and he grabbed his nose to see if he was bleeding. Lucky for the driver, he was not.

He took a deep breath to relax himself. It was imperative he not draw his cousin’s suspicions—or that of anyone else, for that matter. He had to maintain a cool demeanor, an air of unconcernedness, for if word reached Cornwall he was here, all would be lost.

The carriage stopped in front of Camellia Estate, much to John’s relief, and he closed his eyes for a moment in order to collect himself. By the time the door opened, he was much calmer.

“We’re here, my Lord,” the driver said with a bow.

“So we are,” John said in a clipped tone. “At least we arrived alive,” he added in a mumble.

“What was that, my Lord?”

John sighed. “Never mind.” He might need the man longer if things did not go well with Laurence, and there was the chance the man would return to Cornwall and reveal where he had taken John despite the fact John had paid him a hefty fee for keeping such information to himself. “Wait here. I shall return shortly.”

The man bowed again. “Yes, my Lord.”

Camellia Estates had not changed much since the last time John had visited. It still had its neat row of hedges that ran alongside the house and out to the stables to his left. However, no other extravagance was spent on the front gardens. If he remembered correctly, the former Duke and Duchess had focused more on the larger back gardens, which had always left John dumbfounded.

As he made his way to the front door, John rehearsed once more what he would say when he spoke to Laurence, but the door opened before he reached the bottom step. Laurence peered out as if not recognizing John, and then a woman joined him. 

So, that must be his wife, John thought. The woman was beautiful with her blond hair in ringlets around her face and bright eyes filled with concern. 

“There is no need to hurry to greet me,” John called out with a laugh when they stopped at the top of the steps.

“John?” Laurence asked. “Is that you? What on Earth are you doing here?” Then the man laughed. “I’m sorry, it is good to see you. I was not expecting you.”

“I’m pleased to see you, as well. I apologize for coming unannounced. I hope you do not mind.”

Laurence came down the steps to greet John; his limp did not appear as bad as John remembered. “Let’s have a look at you.” He placed his hands on John’s shoulders. “You have not changed much. A bit older, but we could say that about us all, could we not?” He turned to the woman. “I would like to introduce my wife, Isabel.”

The woman came to stand beside Laurence and offered a kind smile and a bend to her head. She had a regal stance but lacked the haughty air of so many of the ton. He immediately felt relaxed in her company.

“Isabel, this is my cousin, John Stanford from Cornwall. I believe I have mentioned him.”

“Second cousin,” John corrected with a laugh. “But close enough to almost be considered firsts. My pleasure.” He kissed the top of her hand, and she smiled again.

“The pleasure is all mine.”

“Trust me, it is an honor to meet the woman about whom my cousin boasts in his letters.”

Isabel blushed. “It is good to finally meet you, as well,” she said. “It is true; Laurence has spoken of you often.”

John glanced down to see a letter clutched in her other hand before she pulled it behind her back. That piqued his curiosity. He made no inquiry, nor would he, but it would be interesting to learn what secrets this lady held.

An awkward silence fell around them. Would Laurence not ask him in? They had not parted ways on bad terms, not that John remembered. 

“Isabel,” Laurence said, “you should be on your way.”

“But your cousin. I cannot be rude…”

Laurence gave her an even look and she fell silent. “If you are not back by five, I will meet you at the house. Otherwise, please give my regards to your mother and sisters.” He made a gesture to a man John had not noticed standing beside one of the hedges. “Your driver is welcome to rest either with the stable hands or he may go in through the kitchen. I am certain Mrs. Brantley can get him a coffee or some tea if he so desires.”

“He is not my driver,” John said. “That is, yes, I hired him, but my own driver took ill and I was forced to hire him for my journey.”

“Where is it you are heading?” Laurence asked. “And what brings you this way?”

“London,” John replied, his heart racing. The next few minutes would be crucial, and he needed to keep his story straight. “I have no friends who are able to attend this year, as most are otherwise already engaged or married.” He let out a deep sigh. “I thought seeing you before I left on my own might lift my spirits. You know how I hate to be alone.”

“You will be staying at your London house alone?” Laurence asked in clear surprise. 

John nodded. “It will be fine. If I am lucky, I may receive an invitation or two for dinner.”

Laurence clapped John on the back. “Well, no cousin of mine will be left alone, especially during the season. I have more than enough room for ten cousins—and their servants.” 

Laurence pulled John toward the door, but John stopped him. “I cannot intrude on you and your wife’s first season together.” He sighed again. Sighing always helped make a point. “No, I shall wait alone and pray that a friend might turn up. I will be no nuisance to anyone.”

“Nonsense,” Laurence argued. “Your friend is already here. Let us have your belongings brought inside. We have much on which to catch up, and I have many questions to ask.”

“And I shall answer every one of them,” John replied. Inside, however, he worried. What would he ask? Perhaps he would not be as forthcoming with some questions as he would others.

John paid the driver to bring in his belongings. “Well, I am glad to have that journey end. That driver was a bit callous in his driving.”

“Many have little or no experience,” Laurence said as they headed inside. “So, tell me, how is life in Cornwall?”

They entered the foyer, and John turned to face his cousin. “It is the same as it always is, I suppose. Between working and caring for Mother, I find little time for myself. And you? Forgive my curiosity, but is everything in order? Isabel seemed…distressed.”

Laurence sighed and shook his head. “Isabel is well. It is her sisters who have caused us worry.”

“Perhaps sharing over a glass of brandy is in order?” John said with a wide grin.

Laurence laughed. “You and your brandy,” he said, although he headed to the study without pause. “At least I now have an excuse to have a few more drinks than I usually do.”

***

John spent the next hour answering his cousin’s questions about life in Cornwall. Although he did not inform him of everything—leaving out certain parts John did not wish to share—he told enough to satisfy the questions the man asked, or so he assumed by the smile Lawrence wore.

They were on their second brandy, and Laurence, being a light drinker, loosened his tongue and was sharing life as one married to a member of the Lambert family.

“So, let me see if I understand this correctly,” John said. “There are two more sisters?” When Laurence nodded, John added, “And a cousin who is more a sister than a cousin?”

“Yes. In the manner in which I see you as a brother? That is how they see Annabel.”

The kind words sent a spear of guilt through John’s heart for the lies he had told his cousin. Well, not lies outright but more omissions. Regardless, he could not help the feeling of remorse. 

“Juliet is the youngest of the three sisters and is prone to mischief. When Isabel told me this morning that it was Hannah who had left the house in the middle of the night, we were both shocked.”

“She does not typically do such things?”

“Certainly not,” Laurence replied. “Or rather, we would never have suspected such behavior from her. She is intelligent, well read, and far from one who would engage in that type of mischief.”

John suppressed a smile. He had known many societal women who had done things such as drinking or sneaking from their homes at night. However, this Hannah, who by all accounts Laurence had described as a bluestocking without using the term, intrigued him much. Where would a bluestocking go at night?

“With the season nearing,” John said after taking a sip of his brandy, “she will soon be married. Then her wild ways will be left behind. It will be good for her. In London, she will be far too busy to find trouble. This is her first season, I presume?”

Laurence glanced around as if someone would overhear before leaning toward John and lowering his voice. “Do not tell a soul, but last year right before the season was to begin, Hannah came down with a mysterious illness. The doctor could find nothing wrong but recommended bed rest. It was only recently that I learned she had fabricated the whole thing so she would not have to attend.”

John laughed. “She feigned illness to escape the season? This woman is quite the mischief-maker!” When he took notice of the frown Laurence wore, he added, “My apologies. I meant no disrespect to the woman.”

Laurence sighed. “Yes, I realize this. It is just that Isabel worries for her sisters as a mother would her children, and I find myself worrying for all of them. Hannah is a wonderful woman, and the plan is to see her find a husband. However, I fear her stubbornness and intelligence will make it much more difficult than it should. It is not her wish to find a husband from what I understand.” He stopped and tilted his head at John. “Why have you not married, or become engaged at the very least?”

John, who had just taken a sip of his drink, erupted in a choking cough. “Sorry, it went down the wrong way,” he managed to say. He cleared his throat and set the glass on the table before him. “These things a man must do in order to find a bride are such a cumbersome burden. But in truth, I have not found a woman to my liking.” And that was the truth, for although many women sought his attention, and he theirs, he could never seem to dedicate himself to just one. Each woman had something to give that he enjoyed, but he had yet to find that one woman who possessed it all.

Laurence gave him a thoughtful look. “I thought I would remain alone,” he said. “That is, until I met Isabel. Many women in this world possess strength, and a man is fortunate when he finds one.”

“I truly am happy for you,” John said, glad the conversation had moved on to a new, and safer, subject. “Perhaps you two shall provide the influence Hannah needs this season. When she sees your happiness, she might just put her wild ways behind her.”

“That is our hope,” Laurence replied. “However, she will need convincing from someone other than ourselves. If she could see that the season is indeed a festive time to celebrate…” his words trailed off and a smile came to his lips. “John,” he said with a thoughtful look, “might I ask a favor of you?”

“Of course,” John replied. “There is nothing I would not do for you.” Laurence was the kind of man who had more than once given John aid, and if doing this man a favor meant John could spend the season with him and leave behind his troubles in Cornwall, he would do anything the man requested.

“Hannah. Would you make her feel…wanted?” Laurence shook his head. “My choice of words is poor. What I mean to say is…that is…”

“You are asking your handsome cousin to feign interest in her?” John asked with a grin. “Perhaps give her a boost of confidence so she will be more willing to accept further invitations from other men?”

Laurence laughed. “Yes, exactly that. I was hoping to say it in a more, let us say, delicate, manner.”

“I would be happy to assist you in this endeavor,” John said as he raised his glass as if to toast. “For the first few weeks, the woman will believe I cannot breathe unless she is in my presence. Her spirit will be lifted to such heights, every eligible man will gaze to the sky in order to see her.”

Laurence shook his head. “You certainly have a high opinion of yourself.”

“Not at all,” John said with a chuckle. “I am simply the pedestal on which Miss Hannah will stand in order to be noticed by someone more…appropriate. I am handsome for a reason, after all.”

“You have never been modest concerning your appearance. If it serves you well, then I believe you have the right to brag.”

Although on the outside John wore a smile, inside he trembled. His handsomeness, as it were, was exactly the reason he was in his current predicament; it had caused him more problems than good as of late. 

“You must understand one thing,” Laurence said, taking on a serious note. “Isabel and her sister’s happiness mean everything to me. You must not allow Hannah, or Isabel for that matter, to learn of this arrangement. It is crucial that Hannah find a suitor this season, for Isabel and I both fear she may try to avoid doing so once again.”

John lifted his glass once more. “Have no fear. There is nothing with which to worry concerning Hannah. She will suspect nothing, and, with my help, I may even be able to guide her to a gentleman worthy of marriage.”

“Thank you,” Laurence replied. “You have no idea how much relief this gives me.”

The two men raised their glasses, and as John took a sip from his, his mind began to wander. It would not be difficult to get this Hannah under his spell, for all women were easily prone to it. Yet, there was more to gain than the gratitude of his cousin. Although he would honor his word and find her a gentleman by the season’s end, he would also have the woman pay him for his generosity. 

And as the plans began to develop in his mind, his smile widened all the more.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Hannah sat on Juliet’s bed listening to her sister explain to their cousin Annabel how she had injured her ankle. It had been Hannah’s intention to seek advice for her dilemma with Albert and the upcoming season, but she was interested in how the girl—no she was now eighteen, no longer a girl but a young woman—had ended up in bed rather than readying herself for her first season.

Although Juliet did not admit why she had been in the stables, Hannah suspected it had something to do with the stable hand, Daniel. A blind man could see that her sister was enamored with the young man; although she denied that fact whenever anyone asked. However, it was Juliet’s way; all extravagant tales and dramatics that Hannah had to admit aided her in the story she was writing. That story that had yet been completed.

“It was then, my dear cousin,” Juliet was saying to Annabel, “that Daniel was too afraid to climb up into the loft.”

Hannah rolled her eyes, but Annabel gasped. “But you suspected a highwayman had taken refuge there from the storm!” she cried. “Did you not fear for your own safety?”

Juliet gave a dramatic sigh and pulled her long black hair over her shoulder. She lay propped up on numerous pillows, her swollen foot wrapped in bandages and lying on a stack of blankets. “When the safety of one’s family is in peril, a woman must take charge. Even when a cowardly stable hand is nearby and refuses to lend aid.”

“You are brave,” Annabel breathed. She took Juliet’s hand in her own. “Such bravery is rare among men and unheard of in women.”

“That is true,” Juliet replied with a shake to her head. “Although, I will be the first to admit that I am no ordinary woman. I have been blessed with both beauty and courage.”

Hannah rolled her eyes again. It was true that Juliet was beautiful, perhaps the loveliest of the three sisters, and Juliet, herself, would be the first to say so. She spoke so often about her own handsomeness that she tended to bore those around her.

“What happened next?” Annabel asked, clearly caught up in the story. “Did you see the man?”

Juliet sighed. “Unfortunately, he was not there. In fact, I found no trace except this bottle of wine.” She lifted the pillow beside her, and Hannah could not help when her eyes widened in shock. “I wanted proof of an intruder, so when I reached out to grab the bottle, I slipped on the rung of the ladder whilst calling out for help.” Juliet wiped at her eyes although Hannah saw no tears. “Daniel, the fool, could not move he was so frozen with fear, and therefore I fell and injured myself.”

Annabel shook her head. “To think that man stood and watched you fall. Does he have no honor? No dignity? Is this what I must endure next year when I attend my first season? Men with no backbone?”

Hannah wished nothing more than to leave so she would not be forced to listen to any more of Juliet’s foolishness, but she still needed to speak with both Juliet and Annabel. The only way to do that was to remain patient until Juliet was finished with her story. 

Juliet sighed again, but this time with less dramatics as before. “I suppose I should not lie further,” she said. “Indeed, Daniel was consumed by fear, but I cannot say he is without honor, for last night, he came into my room and gave me the bottle of wine.”

Hannah could not stop the gasp that sprang from her lips. She may not believe all the stories Juliet told, but it certainly explained how the bottle came into her possession. Highwayman, indeed!

“At first I thought he meant to have his way with me,” Juliet continued, “for uncivilized men are prone to such actions. Even more so with women who possess my beauty, for it is exceedingly rare. I was afraid, for who would hear my cries for help?” Juliet gave a sad smile and Annabel patted her hand. “However, to my surprise, he offered the wine and then his life.”

“His life?” Hannah asked. “What do you mean?” Advice or no, she was nearing the peak of her patience. 

“My dear child,” Juliet said, and Hannah wanted to slap her. The girl was younger than she by a year! “Daniel realized how dishonorable he acted when he allowed me to fall, so he came to bid me farewell. He said he would prove his honor by walking to the top of the hill behind our house and take his own life by falling on the end of a sword.”

The manner in which her sister said this was so serious, Hannah was unsure whether to believe her or not. Daniel was kind, and she could imagine him being honorable, but enough to take his own life? That was suspect.

“He said that the guilt he carried was great and that no matter what he did in life, he would live in shame. Therefore, he asked if he could borrow Father’s sword so he could die with honor.”

Annabel wiped at her eyes. “That is so beautiful.”

“It is,” Juliet replied. “And so, I thought, what is the greatest honor? He, the foolish stable boy, taking his own life? Or me forgiving him for his shortcomings?”

Annabel gasped. “You forgave him?”

“I did. Of course, the man thanked me and said he would now dedicate his life to reclaiming his honor and to lose his fear. I took pity on him and have decided to teach him to read.”

Hannah might not believe everything Juliet said, but she did find the last kind on her sister’s part, and she told her as much.

Juliet smiled and put the bottle to her lips and took a drink. Then she held it out to Hannah and Annabel. “Ladies?”

“It would be best if I did not,” Annabel said. “Although…it is tempting.”

Juliet offered the bottle to Hannah, who shook her head. “No, I am in enough trouble as it is.”

“I know,” Juliet said. “I heard the echoes of your anger last night; they disturbed me from my sleep.” She sighed and took another sip before hiding the bottle under her pillow. “Much like the ghost who kissed me.”

“A ghost?” Annabel gasped. 

Hannah considered taking away the wine bottle and drinking it herself.

“Oh yes,” Juliet replied. “I hear noises in the night, and I have lain in bed whilst the ghost tells me I am beautiful. More than once he has kissed me.”

Hannah hoped her sister would keep these stories to herself. If anyone outside of the family were to hear them, their family name would be tarnished for generations to come. ‘The mad Juliet’ they would say.

“However, that story can wait for another time,” Juliet said, repositioning herself on the pillows. “Now, tell me, dear sister, what happened with Mother that caused me to awaken in the dead of night?”

“That is why I am here,” Hannah replied with a sigh. “We made a pact to help one another in times of need.” Both Juliet and Annabel nodded. Hannah smoothed her skirts in order to delay what had to be said. “You know I do not wish to attend the London season?”

Annabel nodded, but Juliet frowned. “I still do not understand why. Here it is, my first season, and I am stuck in bed with an injured foot. I should be going with you. I have waited my entire life for my first season.” She sat with her arms crossed and a pout on her lips.

“Yes, yes,” Hannah said. “But I believe I have found a way to not be forced to attend, but it requires me to…”

The door opened and Hannah drew in a breath before she realized it was Isabel, who stopped at the end of the bed and gave each woman a glare.

“With each report of trouble, I never find one, but three of you,” she said. She walked over and placed a hand on Hannah’s shoulder. “We must speak.”

Hannah nodded. “I understand. If I am to tell you, then I may as well tell you all, for I need your wisdom in this matter.”

Isabel looked about the room and then joined the three on the bed. This, of course, caused Juliet to beam. 

“Tell us what made you decide to sneak out of the house last night.”

This brought about gasps from the other two girls, but Hannah ignored them. “The very thing that caused me to leave the first time, a year ago, and many times since,” she replied as she wrung her hands in her lap. 

Isabel snorted. “And what would that be?” she demanded.

“The chance to have my dreams come true.”

***

Hannah drew in a deep breath in order to control her emotions. “You all know I have always wanted to write a novel.” 

The others nodded and offered smiles Hannah found encouraging. 

“I learned of a society that consists not only of men, but also several women, who meet in secret every Thursday. So, one day, I found the courage to leave Scarlett Hall late at night and go to this meeting place.”

“Was it a cave?” Juliet asked in clear awe. Leave it to her to bring a mysterious cave into the story! 

“No, it was not a cave,” Hannah snapped. “They meet in a small cottage belonging to a sheep farmer by the name of Albert Moore.” An image of the man kissing her the night before sent a shiver down her spine. “In his home, I found women like myself—women who love to not only read but also to write stories. It was that love of the written word we shared that had me returning as often as I could.” She turned to Isabel. “I am sorry for causing you distress. It was not my intention.”

“It is not me about whom you should be concerned,” Isabel said. “It is Mother. She is troubled by your behavior, and I believe it has frightened her. And rightly so.”

Hannah sighed. “She does not understand. I tried reasoning with her last night; to make her see what I do is worthy of my time despite that it is unbecoming of a lady.”

Juliet shook her head. “You are not telling us everything,” she said in light admonishment. “I heard your voice last night, and you are not one to yell.”

“I did not yell,” Hannah replied defensively, although she could not help the shame that bubbled up inside her. “I merely raised my voice…” Her words trailed off, and she thought of what she had said to her mother before returning to her room. They were cruel words, and she regretted them. The truth of the matter was she should apologize to her mother, but she could not face her again. Not yet.

“What happened last night?” Isabel asked. “Mother said she would not reveal it to me, for the secret is yours to tell.”

Annabel reached over and took Hannah by the hand. “We are sisters,” she said, “bound by our love and the pact we have made. You may tell us if you wish, without fear of any judgment.”

“Yes, Annabel speaks the truth,” Isabel said. “We are here to help. Speak your heart, and we will do what we can to assist.” Juliet echoed agreement, and the four women once more joined hands, as was common whenever they made such vows.

Hannah could not stop the rush of love that welled up inside her. These women had always been there for her, and she had to trust them. “The man who runs the group, Albert, he is a kind man and loves books as much as I. He is also aware of my pain.”

“What pain is that?” Isabel asked.

“The season. To marry.” A great sorrow overtook the love in her heart at the thought of the expectations for her. “Do you not see? If I attend the season, there is a chance that I will meet a man. What if I fall in love?”

“Oh, Hannah,” Isabel said with a light squeeze of her hand, “you should not be worried about falling in love. It is a new experience, but I promise, it is wonderful.”

“But it is not only that. What man will allow his wife to write? To seek a way to have my novel published? That is my dilemma. If I go to London, I will be forced to say goodbye to that which I love—my writing.” 

She was surprised how quickly the room fell silent. What she had expected was to hear Isabel with her ready advice, but instead it was Juliet who spoke first.

“How does this man, Albert, find himself in your troubles? You said he knows your heart? Has he somehow offered you a solution?”

“He has,” Hannah replied. “And that is what is causing the majority of my confusion. He offers to allow me to write, yet I do not love him. Nor do I find him handsome, if I were honest.” She sighed. “I know it sounds cruel, for the man is by no means ugly, but I feel nothing for him, even when he…kissed me.” The last was spoken in a whisper, but by the collective gasp from the other women, they had heard the words quite clearly.

Then Juliet put her head back and laughed. “Forgive me,” she said after several moments of guffaws. “I do not mean to make fun, but you must understand. You? My sweet innocent sister engaged in a kiss with a boy?”

Hannah gave a derisive sniff. “He is no boy. He is forty years of age and has asked for my hand in marriage.” 

The gasps this time were not as pronounced as before, but her sisters’ eyes grew wider. And, for the first time in recent memory, Juliet seemed to have no words to say.

“I know you think me a harlot, but I was not expecting a kiss. In truth, I did not want it, not from him nor anyone else. However, if his proposal allows me to pursue my dream, I may have to endure them to obtain what I want.”

Isabel released her hand and stood beside the bed. Had she upset her sister so much that she could no longer bare to look at her?

“Isabel,” Hannah pleaded, “do not hate me.”

“I could never hate you,” her elder sister replied as she rounded the bed to pull Hannah into her arms. In the comforting embrace, Hannah could not stop the flow of tears. “You are no harlot, and even if you were, nothing could break our bond.”

“Thank you,” Hannah whispered. “Will you help me? Help me find a way to escape this torment Mother inflicts on me. I cannot go to London!” If anyone could find a way to get her out of the mess she had made, Isabel could.

“I do not like to defy our mother,” Isabel said. “However, in this case, I believe I shall make an exception. I will not have my sister marry a man she does not love. Now,” she pushed back a strand of Hannah’s hair, “sit and I shall tell you what I know.”

“Please, do.”

“The society you have joined is not the only one of its kind in this country. In fact, there are many.” 

This shocked Hannah. Why did she not know?

“I heard it mentioned that there is a group that meets in London where the best scholars come together in order to share their knowledge, and women hone their skills of the written word.”

“Is this true?” Hannah asked, not wanting to build her hopes too high. “If so, there is a chance I can meet more people like me! And the best publishing houses are in London!

“Yes, there are many. If you come with me, you would have access to one—or all—of them.”

Hannah worried her bottom lip. “That would mean attending the season, the parties, meeting gentlemen…” Oh, bother! She would be forced to endure the cinching of the ton if she was to gain freedom from them. “Again, I am caught between two choices.”

“I have heard enough,” Juliet said from her propped pillows. “You are not seeing the possibilities in front of you.”

“The possibility of what?” Hannah demanded. “To go to London and get married?”

“No,” her sister replied with a sigh. “You must appease Mother, so you agree to go to London. You may even attend a few parties and dinners and speak with other like-minded women. However, if you remain yourself and keep your nose in a book as you typically do, what man would look your way? This will give you more time to complete your novel, for the chances of you being invited to more parties will dwindle each time you leave one without so much as speaking to a gentleman.”

On most occasions, such words hurt, but Hannah welcomed them now. “You are absolutely right!” she exclaimed. “My younger sister has given me wisdom! I can please Mother and go to London. I can write anywhere, if truth be told. When I return to Scarlett Hall at the end of the season, I will be able to work on my next book. In fact, I can continue this cycle until I become a spinster!” The idea became more intriguing with each word.

Isabel leaned over and embraced Hannah. “You must apologize to Mother before you leave,” she whispered in Hannah’s ear. “She loves you and only wants what is best for you.”

“I will. I promise,” Hannah replied. She would do so, but perhaps not right away; she was still angry with the woman!

Annabel joined Isabel and Hannah in their hug, and Juliet clicked her tongue from the bed. “Do not forget about me! Your sister who injured herself and gave up the season in order to save your lives!”

The other three laughed and made their way back to the bed, where they pulled Juliet into their embrace. It was not an easy task with Juliet’s leg bound and in the way, but that did not matter. Moments such as this brought joy to Hannah’s heart, perhaps as much as writing did. The more she thought about it, the more she realized that attending the season did not mean the end to her writing. Furthermore, she would not have to marry Albert, or any other man for that matter.

And that was the best news of all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

All too soon, the day arrived when Hannah would leave for London. Now, however, she was pleased to be going, not for the same reasons most as women—an excitement of meeting an acceptable suitor—but because she would be able to complete her novel. She had begun her manuscript a year earlier, but completing it had been a challenge, so she hoped a change of setting would bring about new ideas.

She kept her writing in an old ledger cover labeled ‘Business’ in order to keep it from prying eyes—mainly from Juliet—and thus far it had been the perfect hiding place. Now, it lay at the bottom of one of her trunks, which sat beside the front door.

Having already said goodbye to Juliet, Hannah was working up the courage to apologize to her mother. The family butler, Forbes, stood waiting with her, and his eyes seemed to follow her pacing. Quite often, he would offer a kind word or a warm smile, but today it was as if he studied her, which only increased her anxiety.

“Miss Hannah?” the man asked after some time. “You appear troubled. May I do anything to ease your worries?”

Hannah sighed. She wanted his advice, but she could not bring herself to tell him her problems. Perhaps if she asked without outright telling him…

“I must say something to someone, and although my vocabulary is strong, I must say what needs to be said.”

Forbes raised his chin. “In such times, when words are needed, we have a tendency to overthink them.”

Hannah was relieved the butler understood her dilemma, and she waited with rapt attention for whatever guidance he could give. 

“Yes,” the man continued, “one must consider if he should speak with civility and honor, or with common language found in the alleyways of London.” He winked, which made Hannah giggle. “I find that when I am struggling to find the right words, such as you are now, the simplest and most honest of words are the best. If they come from the heart, their meaning will be understood.”

So, he thought she should simply be honest. The truth was, he was correct in his advice, even if the words were a bit confusing. “Thank you, Forbes,” Hannah said. “Your wisdom is appreciated.”

The butler gave a bow to his head, and Hannah hurried away in search of her mother. Yes, it was time to speak from her heart, as Forbes put it, and apologize.

She paused at the door to the study. When she was a child, her father was often gone on business, and if he returned late at night after she had gone to bed, the following morning, she would rush to this room and find him there. He always had a waiting gift as a way to apologize for his absence. Then he would explain the necessity of leaving in order to provide for the family, even when Hannah did not ask for such an explanation. She understood early on that men had their responsibilities, and oftentimes they had to take care of them outside the home.

Despite his explanations, Hannah often wondered if her mother understood the sacrifices her father had made over the years. Hannah doubted the woman did.

When she opened the door, she found her mother standing by the window gazing out as she often did as of late.

“Mother?” Hannah said as she tried to ease her beating heart.

Her mother turned, and for the first time, Hannah noticed the tiny wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. “The day has arrived,” the woman said as she walked toward Hannah. “Your first season. Are you ready?”

“Yes,” Hannah replied. “However, I wish to say something before I leave.” She thought of the advice Forbes had given her, and she did as he suggested. “My words the other night were cruel, and I did not mean them. Forgive me.”

Her mother smiled. “Of course, I forgive you,” she said, and Hannah was surprised to see her eyes glisten with unshed tears. “If I can arrange a proper chaperon for Juliet at some point, I may come to London to see you. Unfortunately, Doctor Comerford has said she will not be able to travel for several months, so she will be unable to attend.”

Hannah felt sorry for Juliet, for the girl had spoken of nothing but the London season since she was fourteen. However, Hannah was not certain she liked the idea of her mother joining her. It was not that she did not want her mother there, but her plans would be ruined if the woman accepted invitations on her behalf, which Hannah had no doubts she would.

However, now was meant for reconciliation, not more arguments. “That would be nice,” Hannah lied. “I expect I will be very busy with the number of invitations I will receive. I am glad to be going now. What a horrible waste of one’s time remaining at home.”

With a raise of an eyebrow, her mother replied, “Indeed.” She took Hannah by the hand. “The season is a magic time, and one does not know what she will find. Maybe a new friendship that will last a lifetime. Or perhaps a gentleman shall win her heart?”

Hannah nodded and forced a smile. No man would win her heart, for it was not a prize to be won. However, if her mother believed Hannah was willing, she would make her happy by acting the part. 

“You know,” her mother continued, “you may be surprised. Love comes when you least expect it, but when it does, it will be the most wondrous of feelings. Do not hide from it. Instead I council embracing it.”

“I will, Mother,” Hannah replied. She took a letter she had written the previous day from her pocket. “This is for Albert. It explains why I cannot accept his proposal of marriage and that I wish the best for him, but I can no longer attend the meetings.”

“A very wise decision,” her mother said, taking the letter and pulling Hannah in for an embrace. “You are much too intelligent and precious to make such a hasty decision.”

Hannah could not stop the smile that spread on her lips, although she felt a twinge of guilt for lying about what was contained in that letter. She knew that if she shut out Albert completely, a bridge would be burned if the need to escape arose later. 

Therefore, in her letter, she explained that she would need more time to consider his proposal, and when she returned from London, she would inform him of her answer. However, her mother did not need to know that.

“The hour is upon us,” her mother said with a quick glance at the clock on the mantel. “Isabel should be arriving at any moment.”

Hannah nodded and followed her mother to the front door. She stopped to take one more glance around. Soon, she would return to Scarlett hall, her novel in the expert hands of a publisher. Juliet would be overcome with jealousy, and Annabel would wish to be in her presence. Isabel and her mother would apologize for doubting her abilities. Yet Hannah would be kind to them all. Perhaps she would buy them all gifts, even Forbes, who always had a kind word for her. 

And as she spent the off-season beginning a new book, she would attain such wealth from the sales of her first, she might even buy the grand house for herself.

***

As Isabel alighted from the carriage and Laurence spoke to the driver, Hannah waited on the stoop. She always admired her older sister, for she had everything any woman could want. She was bright, intelligent, confident, and handsome, and yet what Hannah admired most was her strength. 

“It has arrived,” Isabel said with a smile as she embraced Hannah. “My sister’s first season. Are you excited?”

“Oh, yes,” Hannah lied. “I am looking forward to the months ahead.” That much was true. 

Isabel smiled, and there was movement from the carriage as another person stepped out. He was dressed in an impeccable dark coat and well-fitted tan breaches. He pushed back a dark wave of hair from his brow, and a strange feeling came over Hannah, as if she were running a fever. Her legs became weak, and her heart began to race. The man, whoever he was, was devilishly handsome, perhaps the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

As the man walked toward them, panic overwhelmed Hannah, and she looked toward the winter sky wondering if the sun had brought on this warm feeling, or perhaps she had come down with some sort of illness. Would she be able to use illness as an excuse not to go to London two years in a row? It was doubtful.

“Are you all right?” Isabel asked. “You have grown quite pale.”

Hannah turned to look at Isabel, but when she attempted to reply, she could do nothing more than croak, her throat was so dry. “I…I am feeling…”

The man stood beside them now, and Hannah clamped her mouth shut before she fainted from embarrassment. 

“Ah, yes,” Isabel said with a smile. “Mother, Hannah, may I introduce Lord John Stanford, Marquess of Greyhedge, and cousin to Laurence. He will be accompanying us to London.”

Although her mother seemed able to greet the man, Hannah found the act almost impossible. Somehow, she had forgotten how to speak.

“Miss Hannah,” the Marquess said, and Hannah thought she would indeed faint. The man possessed a voice that was strong yet gentle enough to call down the birds from the trees. “It is an honor to meet you. Isabel has spoken very highly of you.”

“Thank you,” Hannah managed to mumble. How could one man be so handsome? “It is nice to handsome you as well.” She clamped her jaw shut. What was wrong with her? She glanced at the ground, wishing she could hurl herself into the bushes in order to hide herself.

“I beg your pardon?” Lord Stanford asked.

“I know of a cobbler by the name of Hans,” Hannah explained, her mind pushing together whatever it could to devise an explanation that did not make her appear a madwoman. “You could be his son.” She groaned inwardly and resigned herself to the hedges where she would live out the remainder of her days.

However, as so often in her life, Isabel came to her rescue. “You are right,” she said as if studying the Marquess anew. “He does resemble him. He is a spitting image, in fact.”

Hannah let out a sigh of relief, but when she noticed the wicked grin the man wore, she wondered if he believed their story.

“I shall take that as a compliment,” he replied.

“Well, I suppose we should be on our way,” Isabel said.

Her mother hugged Isabel and then Hannah. “Just a moment before you leave,” she said to Hannah. 

“We will wait in the carriage,” Isabel said.

The Marquess nodded and followed Isabel toward the waiting vehicle. 

“I want you to enjoy yourself,” her mother said when the others were gone. “If for any reason you need me, I am here for you.”

Hannah smiled. For all the woman’s wish to see Hannah off and married, she still wanted to help. It eased Hannah’s mind, but she would not be needing her mother’s help anytime soon. The majority of her time would be focused on finishing her manuscript when she was not out pretending to enjoy herself. “Thank you, Mother,” she replied. For a moment there was an uncomfortable silence, so Hannah added, “I should leave now.”

Her mother smiled and hugged her once again. When the embrace broke, Hannah noticed the woman’s eyes were brimming with tears. 

When she entered the carriage, she paused. Isabel and Laurence were sharing a bench, leaving one space open beside Laurence’s cousin. The man wore a wide grin, and when the door shut with a bang behind her, Hannah took the empty seat beside him. She would not be panicked! She would not, no matter how handsome he was!

What she found was that sitting beside him made it worse. She smoothed out her blue skirts and found herself wondering if he liked the color blue.

“I believe I am just as excited for this season as you,” Laurence said, breaking the silence. “Like you, this is my first. I believe we will both have much to share about our newfound experiences.”

“I agree, Your Grace” Hannah replied, feeling Lord Stanford’s gaze upon her. “It will be very amusing.”

Laurence sighed. “I have told you before; you must call me Laurence,” he said with a smile as the carriage pulled forward. “We are family, after all.”

Before Hannah could respond, Lord Stanford spoke. “That is true. And for that reason, you must call me John. After all, we are all part of the same family now that your sister has married Laurence.”

Hannah found she could not look at the man, so she watched as her mother lifted her hand and waved just before she and Scarlett Hall disappeared from sight.

“May I call you Hannah?”

Turning from the window, Hannah focused on her hands in her lap. “That is fine…John.” Saying the man’s name caused a bead of sweat to trail down her forehead, which begged to be removed. However, a lady did not do such a thing in the company of a gentleman. What would this man think of her if she did such an unladylike thing? 

The next thing she knew, a kerchief was placed in her hand. “Please, the sun is particularly hot for this time of year.” 

Hannah could only nod at John, and she quickly dabbed at her brow. When she went to return the kerchief, he shook his head. “No, it is yours. Consider it the first gift of many of the season.”

Hannah looked to Isabel, hoping her sister would help her escape the conversation, but the woman was peering out the window. 

“I realize one’s first season can be distressing at first, but you have no reason to worry. I am quite experienced with everything in London, so if you are in need of companionship or have questions, please feel free to call on me.”

“Thank you,” Hannah murmured. She looked up to see him staring at her, and she thought she would melt right at that moment. It was as if his smile drew her in, and she lacked the power to fight against it. His cheekbones were high, and his jaw set just right. She had studied many of the finest sculptures and could imagine this man chiseled by skilled hands. Of course, those sculptures lacked clothing. Oh, why had she remembered that? Her cheeks had to be keeping them all warm!

“There is so much I want to ask you,” John said. “You must forgive me, for I am a curious one.”

Hannah could not help but smile. “Please, feel free to ask me anything.” Amazingly, she meant what she said, for what she wanted was to share everything with this man.

“The cobbler of whom you spoke?” he said, his grin widening, “Tell me more about him and his son.”

Oh, goodness! she thought. Anything but that!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

During the journey, Hannah was thankful that Laurence kept his cousin occupied with conversation. Her blasted tongue! What was wrong with her? When John had asked her about the cobbler—who did not exist, if the truth be known—she could not help but pretend to be Juliet and make up a story right there on the spot. The man seemed satisfied with her explanation, thank heavens, but that did not diminish the embarrassment she carried with her. 

They traveled until an hour before sundown, stopping at an inn along the way. After seeing their things to their rooms and washing the dust of the journey from her face and hands, she met the others in the dining room of the inn, where they had a lovely dinner of baked partridge and yams. Although the other three engaged in conversation, Hannah picked at her food, as lovely as it was, and could not wait to have the meal end. Several times, she could have sworn that John was staring at her, yet when she turned to look, he was already speaking to Laurence or laughing at something Isabel had said.

Now, Hannah sat in a large comfortable chair, a book in her lap, beside a roaring fire in a tiny room that had a small collection of reading material. Laurence and Isabel had remained in the dining room to share in drinks—where John had gone Hannah did not know, nor did she care—and Hannah was happy to have the small sanctuary located between the desk where they checked in and the dining hall. 

The fire crackled and cast its light on the only other occupant in the room, a much older woman, perhaps in her seventies, who wore a black dress. Her hands and neck were adorned with jewels, and she stared at the fire as if it held some sort of secret. 

Hannah smiled, and the woman turned to look at her. “Off to London, are you?” the woman asked in a voice that was close to shouting.

“I am indeed,” Hannah replied.

The old woman sighed. “I remember my first season. Well, not necessarily a season but more a local party hosted by some baron or another. That is where I met my Harold fifty years ago.” She leaned forward. “And we have been married ever since.”

“That is lovely,” Hannah replied. “To be in love for that long is an amazing feat.”

The old woman snorted, and Hannah wondered if she had offended her in some way. “It was love at first sight, if you can believe such a thing exists. Then it became a chore. At least I have my jewels.” She fingered one of the many necklaces she wore and sighed. Then, with a grunt, she pulled herself from the chair. “Be sure you get plenty of jewelry. It is the least a woman should receive for a life of servitude.”

Hannah could not help but stare at the woman in shock as she left the room. So, her fears concerning marriage were justified. There was no hope for those who gave into what their heart might feel. At least she would never become one of those women!

Once again at peace with her life’s choices, she returned to her book, but it was not long before her mind wandered back to John. He was so dashing and his smile was so warm. She giggled at a thought that perhaps his smile held some magical element, for it seemed to brighten a room and warm her heart.

She sat up in shock. What was she doing thinking of the man in such a manner? She had a task before her, a novel that was in need of completion, and she had no business wasting her time on some man who would more than likely leave her in an emotional heap. However, despite her desire to push him from her thoughts, she could not glean one word from her book, and with a sigh of frustration, she closed the book with a snap.

“I see that I may not be welcome to join you.”

Hannah turned to find John standing beside her, a glass of amber liquid in his hand, his towering figure intriguing but not as intimidating as she would have expected. What if this man, like the hero in the book she had been attempting to read, were to grab her and kiss her by the firelight? Would his lips be cold and hard or warm and soft? 

Her cheeks burned, and she scolded herself for such thoughts. She was an intelligent woman, not some daft ninny!

“I apologize for the intrusion,” he said. “Enjoy your evening.” 

He turned to leave, and she could not stop herself from saying, “Wait! My apologies. It is not you with whom I am frustrated but rather this book.”

He arched an eyebrow, and she fought to breathe. 

“Please, join me.” There, that was not so bad, was it? She almost laughed. The result of her invitation remained to be seen.

“I would like that,” John said. He flashed her a smile so beautiful Hannah felt herself melting into the chair as he took the seat in the blue high back chair across from her. “Do you read often?”

“Yes, I do,” Hannah replied. It suddenly occurred to her that a gentleman such as this man would not see a lady reading as a positive attribute, and for the first time, she was uncertain how she felt about that. 

However, John did not seem to have that opinion, for he replied, “That is good. Too many are consumed with subjects that are, shall we say, trivial in nature? They do not take the time to read.”

His response shocked, and pleased, her, and when he winked, she felt that same heat she had earlier. “Y-you?” she stammered. “You enjoy reading, as well?”

“But of course,” he replied as if it was the most logical thing a man could do. “A true gentleman must have a library in order to read, and he also must be willing to allow those around him to share in its splendor.”

A dizziness grasped Hannah. He was dashing and he enjoyed reading? 

“That is enough about me,” he said, crossing a foot over the opposite knee. “For I am all too boring.”

“Not at all!” Hannah said, much louder than she had anticipated. She swallowed and made another attempt, this time with better moderation of her voice. “You are not boring at all. In fact, I find you intriguing.” Her throat went dry as he lifted his glass and took a drink from it. How a man could make a simple motion so interesting was beyond her. 

“Intriguing?” he said with a laugh. “I suppose I am at that. So, tell me, when you are not reading, what do you enjoy doing for entertainment?”

Hannah glanced toward the door and then back at him. Would the man laugh if she told him the truth? She did not know him, but for some reason, she felt her secrets safe with him. “Butterflies,” she replied. “I find myself watching them in the garden and then sketching them and reading about them later.”

His jaw dropped, and Hannah braced herself for his taunt. Well, you did it to yourself, you know.

“That is amazing,” he said, yet again surprising Hannah. “May I share something with you? You must promise you will never tease me or tell another soul.”

“Never,” she whispered as she leaned forward in her chair. “I would never do anything to hurt you.” Her heart fluttered as she said the words, and she realized they were the truth.

“I have no skills in drawing, but I am fascinated with winged creatures as you are. However, my interest lies with the birds. The freedom they possess and the manner in which they rise above us all, to journey through the skies to undiscovered faraway lands…” He sighed. “It is as the poet MacArthur once said. ‘To be as the bird is to be free.’”

“So beautiful,” Hannah said, although she had never heard of the poet. “You also read poetry?”

“When I am not writing it.”

Hannah had to take a drink of her wine in order to cool herself. She had to learn more about this man, thus the wine could lend aid in that arena, as well. 

However, as she set her glass back on the nearby table, a woman of great beauty entered the room. Her hair was a darker blond than Hannah’s and her blue dress emphasized a nearly perfect figure. The woman was indeed lovely, far more so than Hannah could ever hope to be.

“My Lady,” John said, rushing from the chair and smiling a broad smile that showed dimples Hannah had not seen before. “This is the finest chair in this establishment. Please, take it.” He moved aside and offered her his hand to allow her to sit. 

“Thank you…”

“Lord John Stanford,” he finished for her as his eyes looked her up and down with appreciation. 

“It is a pleasure,” the woman said. “I am Miss Catherine Oakley.” She batted her eyelashes at him, and Hannah could do nothing but stare as John brought a chair and set it between her and Miss Oakley. 

Was the woman so blind that she could not see that she and John were sharing a special moment? Then, as the woman answered yet another question John had asked, the realization of what had occurred came over her. The woman had seen John’s smile and wanted it for herself. Caring nothing for Hannah’s feelings, she arrived to steal him away from her. 

She wanted to laugh. What a foolish thought. Who was John to her anyway? They were merely traveling companions and nothing more. Furthermore, John would never be fool enough to be led away by any woman, let alone this Miss Oakley. He was clearly more sophisticated than to allow such a thing to happen.

“Alas, another season,” John said with a laugh. “Perhaps it will be my last; although, I suspect this may be the best season yet.”

“Why, that is my hope, as well,” Miss Oakley replied with that titter men seemed to find delightful. “Though I grow bored of the endless parties, at times. It is my dream that one day life shall be much simpler.” The woman sighed and looked past John to Hannah. “Do you not agree?”

“It is her first season,” John replied for her. “It would be unwise to make a judgment before experiencing it, would you not say?”

Miss Oakley giggled. “Oh, then you are but a babe just out of swaddling? I shall speak no more of the season, then.” She leaned in closer to John, and John turned so his back was to Hannah. “I must know someone you know. In what businesses are you involved?”

John laughed. “Too many of which to speak,” he replied. “Although, I can assure you there is nothing on which I do not have my hands.” 

Hannah’s jaw dropped. Was he being crass? From the tiny giggle Miss Oakley gave, she assumed he was. 

“This is good to know,” the woman said as she rose from her chair. “I should find my father before he drinks every bottle of spirits in the inn.”

“He sounds like a man I would like to meet one day.”

“I will arrange that,” Miss Oakley replied. “In fact, I shall leave my father’s address with the innkeeper. Do send a card when you arrive in London. I believe my father would be most eager to do business with a man such as yourself.”

Hannah could not help but glare at the woman. How dare she disguise pleasure as business! 

John went to speak, no doubt to tell the woman that he would not be able to meet because he would be much too busy, but Isabel entered the room before he could say anything more.

“Hannah,” Isabel said in a chastising tone, “it is late. We should be off to bed.”

With burning cheeks, Hannah clasped her book to her breast and stood. “It was a pleasure to meet you,” she said to Miss Oakley, although the lie burned on her tongue. What she wanted was to throw her book at the woman!

“Good night,” John said, and Hannah let out a sigh. She had nothing about which to be concerned; John was much too intelligent for this woman, and he would not be led astray.

Once in her room, she found herself staring at the ceiling, her mind once again thinking of John. As many peculiar thoughts had raced through her brain that day, two in particular pushed their way above the others. 

Why was she concerned with whom John spoke? And why had that concern made her want to hurt Miss Oakley, a person with whom she had just been acquainted? 

***

As Hannah left with her sister, John let out a sigh of relief. Not because the woman had left but rather for the string of tales he had told through the day in order to appease her. He had no interest in birds or reading, nor had he ever read a line of poetry outside of what had been required at university, and even then he found it dull. However, he saw the effect his words had on Hannah by her smile. She had seemed fascinated with his every word, and his progress with her was bound to please Laurence. 

Yet, a peculiar feeling had come over him as she left the room, for a part of him had not wanted her to go. 

“I should retire, as well,” Miss Oakley said, interrupting his thoughts. “Father wishes to leave at sunrise, and the hour is late.”

The woman was pretty, like most other women with whom he had made an acquaintance, but that made her much too typical for his tastes. However, he could not resist making a woman, any woman, smile. He was not the rogue many believed him to be, but neither was he a prude, and he justified his actions by remembering the smile he gave them. 

“Such a travesty to miss another moment of your company,” he said with a bow and a secretive smile that had never let him down when it came to women. He was not disappointed when she honored him with a deep blush. It was not the same pinkness of the cheeks he received from Hannah, but rather a more knowledgeable reddening that said she was accustomed to such attention. However, he enjoyed the game as much as most men enjoyed playing piquet. “Perhaps fate will allow us to speak again one day.”

“That would be lovely,” Miss Oakley replied, that blush deepening. “My father has many businesses, and I am certain when I tell him what a gentleman you are, he will be pleased to invite you to dinner and share in some of his fine brandy as you engage in business dealings together.”

John smiled, but his mind raced. The fact of the matter was he was in need of some new business connections, and if this woman could initiate such a connection, it might be exactly what he needed. If it meant pretending to find her interesting in the process, then so be it. “That would be wonderful. I am eager to meet him.”

“Then I will await your card,” she said before turning and leaving as gracefully as she had entered. 

John returned to his chair. On most occasions such as these, those occasions where he piqued the interest of some woman such as Miss Oakley, he felt a sense of pride in his accomplishments. These encounters typically were followed up with him sending a card, calling over, and engaging in conversation. It was a ritual much like a hunter stalking his prey. There was a thrill in the game. 

In the end, when he had completed his task, he found such women boring. Oftentimes they would speak of embroidery or other mundane tasks that held no appeal to him. That was when he would break their hearts. He never set out to hurt anyone, but as he continued to play his game, he no longer saw the woman but rather a conquest of sorts. 

The problem now was that, a month earlier, he had sworn off the game.

He trembled at the memory and grabbed his glass to take a swift drink. Not only had he met his match, but it had not ended as he would have liked. For that reason, he had left his home in Cornwall and sought refuge with his cousin.

The room was now empty, as was the seat beside him. The woman who had occupied it earlier intrigued him. He did not feel a bit guilty for lying concerning his love for nature and books, but he had done it for a noble cause. Regardless, something about the woman caused him to pause. By all appearances, she was a bluestocking through and through, but she lacked the plainness of many of the women he knew who preferred books to men. 

When he had first laid eyes on her that morning, he had to exaggerate his bravado lest he be consumed by her beauty. When she spoke, it was with authority no matter how quiet her voice was.

And then there was the mention of the cobbler, Hans, and his son.

John was no fool. He had heard quite clearly that she had called him handsome, but he enjoyed teasing her in the carriage by inquiring more about this supposed cobbler. The more she tried to explain, the more improbable was her story, but as she spoke, he found himself drawn in by her voice.

“It is the drink,” he mumbled into his glass. “You can have any woman you choose, and it will not be a bluestocking, I promise you that.” He finished off the rest of his drink and then gazed into the fire. Although he was intrigued with Hannah, they had nothing in common. 

That was not true; they both were equally handsome. 

He chuckled. No, he would have to find a different woman by the end of the season, one he could finally marry and put the troubles he left behind in Cornwall away for good.

“You have not retired to bed?” Laurence asked as he stepped into the room. 

John smiled at his cousin, who took the seat Hannah had vacated earlier. How strange that this recluse—made so of his own doing because of his embarrassment over his leg—was going to London. John wanted to know what Isabel had done to make such great changes in this man.

“No, I have been thinking on a few things,” John replied to the question Laurence had asked. 

His cousin chuckled. “Fires tend to do that with men.”

A server entered the room with a tray that held two mugs. He placed them on the table, bowed, and then left the room. John looked down at the ale and smiled.

“Indeed, fires can bring about many thoughts,” he replied as he picked up one of the mugs. “Thanks for this.” He lifted the mug as if to toast.

Laurence lifted his in reply. “It has been some time since I have enjoyed a good mug of ale.”

John chuckled. “Indeed. Concerning that, and I do not mean to be rude…”

“We are family. Speak freely.”

“You were never one to leave your home, and now you are on your way to London for the season? What has changed that made you decide to do such a thing?”

Laurence pursed his lips in thought. “There are many factors, but in truth, I must admit it was all due to Isabel.”

“She is making you attend?” John asked in surprise. Was the man so in love that he would allow his wife to dictate his comings and goings? If this was the case, the dukedom was in dire trouble.

“No,” Laurence said with a laugh. “Isabel, she has the strength many women, and perhaps even men, lack. It was in that strength that I confronted my past.”

“That is good news,” John said, thinking about his own past. “I am pleased for you. I have not seen you this cheerful since…”

“Yes, since before my parents’ untimely death. I am at peace now, as much as they are.”

John considered the man’s words. To be at peace was something for which he longed, but he doubted the existence of another woman such as Isabel for himself.

“How was your conversation with Hannah?” Laurence had a twinkle in his eyes John was unsure if he cared for or not. 

“Intriguing.” He glanced to either side to assure himself no one could overhear. “The woman loves to read. I must admit that, although I care nothing for such activities, she did make it sound interesting.”

“She is a good woman, but I fear she has become so engrossed in her books, she has forgotten the outside world. I did the same, but for different reasons, and I believe this season will force her out into the world.”

“I will do what I can to help,” John said. “Judging by our conversation tonight, she is excited about the season. I have no doubt that she will find the perfect suitor before she is to return home.”

“That will make Isabel and myself, and her mother, very happy,” Laurence said with a smile. “But what of you? This is your fourth season. Will you come away with a woman you believe is worthy as a bride?”

“Oh, yes,” John replied. “By the end of the season, I will have a bride-to-be.”

“Then we shall drink to luck, for both you and Hannah.” He raised his mug. “May you both find what you seek.”

John raised his mug in agreement. He was unsure about Hannah, but he knew he needed as much luck as he could get.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

As Hannah followed Laurence and Isabel through their London residence, a townhouse much larger than she had expected with its nine bedrooms, a ballroom, and a library, as well as the typical drawing and other necessary rooms. Granted, it was not as large as Scarlett Hall, but it was impressive, nonetheless.

Scarlett Hall. Just the thought of her childhood home gave her a longing to return there, to return to a time when these heavy burdens to attend the season were not forced upon her. A time when she was allowed to read whenever she liked, wherever she wished, and rarely called upon to pretend to be someone she was not. She also missed the open fields, but the small park nearby would have to do.

Hannah perked up when she went to the bedroom assigned her and found she had been assigned a lady’s maid, Sally by name. To most women of the ton, having a lady’s maid was as common as owning a pair of stockings. However, Hannah’s mother thought the cost of such a servant was unnecessary, especially when one had three daughters.

“You may have a lady’s maid when you marry,” she had told her daughters often. “Until then, rely on one another for aid in dressing.”

To be honest, Hannah could not have cared less if she had a maid or not, but the fact she had one now, she had to admit, was a bit exciting. Juliet was not a patient companion when it came to dressing, especially on those nights when full-dress was required.

After an early dinner of which Hannah ate little—traveling did that to her—she gained permission to visit the library. Laurence did not seem surprised at the request; Hannah wondered if she was that obvious and realized she should not be. Regardless, she was glad for the distraction.

The sun had yet to set, and it streamed rays through a grand window that brought light to the otherwise dark room. Bookshelves filled two of the walls floor to ceiling, the rich dark-stained wood crafted with intricate lines. Two large club chairs sat before a fireplace, a dying fire popping from time to time in the grate. To some, the room had a stuffiness that would have sent them running to the open airiness of the drawing room. However, to Hannah, it was like a comfortable blanket.

She would have enjoyed it much more if a problem were not gnawing at the back of her mind. Thoughts of John and the night before persisted, and although she did not wish ill will on Miss Oakley, Hannah could not help but wonder how long the two had spent talking beside the fire after she retired. 

Against her will, her imagination took root. She could picture them, their chairs pushed close together, Miss Oakley seducing John with her beauty and wit and leaving poor John to cower in fright when the woman made an attempt to kiss him against his will. He was a gentleman and would never strike a lady; however, Hannah would be happy to do it for him. With steps as quick as lightning, she would give the woman a right slap for her forwardness, and Miss Oakley would beg for forgiveness. Then, when the woman ran away in shame, Hannah would allow John to hold her.

A loud pop from the fireplace brought Hannah back to the library, and she placed a hand on her cheek in horror. What was wrong with her? Never in her life had she ever thought of striking a girl—or a woman—because of a man! Juliet, yes, for her moments of foolishness, but never had she grown so jealous she wished to strike someone. Then again, she had never had any interest in a man before….

“You have a guilty expression.”

Hannah turned to see Isabel enter the room, a wide grin on her face. 

“Have you been caught in something you should not?”

Is she so strong and wise that she could read my thoughts? Hannah wondered in a panic. No, that was ridiculous.

“Do I need to inform Laurence?”

She did know!

“I…” The words stuck in Hannah’s throat. What would Laurence do when he found out she had found an attraction for his cousin?

Isabel came to stand in front of Hannah, her arms crossed over her breasts. “Imagine his horror in learning you have stolen one of his books.”

Hannah sighed as her body deflated with relief. She would not have to confess the truth to her sister!

“This is so exciting,” Isabel said as she plopped herself into the chair beside Hannah. “Our first season together! I do wish Juliet was here to share in it with us, as well.”

“Yes, I do, too,” Hannah said. “I never thought I would miss her, but I truly do.”

Isabel nodded and looked around the room as if in search of something. “John seems a nice man.”

“Yes,” Hannah said, unable to keep an image of his smile from appearing in her mind. “Very nice.”

“Do you enjoy his company?”

Hannah nodded.

Her sister seemed to study her for a moment. Did she know the extent of interest Hannah had in the man?

“We have made several plans, including taking a carriage ride through St. James Park. I have never been, but I hear it is a marvelous place to meet others. On Friday, I believe we shall go shopping for a new dress.”

Hannah understood that it was a part of the season to engage in numerous activities; however, she had come for a specific reason. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “What of the society?” she asked with a glance toward the door. “The one of which you spoke?”

“From what I heard, they are to meet in a fortnight on a Tuesday late in the evening,” her sister replied. “I have already sent word that they should expect your arrival.”

Hannah bounded from her chair and embraced her sister. “Thank you for that! My dreams will come true this season, I can tell. And although my book will be discussed often once it is published, I will never forget your help in this matter.”

Isabel took Hannah’s hand. “You are more than welcome. And to be honest, it was Laurence who told me about this group. However, you must never tell anyone else.”

“Oh, you have my word!” Hannah said, liking her brother-in-law even more.

“And do not forget your promise,” Isabel said with a pointed look. “You are to genuinely attend whatever functions come your way and be open to meeting gentlemen who approach you.”

The price she had to pay in order to see her book completed, and published, was well worth the inconveniences as far as she was concerned. Although she had no desire to meet any gentleman, nor to fall in love, she agreed, nonetheless. “I will attend so many balls you will scold me for never being here. In fact, when is our first?”

“Laurence has a good friend, Mr. Hugh Elkins, who is hosting a party next Saturday. His parties are known to be the best for starting the season off right, and his invitations are highly coveted, even if he is the younger son of an earl and not an earl himself.” She patted Hannah’s hand. “Now, I would advise you to prepare for bed soon. We will be busy tomorrow and every day that follows. You will need sleep when you can take it.” She stood just as John entered the room and stopped upon seeing them.

“Oh, forgive me for interrupting,” he said.

Isabel smiled. “Not at all. I was just bidding Hannah a good night.”

“I promise to be in and out in a jiffy. I have been wanting to read for the last few nights, and I simply could not put it off for another day.”

A flutter in her heart left Hannah a bit breathless, especially when John smiled at her before moving to one of the bookcases. 

When Hannah looked at Isabel, she could not help but notice the tiny smile that played on her lips, as if she had some sort of secret. Yet, it was there only a few moments, and Hannah wondered if her mind was playing tricks on her. 

 “Well, goodnight,” Isabel said, and she left the room, leaving Hannah alone with John. 

Then a thought came to Hannah. Was it appropriate for her to be alone in a room with the man? In all reality, they were not courting, and he was a guest in the house just as she was, after all. They were bound to run into one another from time to time, were they not? 

Yes, it is fine, she assured herself.

“Ah, here it is,” he said as he pulled a book off the shelf. “‘The Gentleman’s Guide to Africa’. I was recommended this book some time ago, but I have not had the chance to find it. When I learned Laurence had a copy, I could hardly believe it.”

Hannah could do nothing more than nod—her voice had somehow left her once again. John took the chair Isabel had vacated and sat gazing at her, and Hannah had to fight the urge to shift in her seat.

“And what is it you are reading?” he asked as he leaned over to look at her book.

“The…poetry of Rice.”

“Rice?” John asked with a small frown. “How would one write about such a food?” He shrugged. “If you enjoy it enough you might fill a whole book, I suppose.”

Hannah could not stop herself from closing her eyes and laughing, but when she opened her eyes once more and saw him staring at her with a worried look, she stopped and covered her mouth. Had he been serious in his statement? She wished she could pull the cushion over herself and hide.

“I see I am not caught up with the latest poetry.” He sighed as Hannah struggled to contain her laughter, even as it horrified her that she wanted to laugh. “There is no need to poke fun at me. I shall write a poem concerning pudding.”

She could no longer hold in her mirth, and tears streamed down her face as she laughed so hard her stomach hurt. Finding her breath was difficult, but she wiped the tears from her eyes and took a deep breath to bring herself back under control. 

The poor man wore an exasperated look. “It is something many people enjoy…”

She could not allow the man to suffer any longer. “It is not rice as in the food; it is the man’s name. Bartholomew Rice.”

John cleared his throat, his cheeks a bright crimson. “I see. I was only speaking in jest, you know. Of course, no one would write about rice—the food.”

Hannah suppressed another giggle and did her best to regain her composure. She studied the man as he opened the book before him. Even his eyes were handsome, if such a thing were possible, and his lips moved as he read, which she found an enthralling action, perhaps the most arresting thing she had ever seen.

“We are to take a carriage ride in St. James Park. Did your sister tell you?”

Hannah, who had been sitting gazing at him with her chin resting in her hand, her elbow leaning on the arm of the chair, sat up straighter in the chair. “Yes. Before you arrived she informed me.”

“I have been to St. James Park many times,” he said as he closed his book. “It is nice, but you must endure countless greetings and pretend you are fascinated with everything you see.”

“Oh, you are accompanying us?” she asked stupidly. Had he not included himself in that ‘we’ he mentioned? 

He nodded. “I am.”

Well, that made the outing seem that much more appealing than it had been when she first learned of it. 

“I imagine we will see each other quite often throughout the season,” he continued. “We will more than likely attend many of the same functions and parties. If you do not mind my company, of course.”

Hannah shook her head so quickly, she thought it might leave her shoulders. “Not at all,” she blurted before she could restrain her response. “You must not…I mean, you should remain with us the entire season.” Why had she said that? Was she concerned he would find others with whom he would rather spend his time? Why should she care? It was all so confusing! She would not fall in love with anyone, this man included!

However, when he rose from the chair and smiled down at her, she knew she was lying to herself. “I look forward to that,” he said. “For you, Hannah, have already made my season better than all the others combined. Goodnight.” He bowed and left the room, leaving Hannah staring at the closed door.

She released her breath and sank into the softness of the chair. He thought she would make the season better? He wished to spend more time with her? 

Setting her book to the side, she rested her head into the back of the chair, her mind bringing forth images of what the time they spent together would be like. Some of them even made her blush.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

A pair of feet moved quickly through Scarlett Hall, although they produced no sound. To take such careful steps was a mastery long practiced and had never failed. The house was large, much too large for a single family—even if they had four children who inhabited it at one time. 

Now, another bed sat empty, and it was as if the walls spoke of the loneliness left behind. Not everyone listened to the walls, but some existed to do just that.

The figure stopped outside Juliet’s room and, as was done many times before, opened the door without a sound. A smile formed on lips—just as they had before—and a few steps later eyes soaked in the innocent figure of the youngest of the Lambert daughters.

She slept in her shift, her body atop the heavy blanket. With each rise and fall of her breath, her bosom moved ever so gently. The figure sighed as it reached out and brushed back a long strand of dark hair from the girl’s face. Although she was beautiful, the young woman was prone to mischief. That was a shame, for she would have made a worthy bride, but she would never change. A shame, indeed.

The figure placed a hand to her cheek and relished in the smooth skin. Although tempted to kiss her head as was done many times before, it was not worth the risk of waking her. Juliet needed her rest, and waking her would serve no purpose.

A sigh escaped as the figure left the room, closing the door as quietly as when entered, and the figure moved to the closed door that led to the bedroom of the Lady of the house. The woman was a striking beauty matched only by that of her daughters. The matriarch who controlled not only the vast home and wealth, but the women who resided within it.

Like Juliet, her mother slept soundly, although blankets covered her form. Many nights had been spent watching this woman as she slept. For hours, the figure stood in the darkness contemplating how to proceed with the plan. 

Lady Eleanor shifted in the bed, and tension seized the figure as the woman sighed and turned to face the window, her back to the watcher. It was too great a chance standing here, not when the time to complete the task was so near. 

Therefore, the figure left the room and made its way to the room belonging to Hannah. The feeling of being in her room both thrilled and excited, and there was a longing for the woman. For he had desired her longer than she would ever have suspected. He walked over to her bed and ran a hand over the soft blanket before leaning over and inhaling the sweet fragrance left on her pillow. 

“Soon we will be united,” he whispered as if she were there. “And we shall kiss as lovers do.” 

He went to her vanity table where several bottles of perfume sat side by side. She was far too beautiful to need such fragrances, so he would rid her of them soon enough. She was for his eyes only, and he had to be careful lest another man try to steal her from him.

However, before he could worry about another man stealing her, he needed to find a way to gain her trust. Over time, he had gained much, enough that she confided her secrets in him. However, that was not enough. She would have to see him in a different light, and now that she had left for the season, he needed something to move his plan into action.

He was to entice the woman, lead her away from her childhood home, and once she was his, they would return to Scarlett Hall as man and wife. Lady Eleanor would not be happy, for he was far older than her daughter, but it would not matter, for once they were wed, he would finally take control of the house and the wealth that accompanied it. He and Hannah would commandeer the set of suites the mistress of the house currently occupied, allowing him to work his way through the coffers, changing his life from a humble man to one who was elevated in the ton. 

Yet, how could he gain that last bit of trust that was needed?

Standing in the shadows, he thought the task impossible, but then an idea came to him as he spotted an intricate hair pin. By all accounts, the object was innocent enough, but as a plan formed in his mind, he realized that the pin would be the key to his success. It would unlock the heart’s desires, and Hannah would trust him like never before. 

His enthusiasm was so great, he considered shouting out with joy. However, he could not do such a thing. If he did, he would be revealed, and it was much too early to have that happen. Therefore, he placed the hairpin into his jacket pocket and left the room once more. 

As he passed by Juliet’s room again, he stifled a laugh. Her mischievous ways would soon be over, for once he took control of the house, she would be sent far away. If Lady Eleanor took it in her mind to attempt to stop him, he would make sure she was sent packing, as well. The woman had no right to run a house when a man was willing and able to do such things. 

Moving down the stairs, he peeked into the library and smiled. Hannah had spent many hours of her life in this room, and he would indulge himself in sitting where she had sat so often.

After all, who was there to stop him?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

In the past, Hannah cared little for dresses and the other feminine things Juliet and other women of the ton found important. However, she could not help but admire the silky white dress as she viewed herself in the full-length mirror. It had a high waist, flowing skirts and light blue lace at the cuffs and down the front. Over it, she wore a blue Pelisse coat that reached to her knees. Although she loved the coat, she hated the idea of covering the beautiful dress, but with the weather still cool, she had little choice. The fact was, she wished to look her best for the carriage ride through St. James Park.

“Is it your hair?” Sally asked. “I’m sorry if it doesn’t meet your approval. I can do much better if you’d like.”

Hannah smiled at the nervous lady’s maid. The woman was kind and always seemed to fret over whether she had displeased Hannah or not. “Not at all,” Hannah replied. “The style is well done. I must admit, your work is always wonderful.”

The woman beamed at the compliment and seemed to relax.

As Hannah turned her attention back to her reflection, however, she frowned. “My dress is adequate, but I must admit, for the first time I see myself as rather plain.”

“You are far from plain, Miss Hannah,” Sally said, her eyes wide with shock. “You are beautiful, in fact. I’d expect you’ll need to buy an extra bag for all the cards you’ll receive this season.”

Hannah could not help but laugh, feeling a bit better. She cared not for any cards, but for some reason she had an overwhelming urge to please John, and that fact nettled her. Why should she care what he thought? They were merely friends, or at least that was what she had come to consider him—as a friend—based on their common interests. 

That aside, however, she had spent last night and this morning fretting over her dress. The truth was that she did not want John whisked away by some woman for the remainder of the season. If a woman such as Miss Oakley used his good nature against him, the poor man would only be made to look the fool. The more she considered it, the more she realized it was up to her to take the initiative and entice John to stay near her. Yet, how did one go about doing such a thing?

“Sally?” Hannah said, turning to the maid. The woman was nearing thirty, and over the past few days, Hannah had felt comfortable enough to share some of her secrets with the woman. “I must ask you for some advice.”

“But of course, Miss,” Sally replied. “I’ll do my best to help.”

“Suppose a woman has a friend, a gentleman friend. She has no intentions of romantic notions with him, of course.” An image of John kissing her as they stood beside the fire came to mind and she pushed it away with heat in her cheeks. “At the same time, she finds a need to keep him nearby. Shall we say, out of the hands of other women? To protect him, of course.”

“I see,” Sally replied.

“How would you advise her to proceed in keeping him safe?”

Sally walked over to the vanity table. “Well, a woman must use both her mind and heart to do such a thing,” she said. She picked up a bottle of perfume. “The first step would be to entice him with a scent. May I?”

Hannah nodded. “Please do.”

Sally added a dab behind each ear, on her wrists, and in the hollow of her throat. “Does this gentleman in question enjoy conversation?”

“He does,” Hannah replied, remembering the night at the inn—before Miss Oakley had arrived, of course. “He enjoys the same activities as I…that is, my friend. Do you believe one should continue engaging him in conversation?”

“Yes, Miss. There is one more thing.” She bit at her lip. “I’m afraid it might offend you. It’s not very becoming of a lady such as yourself, but I’ve heard women in your position speak of it.”

“You will not offend me,” Hannah replied, now curious as to the advice this woman was to give. Unbecoming of a lady? “What do you suggest I do?”

Sally glanced at the closed door and then took a half-step toward Hannah. “You may feign a fall or illness, either one will do the trick, it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that he will then want to help you. My sister did that to a man. She pretended she was faint and fell against him, and of course he had no choice but to hold her or she would have fallen to the ground.”

Hannah’s eyes went wide. “Oh, my! That is quite…”

“Bold?” Sally said, finishing the sentence for her. “That might be true, but when the man held her, something changed between them, like a spark ignited that lit a fire that burned deep. It came as no surprise when they were married within the year.”

Hannah considered Sally’s advice. She had no plans to marry John, but what the woman said made sense. She had to keep him safe from those women who would use him for their own gain. This was not solely an attempt to gain his attention; she already had that. 

“Thank you,” Hannah said and then gave the woman a hug. “I shall consider your advice.”

The door opened and Isabel entered the room. “I would expect Juliet to make everyone wait, but I would not have expected such behavior from you.”

Hannah gasped as she looked at the clock. “I’m sorry,” she said. She glanced once more at the vanity table, but she had nothing more to add to her ensemble. “I’m ready.”

Isabel gave her a stern glare but laughed to show she was teasing. “Good. The weather is too poor for an open carriage, unfortunately. However, it will still be an experience to remember.”

Hannah nodded, and they made their way downstairs. She cared not if the carriage had but one wheel; as long as she was near John, that was all that mattered. How strange it was to find interest in a man, especially when she had not been expecting—or wishing for—it. 

When she stepped outside, she looked to the sky. Gray clouds threatened rain. It was not yet raining, for which she was glad, but she wished she could have experienced this outing in an open carriage. Unfortunately, English weather could never be trusted during this time of year. 

Then she spotted John waiting near the carriage. Did he realize how tight his coat drew against his broad chest? Or how the muscles in his arms were clear under his sleeves? When he laughed as he did now while speaking to Laurence how radiant his smile was? Horrible weather or not, the familiar lightheadedness returned as she approached the carriage. And John. It was as if all semblance of sense had left her, and she could not help but feel a twinge of excitement at sitting beside him.

“Hannah,” John said with a deep bow, “it is wonderful to see you again.”

Hannah concentrated on her balance as she smiled at him. It would be just her luck to topple from the step and land on her backside in front of the man! She doubted rather highly that such a fall was what Sally meant when she gave her advice. 

Laurence glanced upwards. “I am hoping the weather holds,” he said as a footman opened the door for them. “No matter. We will continue our excursion regardless. I had Weber add a few blankets to keep us warm.”

Hannah followed Isabel into the carriage, and then John took the seat beside her, much to her delight. 

“That storm looks as though it might become fierce,” he said as he looked out the window. “Those clouds look quite menacing.”

Hannah could not take her eyes from the man’s arms, for the sleeve of his coat had drawn tighter, and when he pushed back the curtain further, she wondered what it would be like to touch his arm.

A feeling of shame washed over her, and when she turned to Isabel, she saw a small smile playing on the woman’s lips. “You look beautiful in that dress,” her sister said.

It was strange, but Hannah found she rather enjoyed the compliment, for in the past, her appearance was never of any great importance. If she brushed her hair and wore clean clothing, that was enough for her. 

What she did find was that she hoped John would agree or make a similar comment. However, he did not. Instead, he began a conversation with Laurence about business matters, and Hannah leaned back into the cushioned seat. Well, what did she expect? He was a man, after all.

***

Hannah drew back the curtain on the carriage window and looked outside, amazed at what she saw. Two paths, one for those on foot and the other for carriages, snaked through the park. She pulled down the window and poked her head out to see that their carriage was in the middle of one long line that branched out in front of and behind theirs. However, it was the canal that fascinated Hannah, especially the birds gathered near it, large and white with the largest beaks she had ever seen.

“Is that…a pelican?” she asked with a gasp. She had heard of them, but to have the experience of seeing one was enthralling. 

“Indeed,” Laurence replied. “A gift from a Russian ambassador nearly two hundred years ago. They continue to thrive here and have made it their home.”

Hannah sighed as she moved away from the window and turned her attention to the man who sat beside her. He seemed preoccupied and content with gazing out his own window, and Hannah wondered about what he could be thinking. The truth of the matter was, she knew very little about him to even guess at his thoughts.

“Are there any pelicans on your side?” she asked in an attempt to grab his attention.

“No.” At least he had replied. He had become unusually quiet and her question did nothing to draw him from his thoughts. 

“Have you seen the pelicans before?”

“Many times.”

That explained his disinterest, but she found his inattentiveness frustrating. Isabel and Laurence, still newly married, whispered and giggle to each other. Strangely, that was what Hannah wanted. 

Then Sally’s advice came to her. She would need to time the perfect moment to feign illness and fall against the man; that would gain his attention, especially in such close quarters. Once in his arms, he would have no choice than to look at her—and hold her tightly.

As these thoughts came to her, the carriage made a sudden left, sending Hannah towards John. Although the turn was not all that jarring, she exaggerated it by falling against John.

“Oh!” she said as she pushed herself against him. Unfortunately for her, the carriage came to a stop at that precise moment, and he had turned toward her so that her head rested against his chest. That was not what she had planned! It was one thing to be jostled against his side or back and quite another to find herself cozying up to his front, even if it was a broad, hard chest….

“Hannah?” John asked in shock. “Are you all right?”

She looked up into his eyes and batted her eyelashes like she had seen Miss Oakley do back at the inn. “I believe so,” she replied demurely. “A moment, please, to allow me to regain my composure.”

“Of course,” he said. Then he frowned and his face puckered. “That scent…”

Hannah fought to suppress a smile. The plan Sally had suggested had worked! Although Hannah knew men were simple creatures, she could not believe how the perfume had confounded him. She suspected that the smell had provided a stirring of desire and interest within him. She prayed she had not applied too much, for the man might become an uncontrollable wild beast because of it.

“Oh, my perfume?” she asked with an air of innocence. 

Laurence and Isabel had been watching something outside the carriage, murmuring to one another excitedly, and Hannah was relieved they were not taking heed of the exchange between her and John.

“Yes, your perfume…” He closed his eyes. “It is much too…” He turned his head and released a loud sneeze and then another. “It is very strong.”

“I am sorry,” Hannah whimpered as she righted herself.

“No apologies…” Sneeze. “Necessary.” Sneeze. “If you will excuse me; I must get some air.”

Horrified, Hannah moved away just as Laurence and Isabel exited the carriage, followed immediately by John, who threw himself from the vehicle as if escaping a fire.

Hannah sat staring out the door, a sense of shame blanketing her. The poor man had suffered because of the perfume, and she vowed to never wear any again. Taking a deep breath, she exited the carriage and glanced around to find a group of people gathered to the right of the line, two carriages before them. The driver was squatted down beside one of the great wheels.

“We should see if they need any assistance,” John said as he sniffed and then wiped at his nose with a kerchief. “They may be stranded.” 

Hannah followed behind, the sense of dread thickening in the air around her, but for the life of her, she did not know why. 

“May we be of any assistance?” John asked. 

Hannah had not noticed that the carriage’s occupants, an elderly gentleman with silver hair and a younger dark blond woman—both with their backs to them—stood outside the carriage. 

“No, thank you,” the older man replied. “Apparently the bearings seem to have caught. My driver was afraid we would cause an accident and therefore pulled over to the side. Is everyone in your party well?”

“Quite well,” Laurence replied just as the woman turned.

“Miss Oakley!” John gasped. A smile spread across his face as he bowed to the woman. “It is an honor to see you again.”

“You know this man?” her companion, more than likely her father if Hannah was to hazard a guess, asked, eying John with disapproval, much to Hannah’s delight.

 “Yes, Father,” the woman replied, returning John’s smile. “We met, was it just two nights ago? At that little inn we stopped at when we were on our way to London. Do you recall the gentleman of whom I spoke concerning business? Lord John Stanford, was it not?”

The older man’s frown disappeared. “Ah, yes! Forgive me.” He put out his hand, and John gave it a firm shake. “Stanford, yes, it is a pleasure to meet you indeed. Miles Oakley.”

Introductions were made, and Hannah had never felt more ill in her life. How could this woman, out of all the women in London, happen to be just ahead of them in the park? What was worse was John smiling at her and how Miss Oakley reacted with that prim pinkness to her cheeks when he did.

Lord Oakley clapped John on the back. “Well, young man, it cannot be simply chance that you met my Catherine and have now met again with your willingness to lend us aid. I request you join us for dinner at your convenience in celebration for your nobleness.”

Hannah could not calm the racing of her heart. Of all the things that could possibly have gone wrong! She prayed that John would say he was much too busy or make some other excuse. 

“It would be an honor,” John replied. “Please send a card with the date and time that is most acceptable to you.”

Hannah’s heart sank, and she held her stomach as she returned to the carriage. Miss Oakley could spend the remainder of her life stranded in St. James Park as far as she was concerned! 

Brooding in her sadness, she flopped onto the bench and crossed her arms in vexation. That was what she got for having an interest in a man! Perhaps this was a sign that she should return to her books and leave the idea of men behind—for good!

When the others returned to the carriage, Laurence said, “The luck you have! To meet a woman whose father is one of the largest importers of wine? Tell me, how do you do it?”

“It is a matter of being irresistible by making certain everyone receives a smile,” John replied, much to Hannah’s ire. “For who can resist a smile?”

Apparently that awful Miss Oakley cannot, Hannah thought. Well, she would not give up! She would do everything in her power to stop that horrid woman, for she certainly was not an appropriate match for John!

The first party of the season was the following day, and if she failed in winning over John, then she would lose him forever. 

And that was something she realized she was not willing to allow to happen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

The ballroom was crowded with a sea of people, the women in dresses of all colors of the rainbow with hair in elaborate chignons that differed as much as the dresses. Hannah, herself, wore a deep blue gown of velvet with white lace at the hem and a white satin belt at the waist. On her wrist hung a simple gold bracelet, and she forewent the perfume; there was no reason to worsen her chances of drawing John’s attention. It had been a costly error, and she vowed to never do it again.

They had arrived at the party, the first of the season, hosted by a school friend of Laurence, one Mr. Hugh Elkins, and although Hannah had attended a few parties in the past—none in London, of course—she had never seen one as grand as this. 

A small orchestra played in a far corner of the opulent room, a massive fern creating a lush backdrop. Along one wall sat a line of tables with every type of food imaginable, and footmen walked around offering various types of drinks they carried on trays balanced on their hands. More than once, Hannah worried a guest would turn and bump into a tray, but the footmen seemed to anticipate the movement of everyone around them, managing to keep their trays from toppling to the floor. 

The chatter of people smothered the sounds of the stringed instruments at times, and although many of the guests wore wide grins and laughed, Hannah felt alone. Isabel and Laurence were making their rounds, and much to her dismay, John had also disappeared into the crowd. She had circled the room twice but had yet to find him. 

Frustrated, she grabbed a glass of wine from the tray of a passing footman and took a sip. She was not all that interested in drinking it; she simply wanted something to do. An older woman smiled as she walked past, and Hannah returned it, but the woman did not stop to speak with her, which was perfectly fine with Hannah. 

Blast him! she thought about John leaving her alone; although, in all reality he had no reason to report his doings to her.

She went to take another sip of her wine when she spotted him speaking to two women across the room. It was impossible for her to make out what they were saying from this distance, but they seemed to be having a quite enjoyable conversation, much to Hannah’s chagrin. Granted, she had no cause to be jealous; however, she did find it rude that he would leave her alone to go speak to other women. Furthermore, what type of women stood tittering over a man they barely knew?

Well, perhaps they knew him more than she suspected. He had attended the London season for the past three years, had he not?

She sighed, finished the remainder of her wine in one gulp, and grabbed another glass from a passing footman. One of the women stood with her glass empty, and John smiled and took it from her. He stopped a footman and took another glass to hand to the woman. 

Hannah narrowed her eyes at him. Fuming, she devised a plan, and with confident steps, she made her way to where John and his two hussies stood, stopping to glance around as if she had not seen him. Then, she just so happened to bump into his arm. Well, perhaps not just so.

“Oh!” she said with a gasp. “My apologies, my Lord! I did not see you there.”

“Hannah,” John replied, and she feigned surprise. “Please, I would like you to meet some people I know.” He turned to his companions. “Miss Margaret Tambling,” he said of the taller dark-haired woman, “and Miss Penelope Wellington,” she had raven locks and plump cheeks, “may I introduce Miss Hannah Lambert of Wiltshire.”

“My pleasure,” Hannah said with a quick curtsy. It did not escape her that Miss Tambling seemed to struggle to keep her eyes off John, and that only added to her dislike of the woman.

“Is this your first season?” Miss Tambling asked. “I do not recall having seen you before.” The words were said with the utmost snobbery, and Hanna had the urge to reply in kind.

“Indeed, this is my first season. My brother-in-law, the Duke of Ludlow, is a very close friend of Mr. Elkins. As a matter of fact, it was at his personal request that I attend this evening as an honored guest.” Hannah held back her glee as the smug smiles of the women fell.   

Miss Tambling gave her what Hannah assumed was a tolerant gaze and turned her attention back to John. “Will you be attending the ball given by Lord Montgomery three weeks from tonight?” she asked in a tone that was sickeningly sweet. “It is always one of the best of the season, and Penny and I will be in attendance.”

Hannah felt a wave of panic come over her. She had to do something! Before John could respond, she brought her hand to her forehead and gasped. “Oh, my!”

John turned to her, his face alarmed. “Hannah?”

“I-I am so sorry,” she said in a weak voice. “I believe I need a bit of fresh air. Please, continue; I will find my way out…unless I faint before I get to the door.”

Miss Tambling’s eyes narrowed, and Hannah smiled inwardly. 

“I will accompany you,” John said, his voice filled with concern. “Ladies, enjoy your evening.”

With John at her side, Hannah felt some strange sense of victory. As they moved through the crowd, she had never felt prouder at the looks of admiration she received. It was only over a week ago that she had wanted nothing more than to remain at Scarlett Hall and have nothing to do with London; however, now that she was here, and at John’s side, she found she never wanted to leave. She did not understand the reason for it, but she welcomed it all the same.

They exited the ballroom and came to a large door, which John held open for her. 

“This way,” he said. 

She walked past him and inhaled the fresh air. She could not have the man grow suspicious. Torches had been set out along the path in order to allow the guests to see, and to bring a bit of warmth to the cool night. 

“How are you feeling?” John asked. “Is there anything I can do?”

The moment had arrived, and Hannah knew that if she did not act right then, the man would be lost to her forever. The action would be unladylike, but it was worth the cost, for it would win him to her.

“I believe I am feeling…dizzy,” she said before summoning all her courage and closing her eyes, hoping beyond hope that he would catch her before she landed on the ground. Much to her pleasure, and her relief, he did. 

As his arm went around her, her heart raced at how her body pressed against his. She did not know what had come over her, but the temptation was so great, she reached up and touched his arm. It was just as she had suspected, firm muscle resided beneath the cloth, and she thought her whole body would burn like a winter’s fire. 

“I just need a moment,” she whispered, reveling in the fact her face was nuzzled into his chest.

“Should I get a doctor?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I believe I feel better now.” She looked up at him. “Thank you for saving me,” she whispered. It reminded her of a book she once read. The heroine had been saved from a band of highwaymen by the handsome hero. The woman was so overcome with love and gratitude, she whispered those same words as she fell into the hero’s arms. It was then the hero kissed the heroine, and for a moment, she wondered if John would do the same.

“You are welcome,” he replied in a shaky voice that left Hannah not only worried but a bit disappointed. 

The door opened and Hannah moved away as Isabel walked outside. 

“John, Laurence is searching for you,” Isabel said. “He wants to introduce you to an old friend of his from his school days.”

John patted Hannah on the hand. “Please, rest, and I hope you feel better soon.

“Thank you,” Hannah mumbled, glad for the lack of lighting, for she imagined her cheeks had to be as red as a strawberry.

When John was gone, Isabel rounded on Hannah. “We must speak,” she said, using that tone Hannah recognized as her voice of authority. Oh, she was in quite a pickle! Her sister grabbed her elbow and directed her to a place behind a bench. “What made you believe you could leave a party and be seen alone with a man?”

“It was just John…”

“I do not care if it was John or any other man! Few here know you, nor do they know he is a guest in our home. Perception is everything.” 

“I…was not feeling well and needed…”

“Fresh air?” Isabel asked. “And much to your eternal gratitude, somehow you convinced John to escort you lest you faint?”

Hannah nodded. “Yes.” She had never been so embarrassed in all her life. Who was this woman she becoming? 

“When Mother told me you sneaked out of the house, I was mortified. Now you are sneaking away from a party! You cannot do such things. It is unladylike and will cause embarrassment not only for John but for yourself, as well.”

“I know,” Hannah said with a heavy sigh. “But I was concerned.”

“Concerned? About what?”

Hannah swallowed. “John. I find I enjoy his company; however, there are other women who would like nothing more than to be in his company, but for reasons that are not proper. I am sorry, but I feigned illness in order to save him.”

Isabel shook her head. “I do not understand. Save him from whom?”

“Other women,” Hannah replied. “You see, there are some who would think him handsome…” She paused. Would Isabel truly understand? Did she herself truly understand? “I believe some of these women may have an interest in John for reasons that are…deceptive.”

And I do not wish to see him with someone else, she added silently. Then she paused. What was she doing? This was not the person she truly was! How had she become this petty debutante? A woman reminiscent of Juliet? 

However, Hannah could not stop the odd feelings that picked at her mind like a hen at the ground. 

“Come with me,” Isabel said, taking Hannah by the elbow and leading her to a nearby bench. “I must ask. Do you have feelings for John?”

Hannah sighed. “I am unsure,” she replied. “It is all so confusing. I worry John will be taken by a woman who is completely wrong for him.” She raised a hand to stop her sister from responding. “I realize it is unfounded and that he is not my responsibility; however, I cannot seem to help myself.” Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them back. She would cry for no man! “What is wrong with me? I am a woman of reason not a romantic fool!”

Isabel seemed to study Hannah. “I see what is happening here,” she said. “I suspected something like this might occur, but I did not expect it to be so soon.”

“What is that?” Hannah asked.

“I believe you have become enamored by John.”

Hannah shook her head. “No! I refuse! I cannot, and will not, be interested in any man. I have my book to finish and…”

Isabel chuckled. “It happens when we least expect it. But remember this. You have yet to experience the season. Do not put all your eggs in one basket. Allow other men to ask you to dance and enjoy in conversation, but you must remain a lady at all times. No more feigning illnesses or attempting to be alone with a man. It would devastate Mother if she learned how you behaved tonight.”

Hannah sighed. Her sister was right. “I am sorry,” she said. “I understand and swear it will never happen again.” Shame overwhelmed her, and she hoped her face was not blotchy from the tears she had failed to stop. 

“I do not say this to be cruel,” Isabel said as she dabbed Hannah’s face with a kerchief. “Like Mother, I only want the best for you, and I will do anything I can to assure your life is as perfect as it can be.”

Hannah embraced her sister. “I know. And I will do my best to act in the manner in which I was raised.”

Isabel smiled. “Good. Now, what are we to do about John?”

“I honestly do not know what came over me. Now that I look back on the past couple of days, I find myself more embarrassed than ever. The best thing to do is to focus on my writing and keep my head about me.” Then she giggled. “You know, I cannot take full responsibility for my actions this evening.”

With wide eyes, Isabel said, “Oh? And why is that? Do you wish to place blame on me?”

“No, not you,” Hannah said with a laugh. “It is Juliet. The years of listening to her stories have been a bad influence on me.”

Isabel joined in her laughter. “One of her is quite enough, thank you,” she said as she rose from the bench. “Come. Let us end this night with fun and speak no more on this matter.”

As the night grew later, Hannah considered how she arrived with the sole goal of catching John’s eye. Unfortunately, she struggled to keep her thoughts from the man. How she gone from a deliberate intelligent woman to a lovesick fool, she did not know.

***

When John returned to the townhouse, the others retired for the night; however, John went to the drawing room to have a final measure of brandy. The night had been strange. Not necessarily abysmal, but rather odd. He had given Miss Tambling and Miss Wellington his best smiles and had thrilled in the blush on their cheeks. It was an act he had sworn off, and yet he had done it anyway, for it came so naturally, as easy as breathing. 

It was the moment when Hannah appeared, that was when his night had begun to unravel into the confusion that consumed him now. Not because she had interrupted, however, but because he found her an enigma. How did one explain the type of woman Miss Hannah Lambert was? 

The woman was a bluestocking, that much he had ascertained. Yet tonight she had acted the braggart, which he had not expected from her. Other women, those such as Miss Tambling, in fact, had those tendencies, but Hannah did not seem the type. 

It was not only her behavior that was in question, but his, as well. He had escorted her outside—alone! She was not the typical privileged lady to be left alone in the company of a man; however, no other choice was to be had, not if she had taken ill.

And therein lay the next part of his confusion. When she told him she was unwell, it had somehow frightened him. Why would he become overly concerned for Hannah? Yet, when she fell into his arms, he had an overwhelming desire to protect and care for her that he could not explain. 

With her in his arms, he felt strong and protective, and, he had to admit, he enjoyed the embrace to the point he did not wish to release her. In fact, he had dared to consider kissing the woman such was his immediate reaction to her. What had begun as a favor to his cousin to feign interest in the woman was becoming much more, and he no longer saw it as a game, which was what had him sitting alone in the drawing room drinking yet another brandy and unable to sleep.

By all accounts, he knew that women could not resist his smile, and therefore, he was confident he could choose any woman he desired. Hannah was far different from his typical conquest with her love of animals and books, and he found it difficult to not think of her as he did other women. In truth, he wanted to choose her, and that did not sit well with him. What had brought on this strange desire for a woman so unlike the others he had pursued in the past? A woman so unlike himself?

Perhaps he wanted to pretend interest to the point he had tricked his own mind. He considered this as he took another drink of his brandy, its liquid like fire as it soothed his throat. Now that he was driven by something beyond pleasing his cousin, should he continue this strange pursuit? As he imagined spending more time with Hannah, doubt crept into his mind.

He had done many things that, if she learned of them, she might just turn and run. Run as far from him as she could, just as he had run away from that problem he prayed would never find him. Yet, for whatever reason, he knew Hannah was kind; she would understand. 

“I am glad you are awake.”

John started and turned to see Laurence standing at the door. 

His cousin shot him a wide grin. “You, my favorite cousin, have made me quite happy.”

“Oh?” John asked as Laurence poured himself a drink. “What is it that I have done to merit such an esteemed title?”

Laurence laughed and walked over to refill John’s glass. “My Isabel is happy, and that is all I care about.”

“Well, that tells me little,” John replied.

“You see, I told you how Isabel’s mother wanted Hannah to attend the season, yet she did not want to?” 

John nodded. “You did.”

“It seems that Hannah has become a bit enamored with you. Isabel believes she will want to remain in London, and I have you to thank for that.”

So, it was as John had suspected. “You are most welcome,” he replied. “I did not mind.” In fact, he wished to tell Laurence the truth, that he had come to enjoy the woman’s company, as well, but he was unsure how to approach it without sounding a cad. His cousin had not asked him to woo the young lady, after all, but to make her more pliable for someone more appropriate for her.

Laurence chuckled. “I am glad you enjoyed the task. Now, your work is done. There is no need to continue with the charade.”

“Well,” John said, choosing his words carefully, “concerning that matter, I have realized that Hannah…” He paused. Could he risk the woman’s heart if she came to learn of his past? The mere thought of her hurt or upset pained him. Yet, could he stop himself from seeing her? 

Laurence gave him an expectant look. “Yes? What is it?”

John juggled his thoughts. No, he was not the best man for such a woman as Hannah. “I am glad to have made her happy,” he replied with reluctance. “Now, with the season before us, I do hope she finds happiness.”

“Look at you,” Laurence said with a wide grin. “Always thinking of others before yourself.”

John forced a smile, but he wished he would be honest for once in his life.

“So, tell me of this Miss Oakley,” Laurence said. “You met her at the inn?”

“I did,” John said. He remembered his initial thought of considering stealing a kiss from the woman, and he felt a sudden sense of guilt. He had never had such a reaction when he thought of winning a kiss! “We engaged in pleasantries, and now it appears her father is eager to do business with me.”

Laurence shook his head. “I cannot believe your luck! Do not forget your cousin who invited you when you consider making a business deal with the man.” He laughed and lifted his glass.

“I will not,” John replied, lifting his glass, as well. 

As Laurence chatted, John weighed his options. As much as he had grown to enjoy Hannah’s company, he knew that he would not be the best match for her, nor she for him. They were simply too different from one another. Of course, she was unaware of that fact, for she only saw the man he presented to her. It would be best if he focused his energies on Lord Oakley and his business ventures rather than on a lovely bluestocking with beautiful blond hair and deep blue eyes.

Despite this decision, however, he could not stop his mind from turning to that particular woman and her being in his arms, and he realized that ridding himself of that memory would be much more difficult than he ever anticipated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

For the week following his decision to distance himself from Hannah, John came to the realization that he had made a wise choice, even if it was not necessarily the choice he wished to make. He continued to engage Hannah in conversation whenever he joined her and his cousins for one outing or another, but as soon as they returned home, he made whatever feeble excuse he could to leave whenever Hannah invited him to join her in the library or made other attempts to speak to him alone. Unfortunately, all this did was confuse him more, for out of all of the women he had pursued, Hannah was the only whose feelings he cared if he hurt. That fact still tickled the edge of his mind as he walked down St. James Street. 

It was late evening, and most of the shops had closed for the day. However, there were certain establishments still open, establishments that would provide a gentleman with a glass of brandy, gambling, and provide for other needs he might wish met. John had frequented such places often over the past four years, but now he was unsure if he wanted anything beyond a drink. In truth, he wanted to be near Hannah, but that was impossible, for he doubted he would be able to trust himself in her presence.

The endless cycle of frustration caused his shoulders to draw tight, and he came to a stop before a particular establishment which bore the name ‘The Noble Gentleman’. To any passersby, the sign was meant to convey a sense of regard and esteem; however, the reality was far from respectable. 

How often had I been ‘far from respectable’ myself by frequenting such a place? he wondered. More often than he cared to admit.

With a sigh, he opened the outside door, which opened to a small foyer where two men flanked a second door, their bulging muscles making it clear to anyone entering that foolishness was not tolerated. They offered no words as John walked past them, nor did John them.

As soon as he passed through the inside door, he was assaulted by the strong odor of smoke, the sounds of laughter or the shouts of anger, and the faint tune of a dulcimer somewhere unseen. Tables scattered throughout the room held groups of men playing cards or dicing. Women, also referred to as ‘companions’, smiled, laughed, and encouraged whichever man gave them his attention—and his coin. 

John made his way to a long bar where a burly man quite older than he asked, “Whatcha havin’?”

“A brandy,” John replied. He produced a coin and placed it on the bar before he turned to study the room. One of the men playing cards stood, raised a fist, and began shouting at another. Two chaps stalked over, grabbed the screaming fellow, and removed him from the building.

“Here ya go,” the barkeep said. 

John thanked him and took a sip of the brandy. He was always surprised at the quality of the drinks in this place; the club was not of the highest standard, although it was not of the lowest, either. Despite what took place there, it managed to stay open. He wondered how many palms were greased in order to keep it so.

Yet, was that not the manner of the London season? So many of the ton walked about with their noses in the air only to later scurry away in secret to partake in acts that were less than acceptable. It was hypocrisy at its best, and John was no better than any of them. 

“The last time I saw such a handsome man, he told me I was beautiful.”

John turned at the voice he recognized and chuckled. “Frances,” he said with a smile. “It has been what? A year? And yet you look exactly the same.” What he said was true. Her flowing red hair and blazing blue eyes caught the eye of many men, which in turn paid for the white gown and the sapphire necklace she wore. 

“I shall take that as a compliment, my Lord,” Frances replied. “Although, I do wonder if I am pretty enough to be bought a drink?” She gave him an easy smile, and he laughed.

“A wine for the lady, please,” he called to the barkeep and then looked Frances up and down.

She blushed, and John felt a bit better. Yes, he had foregone never to do these actions again, but he had to admit that making a woman, even one such as Frances, blush was something that brought on a pleasant feeling. 

When the glass of wine arrived, Frances took a sip. “Lovely,” she said. “Much like you.” She twirled a lock of her hair around a finger before taking another sip of her wine. “Every season you come here, drink and gamble, and yet you still have no woman on your arm.”

“I may have a woman and simply have yet to tell you about her,” he said.

A smile played on her lips as she took a step toward him. “I do not believe that,” she said in a light tone. “You are a good man and would not be here if a woman caught your interest.”

He chuckled. “You may be right,” he said and raised an eyebrow at her. “Or perhaps I am a rogue who cares only for himself.”

“Are you not a kissing bandit?” she asked with a feigned air of innocence. 

“A kissing bandit?” John asked with a laugh. “And why would you believe that?”

She smiled. “How often have you offered me nothing more than a kiss when you could have had so much more?”

He chuckled. “I suppose I could be at that.”

Frances set her glass on the bar and fingered his cravat. “Then do as you did last season and kiss me.” She wore a coy smile. “Or have you forgotten how?”

John finished off the remainder of his brandy. Yes, he had kissed this woman in the past, and often she asked for more, as had many women before and after. However, it was the pursuit that always held his fancy, not the capture. Furthermore, Frances was one of the few friends he had, even if they shared in a kiss or two, and he had always enjoyed her company more than whatever else she had to offer. 

Therefore, with confidence, he placed a hand on her cheek as he had done countless times before only to find that he could not bring himself to do it now. 

He dropped his hand to his side. “I am afraid I cannot.”

Frances raised a single eyebrow and leaned on the counter. “Whoever this woman is, you must go to her, for establishments such as these will be of little help to you.”

“Who says there is a woman?” John asked defensively, although he had to admit that Hannah had captured him as easily as a fox could capture a hare. He was uncertain how he felt about that, for he was the one who did the pursuing on most occasions.

Frances chuckled as she retrieved her wine glass. “Never have you denied me a kiss,” she said with that same sly smile she had worn so often before. “I have known many men, my Lord, and those who do not wish to share in a kiss have found a woman who has stolen their heart.”

John considered her words. She was right, of course; he was not one to withhold a kiss. So, why was that the case now? He chuckled. “Perhaps next time I see you I will have a kiss for you.”

She leaned over and touched his cheek. “If you ever need a friend, I am here. Now, leave and do not let me see you again.”

John nodded and walked away, stopping near the entrance to the foyer. In times past he had entertained himself with women such as Frances in establishments such as these. Now, however, he realized those times were behind him. He was uncertain what lay ahead, but as he stepped out into the night, he knew he had to decipher it. And soon, for it was not in his nature to pass up a free kiss!

***

The wood crackled in the fireplace and the flames danced as Hannah took a sip of her wine. She had never been one for drinking spirits, unlike Juliet who seemed to have an endless supply on hand, but the wine relaxed her and gave her an excuse to sit in the parlor as she did now to wait for John to return.

Since her attempt to fall into his arms, the man had changed. Perhaps it was that inner change of which Sally had spoken and it needed more time to develop, but since that night at the party, John seemed to avoid her. When they went out, he engaged in conversation with her, yet he lacked the same interest he had possessed initially. In fact, when they visited the museum, the man had smiled only once during the entire outing. And she had missed that smile, for when he did so, her heart soared and her legs grew weak. 

What a woman such as she would be doing having romantic notions for any man was beyond her. However, she could no longer deny the fact that she was attracted to him, and she enjoyed the warmth such feelings profited. Perhaps it was time for her to allow them to blossom, for many of the books she read said that few women could fight off such attraction. 

One question still remained, however. Would she be able to balance her growing affection for John and maintain her love of writing? For her writing was her first true love, and she was unsure if she was ready to give it up just yet. 

The sound of the front door opening made her sit up straight as a rush of excitement came through her. The last few nights when they had returned from one outing or another, John had rejected her invitation to join her for a drink. Therefore, she decided that she would already be waiting upon his return this evening. If he came to the library, he would have no excuse not to stay.

As expected, the door opened, and John entered the room. “Laurence, I must ask your advice on something.” He stopped when he saw her sitting in the room. “Oh, my apologies for disturbing you. I thought my cousin was here.” He turned to leave, but Hannah called out to him. 

“Please, stay,” she said. “That is…I could use the company.”

John seemed to study the open door, but much to her delight, he turned and made his way to the liquor cart. “Another glass of wine?” he asked.

Hannah nodded. “Please.” She was thrilled he had taken notice of what she was drinking. It meant he took notice of her. 

“I am surprised you are awake at this hour,” he said as he poured the drinks.

“I found I could not sleep and decided to come here to read,” Hannah said, which was partly true. “I assume your evening went well?”

“Well enough,” he said, although he winced before he replied. He handed her the drink and took a seat in the chair opposite her. 

She had hoped he would sit beside her. If she had not fallen into his arms as she had, making a complete fool of herself, she would not have chased him off. How confused he must be! This was not what she wanted for him.

What was she doing? She could not stop the guilt that grew inside. Had she already given up the woman she was for the first man in whom she had found an interest? It was so unlike her! Yet, was that not exactly what the heroines did in the books she read?

“I am pleased to hear,” she replied. “A gentleman must be allowed time alone in order to partake in what he enjoys.”

He raised his brows. “Is that so?” 

“Oh, yes. In fact, when I am to marry one day, my husband will be able to do whatever he pleases with my blessing. As long as he is willing to allow me to do the same.”

“I thought you were not concerned with marriage,” he said with a small smile. “You told me as much.”

Hannah’s cheeks burned. “Well, that is true. I was merely speaking in theory.”

He chuckled. “I see.” He turned to look at the fireplace, appearing as if his mind were somewhere else. Had she done the right thing in asking him to stay? He had said the evening went ‘well enough’. Did that mean it did not go well? 

How selfish I am, she thought. “Is there something bothering you?” she asked. “If you need someone to confide in, I would be happy to listen. I promise I will keep whatever you share to myself.”

“I appreciate you saying so,” John replied. “That is what makes you a wonderful woman.”

Hannah grasped her glass tightly to keep from beaming, but she was certain her blush had to have given away her feelings, for she could not seem to control the heat in her cheeks. 

John leaned an elbow on the arm of the chair. “To be honest, I am well enough. It is just that I am burdened with a choice I must make.”

“Oh?” Hannah said. “What sort of choice?”

“Business, of course,” he replied and then sighed. “It is a business decision that I must make, and although the rewards may be great, I find myself a bit concerned if I accept. There is a chance the other party may be hurt in the process.”

“I wish I knew more of business,” Hannah said with a shake of her head, and she spoke the truth. If there was one thing she hated it was the manner in which men thought women too senseless to understand anything beyond embroidery or playing the pianoforte, something Hannah had been forced to learn but despised. “Regrettably, I know nothing about it. If you need advice on a book to read or something of a literary nature, I may be of help, however.”

John smiled. “Your listening ear is most helpful,” he said as he placed his glass on the table. “Well, I must be off to bed. Thank you again for lending your ear.”

“Wait,” Hannah said when he rose from the chair. “How might you hurt this associate?”

He looked down at his hands. “In the past, I made a bad decision that caused me to lose much and someone suffered in the process.”

“And you feel badly about this?” Hannah asked as she studied the man before her. How often had she and her sisters disagreed on one thing or another? Conducting business could not be much different. 

“I do.”

“If it is a mistake,” she said firmly, “and you mean not to make the same again, then you should move forward with confidence.”

“And if I were to fail again?” he asked, his voice earnest. “Or if the person learns of my previous lapse and becomes angry that I had not divulged that information sooner? What do I do then?”

Why did he not simply tell her the details of this deal? It would make it much easier for her to give advice. Unfortunately, she could do nothing more than shrug. “Perhaps the person will understand.” 

He tilted his head and gave her a considering look. “I will think on your words,” he said. “Thank you again for listening, and good evening to you.” He bowed and left the room, leaving Hannah to stare after him. 

Isabel would have the wisdom to advise him, she thought. However, despite his unwillingness to share in his problem, she could not help but notice the twinge of pain in his eyes. Perhaps there would be some way in which she could lend him aid. If only he would tell her what problem on which he was working! Men!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

The more time Hannah spent in London, the more she found the city a bright and vibrant place. In the two weeks she had been there, she had attended not one but two parties, a dinner with a distant relative of Laurence and a late tea with a friend of Isabel’s. Besides the busy social calendar, she had purchased two new dresses that would be delivered in another week, a new pair of shoes, new gloves, and a variety of silk flowers to add to her hats. Although her initial reaction had been one of disdain and aversion, she found that she rather enjoyed her time here. 

She would be the first to admit that the reason behind her enjoyment had more to do with the time she was spending with John than the outings themselves. They shared in similar interests, and he was ever so handsome. Yet, it was the manner in which he made her feel special that brought about this strange feeling of pleasure at every turn. He told her often that he admired her desire to write, which increased her belief that perhaps some men did not view women writers in the same way as most men did. 

Although she had spent most of her time indulging in the interests of others, tonight was for her alone. She and Isabel were on their way to a secret meeting for writers; Isabel had spoken with certain people in order to gain an invitation. In her hands she clutched the ledger that hid her writing. 

She watched the passing brick buildings with their ornate archways leading to the homes of the ton. Many would be preparing for one party or another hoping to find a suitable partner. She could have been one of those people, but luck had been on her side when fate placed John into her life. She had come to accept the fact that she was more than simply intrigued with him; not an easy feat when she had been so opposed to such a union for so long.

“You are quiet,” Isabel said from the seat across from her. “Are you already thinking of the meeting tonight?”

The meeting. The reason for her agreement to come to London in the first place had now become secondary to why she wished to stay. John was the first. How strange that life could change so quickly.

“I am,” Hannah replied. “You must tell Laurence how thankful I am for allowing this. He is very kind, even more than I had first thought.”

“I will tell him,” Isabel said. “He thinks much of you and Juliet; although, I do tend to disagree with him.” She wore a tiny smile as she said this, and Hannah flicked her hand at her playfully. “I hope this meeting will help you with your book. Are you any further along in completing it?”

Hannah sighed. “No. We have been so busy, and, I am unsure how to explain it, but I am struggling to finish it.”

“Certainly you have not lost interest?”

“Oh, most definitely not,” Hannah replied. “I have grown to love the characters, yet now that the man is to propose to the woman, I find it difficult to write.” There was more to it than she included in her explanation, but how could a woman who had never even considered love write such an idea into a story? Nothing she attempted felt right.

“I am unsure what to say, save this. Enjoy the meeting this evening, and perhaps the society will be able to lend you aid.”

Hannah nodded. “That is my hope. It is why I seek their guidance. So many are far more experienced and have a greater knowledge than I.”

Isabel laughed. “I would doubt that.”

“Oh, but it is true.” She leaned forward in the seat. “Albert was very…” Her words trailed off and she closed her mouth. Guilt overtook her as she recalled the kind man and his offer of marriage. Perhaps she should write another letter giving him her answer. 

“What is it?” Isabel moved to sit beside Hannah. “I can see it clearly on your face.” She sat back and raised her brows. “Do you care for that man?”

“No, not in a romantic sense. You see, before we left for London, I was unsure if I needed him.”

Isabel frowned. “Needed him? I am not sure I understand.”

“What I mean is, although I did not want to marry him, I thought it best to leave that option open.”

“Oh, Hannah,” Isabel said with a sigh. “What did you tell him exactly?”

“That I was undecided and would give him my decision upon my return.” She said the words in a near whisper, for she now understood how horrible she had been to the man. “I did not mean to give him false hope; honestly, I did not. And now I regret the manner in which I treated him.”

“Then you must make it right,” Isabel replied firmly. “Tonight, after dinner, you will write him a kind letter explaining that you wish to refuse his proposal. Make certain it is thoughtful; you do not want to hurt him further.”

Hannah nodded. “I will. I promise.”

Isabel placed a hand on Hannah's. “You are a good woman, and it will be a testament to your upbringing how you handle this situation.” The carriage slowed, and Isabel glanced out the window. “Now, enjoy your evening. Lady Ellen has offered you her carriage when the meeting ends.”

“I will,” Hannah replied. She gave her sister a hug and then grabbed her book. “Thank you again for this.”

Isabel smiled, and Hannah alighted from the carriage. The townhouse belonging to Lady Ellen Bismark had a bright red door and looming windows, and as she steadied her breathing, all thoughts of John and the London season dissipated from her thoughts. Now was the time to seek aid in fulfilling her dream. 

With confident steps, she made her way to the door, which opened before she was able to knock. A butler, who was quite young for such a position, stood at attention.

“Miss Lambert,” the man said with a bow. “Lady Ellen is expecting you. Please follow me.”

Hannah stepped into the house. It was smaller than she expected, but it might have been due to the deep red walls that peeked from between so many paintings, it was as if they were fighting for space. Along the walls sat numerous tables, each with some sort of sculpture or figurine, and between each table stood a potted tree. Hannah felt as if she were walking through a dense forest, a well-decorated forest, as she followed the butler to a set of double doors, each with a wreath hanging from it. 

With heart racing, she waited as the man opened the doors. How many members would be in attendance? Had any of them published before? Would they be able to help her with completing her novel? Did she have the nerve to even speak?

“Miss Lambert,” the butler announced when he opened the door.

The room differed from the foyer only because the walls were white rather than red. Five women, two in clothing that was all black, sat in several club chairs and a settee, each with a glass of wine in her hand. By no means ancient, most had more gray in their hair than any other color. 

“Ah, here she is,” a woman said as she rose from her chair. She was the youngest of the group, perhaps only a few years older than Hannah, with pretty blond hair and blue eyes. “Hannah, we have been expecting you. I am Ellen; we do not use titles in our little group. We find it much too restrictive.”

“Thank you for having me,” Hannah replied.

Ellen walked over to a corner, the skirts of her red dress flowing around her ankles, to where several bottles of spirits were displayed. “A glass of wine, my dear?” she asked, although she was already pouring.

“Yes, please,” Hannah replied.

“This is your first season, is it not?” Ellen asked.

“It is. I was ill last year and therefore unable to attend.”

Ellen gave her a small smile. “A mystery illness?” she asked with a wink. “It seems to inflict many select women in their first season.”

Hannah could not help but laugh. The woman made her feel comfortable, and she had a suspicion the two would become good friends. 

“Now, ladies,” Ellen said, “I would like to introduce the newest member of our society. Hannah.”

The ladies gave polite smiles, and Hannah felt awkward standing as they seemed to appraise her.

“This is Diana. She has not written a word in, what is it, dear? Four years?”

The woman named Diana, her hair gray with touches of brown, nodded. “I believe that is so. However, I wonder why you must remind me at every turn.” She spoke in a teasing manner, and Hannah could see the camaraderie the two women shared

When the remainder of the introductions were made—Dorthea, Matilda and Frederica were very polite and had a whimsy about them that matched that of Ellen—Hannah was finally offered a chair. When Ellen returned to hers—a club chair covered in the deepest red Hannah had ever seen—her skirts seemed to disappear into the fabric. Hannah had to purse her lips to keep from laughing. 

After a few more minutes of polite conversation, Ellen raised her glass and called the meeting to order. “We have important matters to discuss this evening, and I feel we are safe speaking of them in the company of our newest member.”

Hannah could barely contain her excitement. “Yes, I shall tell no one of the matters of which are discussed here. You have my word.” This did surprised her; women meeting to discuss the craft of writing would not have been widely accepted, and she would do nothing to undermine its existence. 

“And there we are, ladies,” Ellen said with a wide smile. “She is to be trusted.”

Hannah took a sip of her wine. Although she did not know these women, she decided already she liked them. 

“With that being said,” Ellen continued, “we must discuss Lord Hudson.”

The other women nodded, but Hannah paused. Did this Lord Hudson own a publishing business? Perhaps he had a connection that allowed the women to gain an audience with other authors.

Ellen leaned forward as she lowered her voice and said, “He was spotted on St. James Street, and the establishment he entered was questionable indeed.”

The women gasped in unison.

Hannah was confused. “Do you mean a publisher’s office?” she asked. 

Several of the women laughed, and Ellen replied, “No, my dear. St. James Street is where men spend the majority of their time, and there exist some men’s clubs where gambling and prostitution reign. Let us just say that Lord Hudson went into a house not inhabited by nuns.”

Hannah’s eyes went wide as the realization of what this woman meant, and Ellen continued her story. Although her reason for attending the meeting had nothing to do with such matters, she found herself intrigued by the stories. All women enjoyed sharing in the latest news, and Hannah had to be patient, for she suspected the discussion would eventually turn to their writing. Therefore, as she sipped at her wine, she listened with interest.

***

John regretted few things in life, and telling Laurence he had no interest in any sort of relationship with Hannah had proven to be one of the greatest. He should have spoken up and told the man the woman had captured his interest, and that these new feelings inside him were overwhelming. However, Hannah deserved better than he, and therefore, John kept his thoughts to himself.

This evening, Lord Oakley had invited him over for dinner, a lovely broiled salmon and stewed spinach, and they had shared in pleasant conversation with Miss Oakley in attendance. Now, however, they sat in the drawing room, a bright room filled with golds, yellows and browns, sipping brandy and discussing business, and John was glad Miss Oakley had indicated she had matters to deal with elsewhere. Throughout the meal, the Viscount’s daughter had sent him several smiles with which John was all too familiar, and John was well aware that her father had noticed. 

The fact of the matter was, after Hannah, he found Miss Oakley so much like other women, she may as well have been plain. However, he doubted Lord Oakley would appreciate John’s thoughts on his daughter.

“This is the finest brandy in all of London, would you not agree?” Lord Oakley asked.

“It has an interesting flavor,” John replied. “May I ask where you procured it?”

Lord Oakley laughed as he stood before the fireplace, the roaring fire behind him giving him an evil aura. “Now, why would I tell you that?” the older man asked. “In order for you to serve it at a party? I think not.” The man laughed again and went to a chair covered in yellow and brown stripes. “I must ask you, Stanford, why have you not secured a bride?”

The question caught John off-guard. This man was blunt, to be sure. “The last few seasons, I have not had the pleasure of meeting the right woman,” John said, and an image of Hannah popped into his head. “That is until…”

“My Catherine,” the Viscount replied for him. “Do not think I did not notice your shared smiles at the dinner table. For the last two seasons, I thought she would find a suitable husband; however, now that she has met you, I am beginning to believe this season will finally be her last.”

John swallowed hard. If he spoke the truth now, what would happen to the business deal? Yet, how could he allow this man to believe he was interested in his daughter? And how did he keep finding himself in these situations? “I do not think…”

“No, you are right,” Lord Oakley said with a wave of his hand. “Such matters should be discussed at a later date. You are here for business and I suspect that is where your mind is.”

“You have read my thoughts,” John replied, relief washing over him. “You mentioned seeking a partner for some businesses you have. What types of matters were you considering?” The man had a vast empire of wine, and John was well aware of the money the man gleaned from his investments. If John could have even the smallest portion of the business, he would be a wealthy man indeed.  

“Each year, the parks and streets become more crowded. Men seeking women and women seeking shops. On Portland Street, I am in the process of securing new properties, which include a jeweler’s and a millinery.”

“I am afraid I have little experience in those types of businesses,” John said, feeling deflated. “I doubt I would make a wise partner.”

“The truth of the matter is, I do not need a partner to run them, for I have the proper staff in place already for that. Rather, I am in need of an overseer of sorts. You see, if we were to do this together, you overseeing these new customs would allow me to pursue other business matters elsewhere.”

“Elsewhere?”

“Indeed,” the man said. “Too many years I have come to London, and I grow weary of it. I would like to spend the rest of my days outside of the city. Many areas outside of London are growing exponentially, and I want to be a part of that.”

“I agree. Since I was a boy, I have seen villages grow to the extent they are nearly cities.”

“And they will continue to do so,” the Viscount said. “Therefore, my question is this. Do you plan on staying in London for the foreseeable future?”

“I do,” John replied. “To be honest, I came this season with plans to remain here.”

Lord Oakley slapped his knee. “That is wonderful. My Catherine wishes to remain, as well, and is never remiss to mention it. It would be wise to consider courting her, for my hand is in many profitable enterprises.”

John stifled a sigh. “I will need time to consider it, but I would hope to conduct business with you regardless of my decision of courting your daughter.”

The Viscount tapped a finger to his lips. “Admirable. I respect your reply, for in truth, it was a test.”

“A test?” John asked.

“Indeed,” the man said with a laugh. “It was the very fact you did not say yes immediately that is a testament of an acute businessman, one who does not make quick decisions but rather thinks things through beforehand.” He refilled John’s glass although it was not yet empty. 

“I appreciate you believing so,” John said. 

The older man placed the decanter on a nearby table. “Now that we have gotten that out of the way, I do want you to consider speaking to my daughter again. She will make a wonderful bride.”

“I do not mean to be rude,” John said carefully. The last thing he wanted to do was offend this man, “but I must…”

“Father?” 

John turned to find Miss Oakley at the door, and he jumped to his feet. 

“My apologies for interrupting, but I am worried for Lucy.”

Lord Oakley frowned. “Your lady’s maid?” he asked. “What is wrong with her?”

“She has a pain in her stomach,” Miss Oakley replied. “Will you come check on her?”

“I suppose I can,” the Viscount said. “I will return shortly.”

John nodded. This would give him the opportunity to leave without incident. Unfortunately, Miss Oakley smiled at him as she had in the times prior; however, this time it had a slyness to it that he had not noticed before. He shook his head. Perhaps it was simply his imagination.

“Have your discussions with Father gone well?” Miss Oakley asked as she came to stand before him. 

“They have,” John replied.

She moved in closer to him, and he had to fight the urge to take a step back. “I am glad we are alone.”

“Are you?”

“Oh, yes,” she said breathily. “That is what I have been wanting since your arrival, and the reason Lucy is pretending to be ill. Now my father is busy with her, and I am here with you.”

John was at a loss for words. He had encountered many women such as Miss Oakley, and he had enjoyed their company. This woman, however, reminded him too much of another, one whose relationship had not ended so well.

“You see,” she cooed, “I am a collector of sorts.”

“A collector?” He went to take a drink of his brandy, but she took the glass from his hand and took a sip. She grimaced. “Father has poor taste. The bottles in my bedroom are far better.” She set the glass aside. “As to my collection…”

“I believe we have…”

She placed a hand on his chest. “I must first collect payment.”

He gaped at her. “Miss Oakley, this is most inappropriate.”

She smiled as she snaked a finger between the buttons of his waistcoat. “I have seen many men such as you,” she whispered. “Men who believe their smiles and words can woo a woman and in turn win their heart. However, I am no fool. In fact, I know what you seek, for it is what I seek, as well.” 

She leaned in and touched her lips to his, and when she moved away, she held a five pound note in her fingers. “You see, I collect kisses, and I thank you for the payment.” She slid the note into the front of her dress, her eyes sparkling as if daring him to go after it. “Tell Father you have no interest in me for I have none in you.” She then winked, gave a mock curtsy, and left the room, leaving John to gape after her.

What had just happened? In a way, he wanted to laugh, for if he told anyone about his interaction with the daughter of the Viscount, he would not be believed. And he could not blame them, for he would not have believed it if he had not experienced it himself. 

The truth of the matter was he had been bested at his own game!

So, why did he feel shame? Had he not done nearly the same to dozens of women? However, as thoughts of Hannah entered his mind, he realized the foundation of his guilt; if she were to learn of this kiss, whatever relationship they had developed, as limited as it was, would disintegrate.

“She is well, now,” Lord Oakley said when he returned. “Women are prone to make matters worse than they are. You have yet to endure the wails of a woman in childbirth.” He shook his head as if the memory was unfathomable. 

“Yes, well, if you will forgive me, I must be on my way. I have matters at home to attend to.”

“Yes, I must complete some work of my own. Shall we meet again?”

“Yes, I believe we should,” John said, although business was the last thing on his mind at the moment. In fact, all he cared for was seeing Hannah and asking permission to court her. He would have to take a chance, and if she learned of his past, he was confident she would forgive him. After his encounter with Lady Catherine, what he wanted became abundantly clear, and being without Hannah was a punishment he could no longer endure.

Once outside, he wiped his mouth in disgust on the sleeve of his coat, the thought of what had transpired making his stomach churn. He took a deep breath and stepped into his waiting carriage, ready to tell Hannah what he felt for her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

As each minute passed, Hannah began to realize that the writing society was less about writing and more a gossip club. In the beginning, the talk had been interesting, but as they continued to discuss all sorts of sordid matters—gentleman in houses of ill-repute and gambling halls, women who carried children from men who were not their husbands and the like—she became more disheartened. She felt horrible for the actions of many and prayed they were not true, for how could two people swear a life together only to consort with a servant?

“Her father is quite upset, of course,” Matilda croaked, her black dress giving her already pale skin a sickly look to it. “By all rights, he should be after all the money he spent on her dresses.” The other women nodded, and Ellen smiled at Hannah.

Her eyes dropped to the book in Hannah’s hands, and as if recognizing her discomfiture, said, “Ladies, I believe our newest member may be here to seek our aid with her writing. Therefore, before we are able to bring this meeting to a close, we should listen and offer whatever advice we are able.”

Relieved, Hannah smiled. All was not lost after all! She took one last sip of her wine, realizing she had consumed more then was customary for her, for she felt a bit giddy. “It has been my dream for a very long time to become a published author.”

“As is with many women,” Frederica said, her wrinkled features reminding Hannah of a prune, “you will soon learn that dreams are best left as dreams and nothing more.”

Not caring for such advice, Hannah ignored the woman and continued. “Currently, the man will ask the woman for her hand, but although the characters love one another, I feel as if an important piece is missing.”

Dorthea sighed. “You are young, and I understand the problem you are facing, for I came to the same predicament in my story.”

“You did?” Hannah asked in surprise.

“Indeed. You see, in these types of stories, the man swears his loyalty to the heroine and promises her all her dreams will come true, but the truth is, no such men exist. Therefore, it makes writing about him practically impossible.”

“I find that difficult to believe,” Hannah replied firmly. “Surely these novels have some bases of truth?” She looked at each of the women for reassurance in her statement but did not find it. “But what of your writing? Surely you have used some of your own life experiences to create your stories.” The women looked at one another, and Hannah was in shock. “You mean, you have all given up on your writing because you have lost your belief in it? What is a writing society where writing is not the topic of discussion?”

Matilda looked down at her hands. “We do speak of it from time to time, and some of us still put words to parchment. However, we have come to know that finding anyone willing to publish anything but poetry by a woman is near impossible. Also, if one did find a publisher willing to secure her work, would her husband agree? I tell you, it is unlikely.”

“I thought the right man would do such a thing,” Hannah said with annoyance. This group was far different than the one she had attended in Albert’s cottage. However, most who attended those meetings were younger, as was she, and therefore saw the world much differently from these women.

“The hour grows late,” Ellen said, and the ladies began to rise. “We shall meet again next week.”

Hannah remained seated and forced a smile as the women bid their farewells and left one by one. When only she and Ellen remained, they walked out to a carriage that awaited out front. 

“I suspect our meeting was not to your liking,” Ellen said.

Should she be honest and risk offending the woman? Had she not been kind enough to allow Hannah to attend? “It was pleasant and I enjoyed myself,” she said. However, the lie did not sit well with her. “I did not expect the advice that was given, if I were to be honest.

“The others have a way of saying what they think regardless of how it may be received. Although what they said seemed cruel, it was the truth.”

“That I should give up on my dream?” Hannah asked in shock. “Since I was a child, I have wanted to write stories, and I am so close. I cannot turn back now.”

“May I give you a bit of advice?” Ellen asked kindly. 

Hannah nodded. “Please.”

“I, too, was once like you,” the woman said sadly. “I dreamed of writing a novel that would take the world by storm. Then I met my husband, who sadly passed nearly two years ago.”

“My condolences,” Hannah said. 

“Thank you.” Ellen smoothed her skirts, as if what she said made her uncomfortable. “Although Patrick did not support me in writing, he did not stop me. It was my vow that, after my children were grown and married, I would take it up once again. However, I was not blessed with children before his death, and my days remained busy with other things. Now, if I am honest, the passion I once had left with Patrick’s passing.”

“I believe I understand,” Hannah replied. How her heart hurt for this woman, but she hoped she, herself, would not be forced to have such an outcome in her life. 

“Do you wish to marry and have children one day?”

If it had been a month earlier, Hannah would have given an adamant no. Now, however, she was not as certain. “I believe so,” she replied. “I have found myself interested in a man…” She might not have notions of marrying any time soon, but the possibility of marrying John was intriguing.

“Then your time will be spent with your family. As it should be. My advice is to finish your book before you are wed, for you will have no time once that occurs.”

“What if he supports me?” Hannah asked. “Surely it will be fine to do so if that is the case?”

Ellen chuckled and patted Hannah’s hand. “Of course, it would be. However, the point is this. You cannot have two dreams that interfere with one another. Finish your book and then move on to a life as other ladies do.”

“Is that why Dorthea advised as she did?” Hannah asked. “That my struggle with my novel is not based on enough fact? That once wed, a woman must give up on her dreams? Is that why I struggle?”

“You struggle because you are innocent, and that is a beautiful thing. Regardless of what you have heard tonight, if you seek to finish and publish your book, then do so. I wish the best for you.”

“Thank you,” Hannah said. “It is my dream, and I will not stop until it is fulfilled. That much I can promise you.”

“Then we will drink to your success,” Ellen said with a warm smile. “You are welcome to return to any of the meetings, although I believe you have learned what little you can from us.”

Hannah nodded. “I will think on it. Thank you.” 

The driver opened the door, and Hannah moved toward the carriage, but Ellen grabbed her arm. 

“The season can be difficult to navigate, especially the first time. I believe we are friends, and I suspect we will become even more so. You never have to send a card, so please come by my house if you need someone with whom to speak or if you are simply in need of companionship.”

Hannah placed her hand on top of that of Ellen. “I will, thank you.” She stepped into the carriage in much better spirits. Hannah found Ellen very likable and she was certain they would meet again, and sooner rather than later.

During her journey to the townhouse, she thought of what she wanted from life. She would finish her novel regardless, but she also could not stop thinking of John. Would he, as he had said, allow her to pursue her dreams? Was he as interested in her as she was in him? Or was she that innocent young girl Ellen mentioned this evening? She could only answer these questions if she spoke to John. 

Once home, Hannah was pleased to see Isabel and Laurence approaching in the foyer. 

“How was your evening?” Isabel asked. 

“It was not what I expected, but I did enjoy myself,” Hannah replied. “I admit I learned much. Thank you again for allowing me to attend.” She glanced toward the drawing room. She wanted to speak to John and tell him of the night’s events. “Is John occupied? It seems he has all but disappeared as of late.”

“He went to dine at the home of Lord Oakley,” Laurence replied. He reached into his pocket a produced a card. “This came for you earlier.”

Hannah whispered her thanks and took the card, her heart sinking. She had forgotten John had meant to go to the house of Lady Oakley and her father, and she found the idea of him being with the woman in any capacity made her sad. In fact, it tore at her heart, and she worried the woman had won him over while she, Hannah, played the silly girl.

“Lord Cecil Cooper wishes to call over,” Hannah said after she read the card. “Do I know him?”

“I believe you two met at the party Hugh gave,” Isabel replied. “Do you recall the man speaking of museums?”

Hannah nodded, remembering vaguely a bore of a man with red hair and a long nose.

“Will you accept?”

It was just the thing that would keep her mother and Isabel happy, but she had no interest in making a decision at the moment. What she wished to do was speak to John, to learn if he had any interest in Miss Oakley, or if his interests lay elsewhere. 

To her delight, the front door opened and John entered.

“Are we hosting a party in the foyer?” he asked, his eyes bright and his breath reeking of alcohol. To make matters worse, a long blond hair clung to the shoulder of his coat. 

So, I suppose I have my answer already, Hannah thought, her stomach doing flips as she attempted to keep down her evening meal. 

“We were just discussing Hannah’s evening,” Laurence said with a laugh. “Did your meeting go well?”

“Yes,” John replied. “I have a good chance of doing business with Lord Oakley here in London. A jeweler’s, of all things.”

Just the thought of John spending his days in such a place made Hannah want to weep. She imagined him adorning Miss Oakley with the jewels he had on hand, of him slipping a gold ring on her finger. 

When he had spoken of business a few nights earlier, Hannah had not understood then that he spoke of Miss Oakley’s father. Why had she been distraught over his happiness? She was not his mother, nor his keeper. In all reality, she should have been relieved; had she not been concerned with the path she had nearly gone down? 

What bothered her most was the realization that she had pushed him into the arms of another woman with her flippant behavior. Juliet might be able to act in such a headstrong manner, but it was not becoming of Hannah. She had to stick to her books, for that was where her strength lay.

“As to your earlier question,” Hannah interjected, doing her best to keep her emotions under control, “I believe I shall send Lord Cooper a reply first thing in the morning. It would be an honor to spend time with such a respectable man. Will you help me choose the right dress? I wish to plan now, if you are available.”

“I am,” Isabel said with a wide smile. She gave Laurence a quick kiss on the cheek. “I will speak with you later.”

As they walked up the stairs, Hannah glanced over her shoulder and felt a sense of confusion wash over her, for the smile John had been wearing when he entered was gone, and a frown had now taken its place.

***

John sat brooding in the library, a book in his lap, of which he had yet to read a word. It had been five days since he had returned to find Hannah speaking of accepting a card from another man. The thought of the sender of that card having an interest in her made him both angry and sad, his frustration directed more at himself than anyone else. 

How could he have allowed himself to have feelings for the woman? Then he had mussed it all with the wild belief that he was not good enough for her. Now he had driven her right into the arms of another man, and he had no one to blame but himself.

His choice of the library had been twofold. It was a quiet place in which to think, but his true desire was to be in the room in case she chose to bring her Lord Cooper there. So far, however, the two had closeted themselves—and Isabel—in the drawing room.

The door opened, and John closed the book but was disappointed when Laurence entered the room. 

“I secured tickets for The Royal Theater this Friday evening in Covent Garden,” Laurence said. “And, before you ask, I have a ticket for you, as well.”

John smiled as Laurence took the seat opposite him. “That is wonderful,” he replied. “Thank you for your generosity. I look forward to attending.”

Laurence waved a hand of dismissal. “Think nothing of it. We are family, and I…” He paused and frowned. “You seem different. Is everything all right?”

John set the book aside. There was no sense in keeping secret his burden. “I believe I may have made a horrible, and costly, mistake.”

“Oh?” Laurence asked as he leaned forward. “And what mistake would that be?”

“You see,” John said, hoping he would not sound as foolish as he felt, “it has to do with Hannah.”

Laurence sat back, a surprised look on his face. “Hannah? What has the girl done now?”

“Forgive me. She has done nothing wrong. I am struggling to get the words right.”

Laurence chuckled. “Sometimes it is best to simply say them.”

“Very well,” John said. “The fact of the matter is, I have come to find her company more agreeable than I would have thought. What began as a favor to you and Isabel has become something more.” He glanced down to find his hands clenched so tightly, his knuckles were white. “When I returned from my business meeting with Lord Oakley, I was more certain than ever that Hannah is a lady I would like to court.”

To John’s surprise, Laurence laughed. “Why, that is wonderful!” he said. “Yet, with such good news, why are you so glum?”

“She is in the other room entertaining Lord Cooper,” John said with a sigh. “I am afraid I may have missed my opportunity and another man has beat me to it. I do not blame her, for I waited much too long to approach her. Yet, now that I have found my courage to do so, it is too late.”

What he had hoped was to receive wise council but was taken aback when the man merely nodded. The room was eerily quiet for some time, and John shifted in his seat. However, as the minutes ticked by, he found he could wait no longer. “If Lady Lambert or Isabel feel me unworthy of calling on Hannah in an official capacity, then I suppose I would understand.”

Laurence shook his head. “No, I am sure her mother would approve, and I believe Isabel already does. What does concern me, however, is whether or not your feelings for her are true.”

“How can you say such a thing?” John asked. “You dare question my motives?”

Laurence raised a hand. “Now, now,” he said. “I do not doubt your integrity. However, I do wonder if by my hand forcing the two of you together has brought about possible false feelings.”

“I can assure you it did not. You see, I have told Hannah I was interested in books and poetry and a host of other things when I was not. Granted, we have many subjects in which we do not share an interest; however, somehow I cannot stop thinking about her. It is as if she has taken possession of me.”

“It sounds much like when Isabel and I first married,” Laurence said with a sigh. “There were circumstances, many of which do not need repeating, nor do they matter, for there was a spark between us.” He walked over and placed a hand on John’s shoulder. “It was my determination to win Isabel’s heart that won in the end. If you feel this strongly for Hannah, which it seems you do, then tell her.”

“And if I were to ask her and she rejects me? What then?”

“Do you care for her?”

John nodded. “I do.”

“Then you will want her to be happy no matter her reply.” He squeezed John’s shoulder. “I will leave you to your thoughts, but remember this. Sometimes one must give up what he believes he wants if he is to get what he truly wishes.”

When Laurence was gone, John stood and walked over to a window, which looked out over a small garden. A movement caught his eyes, and he watched as Hannah and Lord Cooper walked together along the path, Isabel following behind them. What he expected was a joyous or happy expression, but what he saw instead was sadness. Perhaps it was not too late after all!

Hurrying to a small writing desk, he took out a piece of parchment and found a quill. He had no idea how this plan would work, but if he did not make the attempt, she would be lost to him forever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

In preparation for Lord Cooper’s arrival, Hannah had selected a white dress with a lace pattern along the hem of the skirts as well as the sleeves. With the matching gloves adorned with lace, she felt beautiful, and Isabel had told her as much.

As she sat in the drawing room, Lord Cooper sitting across from her and Isabel at her side, Hannah could not stop her mind from drifting to John. When he had returned home that evening five days ago with that blond hair on his coat, her flustered heart had forced her to blurt out the acceptance of Lord Cooper’s request to call. Perhaps allowing the man to go to the arms of Miss Oakley had been the wise choice at the time, but now as Lord Cooper continued to speak, she realized what a mistake that had been.

“It was then when I came to the conclusion,” Lord Cooper was saying, his arrogance prevalent, “that the servants in my household, although loyal, are a simple lot. It is quite confounding that they manage to survive in life at all.”

Hannah offered the man a smile in an attempt to show interest in what he had to say, but it was not an easy task. Lord Cooper was perhaps thirty years of age with red hair and features that she would not have considered unpleasant, if it were not for his nose getting in the way. She wondered why he had never married, but now that she had endured his incessant complaining, she began to suspect the reasons why. He spoke only of himself, what he possessed, and had not a good word to say about any of it. Not once did he ask anything of Hannah.

“Nevertheless, they serve me well, and I have selected a few to travel with me to London for the season. In the past, I have been much too occupied with other matters than to take time for myself or to search for a potential bride. Yet, this season has bestowed upon me a gift—the chance to pursue what I want.” The grin the man wore made Hannah wish to excuse herself and run away. Then, much to her surprise, he asked her a question. “How are you finding the season thus far?”

“I am enjoying it,” she replied, glad at the opportunity to speak for the first time. “The parties have been lovely, and the atmosphere…”

“Such a waste of money,” he interrupted with a dismissive wave of his hand. “It is why I host my parties toward the end of the season, when everyone has had their fill of wine and food. One must always be careful of their expenditures.”

Hannah looked to Isabel for help, and like before, the woman came to her rescue. “Lord Cooper, I am curious to know. In what activities do you partake when your busy schedule leaves little time for socializing?”

“A most excellent question, Your Grace,” he replied. “I am honored to answer it.”

Hannah tried to suppress her frown. Since Isabel had become a duchess, the manner in which the ton spoke to her had changed dramatically. If Isabel said the sky was blue, the ton would applaud her and marvel at how acute her observations were. 

“Like most gentlemen,” the man replied, “I prefer to hunt than to attend parties. However, I do enjoy a good book. One must be well read to get ahead in this world.”

For the first time, Hannah smiled. Perhaps a part of the man was human after all. “Which novels have you read?” she asked.

Lord Cooper drew back as if she had spit poison and burned the man with her words. “Novels?” he said with a sneer. “I do not read such rubbish, for they only make the mind lazy. I only read books concerning true subjects, but I am particularly fond of books on business. Have you read The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith? No, of course you would not. Few women find such intellect intriguing.”

As the man droned on about what he considered the best book ever written, Hannah found her thoughts turning once again to John and his love of books. How she wished he was here instead of this man! But no, he would be thinking of Miss Oakley rather than her if he were here.

“The day is lovely,” Isabel said. “Would you like to take a stroll through the garden? The flowers are gone for the season, but the air will do us all a bit of good.”

“That is the most excellent of ideas,” Lord Cooper replied. “Truly, I had secretly hoped to be able to view them.”

Hannah considered laughing, but she decided against it. The manner in which he fawned over Isabel was outrageous, even more so than others of the peerage. Casting a glance at her sister, she gave her a small smile, which was returned with a wink. She would have to find a way to thank the woman later.

The day was indeed fine. The sun shining down on them eased the light chill that hung in the air, but anything was better than the confines of the house in the company of the pompous man at her side.

As they walked, Lord Cooper continued his tirade—something about the “filthy chimney sweeps” and how they apparently pilfered some of his silver the last time they had been in his house. She doubted the poor dirty children were the cause of his missing items; if they began stealing, no one would invite them into their homes. 

At one point, she glanced up to see John staring out the window to the library. He wore a sad expression that surprised her, and she wondered if there was anything she could do to help. But he turned away from the window and disappeared.

Lord Cooper was complimenting Isabel on a fountain, gushing as heartily as the water that flowed from the jug held by a statue of a woman. 

Finally, the moment came when the man went to take his leave, and they walked him to the foyer. “I must be on my way,” he said as they headed back to the house. “I hope to send another card and perhaps call over again, if that would be acceptable?”

What Hannah wished to do was decline now, for she would prefer to stare at the walls than to spend another moment in his company. However, she had made a promise to Isabel. 

When Hannah did not respond, Isabel said, “When your schedule allows, do send another card. I am certain Hannah’s reply will be as swift as it was before.”

“Most excellent, Your Grace,” he said, beaming. “Thank you for the tour of your gardens, and for your company, Miss Hannah.” He turned to Isabel. “And please inform His Grace how much I enjoyed his home, for I have never seen any finer.” 

“I will be sure to do that,” Isabel replied. “Weber will see you out.”

Lord Cooper smiled and walked to the door where the butler waited for him to walk through. Once the door was closed, Isabel let out a sigh. “I have been in the company of some of the driest men in my time, but Lord Cooper is the worst. What a bore!”

Hannah gasped. “Isabel! You should not say such things.”

“Oh, do not pretend you do not feel the same way,” Isabel said in a whisper. She glanced around her. “You must promise me one thing, however.” Hannah nodded. “He is a friend of Laurence, so if he asks, tell him you found the man interesting. I do not want to hurt him by saying unkind words about his friends.”

Hannah giggled. “I will do that. However, what do we do if he asks to call over again?”

Before Isabel could respond, John came walking toward them. “Hannah? May I speak to you for a moment?”

Hannah nodded. She glanced down at the letter in his hand. Perhaps Miss Oakley had written to him and he wished to share his joy for its contents.

“I must speak to Laurence,” Isabel said before walking away, leaving Hannah and John alone. 

“May we go to the garden?” John asked. “I want to share something with you, but I do not want others to overhear.”

“I understand,” Hannah said. Indeed, this must be about Miss Oakley. Pain stung her heart, and she knew tonight she would weep for what was lost.

Once outside, she followed him to a crossing in the path, far enough away from the house to not be overheard. 

“I must tell you about myself, and you…” He shifted on his feet, and Hannah braced herself for the pain that was to come. “I must admit that I find myself at a loss for words,” he continued with a weak chuckle.

“I have learned that truth is best spoken from the heart,” Hannah said. “That is what Forbes, our butler, told me once.”

“He sounds like a wise man.”

“He is,” Hannah replied. The man was stalling, and she was not helping by allowing him to do so. “Please, say what you need to say.”

John held out the letter to her. “For you.”

With a trembling hand, she took it from him. “I am unsure if I should read this.”

“I would be honored if you did.”

Hannah nodded and opened the letter. 

 

My Dearest Hannah,

 

When I went to the home of Lord Oakley, although we spent our time discussing business, I found I could not stop thinking of you. Forgive me for putting my thoughts to paper, but I did so in hope to appeal to you. 

 

When you accepted Lord Cooper’s invitation, I felt a sadness come over me, for I believed that another man might win you over and have the joy of listening to you speak and be in your company. I realize now that I may be too late, but if it is your desire, I would consider myself the luckiest of men if you would allow me to court you.

 

Sincerely, 

John Stanford

 

She stared at him for a moment, unable to form words, but then she managed to say, “I thought…Miss Oakley…”

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “I have no desire to be around her, and truth be told, I doubt I will see her again unless I do business with her father.” He took a step toward her, and Hannah thought she would faint from the nearness of him. “I cannot imagine being in the company of any other woman but you. I am not the man you believe I am, nor is my past one of which I am proud. However, I believe that is behind me and…”

“Yes,” Hannah said, her throat dry. “I accept your offer of courtship.” Then she surprised herself by throwing her arms around the man. She was even more surprised when his arms encircled her waist, and she found she never wanted to let him go. 

However, the moment came, and she released him. “Your past. You mentioned it has bothered you.”

John nodded. “I can assure you my foolish ways are behind me. In fact…”

Hannah placed a finger to his lips to halt his words. “It does not matter,” she whispered. “The past shall remain behind you…and us. We will speak of it no more.”

He smiled down at her, and she found herself returning his smile. “I believe we are best served sharing our good news with your sister and my cousin.”

“Yes,” Hannah said. “I believe you are right.”

With joyous hearts, she took his arm and returned to the house. Hannah had experienced something about which she had only read and written, and like her novel, she knew in her heart the ending would be happy.

***

Candlelight flickered, creating shadows across the wall as Hannah paced her bedroom. How dreary the day had begun, but how wonderful it had ended! Who would have thought that she, Hannah Lambert, lover of books, would have ever been courted by a gentleman and be happy about it? Not only did it please her, her mother would be proud. The only thing missing was Juliet here to share in the good news. 

She stopped her pacing and widened her eyes. Courting was a serious matter! The typical road from such an arrangement oftentimes led to marriage. If John were to propose marriage, would she accept? It was not that she could not imagine being married to the man, but she was unsure if she was ready for such a step. And what about her novel?

A knock came to the door, and Hannah smiled as Isabel entered. She could not have been happier to see her.

“For a woman who is courting, you seem more concerned than pleased. Or am I wrong in my assumption?”

“I am pleased, but I find it all a bit unsettling. What if he asks me to marry him?”

Isabel let out a laugh. “I imagine it will be some time before he asks for your hand. From what I gathered earlier, it was difficult enough for the man to ask you to court.”

“You were spying on me?” 

“I was merely keeping an eye on the two of you,” Isabel replied with a small smile. “I saw the eagerness in his face to speak to you, and you were without a chaperon. Let us just say it was my way of chaperoning without interrupting.” She tilted her head. “Come, let us sit.” They made their way to the settee. “Is something else bothering you?”

Hannah sighed. “I do not believe he would lie to me, but I rather have some concerns.” She smoothed her skirts absently. “What of him and Miss Oakley?”

Isabel raised her brows. “Miss Oakley? Why on Earth are you worried about that woman?”

“The night he returned from dinner with Lord Oakley, he had a strand of hair on his coat, and the color matched that of Miss Oakley.”

“I see,” Isabel said. “Ask yourself one question. Why would John ask to court you if he was interested in another woman? As soon as word got out, what would he gain by maintaining a secret relationship with Miss Oakley?”

Hannah pursed her lips. “You make a valid point. I did not consider that.” There was the shame of his past that he had mentioned, but that was not for her to share. Granted, it was still a concern, but she had to push that into the back of her mind. If he wished to inform her, he would. Otherwise, it was John’s secret to keep. 

“The truth of the matter is,” Isabel continued as she took Hannah’s hand in hers, “there must be trust in order for any relationship to be successful. Do you trust John with all your heart?”

Hannah did not have to take time to think of her response. “I do. The strange thing is that I believe I have garnered a deep affection for him, but I am unsure. I have read about love and even written about it in some form or another, but this is the first I have experienced it for myself.”

“I imagine you will find out for certain soon enough,” Isabel said.

Hannah giggled. “Not that I did not want to, but I thought it would be with Juliet you would be having this conversation, not I.”

“Why would you believe that?”

“Because I had sworn off the season, suitors, courting…anything that might lead to love.” She shook her head in wonderment. “Now I find myself enjoying those things I once despised.”

“You never despised the idea of love,” Isabel admonished. “You simply did not believe it was right for you. Look at your writing. Do your characters not fall in love?”

“Yes, they do,” Hannah said with a laugh. “That does not mean I had plans of such a life. If I had written about pirates, it does not mean I wish to be a pirate.”

“No, of course not,” Isabel said with a light chuckle. “You know, there was a time when I thought that love was not meant to be; that it only ended in heartbreak.”

The words shocked Hannah. Had Isabel not loved her first husband, Arthur? Perhaps it was because he died she spoke as she did. She wished to ask, but Isabel kept her life close to her breast. If she wished to share her story, she would, but not a moment before.

Isabel waved her hand as if the brush away a draft of melancholy. “Be that as it may, we are here in London for the season, and the world lay before you. Enjoy yourself.” She rose and turned toward the door. “Oh, and do not forget that John will be leaving for his family home in the morning.”

Hannah nodded. John had claimed during dinner that, now that they were courting, his staying in the same house as Hannah would be inappropriate. She was sad he would be alone there, but his reasoning was sound. 

“What was that?” Isabel asked. 

Hannah did not realize she had mumbled. “Oh, nothing,” she replied as she took the candle in hand. Another task awaited her, and she followed Isabel to the door.

“Where are you going?” Isabel asked suspiciously. 

“I must write a few letters,” Hannah replied. “One to mother and one to Forbes to share the good news, and one to Albert to decline his proposal. I have been so caught up in recent events, I had nearly forgotten to write them.” 

Isabel smiled. “Do not stay up too late. We will see them sent off tomorrow.” She pulled Hannah in for a hug. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Hannah replied. 

Once in the library, Hannah lit a few candles and then sat at the writing desk. Besides informing her mother of her recent courtship, she would write to thank the woman for pressing her into attending the season. In her letter to Forbes, she would thank the man for his wise advice and to inform him that she missed his company. The letter to Arthur would be the most difficult, for she did not wish to hurt him, but it had to be done. She could no longer keep him waiting.

She dipped the nib of the quill in the ink and began to write. It was an hour later when Hannah yawned and returned the quill to its place for the final time that evening. Collecting her letters, she placed them in the desk drawer, hoping she would not forget to send them in the morning.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Although she had spoken with John every day since he had left the townhouse, Hannah thought he never looked more handsome than he did now as he stood beside the carriage. He wore a deep blue coat and a crisp white shirt that did little to conceal the wide chest. With his strong arms and bright smile, Hannah would have readily agreed if the man wished to whisk her away to a faraway land and marry her as soon as they arrived.

“Hannah,” he said as he took her hand and kissed her knuckles, “you look beautiful.”

Hannah smiled and looked down at her gown. Light blue muslin with white stripes, she had fallen in love with its woven bodice and flowing skirts as soon as she had seen it in the catalog. However, the manner in which he looked at her made her love it that much more, and she worried her cheeks were hot enough to ignite a fire. 

They were on their way to the Royal Theater with Laurence and Isabel, and Hannah suspected it would be a night she would never forget. She had never been to the opera, and that in itself would have been unforgettable, but to do so with John was another thing entirely. 

She drew her shawl in tighter to ward off the cold of the winter evening and glanced at John. “Is your coat new?” she asked as an excuse for staring at the man. “I do not recall seeing it before.”

“Indeed, it is,” he replied as he straightened lapels that did not need straightening. “I was able to collect it just this morning.”

When their eyes met, Hannah could not stop the smile from spreading across her lips. She may not have a deep understanding of love, but she could not deny the spark that they possessed. 

“Since my cousin has been so gracious in securing tickets for tonight, I have something for us all.” He reached into his coat. “In three weeks’ time, we will go to Astley’s Circus.”

“The circus?” Hannah gasped. “So, Juliet was telling the truth!” Juliet had spoken of a circus in London with animals and other forms of entertainment, including a man who could juggle fire sticks. Hannah had dismissed it at the time as one of her sister’s outlandish tales.

“Oh, yes,” Laurence said. “Astley’s Circus does exist.” He turned to Isabel. “You have heard of it, have you not, my dear?”

“I had not,” Isabel replied. “Although, it does sound exciting. Thank you for such a wonderful gesture.”

“It is the least I can do,” John said as he returned the tickets to his inner pocket. “After all you and Laurence have done for me.” When he said this, he had turned to Hannah, and she caught the meaning behind the words. 

What he said was true, for it was Laurence who allowed Hannah to join them for the season, and it was Laurence who, in turn, had invited John to join them. The more she thought about it, Hannah came to realize how wonderful Laurence was.

“There is no kinder gentleman, nor one as noble, as you,” Hannah added, looking at Laurence. “I, too, thank you for allowing me to join you and Isabel for the season.”

Laurence chuckled. “Think nothing of it,” he said. “But I insist you flatter me no more.”

Hannah smiled, and her heart went out to the man. Although Isabel never spoke of it to her, Hannah knew the man’s leg pained him from time to time. However, Laurence was the type of gentleman who did not make an issue of it. She doubted she knew anyone as brave as he.

The conversation moved on to the play and what they expected in the experience, and Hannah could not stop her mind from driving to the possibilities of the future. As Isabel said, John would more than likely wait to propose marriage, but she suspected she knew her answer if he did.

***

“The Royal Theater,” Laurence said as the four stood outside the carriage on Haymarket Street. 

Hannah looked on with awe at the massive white building and its four large columns as men and women dressed in their best finery made their way up the steps to stand beneath the large portico. The chatter of those around them, combined with their laughter, added to the magic of the evening. However, when Hannah spied two large statues, she gasped and pulled on John’s coat, not caring if she appeared a child gaining the attention of her mother when she saw a kitten. 

“Look!” she whispered. “Tragedy and Comedy. I have only read about them, but to see them in person? What an adventure!”

John nodded. “It makes me happy that you are happy.”

Hannah sighed in awe. How beautiful it was to share such wonders with a man such as he, but to have him understand the significance behind it made it that much more magical.

“Your Grace,” a man in dark livery said with a bow. “I am Harold and will be your steward this evening. It is an honor to have you as our guest.”

Laurence acknowledged the man with a dip of his head. “I am pleased to be here.” 

“If you will follow me, please,” the steward said. 

Another man opened a door, and the party walked into a vestibule. To their left was a grand staircase wide enough for a dozen men standing shoulder to shoulder to ascend. They followed Harold up the carpeted steps, which led to a large landing with so much red fabric covering the furniture and floor, Lady Ellen would have been impressed. 

Through another door, they walked down a short hallway lined with curtained openings, and they stopped at a box that contained four seats that looked out over the theater. Beneath them, the seats were filling quickly, and they faced a wide stage flanked by deep purple velvet curtains that matched those behind them. The backdrop consisted of a painted blue sky with rolling green hills, and the front of a small cottage sat before it. A grand arch connected two tall columns placed on either side of the stage, each displaying the Royal Crest in gold. On either side of them were enclosed boxes like the one in which they sat as well as others on the opposite side of the theater.  

“Isabel,” Hannah said when she looked upward, “look at the ceiling!” Intricate patterns that resembled a spider’s web laced the ceiling that was so high, it seemed to reach up to Heaven itself.

“It is wonderful,” Isabel said, “but we must sit.”

Hannah nodded in embarrassment as Laurence and John stood waiting patiently for them to take their seats between them. As Hannah sat, John took the seat to her left and Isabel to her right, leaving the furthest right seat for Laurence. Hannah never thought she would attend such a production, and now that she was here, she was nearly in tears.

“These designs,” John said in a loud whisper as he ran his hand along the banister, “the craftsmanship is commendable.”

Indeed, the woodwork was impressive with its rose, thistle and shamrock carvings in deep gold embossed into the walls of the box.

“Much money has been invested in the theater,” Laurence replied. “I never realized how intensive the sum required was until now. It was certainly well spent.”

A hush came over the crowd as a man walked onto the stage, and Hannah felt a rush of excitement as the gas lights lowered. 

“Although much has changed since the fire that attempted to take away our theater,” the man said, “there is much that has remained the same.”

A sudden scuffle brought a collective gasp as a man was dragged away by two others as he shouted obscenities that made Hannah’s cheeks burn. 

“Vagabonds who try to sneak in,” Laurence explained in a low whisper. “Apparently, it happens often, sadly.” 

“Speaking of matters that remain the same,” the announcer said with a light chuckle that made the audience laugh, including Hannah. 

She glanced over at John, who seemed to be as enthralled as she. Now they would have yet another topic of discussion to share.

“Tonight, I promise, will be a magical night. One that you will never forget…”

As Hannah listened, she knew the man’s words were true, for the night was already magical, and it would only increase as the evening continued.

***

The play had entered its fifth, and final, act some time ago and was sadly drawing to a close. As the actor on stage spoke his lines and the woman looked on, Hannah imagined it was she and John instead. Her heart clenched and tears welled in her eyes as the man spoke.

“For neither the sun rising nor setting has shown such beauty as thee,” he said.

The woman took a step toward him, a bouquet of flowers clutched in her hands. “For the love you have shown me shall light a path. A path from which we will never waver.”

“That not even the darkness is able to impede,” Hannah whispered. She had read this play so often, she knew all the lines by heart.

Applause erupted, and everyone stood, Hannah included, tears streaming down her cheek. John offered her a kerchief, which she took with gratitude. As the applause continued to rumble through the room, she leaned closer to John to be heard. “That was beautiful; do you not agree?”

“Indeed,” he replied. “Far better than I could have hoped. I am surprised that I found it so engaging.” Hannah thought the comment odd, and her expression must have shown her thoughts, for he added, “I am afraid I have been worn out all day, which had me concerned I would not find the production as captivating as it was.”

She smiled. “Yes, fatigue can be quite a burden. I am pleased you were able to enjoy it.” She turned to Isabel, who also had tears in her eyes. “I believe I am understanding love more,” she whispered as the shuffling of the audience rose around them. “It is that bond two share when they have overcome any obstacle that might stand in their way.”

Isabel nodded. “That it is.” She turned to look at Laurence, and Hannah did not miss the adoring look she gave her husband. “And yet, it is so much more.”

Hannah followed the group back down the hallway behind the boxed seats and out into the vestibule. The announcer had promised a night of magic and wonder, and he could not have been more forthcoming with his pledge. However, it was not only the play that had brought about such things; it was the joy of watching it with John at her side that made it as wonderful as it was. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

John walked into the sitting room of his home and gazed out the window. Many thoughts possessed his mind this day, but Hannah was at the forefront of them all. They had attended the play together ten days earlier, and although a gentleman would never admit such a thing, the performance had him nearly in tears. He had never given serious consideration to the notion of love, not until he had met Hannah. 

In the beginning, he had thought her a boring wallflower, one who secretly hoped to one day become a spinster. Not only had the woman shown to be much more than a simple wallflower, she had taught him to appreciate the arts. Despite what he had told her, he had never had a desire to read or attend the theater. In reality, visiting pubs and stealing kisses had been more his style. 

Now, however, it was as if he had matured in some way. The thought made him chuckle. He may think himself a man, but his actions were more that of a schoolboy, especially with the manner in which he decided to come to London in the first place. He had run away like a child, and he could not quiet the troubles that nudged at the back of his mind. Perhaps it was foolish to worry about what had taken place in the past, but, then again, one must assume every situation and prepare for it.

A carriage pulled up in front of the house, and John smiled, for he knew to whom it would take him—the woman for whom he had feelings, strong feelings, in fact. He was not certain if what he felt was love, per se, but each time he was apart from Hannah, the deeper his longing for her grew. 

He walked to the front door where his butler stood waiting, John’s coat and hat in hand.

“Thank you, Chambers,” John said as the man helped him into the coat.

“May I get you anything else, my Lord?” the butler asked after handing John his hat. 

“No, I believe I have everything I need,” John replied as he buttoned his coat. “I shall return this evening.”

“Very good, my Lord,” Chambers replied with a bow before opening the door.

John’s feet seemed to glide down the steps and out to the waiting carriage, a glorious afternoon sun glowing in the sky. When the door to the carriage opened, John was surprised to find Hannah waiting, as beautiful as a lady could be in her green dress and hair pinned up with two long curls framing her face. 

“Hannah,” he said with a smile as he kissed her hand. “How wonderful you came to collect me.”

In the past, Hannah’s blushes fed his ego, but now her crimson cheeks warmed his heart. Across from her sat Laurence and Isabel, Laurence dashing in a green frockcoat and Isabel handsome in her bronze gown. 

“I feel quite important having everyone come to collect me,” John said with a grin. “Are we not dining at your house this evening?”

Hannah appeared beside herself with excitement. “Oh, we are,” she said with a wide smile. “Laurence has said he has a surprise for Isabel and me.”

John raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

Laurence chuckled. “Perhaps.”

“This is all so mysterious,” John said with a laugh. “Should I not be let in on this little secret?”

“And how is it you believe I should tell you when the ladies are present?” Laurence asked. 

John leaned back in the seat. “Will I find this surprise as fulfilling as they?”

Laurence gave him a stiff glare. “We will not discuss it any longer,” he said firmly. 

Everyone went quiet, and John shifted in his seat. The carriage trumbled along, and Laurence said, “Lady Brunswick was to host a party in nine days. Unfortunately, the woman met with an untimely death. It seems she was thrown from the back of her horse two days ago.”

“Is that the surprise?” John asked, and then bit his tongue when the women gasped. “My apologies. I suppose that was a bit uncouth of me.”

“I would say so,” Isabel admonished. 

Laurence sighed. “I knew little of the woman.” He looked at John. “She was a widow, I believe, but her friend Lord Richard Minn mentioned you knew her. Is that true?”

John felt Hannah’s gaze on him, and he shifted in his seat once more. “I did,” he replied, suddenly nervous. “I met the woman two seasons ago and attended her party last year. I remember she was a kind woman, somewhat older than you, Laurence, but I remember little else.” Guilt plagued him, for he had not spoken the complete truth, but it was one of the many incidences about which he preferred Hannah never learn. 

“Are you all right?” Hannah asked with clear concern. “Are you running a fever?”

“A fever?” he asked dumbly. 

“You have sweat on your brow, so I was worried…”

He pulled a kerchief from his coat pocket. “Oh, not at all,” he replied with a nervous laugh. “It is a bit close in here is all.”

“Would you like me to open a window?”

He shook his head. “That will not be necessary. We will be at the house soon.”

“Speaking of returning to the house,” Isabel said, giving Laurence a pointed look. “What of this surprise you mentioned? You cannot expect me to believe that John was our surprise.” She giggled. “No offense,” she said to John.

John laughed. “None taken. I cannot imagine myself being a surprise for anyone.” He glanced at Hannah and was pleased to see her cheeks flush again.

“You must be patient, “Laurence replied cryptically. “You will learn soon enough. We are here.”

Hannah glanced out the window. “But we have only returned home again,” she said, clearly confused. 

Laurence laughed. “Indeed, we have. Come now. Your surprise awaits.”

They allowed the women to alight first, and John stopped Laurence. “What is this surprise?”

Before Laurence could answer, two squeals erupted from inside the house. 

“Nathaniel!” both women cried in unison.

John followed Laurence inside and found both women smothering a boy of perhaps thirteen with kisses and tight embraces. “Who is this?” John whispered. 

“That, Cousin, is the newest Baron Lambert, Isabel and Hannah’s brother, Nathaniel.”

The boy had the same blond hair and blue eyes as his sisters, but that was where the semblance ended. Perhaps he took after his father more than his mother, as his sisters did. 

Hannah pulled away, holding the boy’s arms out to his side. “How is it our little brother is growing up so quickly?” she asked.

He gave her a horrified look. “I do not know,” he replied. “I suspect I shall grow for at least another five years.”

As Nathaniel fought off his sisters’ affections, John could not help but laugh as the boy wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Enough, already!”

Hannah turned to John. “Nathaniel, I would like you to meet Lord John Stanford.”

“It is a pleasure, my Lord,” Nathaniel replied, giving John a stiff bow. 

“And mine as well, young sir,” John replied. “Please, call me John.”

The boy smiled, and then Isabel drew him back to her with a bombardment of questions. 

Laurence leaned in and whispered, “Come with me a moment. We can steal away while the siblings get reacquainted.”

John followed him down the hall to the library, where he took a seat opposite his cousin. Gone was the smile Laurence had worn upon arriving at the townhouse, and John felt uncomfortable under the man’s steady gaze. 

“I received a letter from your mother.”

John groaned. He should not have been surprised, but he had hoped to avoid any discussion of his true reasons for leaving Cornwall. 

“She said that you had traveled to Wales to do business for six months. Yet, when you arrived at my door, I was told a different story.”

“I…had a disagreement with Mother,” John said. It was a partial truth, but a truth, nonetheless. “I am sorry for lying to you.”

Laurence sighed. “Disagreements happen in families,” he said. “However, you must swear to me that you will write the woman and tell her where you are. I am afraid I do not understand, however. Why would you tell her you were going to Wales of all places?” 

“I realize I should not have lied to her, but I promise to write to her first thing in the morning. And as to why I chose Wales? Well, it seemed the perfect place to go into hiding, and she would never have believed I had gone to Scotland. She knows all too well I do not enjoy the cold.”

“See that you do write. You are far too good of a man to be so dishonest, especially to members of your family. Please, never lie to me again. I can be trusted in any matter; you should know that.”

“I will not lie to you again,” John promised. Then a thought came to mind. “Since I can trust you, I need advice in a particular matter.”

“We have a few minutes,” He chuckled. “Although, I believe Nathaniel will be relieved when we rescue him from his sisters.”

John laughed, but then took a deep breath. “Hannah’s love for the arts, for books, theater and wildlife?”

“Yes? What of it?”

“In order to win her over, I lied to her about having the same interests. However, now I find myself enjoying them as much as she. My question is this. Do I tell her that these interests are new to me, or do I simply enjoy them and not admit that I had lied in the beginning?”

Laurence nodded as he sat back in his chair. “This is partly my fault,” he said. “Perhaps you can be honest and say you exaggerated your love of reading and such things. Then you may tell her the truth, that you find enjoyment in those activities more than you did before. Hannah will understand.”

“Do you believe so?”

“I do,” Laurence replied firmly. 

Relief washed over John as he rose from his chair. “Thank you for your council in this,” he said, shaking Laurence’s hand. “I appreciate it.”

“Think nothing of it.” Then he paused. “Lord Minn mentioned that last season a rumor circulated concerning Lady Brunswick and yourself. Do you know of this rumor?”

“It depends,” John replied, attempting to hide his apprehension. “What was the rumor?”

“Apparently, you kissed her. In the drawing room at a party she gave last year.”

John knew that a month ago, the old him would have lied, but he had changed and refused to do so any longer. “It was in the library, actually. It was a foolish act on my part kissing the woman.”

Laurence was silent for a moment, and then he asked, “And what do you think of what you did?”

That was an easy question to answer. “I am ashamed.”

Laurence smiled and clapped him on the back. “That information is something I would not share,” he said. “Do not allow the action to cause you shame. Things like that happen when we are young; well, to some of us. I must admit it never happened to me, but that is neither here nor there. As long as they do not happen again, the past is the past.”

“Never again,” John replied. “No woman will draw my eye, for I now only see Hannah.”

It was a relief that he could confide in Laurence. Granted, Lady Brunswick had not been the first, and there were many after, but those days were gone. And he meant to see to it that it never happened again. 

***

Hannah was ecstatic at seeing her brother and had to give him one more kiss. The poor boy frowned and wiped his cheek, causing both Hannah and Isabel to laugh. 

“Do not worry,” Isabel said. “We are finished…for now.”

“I love you both,” Nathaniel said, “but I cannot endure any more kisses. But if you have a sweet, I will take one of those.”

He wore such an innocent smile that Hannah could do nothing more than sigh. “I will get you as many sweets as you wish,” she replied. “But I must know. How is it you have come to see us?”

“His Grace…Laurence wrote to me, and I had a free day today, so we organized a visit.” 

Hannah could not believe how well-spoken her brother had become. It occurred to her that he truly was no longer the little boy she had adored but was slowly becoming a man. A man who would one day take over the running of Scarlett Hall.

“We are glad you were able to come,” Isabel said. “Is there anything you wish to do while you are here?”

“No,” he replied. Then a sad look came to his features. “I do wish Mother were here. And Juliet. Then I could be with all of my family.”

Hannah had to admit that she missed their mother, as well. In fact, he had hoped the woman would visit soon.

Then a bolt of fear hit her. The letters! She had not sent them, and it had been over two weeks since she had written them!

“I will return in a moment,” she said. “And do not worry; I will return with your sweets.”

Nathaniel gave her a smile and then followed Isabel to the drawing room. How she adored him!

She made her way to the library and heard voices coming from within. So, this was where Laurence and John had gotten off to! She turned to leave, but when she heard John’s voice, she froze in place.

“It was in the library, actually. It was a foolish act on my part kissing the woman.”

To keep from crying out, Hannah had to cover her mouth as she hurried past the door and to the kitchen. Tears brimmed her eyes as she held the bowl of sweets close to her. Had John met someone else? Or was he speaking of Miss Oakley? Her stomach knotted as she tried to calm herself, but she was much too overwhelmed to do so. She did not know how long she stood there, but when she heard footsteps, she turned to find John walking toward her. 

“Hannah?” he asked, his voice filled with concern. “Are you all right? You look as if you have been crying.”

Try as she might, she could not stop a tear from escaping her eye, and he hurried over and took the bowl from her. 

“What is wrong?”

“Do you truly care for me?” she whispered, finding looking at the man difficult. “Is there another woman you care for more? Someone far prettier than I?”

He placed a finger under her chin and forced her to look up at him. “There is no woman more beautiful than you,” he said. “I swear to you that is the truth.”

She gazed up at him and so desperately wanted to believe him. “I overheard you speaking with Laurence. You said you kissed another woman.”

He sighed. 

So, it was true. Now he was going to end their courtship.

“I will not lie to you,” he said, his voice quiet. “I did kiss a woman at a party last season. It was foolish, and I cannot place blame on drink, for the action were my own.”

Hannah swallowed. “I see. And did you care for this woman?”

He chuckled. “No. In fact, I hardly knew her…” His voice trailed off. “Hannah, I swear that I see now that my actions that night were that of a fool. If you must know, it was Lady Brunswick, the woman Laurence mentioned in the carriage earlier. However, I swear to you that no woman in this world compares to you.” 

She nodded and wiped her eyes. Although his words upset her, what had happened was in the past, and the woman was now dead, as sad as that was.

“I must confess something more,” John said.

“Go on, although I must admit that I am afraid.” Her heart beat against her chest, and she wondered if it would break through her ribcage. Yet, when John took her hand in his, a peace came over her.

“When I first met you, I found your intelligence and beauty overwhelming. I am afraid I told falsehoods, however. The truth is I do not read for pleasure, nor do I enjoy outings such as the theater. Or I should say I did not, for I thought it would be a bore.”

He had lied all this time? She had felt a connection with him, but now she realized the man she thought he was did not exist. How foolish of her to believe a man could be interested in the same things as she.

“But as we spent more time together, as I experienced life as you see it, I found that I have come to genuinely enjoy those things. In fact, I cherish what we do together.”

Hannah was uncertain what to say. She had come to have a great affection for a man she thought she knew. How could he expect her to accept that?

“Please,” he begged, “just one more thing. I have never had an interest in a woman as I have for you. I must admit that I have come to admire you greatly.”

“You care for me that much?” she asked, her breath catching in her throat. 

He nodded, and when he smiled, it warmed her heart. “I have been such a fool,” he said. “But that is in the past. I stand here before you admitting as much. If you can look beyond the mistakes I made before and look into my heart, you will see it only beats for you.”

For all the stories she had read, all the tales she had heard, and all the words she had written, none could have prepared her for this moment. For the first time in her life, she understood what it all meant. John had been honest as he spoke of his past and confessed his lies, and although what he had said hurt, he spoke with humbleness and sincerity. She had no other choice.

“I forgive you,” she said with a smile. “And if you do not like to read, just tell me so. I will not force you to do something you do not enjoy.

His smile broadened. “I purchased a copy of Hamlet and am now reading it. I want to be able to discuss authors who are real and not those who write about pudding.”

This made them both laugh, and without thought, Hannah threw her arms around him. He pulled her in closer, and she found his hold comforting.

She brought her lips close to his ear and whispered, “I must admit that I have feelings for you, as well. Thank you for telling me what was on your heart.”

When the embrace broke, she smiled as he reached up to wipe away her tears. “You are a wonderful woman. Thank you for understanding.”

As they made their way back to the drawing room, the bowl of sweets in her hand, Hannah knew she did not simply care for this man, for it was something much stronger. Love was the most beautiful of all things one could have and would make one do anything for the other. It would allow them to forgive, to move past any hurt, and even heal broken hearts. There was nothing Hannah would not do for the man for whom she had come to care.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

He had come to the realization that he would do anything for Hannah. The love he had developed for her knew no bounds. He was unsure at what precise moment it had occurred, but it could have been any number of moments. Perhaps it was when he saw her for the first time, for he had thought her intriguing. Or when she shared secrets concerning her life, for she was intelligent. Or maybe it had been when she wore a particular dress that made her even more beautiful that he already thought her to be. Whatever the case might have been, it was clear that they shared in a destiny together. 

So many times, he had worried that she would see through his ruse, that she would learn that he was not the person he was pretending to be. However, she had not, for she was an innocent and therefore never questioned the masquerade, which only made his affection for her that much greater.

He moved silently down the hallway that he knew how to traverse by heart and opened the door to the library. When it creaked, he paused to listen for anyone who would come to investigate, but the house remained as quiet as ever. Once inside, he inched the door closed until he heard the tiny click and stopped to listen again. Nothing. 

Removing his coat, he placed it across the bottom of the door. Now he would be able to light a candle, for tonight he had a specific item in mind—the ledger in which she kept her writings.  

He moved across the room to one of the bookcases, the light of the single candle giving enough light to see the spines of the books, if he brought it close and squinted. His finger touched each tome, but none were the one for which he searched. As he glanced down the long rows, a particular book overhung the shelf, and he growled in annoyance. He was meticulous if he was anything, and books were not meant to be unaligned! If they were, it only meant disorder, and he did not enjoy disorder in any form. However, when he attempted to push it back, something impeded its movement. 

Strange, he thought, and he pulled out the book and reached into the space behind it, his fingers brushing another smaller book. Curious, he pulled it out and saw it was a small journal bound in dark brown leather. Taking the book to the nearby writing desk, he set down the candle and opened the book. 

It was a journal! How fortunate! The beginning of the writing was boring, and he almost returned it to its hidden place. However, his curiosity made him turn the page, and he was delighted he had taken a chance, for what he read made his heart race with excitement. He now had everything he would need to complete his final task, and he had someone to thank!

Clutching the journal in his hands, he snuffed the candle and donned his coat now that it was safe that no light would be seen beneath the door. Sure footsteps made their way through Scarlett Hall, a home he had always envied and that one day would be his. 

Outside the room belonging to Eleanor, he paused. Hearing no movement, he pushed the door open. Although he had entered the woman’s room many times under the cover of night, the excitement and fear still returned, for if the woman woke, how would he explain his presence in her private chambers?

However, she never woke, and he took his time to walk over to her vanity table and ran his fingers across the long expanse of polished wood. Perfumes, brushes, and other lady’s necessities were neatly organized, unlike the bookshelf in the library. How he had never noticed the misaligned book before, he did not know, but he was glad to have seen it this night.

He moved to the bed and smiled down at the sleeping woman, her breathing steady and rhythmic. “I always knew you were not perfect,” he whispered. “And now I have the proof, for I know your secret.” His fingers ached from how tightly he clutched the book, and the excitement was almost too much to bear. “Thank you for allowing me to learn of it.”

He leaned in and brushed his lips to Eleanor’s forehead. She scrunched her brow, and his heart froze. He could not allow her to wake and see him leaning over her! However, she let out a sigh, rolled to her side, and faced the opposite wall. 

With relief, he released his breath as he stood and made his way back to the hallway. Before he closed the door, he looked back at the indistinguishable mound on the bed. “Your secret is safe with me,” he whispered. “As long as you obey and give me my heart’s desire.”

He closed the door with a soft click. His heart desired not only Hannah, but the home he had always coveted. The journal he now held would give him both, and for that he would always be forever grateful to Lady Eleanor Lambert.

***

Eleanor read the letter once again. It had arrived three days earlier, and she found her heart warm further each time she read it. It was wonderful to have Hannah enter into a courtship, and with a man for whom she cared and who was worthy of her hand. Truth be told, she could not have asked for more—he was a marquess!—and she had Isabel to thank. Once again, her eldest daughter had saved their family; this time by leading Hannah to love. 

She placed the letter on the desk. When she had learned that this man Albert had proposed marriage—a sheep farmer of all things!—she had become angry, and fear had claimed her soul. What man of his station would believe he could make claims on a daughter of Scarlett Hall? The idea was absurd at best! Hannah was intelligent when it came to books and other such academics, but she did not fully comprehend of that which men were capable.  

According to the letter, this Lord John Stanford was everything Eleanor would have dreamed of for her daughter. Now that Hannah was safe from harm, Eleanor felt a weight lift from her shoulders. One more daughter seen to. 

The door opened and Forbes entered. “My Lady,” he said with a bow, “Lady Ann will be arriving as planned to be chaperon to Miss Juliet. Will there be anything else? Some tea perhaps?”

Eleanor smiled. “No, thank you.” She lifted the letter from the desk. “I had thought the worse for Hannah, but it appears she is well taken care of, for which I am well pleased.”

Forbes walked over to her. “I must admit the news brought me joy, as well.” He shook his head. “Although I care for all of your children, I must admit that I have felt a special bond with Miss Hannah over the past year.”

Eleanor was not surprised. In her neglect for her daughter, the girl had gone to Forbes in order to have someone in which to confide. Although she felt guilt that it had happened, she could not change the past. Furthermore, what harm could there be in her daughter confiding in their butler? Was he not oftentimes more an extended family member than a servant?

“I know you do,” she said, “and I am aware she has sought you out for guidance. I am certain she has always met with wise counsel.”

Forbes chuckled. “I am not certain about the wisdom of my counsel, but you are kind all the same.”

“Hannah would not waste words writing a letter to someone for whom she did not care or respect.”

“I am honored to be held in such high esteem,” the butler murmured with a bow. “Ah, before I forget, I have scheduled time to collect your dress two days from today.”

“Excellent,” Eleanor replied. “With Lady Anne coming to watch over Juliet, our trip to London will be without worry.” She sighed. “It has been some time since I have been back to London. I must admit I am looking forward to it.”

“As you should be, my Lady,” Forbes said. “Miss Hannah is in love, and Miss Isabel—I mean, Her Grace—is married. Your children are growing and starting their own families.”

“Indeed,” Eleanor replied. She walked over to the window. “Gone are the days when I would look out and see them playing. I can still picture Juliet and Isabel arguing and Hannah sitting under the tree with a book on her lap, Nathaniel beside her listening to her read.”

“Do not despair, my Lady,” Forbes said.

Eleanor started; she had not heard him approach and had not expected him to be standing right beside her.

“Although things are changing,” he continued, “they must happen in order to usher in a new age.”

Eleanor sighed. “What you say is correct,” she said. “Thank you for reminding me.”

They stood in silence for a moment, and then she turned to him. However, he was no longer there. As usual, he had left without a sound, leaving her alone with her thoughts. 

The truth was she had done everything she could to insure her children were happy. Two daughters were where they should be—or near enough so. Now she had two more children to look after—Juliet and Nathaniel. 

Her eyes fell to the tree under which Hannah had spent a majority of her young life. The words Forbes spoke could not have been truer; a new age had come for them all, but especially for Hannah. Love had come to the girl’s heart, and soon would follow talk of marriage. And in her heart, Eleanor knew Scarlett Hall would once again be filled with sounds of laughter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Since Hannah’s realization that she did indeed love John, she had spent the past two weeks fretting over the ideal gift for him. Now, she stood in Hatchard’s on Piccadilly in search of the perfect book. The man had expressed a genuine interest in literature, and she could not help the warmth in her heart as they shared in that interest. Not only had they discussed the latest book he was reading, but he also showed an enthusiasm for the novel she was writing. The latter pleased her more than the former by far, and she could not believe her luck in finding such a man. 

However, that was not her only source for excitement. Isabel had promised to accompany her to inquire about how one went about publishing a book, and Hannah could barely contain herself whenever she thought about that meeting, which, she had to admit, was quite often. How perfect her life had turned out! She had a gentleman for whom she had an affection, and she would see her dream of publishing realized. Indeed, she had to be one of the luckiest women in the whole of England.

Hatchard’s was a lovely bookstore that had opened nine years earlier, but Hannah could not have been more pleased at the selection. The walls were lined with bookshelves filled with every book ever printed—or so Hannah thought. Perhaps that was an overestimation, but she imagined it had to be close, for there were so many. Choosing the right book was going to be a challenge, to be sure!

She perused several shelves before a table caught her eye. A stack of books bound in red cloth had gold embossed on the front cover; a journal! What a perfect gift! John could write his thoughts, his poetry, whatever he chose in such a book. 

She chose one and moved past an old man in a dark tattered coat. He held a book to his nose, inhaled deeply, and then sighed. She found the actions strange, and she could not help but give him a curious look, although she knew it was rude. 

“It was printed in Cornwall,” the man said with a smile. He sniffed it again. “Yes, I have no doubt; the ocean has a peculiar smell there.”

Hannah’s eyes went wide. “You can tell where a book was printed simply by its odor?” she asked. Before the man could reply, she lifted the journal to her nose and inhaled. “I smell…nothing. Perhaps the shop in which it was bound?” She sniffed it again. “Have you ever been to Dover? I do get a sense of the place.”

The old man eyed her for a moment, and then he began to laugh. “It works every time,” he said with a shake of his head. “Forgive me. The truth is, I looked at the first page; this is how I knew where it was published.”

Hannah walked away feeling foolish. She could not believe how silly she had been. Smelling a book to see where it had been printed, indeed! For a woman who viewed the world through the lens of logic, she certainly had fallen for a silly notion quite easily. 

She paid for her book and left the store. Isabel and John had gone to another shop, and she was anxious to be away from Hatchard’s after that debacle, so she stopped a man. “Excuse me. Do you know where MacMillan’s is by chance?”

The man gave her a bow. “Yes, Miss. If you were to walk down the street that way,” he pointed behind him. “Come to the next street, take a right, and walk to the end. Then you take a right, and it’s about halfway down aways.”

Hannah attempted to picture the directions in her mind and smiled. “So, it is behind this building but one street over?”

The man nodded. “Right you are. There’s an alley just down that way,” he pointed in the direction in which he had been headed, “but I’d not recommend it. It’s not all that safe for a lady like you to walk alone.”

Hannah thanked the man. How silly, she thought. To think I cannot take care of myself. She clicked her tongue. She had been fooled once today, she was not about to allow it to happen again. The man’s smile told her he would get a good chuckle at seeing her walk all the way around when a faster route was available.

She glanced up at the sky. Dark storm clouds had moved in and thunder rumbled in the distance, which meant most people had rushed to nearby shops in order to be out of the coming rain, leaving the footpath nearly empty. Another reason not to take the long way around.

She walked to the alleyway and stopped to squint into the shadows within. The path before her was long and winded around to disappear from sight. She glanced in the directions the man had given her. Perhaps she should take the longer route after all. 

Thunder rumbled again. No, she was no longer a child but rather a strong woman, and so, with shaky legs that belied her strength, she entered the alley. Her footsteps were quick, and not ten paces in, she turned to look over her shoulder. There stood a man with his hat low over his brow, the shadows concealing his features and giving him a menacing look.

Fear overtook her, and she began to run. She had to reach the safety of the other side of the alley! However, before she reached it, she cried out as her foot caught in a hole, sending her crashing to the ground.

“Hannah?” the man who now stood looming over her asked. “It is you! Are you all right?”

Hannah looked up and her eyes went wide. “Connor?” she asked in a shocked tone as she stared up at Isabel’s former brother-in-law.

Connor Barnet reached out a hand. “Here, let me help you.”

She accepted his aid and stood on wobbly legs, and he placed his hands on her waist. “Whoa there,” he said. When she righted herself fully, he added, “There now. I cannot believe my good fortune in seeing you.”

She smiled and tested her ankle, relieved that she had not injured herself. “Thank you,” she said. “I thought you were a thief or a murderer.”

This brought about a bout of loud laughter. “I am many things, but most certainly not either of those.” His eyes seemed to study her, and she found his gaze disconcerting. “I am glad to see you, for I have inquired about you.”

“Have you?” Hannah asked, and she realized he had yet to remove his hands from her waist. She wished to tell him to remove them, although she was uncertain why it caused her such distress.

“I have,” he said. Why did he sound angry now? But no, it could not have been, for he returned to the earnest tone she had known him for in the past. “When I saw you at the party at Applewood Estates last month, I wanted to tell you that I thought you the most beautiful woman there. Many may see you as plain, but I assure you, I do not.”

“Connor,” Hannah gasped as she attempted to push the fear from her voice. The storm clouds gathered above them, and the alley darkened further. “I must ask you…”

“I am almost finished telling you what I must,” he demanded. Then his voice softened once again. “You have captivated me unlike any woman has before. In truth, I have gone to Scarlett Hall several times to ask your mother’s permission to court you. However, each time I arrived, I could not follow through with my request. You see, I chose to come to you personally because I knew what your answer would be.”

Hannah could not stop the pounding in her heart at the intense gaze of the man looking down at her, and when he brought his hands to her arms, the fear only intensified. “You appear frightened,” he said, frowning. “I am not here to hurt you; I only wish to tell you my desire for you.”

“I cannot,” she whispered as tears filled her eyes. “Another man is courting me.”

His hands dropped to his sides and he took a step back. “This cannot be,” he said as he shook his head. “I thought…” He looked away for a moment, glaring down at the ground. When he rounded on her, his jaw was set and his face was red. He grabbed her elbow, sending a pain up her arm. “Who is this other man!” he demanded.

Hannah pulled away from the man and began to run, frightened beyond measure.

“Hannah, wait! I am sorry! I did not mean to frighten you. Listen to me, please. I meant no harm!”

Her legs moved faster than they ever had, and this time she did not turn to look behind her. When she reached the other end of the alley, she collided with a couple who was walking past.

“Are you all right?” the man asked.

Hannah pushed away just as someone said, “Hannah? What happened?”

Relief washed over her as Isabel hurried up to her, and Hannah threw her arms around her sister and wept. 

“Have you been hurt?” Isabel asked. “What were you doing in that alley?”

“I am all right,” Hannah said as she accepted a kerchief from her sister. Then something occurred to her. If she were to tell Isabel the truth of what happened, not only would it cause problems between Isabel and Laurence, her sister would be forced to endure the shame of her former brother-in-law accosting her sister. 

She glanced toward the alley; Connor was nowhere in sight. Perhaps he would leave her be now that he knew her current availability. Nothing would be gained, and all too much lost, if she told the truth. 

Therefore, she lied.

“I came down the alley and a large dog chased after me.” She looked down at her mussed skirts. “I fell in the process, but thankfully, I was able to get back up and get away before he attacked.”

Isabel sighed and brushed at Hannah’s skirts. “You must get that cleaned,” she said. “I am afraid it may stain.” Then she smiled. “But I am glad you are safe. Come. John is waiting for us.”

Hannah nodded but glanced toward the alley once more, glad to see that it remained empty. Connor had been livid when she told him about John. It was as if the man would not take no for an answer. However, it did not matter what he felt for her, for her heart was with John, and there, she would remain safe.

***

Hannah followed Isabel and John to a shop with a sign that indicated it was “Martin and Sons Publishing”, and she whispered a thrill of excitement that made her grin. After all the years of dreaming, she would finally seek a publisher for her novel! Despite her excitement, however, a thread of fear made her stop at the door, unable to move. What if she made a fool of herself, and in turn of John and Isabel?

Her sister seemed to sense this and offered Hannah a warm smile. “You have the right to inquire,” she whispered. “No matter the reply, you may ask.”

Hannah took a deep breath. Her sister was right; what harm could simply inquiring do? 

When John opened the door for her, she could not help but feel a sense of safety. All the fear she had felt in the alleyway had disappeared, and she knew it was because of this man. “I am honored to be here for this occasion,” he whispered as he leaned in toward her. “I wish you the best of luck.”

“Thank you,” Hannah replied. With a confident step, she entered the building. The inside was much smaller than she had anticipated. Two bookshelves on the walls to either side of her gave the already small space a cramped feeling with books not only lining the shelves but also stacked on top and piled in front of them on the floor.

In the back of the room behind a counter sat a man with curly gray hair, a book propped open as he leaned against the counter. Isabel nodded, and Hannah approached the man, her heart wishing to escape her chest. 

Without looking up, the man said, “I’m sorry. We’re not seeking any employees, and it’s doubtful I’ll be needing any help anytime soon.”

“I am not here in search of employment,” Hannah said, surprised that her voice was not wavering. “I am here to inquire about publishing a book.”

The man looked up and sighed. Then he glanced at John. “Can the gentleman not speak for himself?”

“It is I who am inquiring,” Hannah said, keeping her vexation at bay—barely. 

The man rubbed his temples and closed his book with a snap. 

“I do not mean to interrupt your work,” she continued, although what she could have been interrupting, she did not know. “I can make an appointment if you would prefer.”

A curtain over a door behind the man moved, and a woman entered, a teacup in her hand. She set the cup on the counter. “Oh, hello,” she said with a bright smile. “What a lovely hat.”

“Thank you,” Hannah replied. She had changed out the trimmings that morning to match her lavender dress. 

The old man reached for the teacup, and Hannah had to stifle a laugh when the woman smacked his hand. “Phineas, no one wants to hear you slurp your tea.” She turned and smiled at Hannah. “Now, how may we help you?”

The moment had finally come, and it took all of the courage Hannah could muster to speak. “I am currently penning a novel.” 

The man groaned, but when the woman shot him a glare he quieted once again. 

“Please, continue,” the woman said.

Hannah could not help but smile. “Thank you. You see, since I was a child, I have had a love of reading, and that led to a love for writing. What I am writing now is a romantic novel,” -another groan followed by another glare- “that I would like to see published one day.”

Old Phineas snorted. “We don’t publish books for women; there simply is no market…”

“Enough, you,” the woman snapped. “Pay him no mind. What is your name?”

“Hannah. Hannah Lambert.”

The woman smiled. “I’m Albina Bragg, and this old coot is my husband, Phineas.” She leaned on the counter. “The truth of the matter is few bookmakers will publish books by women, but we do.” She shot the man a glare that dared him to speak against her. “Despite what most men believe, many women have seen great success in their published works. Take Mary Pilkington, for example. Her Delia received a marvelous reception, as did Fanny Burley’s Camilla. I’m a proponent of women doing more than scribbling a few words of poetry or writing children’s books. If your book shows any bit of promise, we’re certainly willing to consider it.”

Phineas snorted, picked up his teacup, and made his way through the curtain from which Albina had entered. His wife rolled her eyes but then smiled again. 

“You say you’re in the process of writing this novel?”

Hannah nodded. “I am.” She did not wish to mention how she had been struggling as of late. “It is nearly complete, however.”

“I want to be honest with you,” Albina said. “I can’t make any promises that Phineas will agree to publish your book. I can cause a ruckus, but ultimately, the decision is his.”

“I understand,” Hannah replied. 

“When you have completed it, bring it around and see me. You can count on me taking the time to read it.”

“I appreciate your time,” Hannah said. “I have never been happier in all my life.”

“Then by all means, leave now!” the woman said dramatically. “The sooner you get back to your work, the sooner you will return.”

Hannah thanked the woman again, and she led John and Isabel outside. 

As luck would have it, the storm clouds had passed, and the sun shone brightly. Was there any better sign of the wonderful days that were ahead?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Thus far, the season had surpassed any expectation Hannah could have ever considered. She had made new acquaintances, Lady Ellen for example, and found she enjoyed attending parties more than she believed she would. And in her pursuit of her dream of seeing her novel published, she had found a possibility of seeing that completed. 

However, despite those wondrous new findings, one shone brighter than all the others, something she never would have thought possible—she had found love. Her feet no longer touched the ground, and John’s smile spoke far more than the quill could write on parchment. 

It was that adoration that now guided her hand as she continued her book. Each line was carefully crafted, and the characters—two people she had adored before—were now closer to her heart. For now, she understood what it meant to fall in love and therefore knew how her hero and heroine would react. 

When she completed her novel, she would share it with Lady Ellen and the other women of the writing society as a way to show them that love did exist, not only on the page but in the world around them. 

Stifling a yawn, Hannah returned the quill to its holder and wiped at her fingertips with a kerchief. That was the one downfall to writing to which she would never become accustomed—ink-stained fingers. However, it was well worth being forced to wear gloves at all times if it meant completing her manuscript.

The door opened and Isabel entered. “We will be leaving for the circus soon. You do not want to keep John waiting.”

Hannah smiled and rose from the chair. “I would like to ask you something,” she said as she walked over to stand before her sister. “However, I ask that you keep it in confidence.” 

“Yes, of course.”

“When a woman comes to love a man, is it appropriate for her to express such feelings, or is it expected she wait until he expresses how he feels for her first?”

Isabel gave her a smile. “You would not be speaking of John, would you?” Hannah nodded. “As I thought. It is my counsel that you speak it when the moment is right.”

Hannah frowned. “How will I know when the moment is right??”

“Trust me,” her sister replied, “you will know.”

Hannah sighed. “I hope so.”

“You will,” Isabel said as she patted Hannah on the arm. “Now, we must wait until later to continue this conversation. Laurence will grow frustrated with us if we are not in the carriage ready to go soon.”

Hannah donned her gloves, gave herself one more glance in the mirror, and followed Isabel from the room where Laurence and John stood waiting. 

“I think tonight will be wonderful,” John said as he offered Hannah his arm. “I have been twice before and have not been disappointed yet.”

“I look forward to it,” Hannah replied as she placed her hand on his forearm. “And I agree; it will be wonderful.” For tonight will be the night I tell you of my love for you, she thought. She just hoped he would reply with the same. 

***

Hannah had never experienced such a spectacle in all her life. Astley's Circus was held in an amphitheater with open and boxed seating that wrapped around in a half moon allowing all a clear view of the performances that took place in the large circle of dirt below them. 

The standing area was full of people from all walks of life—ladies in beautiful dresses stood beside young men in clothes filled with patches. Unlike the theater and its polite whispers, the air was filled with raucous laughter and shouts of excitement.

John had secured them seating in one of the enclosed boxes, and the show would begin shortly. Although she looked forward to the show ahead of them, Hannah found the excitement of informing John of her love for him excited her all the more. She was unsure when she would express her feelings for him, but the idea of saying such things while a performer conducted his act seemed inappropriate. Nor could she tell him during the carriage ride home with Isabel and Laurence listening. 

At one point, she considered writing it, but the idea was much too impersonal for such an important admission. Regardless, she was so caught up in her thoughts that the sudden applause of the crowd startled her and she began to shake.

“Are you all right?” John asked as he leaned in close to her. 

“Yes,” she replied, feeling her cheeks burn. “I am fine.”

She turned her attention to the performance area where a man in a bright red jacket entered the circle carrying a cane behind three dogs walking side by side. The man held up the cane, and the dogs sat in unison. Then he tapped the cane on the ground twice, and the dogs reared up on their hind legs, and to Hannah’s surprise, they walked upright across the ring before they jumped over the cane the man had stretched out before him. Hannah could not help but join in the heavy applause at each trick performed. 

“This is marvelous!” she said. When she turned toward John, she was pleased to see he wore a smile, as well. “I never expected to see such feats!”

“It will only get better,” John said. “This is only the beginning.”

Was he speaking of more than the performances happening before them? Could he have been speaking of their future together? For the first time, Hannah considered that, if he were to ask her to marry him, she would accept without thought.

Returning her attention to the circle, she was impressed as another man joined the dog trainer. He performed several feats on the back of a horse, and soon, jugglers were tossing swords and fire sticks in the air, making the audience gasp in fear they would cause themselves harm. 

Hannah laughed so loudly, she thought her voice would carry over the laughter of the crowd as a host of clowns joined. However, just when she thought the acts could not get any better, eight men entered all dressed in white shirts and banging at large drums. Every performer moved in sync to the beat they created and stopped as one when the drummers struck a final beat. 

For a moment, the room was left in silence, but then the crowd roared in approval, and Hannah was as enthusiastic as everyone. 

“I know this is not the theater you desire,” John shouted near her ear in order to be heard, “but it is something I wanted to share with you. I hope it has met your approval.”

“It has been far better,” she replied, “for it has exceeded my expectations. I must admit that I cherish anything you share with me.”

To her surprise, his cheeks reddened, and that now familiar warmth entered her body. Yes, it was about time she shared her true feelings for him.

And it will be soon if I have anything to do with it, she thought as the second act began and a host of knights waving green flags depicting a dragon rode out into the circle.

***

The third and final act was underway, and Hannah leaned forward as a carriage rode around the vast sea of performers. Now it was the knights who juggled and the clowns who sat on horseback. Even the dogs marched alongside the men in uniform. Although it was not Shakespeare, Hannah had never enjoyed herself as much as she did at this moment.

Then, to her disappointment, the show came to an end, the last act a man who walked across a rope, jumped off, and landed on a horse without so much as a totter. Saluting the crowd, one by one the performers marched away behind the large curtain. The applause was thunderous, and Hannah found herself standing and clapping her hands just as wildly as everyone else. As the applause came to an end and laughs and talking replacing it, Hannah let out a sigh.

“I do wish to return sometime,” she said. “If the season only consisted of the circus, I would want to return every year for that alone.”

Laurence laughed as he and Isabel faced them. “I certainly plan on returning,” he said, “as does Isabel.” 

Her sister nodded in agreement. “Most definitely.” 

Laurence offered Isabel his arm. “Shall we discuss this back at the house with a few drinks?” 

The group gave their approval, and with John at her side, the four made their way out of the booth and joined the others who moved down a long, yet narrow, hallway.

“The dogs,” John said. “Each time I see them perform, I want nothing more than to purchase such animals. Or maybe I may teach them myself.”

“That would be fun,” Hannah said. “And if you needed help, I would offer my services.”

He smiled. “I would like that.”

At the bottom of the stairs, a man in one of the performer’s red coats stood pointing toward one of the side doors. “Forgiveness,” he was saying, “but there’s been a small fire and the back alley is blocked. Please continue into the main area and you may exit from there.”

“A fire?” Hannah gasped. “Let us hope it has been extinguished!”

The line of people slowed at the door that led to the main hall.

“There are too many people in here,” Laurence said, turning to face them. “Take care as we make our way through. Stay close together and follow me so we are not separated.”

Hannah nodded, and John leaned in. “Do not leave my side,” he said.

“I will not,” she replied as her hand tightened on his arm.

They moved forward in the line, and soon they stepped through the door into the main hall, Laurence and Isabel in front of them. Apparently, no one wished to leave, for it was as if everyone who had been in attendance stood laughing and shouting to one another, many with bottles in their hands.

Hannah widened her eyes when a man in a ragged suit lifted a bottle to his lips and drank as one left in the desert for too many days. When a woman in a faded dress kissed his cheek, onlookers roared with approval. With each step taken, Hannah’s worry increased as the crowd grew denser, and soon she felt as if she were suffocating. 

Just as she came close to giving into the panic, an arm wrapped around her waist, and she turned to see John smiling at her. She allowed him to propel her through the throng of people, and she felt much safer.

At one point, a small part of the crowd near them broke free, and a woman dressed in a fine blue dress shrieked. A man with missing teeth and a gray beard had removed his shirt and was flexing his arm muscles. 

“Someone tell Stanley that George the Handsome wants to join the circus!” he shouted to the delight of the onlookers. 

Not all were impressed, however, as a man in a well-tailored coat rushed over and punched the old man in the jaw, sending him backwards into the crowd. “How dare you act like an animal in the presence of ladies!” he yelled.

Several more screams resounded as the assembly pressed forward, and when a man easily double the size of most men backed into her and sent her crashing to the ground, she cried out in fright that she would be trampled by the now panicked crowd. However, by some miracle, she managed to stand, but John was no longer beside her.

Several groups of men began fighting, creating more panic as gentlemen held their wives in an effort to lead them outside. Fear enveloped Hannah, and tears welled in her eyes as she desperately searched for John.

“Hello, beautiful.”

Hannah looked on in horror as a man took a swig from a bottle and then gave her a toothless grin. No one took notice, and any who did either turned his nose up at her or ignored her completely as they attempted to reach the exit. 

Fearing she would die, Hannah pushed forward; however, the room was much too crowded and too many people were in a panic to escape. She could no longer hold back the tears as bodies pushed at her. Would she ever see John again? Why had she not told the man how deeply she cared for him? That she in fact loved him? What if she had wasted her last opportunity to share what she truly felt?

Her heart jumped into her throat when a man fell to the ground beside her. She wanted to help him, but she could do nothing as he disappeared under the feet of those around them. 

Breathing was becoming difficult as bodies pressed against her. She was scared and, even worse, alone. Yet, as all hope began to leave her, she heard her name.

“Hannah!”

She turned to see John fighting his way through the mob.

“John!” she shouted back. She reached out for him, but he was too far away. When a man tried to push John out of the way, Hannah screamed, but John elbowed his way past.

“Hannah!” he cried again, and Hannah tried her best to reach him, but she was jostled back once again. With an outstretched hand, her gloved fingertips touched his as tears flowed down her face, and they ebbed away from each other once again like two pieces of driftwood flowing on ocean waves. 

As if by a miracle, John broke through the final line of people and wrapped his arms around her.

She wept into his chest, unable to believe he had found her. 

“Shh,” he whispered into her ear. “You are safe now. I was so scared for you.”

“As was I,” she replied. “But I am safe as long as I am with you.”

“Listen,” John shouted just a woman slapped a man near them, “We must move to the side against a wall or we’ll be separated again. We will be safer there. Now, do not let go.”

“Never!” she shouted back.

He nodded and began to push through the crowd toward the closest wall. Hannah held on this coat and kept as close as she could so as not to be separated from him again, and when they reached the wall, they worked their way to an empty spot below a set of stairs.

Before she could blink, John wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled him toward him. Just as quickly, he turned her to her back was against the wall, and he pressed his body against hers providing a cover of protection as the angry crowd moved past them.

“You will never be hurt,” he said as he gazed down at her, his arms placed against the wall on either side of her as if bracing himself against the mob that pressed from behind.

The noise around them seemed to fade, and it was as if they were the only two in the room. 

“I must tell you something,” he said and then grunted when a body pushed him toward her. “If we are to die tonight, in this crowd, you must know that I love you.”

A tear of joy came to Hannah’s eye. “And if these grounds are to be our final resting place,” she said, her voice trembling, “know that I love you, too.” 

It had been earlier that night that Hannah had asked Isabel when one should confess love to another. Although Astley's Circus was the last place Hannah could have imagined professing such words, she said them regardless, and the love in her heart doubled. And as they whispered the word love again, Hannah considered her upbringing for just a brief moment. One must always be a lady and sustain from acts that could ruin her reputation, or so she had been told often from a young age, and she had done her best to adhere to such standards.

Yet, as the crowd around them continued to panic, Hannah felt a calmness come over her. If she was to die, she had one more last thing to do. Perhaps John had thought the same, perhaps their hearts had spoken one to the other, for their lips met, and like their love for one another, became one. It was the most beautiful thing Hannah had ever experienced, and no words could have captured her thoughts. For within that kiss, her heart fluttered, her breath became short, and happiness like none she had ever experienced passed through her body like a burning sensation. 

As the kiss broke, John continued to protect her. And although the people around them continued their violence, she had never felt safer in all her life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Hannah was uncertain how long she remained in John’s arms. It could have been in the space of a breath or as long as an hour; however, it did not matter. She wished to remain there her entire life. His scent was titillating, and fully masculine, and she could not get enough.

John glanced over his shoulder. “I believe it to be safe now,” he said. “Are you ready?”

She nodded, but inside she was screaming, No! I wish to remain here forever! However, what would she do under his protection, standing against a wall at the amphitheater?

When John moved away, Hannah could not help but gasp at what she saw. Women with torn dresses and disheveled coiffures. Men with sleeves missing and blood-covered shirts. More than one person lay on the ground as others attended to them. Several people limped through the door, while others hung their head as if in shame for their actions this evening. 

When John took her elbow, she relished in his touch as they walked toward the door. He looked from side to side as if ready to stop anyone who would attempt to hurt her. He reminded her of Edmund, a hero from one of her favorite stories, but even that man was unworthy of standing in John’s shadow.

They reached the door without incident—the waiting room had cleared significantly while Hannah had been under John’s protection—and they made their way to the foyer. As soon as they were through the doors, the smell of smoke assailed her, and she turned to see the building directly to their right lying in ruins. Although it was no longer in flames, smoke continued to billow into the sky. Bystanders stood across the street and stared at the building while those who had been in the amphitheater stood in small circles to recount their stories.

“Your sister and Laurence,” John said as he stared at the burnt building. “Let us pray they have already reached the carriage as I asked.”

Hannah could do nothing more than nod, she was so filled with worry. If anything happened to her sister, Hannah would be destroyed. 

John never released her arm as they made their way away from the smoke to where a line of carriages waited. She sighed with relief when Isabel came running toward them.

“Hannah!” Isabel cried. When she reached them, she pulled Hannah into a tight embrace. “Oh, you are safe! I was terrified…the mob…I thought you were hurt.”

“Everyone pushing separated me,” Hannah explained, realizing she was another recounting her story. “I thought I would die, but then John saved me.”

“Thank you,” Isabel said to John and then surprised Hannah by throwing her arms around him, as well. Isabel embracing someone outside of her family was a rarity. “I am so glad you both are safe.”

“And Laurence?” John asked.

Isabel turned, and Hannah followed her gaze to where a man leaned against a wall, his hand gripping his leg. “While protecting me, a large group of six people fell, one of them against his leg. He is in pain, but he refused to rest in the carriage until you were both found safe.”

Hannah’s heart went out to the man as they walked over to him. Laurence straightened, the ever-valiant man, but his eyes widened as Hannah hugged him. “Thank you for caring for my sister. You are the kindest and bravest of men.”

Laurence turned several shades of red. “Thank you for saying so,” he said. Then he spoke to everyone. “Let us be thankful we are all safe. We may leave with only a few bruises, but others I imagine received broken bones. I have not heard of anyone dying, however, so that is gratifying.”

Hannah shivered at the thought as Isabel slipped her arm through Laurence’s. The manner in which the two smiled at one another brought a smile to Hannah’s face, for it was the smile of those in love, one about which she had once wondered but now understood. 

“I believe we should return home,” John said. “I for one need a drink.”

Everyone laughed and made their way to the carriage, and although Hannah pretended not to notice, she watched as Isabel helped Laurence up the step. Her sister was a woman of strength and heart, and her love for the man knew no bounds. Then Hannah looked at John and realized that she felt much the same for him as Isabel did for Laurence.

***

The clock had long since struck midnight, and Hannah, having washed up and changed into a dress that did not have a ripped skirt or the smell of smoke, sat in the drawing room with a glass of wine as she listened to Laurence recount his version of the events of that evening. 

“When we reached the bottom of the stairs, I told Isabel that the room was far too crowded and that someone would be hurt if they fell. When I heard the woman cry out, I knew trouble was at hand.”

Hannah nodded. His story was much what she and John had experienced, only Laurence and Isabel had been able to reach the exit much more quickly despite his leg injury.

“How long do you believe you waited for us to exit?” John asked. Hannah wondered the same.

“I would say a half hour at most,” Laurence replied. “I wanted to go back in and search for you, but Isabel said it would be fruitless. The mob was much too large and unruly, and any attempt to push back against them might have left me trampled beneath their feet.” 

Hannah was uncertain, but she thought he sounded as if he were disappointed rather than relieved he had not returned.

Isabel must have heard his disappointment. “My husband speaks as if he failed. However, as always, his heart was right.”

“Isabel was correct in her assumption,” John said. “The danger did worsen with each passing minute. I am thankful you two made it to safety when you did, for any one of us could have lost our life at every turn.”

The crackling of wood in the fireplace was the only sound for a few moments, each person in his or her thoughts. 

“What of you?” Laurence asked, his voice making Hannah start. “What happened?”

Hannah’s cheeks burned and she swore Isabel gave her a knowing nod. Yet, how could the woman know she and John kissed?

John was quick to reply. “When the fire began, Hannah and I were separated in the crowd. I attempted to find her, but the surge of people was like an ocean wave driving me further away.” He turned to look at her. “I knew I needed to find Hannah, and I made an oath to myself that I would. Finally, as I fought against the crowd, I saw her.” He had yet to take his eyes off Hannah. “Lady or not, she would not succumb to the disorder of the mob around us. And although I was able to force my way through, I found her standing in courage.”

Hannah smiled and wished to reach out and take his hand. “He is kind, but in truth, it was his bravery that saved me,” she said. “For he shielded me as those around us fought one another in order to escape.”

“It appears that bravery and nobility runs through your family,” Isabel said. “And I am glad you were there for her.” She turned to Hannah. “And speaking of family. Do not forget Mother is to arrive Tuesday.”

“I have not forgotten,” Hannah said. “I am excited, for I have much I wish to tell her.” Her book was near completion, which was one of the pieces of news she wished to share. That and her love for John. “And John has agreed to join us for dinner on Wednesday.” 

John gave her a warm smile. “I look forward to meeting the woman who raised such admirable women.”

“Oh!” Isabel said with a gasp. “I forgot to mention that we will be hosting a party on Friday.”

“A party?” Hannah asked. “Yes, you did forget to mention this!”

Isabel shook her head. “Somehow I had thought it was next month until Laurence reminded me just last week. Mother also mentioned in her letter that she was excited to attend, as well.”

“She will be with us that long?” Hannah asked in surprise. “And what of Juliet?”

“She is to remain with a chaperon,” Isabel replied. “Mother will be staying with us for a week.”

When first Hannah and then Isabel yawned, Laurence stood. “I believe I am ready to retire for the night.” He turned to Isabel. “My dear?”

Isabel stood. “Yes, I am hardly able to keep my eyes open.” She leaned in to kiss Hannah. “I will see you in the morning.”

“Yes, I must be off to bed, as well,” Hannah replied. “So much happened tonight, but I still have yet to feel the effects. How strange.” Then, as if a bucket of water had been poured over her head, the recollections of what had transpired that night came over her, and she trembled at the thought of what would have happened if John had not been come to her rescue. 

“It is over now,” John said as he looked down at her. “You are safe.”

“Yes, I am,” Hannah replied. “Because of your bravery. Thank you again for protecting me.”

John smiled. “It was my honor.” He sighed. “Although I do not want to, I must leave. You and Isabel have a busy weekend, but I will see you on Wednesday.”

That was another five nights away, and Hannah wondered how she would survive without seeing him for that long. “Until then,” she whispered. She desperately wanted him to grab her, to press his lips to hers. Instead, he gave her a slight nod of his head and then turned to leave.

Hannah sighed and walked over to Isabel. 

“Do my eyes deceive me?” her sister asked, a sly smile playing at the corner of her lips. “Or am I witnessing a woman in love?”

Hannah giggled. “They do not. I admit that I am in love, and he has said as much to me.”

Isabel hugged her. “When was this shared?”

“While we waited for the crowd to disperse at the theater,” Hannah replied with a laugh. The memories of John shielding her with his body brought heat to her face—and a tingling to her skin.

She was glad her sister did not ask if anything else had been shared, for Hannah doubted Isabel would be excited to learn that John had kissed her—and in public.

After saying their good nights, Hannah went to her room and donned her night dress. Under the heavy blankets, she thought of the awe of the circus and the daring of a handsome gentleman who had saved her from imminent danger. And, as she closed her eyes, Hannah realized how wrong so many women were. For the stories of love in romantic novels were indeed based on true events.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

The weekend had been filled with shopping and relaxation, but now Hannah was filled with excitement as she stood outside the townhouse and a footman set the steps beneath the door of the carriage. Her mother had arrived, much later than they had expected, and Hannah could not wait to share with her the events that had transpired since her last letter. 

With a quick glance at the driver’s seat, Hannah was pleased to see Forbes climb down from the perch as agile as a man half his age. As her mother stepped out of the carriage, Hannah could not help but smile. She owed this woman so much! If it had not been for her mother’s insistence in attending the season, Hannah’s novel would not have been nearly complete and Hannah would not have found love.

“Mother,” Hannah cried as she hurried over and threw her arms around the woman. “I am so glad you are here.”

“I can see that,” her mother teased. “I am glad to be here, as well. I apologize for arriving so late.” The light glow of dusk told them how late it was. 

“As long as you have arrived safely,” Hannah replied. “And Forbes,” she embraced the man, “I am happy to see you.”

“As am I, Miss Hannah,” the man replied.

Hannah took a step back and studied the man. For years, she had been able to share secrets with him, and although many of the ton would have frowned upon the closeness they shared, Hannah did not care.

“There is so much I must tell you.”

“I look forward to that,” he said. “I am afraid, however, it must wait. It seems everyone is ready to go inside.”

“Forbes has only just arrived,” Isabel said with a bit of admonishment, “and there will be plenty of time to talk later.”

“He does not mind,” Hannah replied defensively and was pleased when she saw Forbes nod in agreement. 

They entered the house, and Forbes helped the footman with the bags while Hannah followed Isabel and her mother into the drawing room. Hannah sat beside her mother while Isabel took a seat in one of the wing back chairs across from them.

“And how was your journey?” Isabel asked.

“It was well enough,” their mother replied. “Although I am finding my old age makes journeys less comfortable then they once were.”

Hannah shook her head. Their mother was not yet two and forty and thus far from old.

“Fortunately,” the woman continued, “the weather was pleasant and the roads smooth.”

“Laurence asked me to give his apologies for not being here upon your arrival,” Isabel said. “He and John—John Stanford is his cousin, if you remember? Anyway, he and John are meeting a man concerning business this evening and will be unable to join us for dinner.”

“I suppose both men are attempting to secure a future for the women in their lives?” their mother replied with a smile. Hannah thought her cheeks would burn down the house. “Therefore, there is no apology needed, not after all your husband has done for us.”

Hannah had no idea what Laurence could have possibly done, besides marrying Isabel, but she dismissed it.

Her mother turned to Hannah. “And you? Have you finished your book?”

“No,” Hannah replied. “However, I believe I will have it finished in the next month or two.” She shared what the publisher—or rather the wife of the publisher—had said. 

“It will not be an easy path,” her mother said. “There are many things the publisher must consider. However, I do not doubt your book will shine amongst the others they receive.”

Hannah beamed with pride. “Thank you,” she said and then paused. “I wanted to ask…”

The door opened and Forbes entered carrying a silver tray with a tea set.

“Forbes,” Isabel exclaimed. “you have just arrived. Why not take some time to rest? We have a butler in attendance here.”

Forbes smiled as he set the tray on the table. “I have not served the three of you at once in some time,” he said. “I could not help but ask young Chambers for the honor of doing this for you.”

None of the women could argue such a point, and Forbes poured their tea before bowing and leaving the room.

Their mother smiled over her teacup. “So often Forbes has gone above and beyond his duties as butler,” she said. “We have been lucky to have him in our home.”

Hannah nodded, and she took a sip of her tea as her mind returned to Scarlett Hall. Then she started. “Mother, how horrible of me! How is Juliet?”

Her mother’s eyes drew tight with worry for a moment. “Her foot is healing. She refuses to use a convalescence chair and insists on using crutches of all things to move around, but she has been able to do so quite well. Annabel is staying with us in order to help with Juliet.”

Hannah glanced at Isabel, who gave a slight shake to her head. So, something was amiss. For all the wonderful news her mother had for them, the woman was hiding something.

“Hopefully she behaves,” Isabel said. “She is getting far too old to be playing her silly games.”

The conversation continued, moving from one subject to another. Hannah wanted to discuss John, but one did not simply bring up a topic of discussion in the middle of discussing the purchase of a dress. When the talk turned once again to Lawrence, Hannah became hopeful she would be able to bring up John.

Then her mother surprised her by outright asking, “Is there anything you wish to tell me about John?”

Pleased to finally have the opportunity to share her wonderful news, Hannah replied, “The fact of the matter is, we are in love, and I believe he will ask me to marry him.”

Her mother’s response could not have been more pleased. “That is wonderful!” she said as she hugged Hannah. “I was so worried! But to hear this makes me happier than you can ever realize. So, tell me how this all came about.”

Hannah shared the various outings they had experienced, what had happened at the circus, and their confession of love for one another. She did not mention the kiss they shared, but she doubted rather highly either woman would be as excited for that particular event as she. 

“Now I find myself wanting to be near him at every possible moment,” Hannah said at the end of her tale.

Her mother reached over and took her hand. “That is what it is like to be in love,” she said. “I truly am happy for you.” Then she turned to Isabel. “I am happy for you both. My dream was for my children to marry for love and for no other reason.” She sighed. “I hope you do not mind if I lie down for a while. I am exhausted and need to rest.”

Isabel covered a yawn. “As do I.”

Hannah looked up and was surprised to see the sun well past its zenith. She, too, felt drained, as if explaining her life to her mother had taken all her willpower. However, she did not want to go to bed just yet. 

“I believe I will read for a while before retiring,” she said.  

“Well, be sure to rest if you need it,” her mother counseled.

Hannah smiled. “I promise I will.”

When the two left, Hannah sat thinking about the plans for the following day. John was to arrive for dinner in order to become better acquainted with her mother. Her thoughts turned to him asking for her hand in marriage. She had no doubt it would happen, the only question was when. 

Smiling, she rose and poured herself a glass of wine. She returned to her seat on the couch and sipped at the liquid as images of what life married to John would be life played in her head.

***

Hannah awoke with a start and her eyes settled on the dying embers inside the fireplace. When she glanced at the clock on the mantle, her eyes went wide, instantly snapping her out of her drowsiness. It was past one in the morning! Her cheeks heated as she recalled the dream she was having. She must have nodded off thinking of John, for in her dream, she and John stood beneath a tree in the middle of a field, their lips locked in a passionate kiss. She could almost feel his lips pressed against hers, and the thought brought a smile to her face. 

Rising from the couch, she stretched and then made her way to the door. She needed to get to bed; sleeping on the couch was not the best idea. When she opened the door, she nearly screamed when she walked into the tall, imposing figure of her butler.

“Forbes!” she gasped, her heart racing. “You startled me.”

“My apologies, Miss Hannah,” he said with a bow. “I came to see if you had retired for the night.”

“I am afraid I fell asleep,” she replied. Then she frowned as she took a step backwards into the room. Forbes followed her in. “How did you know I was here?” 

The man smiled. “I came in an hour ago and thought I would let you rest a bit longer. You appeared to be sleeping so soundly, I could not bring myself to disturb you.” 

Hannah was relieved he had not, for what she had been dreaming would have embarrassed her far greater than she cared to admit. Yet, that was silly; he could not have known of what she had been dreaming!

“Thank you,” she replied. The man had always been so caring, so kind. “Before I go to bed, I wanted to share something with you.”

“I would be honored,” the man replied. He turned to close the door. “I do not know the servants in this house; we do not need any curious ears.”

“No, we do not,” Hannah replied. She took a seat on the couch and patted the place beside her. “Please, sit with me.”

The butler nodded and did as she bade.

“The news of which I wrote in my letter to you?” Hannah said. “It is my hope and suspicion that he will ask for my hand. I believe him to be the worthiest of suitors.”

“It appears to be so,” Forbes replied.

“He is brave, strong, and kind. His heart is gentle, and I believe that he is what I need in my life.”

“If you are confident in your decision,” Forbes said, “then I wish you all the best.”

Hannah frowned. The man did not seem as happy as she thought he would be. “Do you have something you wish to share?” she asked. “Please, your opinion is important to me.”

Forbes shrugged. “I am but a mere butler,” he replied. “Certainly, you can receive better counsel from others.”

Hannah sighed. “Please.”

The older man chuckled. “Very well, if your heart is telling you this man is the one for you, then I am happy for you.” His smile faded slightly. “You are certain he is the one for you? You have no doubts he cares only for you and no one else?”

“I have no doubt,” she replied, although his words bothered her. She had not doubted John’s sincerity in the past, but now she could not help but wonder.

“I have spoken out of turn,” Forbes said as if hearing her concerns. “My apologies.”

“No, you are right to ascertain that I am making the right decision.”

He smiled. “It is only because I care and do not wish to see you hurt.” 

“Thank you,” Hannah said and then gave the man an embrace. “I have always cherished speaking with you. You are a true friend, and I wish for you to speak to John at the party, even for a moment. I believe you will like him.”

“I am sure I will,” Forbes replied. Then he added, “I have a present for you.” He reached into his coat pocket and produced a small ornate wooden box with a rose carved into its lid. “This is for you.”

Hannah could not help but feel overwhelmed with gratitude. “You are too kind,” she said. She took the box from him and opened it, her eyes widening as she removed a hair pin, one of her favorites overlaid with jewels. Now, however, it had a blue butterfly with two green gemstones for eyes and gold webbing for wings that had been added to it. She smiled. “It is beautiful! Is this mine?”

He nodded. “I found it in the library under a seat cushion not long after you left for the season. It must have fallen at some point.”

Hannah frowned. She did not recall even losing it, but she pushed the thought away.

“I must admit,” Forbes continued, “I found I missed you all the more when I came across it, and when you wrote about Lord Stanford, I knew you needed something special.”

Tears welled up in Hannah’s eyes. “You remember how much I adore butterflies,” she said, touched by his gift. “You knew that and put it into my favorite pin. I will wear this at the party on Friday.” It truly was a beautiful addition, and Hannah was overcome with emotion. “I have missed you, as well, and I do not know how to thank you for such kindness.”

“Perhaps I can be the first to see it on you,” he replied. “Might I have that honor?”

Hannah nodded and placed the pin in her hair. “What do you think?”

“It is just as I suspected,” he replied with a smile. “There is no comparison. Miss Hannah will be the most beautiful woman in all of London.”

A tear escaped Hannah’s eye, and she hugged him once more. “Thank you for everything,” she whispered. “You will always have a special place in my heart.”

It was at that moment that Hannah realized she had never seen the man smile wider than he did just then. 

“As will you in mine, Miss Hannah.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

John placed the quill back in its holder and sighed. What a relief it was to finish the last letter, this one to his mother explaining that he was in London and not in Wales as he had led her to believe. The others were to various women from whom he had stolen kisses and then left them to wonder if he would return. In those letters, he apologized for his childish behavior and had asked their forgiveness for his forwardness. 

The old John relished in his previous deed; however, the new was disgusted with the acts in which he had partaken. His hope was that the letters would bring peace to those women he had wronged and therefore bring peace to himself. A peace that had come through meeting Hannah, the woman he loved.

He grinned as he opened one of the tiny drawers in the writing desk and removed a small box. Inside it held a ring. Hannah had captured his heart and mind, and his plan was to propose to her. He was not certain if doing so tonight after dinner would be the best time; he would speak to Laurence about the matter. 

His carriage would be ready in just a few minutes, and he would then be off to spend a wonderful evening with not only Hannah, but her mother as well. He had spoken only briefly to Lady Eleanor, and he looked forward to engaging in conversation with her in hopes he would meet her approval. However, he knew deep inside that, even if she did not, the approval of Hannah was all he needed. 

The door opened and Chambers entered the room. The butler gave a deep bow. “Your carriage is ready, my Lord. Is there anything I must attend to in your absence?”

“No,” John replied but then looked at the letters on the desk. “Yes. I will need these letters posted tomorrow.”

“I shall see it done, my Lord,” Chambers replied with another bow. 

“Good. Then I suppose that is all,” John said. He went out to the entry and allowed Chambers to help him with his coat.

“Do take care,” the butler said as he handed John his hat. “The weather has turned a bitter cold.”

“I will,” John said and then sighed. “Tonight is important to me, for the mother of the woman I care for will be joining us for dinner.”

“I have no doubt she will be most impressed by you,” Chambers replied.

A loud knock on the door made them both turn. John frowned. He was not expecting anyone. However, perhaps it was the driver. That, of course, made little sense, and John waited for Chambers to open the door, curious as to who would come calling without sending word beforehand.

His curiosity turned to dread when he saw who waited on the other side of that door.

“Mary,” John whispered. His heart raced as the very woman from whom he was running stood beside her mother on the stoop of his London home.

“Lord Stanford,” Lady Harding said in her haughty tone John would have recognized anywhere, “I know such arrival without invitation is unorthodox, but considering the circumstances of your disappearance, I thought it was warranted.”

John sighed. “Perhaps we can arrange a time…”

“I believe it is imperative we speak now,” the woman said, the soft wrinkles at the corner of her mouth deepening with her frown. “Unless you prefer I tell all of London of my daughter’s heartbreak?” 

Fear coursed through John, for he knew that such talk would not only ruin his name but also destroy what he had developed with Hannah. With an important dinner in less than an hour, he truly felt at odds as to what to do. He glanced at Mary, who looked at the ground, giving now indication as to her thoughts. 

He would invite them in, clear the air, and still have enough time to arrive at Laurence’s townhouse, albeit late more than likely. However, he had no choice.

Therefore, he forced a smile and moved aside. “Please, come in. We should speak at once.”

The two women entered, and John leaned in to whisper to Chambers. “Tell the driver to wait. I should not be long, but I must take care of this matter.”

The butler nodded and collected the ladies’ cloaks before giving a bow and leaving John to lead them to the drawing room. 

“I am glad you have come,” John said as he offered them a seat on the couch.

“Are you?” Lady Harding asked, a sly smile at the corner of her mouth. “I would have thought that, by escaping to London, you were attempting to avoid my Mary. You are aware you left her brokenhearted, are you not?”

Guilt stabbed at John, and he gave a nod. Like the others, he had not meant to hurt her. However, with her blue eyes and hair the color of wheat, he had wooed the woman until he received what he wanted. A kiss.

“I understand,” he said. He stood and pulled the bell chord. “I will have tea sent up immediately. I imagine you are chilled.” 

The idea of tea seemed to please Lady Harding, for she smiled. “Indeed,” she replied with a light shiver. 

For the first time since their arrival, Mary looked up at him. There was no doubt the woman was handsome, and John felt horrible for what he had done to her and the way he had left things between them. Her eyes seemed distant and sad, and it pained him to know he was the cause of that sadness. 

“I take it your journey from Cornwall went well?”

“Yes,” Lady Harding replied. “The roads are far better than when I was young.”

John nodded, although his stomach continued to knot. “The weather is cold, is it not?”

The conversation felt stilted, as if both he and Lady Harding were just becoming acquainted. John looked at Mary. “And what about you, Miss Harding? How are you faring?”

Mary smoothed her skirts, and John wished she would speak; he needed some sort of indication as to what she was thinking. 

Then she surprised him by responding, “We had snowfall in Cornwall. I believe you would have enjoyed it.”

Lady Harding gave a heavy sigh. “Enough talk of weather,” she said, her steady gaze moving to John. “I journeyed here not to speak of snow but something far more important.” Dread filled John as the woman leaned forward. “I must know. Are you a gentleman of your word? Do you still intend to marry my daughter?”

***

Concern had tickled Hannah’s mind when, ten minutes after dinner was to begin, John had not yet arrived. However, traffic could have held him up, or so she thought, and she waited with her family.

When John had not arrived an hour after the appointed time and Laurence announced they would begin without him, her worry increased monumentally. Throughout the entire meal, Hannah picked at her food, her appetite depleted as she wondered where John was. Every noise, every carriage that trumbled by, had her straining to listen for the knock that would announce his arrival. 

Now, at ten at night, Hannah sat in the drawing room near tears. Had something happened to him? What if he was in an accident or he was taken ill? He was a man who was never late. In fact, he tended to be early to any event. This was no ordinary event; this night was important to Hannah, and John was well aware of that fact, for they had spoken often over the course of the days since learning of her mother’s visit. 

Her mind drifted to her conversation with Forbes and whether she had any doubts about the man. Yet, although Miss Oakley came to mind, she quickly pushed the woman aside. He had remained a gentleman with that particular woman as much as any since she and he had begun courting, so it would not be another woman. No, something terrible had happened, and nothing she did eased that thought.

“Hannah,” her mother said from beside her, “His Grace asked you a question.” Although Laurence had repeatedly asked her mother to address him by his Christian name, she refused. Her mother had said on many occasions that she had too much respect for him to address him in any other manner.

“My apologies,” Hannah said, turning her attention to her brother-in-law. “I did not hear you.”

“I was asking about the party. Is there anything you or Isabel need beforehand?”

“No, thank you,” she replied. “We have been to every shop in London; I doubt there is anything left to purchase.” This brought on a bout of laughter, and Hannah had to force herself to join in.

Isabel set her wine glass on the table. “I really must speak to you concerning your gown,” she said. Hannah went to argue but she caught a look in Isabel’s eyes that caused her to nod in agreement instead. Isabel turned to their mother. “Must you leave Sunday? You will be tired and I believe your journey can wait another day.”

“Yes, I must,” her mother said with a sigh. “I really should not have left Juliet and would feel better if I returned to her as soon as possible.” She turned to Hannah and patted her hand. “I am glad I came, however.”

Hannah smiled. “As am I.” Now if she could just get John to arrive, everything would be perfect.

Her mother stood. “I believe I will retire for the night. I am afraid the hour has grown much too late for me. Good evening.” 

Hannah kissed her mother’s cheek and bade her a good night as Isabel and Laurence walked to the door, their heads close together. Hannah could not hear what they said, but Isabel kissed her husband’s cheek before he followed their mother out of the room. 

Once Hannah and Isabel were alone, Isabel closed the door. 

“Do you wish to speak to me about my dress?” Hannah asked, although she had a feeling before Isabel spoke that her sister had another topic of discussion planned.

“No, of course not,” Isabel replied. “That was simply an excuse. I wish to speak to you about John.”

With her heart in her throat, Hannah nodded. Did Isabel have news? “I believe he may be in danger, yet no one seems to be worried but I,” Hannah said doing nothing to hide her frustration.

Isabel reached out and took Hannah’s hand. “It is lovely that you care for him, and I understand your worry. The truth is, he may have gotten caught up in a business meeting with no means for escape. How many times did Father do the same? Men can speak of trivial things for hours, and if money plays a part in their game, more reason for them to remain.”

“I know what you say is correct,” Hannah said with a heavy sigh. “However, something does not feel right. Do you not have times when you feel the same for Laurence?”

“I do,” Isabel replied thoughtfully.

“Then I must ask a favor. We must go to his home. I cannot wait here until tomorrow; I must know he is safe. If he is in a meeting elsewhere, his butler will know.”

Isabel glanced at the clock. “I do not believe…” She looked up at Hannah and sighed. “Oh, very well. You are right, and I must admit, I am worried myself.”

“Are you?”

“Indeed. Laurence dismissed the notion that John may be in trouble, but this night was important to you. There is no reason he would have missed it, even for a business meeting. Not without sending word.”

Hannah threw her arms around her sister. “That is what I thought! Thank you!”

Isabel pulled away and placed her hands on Hannah’s shoulders. “We made an oath, do you remember?”

“Of course.” How could Hannah forget? The three sisters and their cousin Annabel had stood in a circle as they held hands and swore to always be there for one another, and Hannah had no reason to believe it not to be true. 

“An oath made is no good unless it is kept. I will inform Laurence of our plans and see the carriage readied.”

Hannah could not help but sigh with relief as Isabel left the room. They would be at John’s house soon, and she could learn what had caused him to miss the dinner, and, more importantly, allow her to ascertain that he was safe.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

What John had hoped would be less than an hour turned into three, and he was growing more and more frustrated with his callers. They refused to agree to any terms, and as Lady Harding continued her rant, John sneaked a glance at Mary. What trouble he had caused these women!

John recalled what had brought on the issue they currently discussed. He had called on the younger Harding, the second in a week. They had gone out to the garden for a stroll, in the company of a chaperon, of course; however, when John hurried Mary into a corner, leaving behind said chaperon, he had pounced. Well, perhaps pounced was not the correct word, although it was the word Lady Harding had used on more than one occasion since then. Regardless, he had the opportunity to be alone with Mary, and therefore, he turned to shower her with compliments for her beauty and intelligence—mostly her beauty—and they had shared in a kiss.

Unfortunately for him, Lady Harding had also chosen to take a stroll in the gardens, and she just so happened to turn the corner and catch them with their lips pressed together. He could still hear her cry of anger, as well as feel the panic that had welled up inside him, and he found himself unable to stop the tumble of words that followed. Of how his intentions had been pure. Of how he had meant to ask for Mary’s hand in marriage. 

The woman had gone from angry to joyous at his words, and the two had stood on the stoop of the house, waving as he rode away. What they had not expected, apparently, was to learn that he had gone away with no intentions of ever returning to Cornwall.

Lady Harding cleared her throat, breaking John from his thoughts. “My apologies,” she said, “but I believe I left my reticule in our carriage. Would your butler accompany me to retrieve it?”

“Of course.” John replied. He pulled the bell chord. “My man can retrieve it for you, if you would rather.” 

“No, I must see to it myself.”

John nodded, and when Chamber arrived, he explained the assignment. When the woman and the butler were gone, he turned to Mary. 

“I am sorry for all this,” she said. “My mother refuses to listen. She continuously demands we marry.” She sighed. “I am unsure what you wish, but I must be truthful with you.”

“Please,” John said, surprised. “I will do the same.”

“Although I thought our kiss to be pleasant,” the woman said as she looked down at her hands, “I must admit that I have no feelings for you.” She looked up at him, tears rimming her eyes. “You see, I am in love with another, Lord Laskey by name. We met at a party last month, and I admit we have grown quite close in the recent weeks. Please, I do not mean to upset you.”

John stared at her in amazement. And joy! “You are?” The woman nodded. “That is fantastic! You see, I have found a woman myself, and I must admit that I have fallen head over heels for her.” He paused and walked over to the writing desk. When he returned, he handed Mary the letter he had written to her.

“What is this?” she asked. 

“An apology,” he replied. “I had meant to post it to you tomorrow, but now that you are here… Read it later; it explains the man I was and the man I have become.”

Mary nodded and slipped the letter into her pocket. “What are we to do about this matter? She will not listen to me and has taken complete control over my life these past months.”

John thought for a moment. There was only one thing he could do. The woman was possessive of Mary—she had always been thus as far as he knew—and would insist she remain near her even after her daughter was married. Perhaps he could use that to their favor.

“When your mother returns, whatever I say, agree with me. No matter what, you must agree.”

Mary scrunched her brow but nodded, nonetheless. “I will.”

John returned to his seat just as Lady Harding returned, and he rose as if he had been sitting there all along. Once the woman was seated once again, he said, “You have expressed your desire that I marry your daughter, and I have come to the realization that I must accept.”

Mary had a panicked look on her face, but she said nothing, much to John’s relief. 

Lady Harding gave a derisive sniff. “I am glad you have come to your senses,” she said. “We shall begin the planning for a grand wedding at once. My sister Martha will be in attendance, as will my cousin William and his family.”

“That is what I wished to discuss with you,” John said. “You see, my finances as of late are not what one might consider ‘stable’. Unfortunately, I cannot afford a large wedding. However, that will change once we return from India.”

“India?” Lady Harding asked with eyes wide. “What is in India?”

“I have been in London to make arrangements to do business there with Lord Laskey. Do you know him?”

“I do,” Lady Harding said as she glanced at her daughter. “Mary has spoken to the man in the past.”

John suppressed a smile. “You see, he is a man of wealth, far greater than I.” Lady Harding’s eyes widened, and John could see the greed in them. As he suspected; her concern had little to do with the daughter’s virtue and more to do with the money the mother hoped to garner. “You see, I will be in his employ, and with Mary as my bride, we shall raise our children in India.” He turned to Mary and flashed her a smile. “What do you think of this plan? Do you accept this arrangement?”

“To go to India and possibly never return?” Mary asked. “It is a wonderful idea…”

Lady Harding jumped from her seat. “My daughter will not be married to a man who is nearly bankrupt!” She was close to shouting. “Nor one who wishes to whisk her away from her family. Come, my dear, we have no reason to remain.”

“But, Mother,” Mary said as she rose from her seat, “what am I to do in Cornwall?”

She could be in the theater, John thought with a silent laugh. 

“You will return Lord Laskey’s card, that is what you will do,” her mother snapped. “He is by far a more suitable prospect for you.” Chambers helped the women into their cloaks, even as Lady Harding continued to rant. “You will marry a gentleman such as Lord Laskey, and certainly not a rogue!”

John feigned offence but then sighed. “Perhaps that would be for the best. Lord Laskey is known for great wealth. If I take on the majority of his foreign accounts, and with the bulk of his businesses near Cornwall, he would never have a need to leave for India.”

“And that is what is needed,” her mother replied with a firm nod. “Taking my daughter across the world, indeed! Good evening to you, Lord Stanford.”

John gave her a deep bow. “And good evening to you, Lady Harding.” 

She turned to her daughter. “Come, dear. We have a long journey tomorrow.”

Mary sobbed into her gloves, but when she looked up at John, her eyes twinkled with mirth and she wore a secretive smile. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

John smiled and closed the door behind the two women. Running away had been a huge mistake, he realized, but he had finally faced his demons. Or rather that one demon, he thought with a laugh. No, that was cruel.

The sound of voices outside made him peek through the curtains of the front window, and he groaned when he saw Hannah and Isabel speaking to Lady Harding and Mary. He opened the door just as Hannah stepped onto the stoop, and he could see the tears on her cheeks even before she reached the door.

***

The breeze blew at a gentle, but steady, pace, causing Hannah to shiver as she and Isabel emerged from the carriage. Several of the homes on the street had light glowing in the Windows, including John’s, which brought her a rush of hope that he was safe. She pulled her shawl in tighter just as two women exited the house. One of the women was close to Hannah’s age and the other was much older. Her mother perhaps? Regardless, the woman wore a scowl that matched the blackness of her dress. 

“That man is a rogue!” the older woman said. “Have no doubt that he will steal your virtue, make promises of marriage, and then run like the bankrupt coward he is!” She turned to the younger woman beside her, who stood with her head low. “Come, Mary, let us leave this dreadful place!”

Confusion and fear returned as Hannah watched the young woman being led off. Could it be true? Was John a rogue who had taken advantage of that poor woman with the promise of marriage only to run away? 

She turned to Isabel, attempting to stave off the fear that swirled inside her. “I must speak to him.”

Isabel glanced up at the house. “Perhaps we should return later.”

“No,” Hannah replied firmly. “I must speak to him now.” 

The look Isabel wore told Hannah what she already feared to be true; that the women who left had spoken the truth concerning John. However, Hannah had to find out for herself. Unfortunately, she could not stop the tears from flowing. She had spent the last three hours fretting over his safety, and this last had been the point of breaking. 

The door opened and John stood there, as handsome as ever. “Hannah, I am sorry for missing dinner this evening. Unfortunately, I had an unexpected guest, and I did not anticipate they would remain for as long as they did.”

“Who was she?” Hannah demanded, trying to maintain her composure and knowing she was failing miserably.

John shifted from one foot to another. “An old friend.”

Hannah recalled the conversation between her and Forbes. Did she have any doubts? Now she certainly did.

“Her name?”

“Miss Harding. Mary.”

“I will ask you this only once,” she said, struggling to keep her voice calm, “and I do not wish to hear lies. Were you to marry her?”

John closed his eyes. “It was a misunderstanding,” he replied. “I can assure you that Mary left here tonight happy and is returning to the man she loves. Which, I might add, is not me.”

Hannah shook her head. What lies this man spouted! What she had seen was not a content woman but a woman who hung her head in shame and hurt, both far from happy.

“Her mother spoke of her virtue…” She was unable to finish the thought. The mere thought of what could have been crushed her. 

“I will not lie,” John said. “We shared in a kiss. It was only once, and her mother caught us. It was in fear that I promised to marry the woman. However, I immediately came to London to get away from them.”

“You told me you wanted a fresh start,” Hannah snapped. “That was a lie.” He went to reply, but she continued. “Then I find your love of books and nature was a lie. Last year you kissed a widow. When do the lies end?” 

John hung his head, but Hannah was not finished, not yet. She had one more question to ask. 

“The night you returned from dinner with Miss Oakley?” she asked, afraid to know the truth. “I noticed there was a strand of blond hair on your coat. Did you…” she swallowed hard. Did she want to know the truth? Yes, she did. “Did you kiss her, as well?” Her heart raced, and she willed him to tell her that he had not. That her fears were unjustified, yet, as soon as he sighed, she knew the truth. Her heart broke into a thousand pieces.

“The truth is, she kissed me,” he replied. 

Hannah shook her head in wonderment. Did this man ever stop lying?

“I swear!” he said. “It was she who kissed me! I had meant to leave, and she gave me a kiss, which I did not want. And when she did, I immediately regretted that it happened.”

 

Hannah clenched her fist. The man had no honor. Did he honestly expect her to believe that a woman such as Miss Oakley had been the instigator of a kiss? And that he had not enjoyed it? She fought back the hysterical laughter that bubbled up inside her. “I do not believe you,” she replied. “You are a liar and a rogue. Everything about you is a lie, and I wish to never see you again.” 

She turned to leave, but he caught her arm. “Wait!” he said. She looked down at his hand and he released her, but she did not move. “I admit that, until the day I met you, I was what you say. My actions were not that of a gentleman. However, I swear to you on everything dear to me that I am a changed man. You changed me, and I have put those ways behind me.”

Hannah studied the man she had grown to love, her heart clenching. “Goodbye, John.” As the words left her lips, she knew they were meant as a final farewell. No longer would they share in laughter or attend parties, and even worse, share in the laughter they once had. For Hannah had experienced love, and now, as she hurried away as the man she loved called to her, she vowed to never love again. 

Once inside the carriage, Isabel embraced her. “What is it? What did he say?”

Attempting to compose herself, Hannah leaned back in the seat. “It is true,” she said, surprised at how even her voice sounded. “He was meant to marry that woman. And Miss Oakley? He kissed her, as well. He has kissed many women, tricking them as he did me…” Her words trailed off as the night of the circus entered her mind. “He told me he loved me and kissed me, too.”

“Oh, Hannah,” Isabel said. “I am so sorry.”

The carriage jostled forward, and Hannah felt numb.

“If I would have even had the slightest idea he was like this,” Isabel said, “I would never have allowed him near you.”

“This is not your fault,” Hannah assured her sister. “It is mine.”

Isabel gasped. “Do not say such a thing!” 

“Why not?” Hannah demanded. “It is only the truth. From the moment I saw him, I went against everything I believed. I allowed him to enter my heart, and now it is broken.” She sniffed. “I knew this would be the outcome of love.”

Isabel took Hannah’s in hers. “There was a time after Arthur when I thought the same as you. It was the darkest time of my life. Then I met Laurence, and I can tell you that love is possible after you have been hurt. It may not be with John, but perhaps one day with another man. However, you should never swear it off completely.”

Hannah recalled first seeing John. The way his smile had captivated her, how his words warmed her. She had been naive, much like Lady Ellen from the writing society had said. The notion of love and dreams were true, but Hannah had thought herself wiser than other women when in reality she was not. 

She had strayed from her original dream, and now she made a vow she would always keep. “There is nothing for me here in London,” she said. “I will never fall in love, nor will I complete my book. Stories are nothing more than fiction, and although stories end in happiness at times, reality ends in heartbreak, and the pain is worse than anything I have ever experienced in my life. I will never put myself in that position again.”

Isabel drew her into her, and Hannah wept as the carriage continued its journey through the streets of London. Her purpose tonight had been to find the man she loved, but now she wanted nothing more than to never see him again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

The wine helped sooth the trembling brought on by her sadness and anger, but it did little to ease the pain in her heart. Hannah sat in the drawing room before a roaring fire, and she stared at the dancing flames without seeing them. Isabel had gone to bed twenty minutes earlier leaving Hannah alone with her thoughts. Thoughts of the happy expectations she had held for her life. Thoughts of John asking for her hand in marriage. Of them dancing together at parties. Of them dining together with her mother. Of her completing her book. 

However, the opportunity for such events happening had passed. She would return home with her mother next week and never return to London, or leave Scarlett Hall ever again, for coming to London had been a mistake. She had been right all along; love had no place in her life. All she had was her writing, and that would have to do.

The door opened, and her mother entered the room, a book in her hand. She walked over and poured herself a glass of wine before joining Hannah on the couch. 

“Isabel informed me of this evening’s events,” her mother said as she glanced at the fire. “I am sorry for your heartbreak.”

“It was foolish for me to come here,” Hannah said with a sigh. “The season is not the place one goes to fulfill one’s dreams, but rather one of hurt. It is where dreams end and the truth reveals itself.”

“And what truth is that?”

“That love does not exist. Men seek their own carnal pleasure and will say anything in order to assuage it.”

“His Grace is not that way,” her mother said. “Nor is…”

A sudden burst of anger had Hannah jump from her seat. “Do you not see what you have done to me?” she shouted, unable to keep the hateful words from tumbling from her lips, her ire was so great. 

“And what have I done?” her mother asked, her face full of sorrow. 

However, Hannah would not allow the woman to play her games. “You promised that the season would be one of happiness for me! I wanted to remain at Scarlett Hall because I knew that something such as this would happen. I wish I had never come!” She knew she was acting like a child, but she could not help herself. If a tantrum was what it took to release her hurt, then as a child she would behave! Otherwise, she would explode if she kept her feelings bottled inside. 

“Until tonight, you were pleased you came,” her mother said. Hannah wondered how she could remain calm in the face of her daughter’s anger. “You spoke of your love for John, your dream of completing and publishing your novel. Do you no longer want either of those things?”

Hannah gave a mocking laugh. “How could I write about something that does not exist?” she demanded. 

“Tell me what happened,” her mother said. “Concerning John.”

Hannah sighed and sat beside her mother. “It began when I first met him…” 

She poured out her heart, explaining how she had been intrigued by him, how he had used her love of reading to get to her, lying in the process, and ending with their first kiss at the circus. She felt a sense of relief when she finished. 

“And tonight, learning what I had about Miss Harding and Miss Oakley, well, I knew he could never love me. He has lied to so many women, how can I possibly trust that he is not lying to me?

Her mother sighed. “I understand the heartache you are enduring. In time, you will heal from it, I promise. I do not expect you to meet another man anytime soon, but in time you will learn from this. Furthermore, the season is long and far from over. Why give up now?”

Hannah shook her head. “I will return with you to Scarlett Hall and never leave again.”

“I see,” her mother said before taking a sip of her wine. “And your dream of publishing? Are you willing to leave that here in London, as well? And what of John? Do you wish to never see him again?”

The latter question made her pause as a familiar longing flashed inside her. However, she pushed it aside. “May I return?” she demanded.

Her mother placed her glass on the table. “I want to give you something.” She thrust the book she had brought with her into Hannah’s hands. 

“What is this?”

“An unfinished dream,” her mother said as tears filled her eyes. “A young woman once wrote a story and never finished it.”

“You wrote a novel?” Hannah asked in shock as she opened the book. It had no title, but she flipped through the pages of fine penmanship until she reached the end. “Why did you not complete it?”

Her mother winced as if in pain and took Hannah’s hand. “My reasons do not matter. What does matter is, like you, I have always loved books. You may not believe this, but I also had a dream of publishing a book.”

Hannah gasped. “I never knew! Mother, that is wonderful!”

Her mother gazed at the fireplace. “It was a beautiful dream, I admit, but such aspirations were considered that of a wallflower.” She chuckled. “Perhaps I could have been considered a wallflower back in my younger years.”

Her mother, a wallflower? Hannah could not imagine her mother ever being thought of in such a manner. “I do not believe it,” she whispered. “Not you.”

Her mother smiled as a single tear rolled down her cheek. “Oh, but it is true,” she said. “However, that is not the point. You see, when we put our words to paper, they are more than words that echo our heart. They are our dreams, our love, our passion transferred to the page.”

Hannah nodded. “I have thought of it in the same way,” she said, still unable to believe her mother had once felt as she. 

“If you decide not to seek having your novel published, I will not force you to do so. However, you must finish your book. Do not give up on your dreams, for you will regret them forever.” The words were spoken with such pain, Hannah thought her heart would burst.

She sighed. “How can I write a story about love when I cannot experience such in life? A couple who is happy and in love? It does not exist, or at least it does not exist for me.”

“But it does. However, it is not easily attained. Will you at least think about completing it? Do what I never did and fulfill your dream.”

Hannah sat staring down at the book in her hands. If this was what her mother wanted for her, she would agree. “I will,” she replied. 

When she attempted to return the book to her mother, the woman pushed it back. “No, you keep it. My gift to you.”

Hannah held the book against her breast. “Thank you,” she said. “I will cherish it.” They were silent for a moment, and she flipped through the pages once more. “Concerning your return journey? May I join you next week if I decide to do so?”

Her mother stood. “Forbes and I will be leaving Tuesday morning. You decide what you believe is best for you. But I ask one thing that you must do.”

“Yes, of course.”

“You spoke of John running away from his problems?”

Hannah nodded. 

“As you have now seen, the past will catch up to you. If you believe leaving London will solve your heartache, then you may join us. However, do not do it simply to run away from your problems. But the decision is yours.”

Without another word, her mother left the room, and Hannah sat staring at the book. Perhaps her mother was right. Running away had not served John well, and it would do her no better.”

***

Rogue. That was the word that had defined John a good portion of his life. A man who sought his own pleasures without regard for what impact such actions would have on the women he pursued. A man who led any woman to believe his intentions were more than the simple kiss he received in return.

Love. That word described quite well his feelings for Miss Hannah Lambert. Never in his life would he had thought he would fall in love, and yet, here he was. And how much he wanted to watch that love grow!

Unfortunately, his actions from the past had finally caught up with him. If he were the only affected party, he could endure the consequences. However, the woman he loved had felt the repercussion of his mistakes, and that had been more than he could manage, for it had crushed his heart as much as it had hers. 

When Hannah had said goodbye, he knew she intended it to be forever; that she wished to never see him again. That alone caused his heart to ache all the more. How he wished he would have told her the truth from the beginning. She was a kind, understanding woman, and surely she would have seen that he had changed from the rogue he once was. Now, however, it was too late.

The last few days since his world had come crashing down had crept by, each moment sluggish, and each time he thought of her was more agonizing than the time before. He had attempted to write letters, and each attempt failed to express the words he wished to share. None said enough, expressed enough, of his regret for what he had done.

The party at the home of his cousin was to be held the following evening. John had looked forward to attending, to be in Hannah’s presence the entire night. Now, he knew he would not be welcome. If he could have just a few moments with her, all would be well. If she had the opportunity to see what was truly in his heart, perhaps she would forgive him.

Sighing, he swept the paper off the desk, upturning the inkwell in the process. He paid it no heed. What good came with crying over spilled ink? He gave a weak chuckled at his mind’s attempt at humor; he was not in the mood for jokes.

The sound of raised voices had him turn toward the door. Who could be calling today? He was not expecting any guests, and he prayed that Mary and her mother had not returned. 

As he rose from his chair, Chambers entered with a hasty bow. “His Grace…”

He was unable to finish the announcement as Laurence swept past the poor butler, his face red and scowling. The man was irate, indeed! Never had he seen his cousin so angry. John barely took notice of Chambers bowing and leaving the room. Somehow, he envied the butler. 

Caution, that was what John needed to take at the moment. “If you would allow me to explain…” 

Laurence reached out and grabbed John by the lapels and slammed him against the wall, forcing all his breath from John’s body. “You have broken that poor girl’s heart!” he shouted, his breath hot on John’s face. “I spoke of your honor, of your integrity, and Isabel believed me! You have shamed me beyond belief, beyond anything I could have ever fathomed!”

John struggled to regain his breath, but he managed to sputter, “I-I know! I am sorry! Please, let me explain!” Laurence narrowed his eyes. Was he readying himself to strike John? “Please! I beg of you! Just give me a moment and I will tell you everything.”

“You are family,” Laurence said in a low, seething tone, “therefore, I will listen. However, know this. You are never welcome at my home again! Is that clear?”

John nodded, and Laurence released him. He took a deep breath in an attempt to regain his composure. “Until the day I met Hannah, I was not a gentleman. In fact, I was a horrible excuse for a human being. I spent many hours in the company of women in a manner that I should not. I came to London to escape. You see, I had promised Lady Harding that I would marry her daughter.”

Laurence’s scowl deepened. “That is not a promise given lightly.”

“Yes, you are right,” John replied. “However, I was frantic and spoke out of turn.” He explained what had happened on that fateful day, which turned into a full-fledged confession of his life before meeting Hannah. 

“Mary told me she has no interest in me, that, in fact, she has her sights on another man. Therefore, I sent her mother on a trail that would lead her to him. Mary will be happy, her mother will be pleased, and I will be free to return to Hannah. I swear on everything I have that I love her. Do you not see? The woman has changed me for the better!”

Laurence walked over to one of the wing backed chairs and placed his hands on the back. “Isabel changed me,” he said in a voice so low, John had to strain to hear. “I was a much different man than I am now.” He turned to face John. “What do you propose to do?”

“I wish only to speak to Hannah once more. To bare my soul to her. If, after she learns the entire truth, she wishes to never see me again, I cannot lie, it will crush me. However, I swear upon my title of Marquess that I will never bother her, or anyone else, again. Regardless of her answer, I am finished with my old ways.”

“Do you truly mean this?” 

“I do,” John replied as he drew himself up to his full height and jutted his chin. “I swear that if she rejects my apology, I will leave for the remainder of the season so there is no chance she is hurt further by seeing me again.”

Laurence seemed to study him for a moment. “You do love her,” he said. “I can see no lie.”

“That is because I do love her,” John said. He reached into his coat pocket. “It is why I wished to ask for her hand in marriage. That is, until…” He could not get himself to speak of the atrocity of what had happened one more time. 

Laurence reached out and placed his hand on John’s shoulder, but this time it was not done in anger. “I apologize for my conduct,” he said. “You can understand my anger concerning Hannah.”

“Trust me; I understand,” John replied with a chuckle. “I would have done the same.”

“We are still family. At the worst of times, we must stand together. Therefore, this is what I propose you do.”

“Yes, anything,” John said eagerly. And it was the truth; he would do anything if it gave him the opportunity to speak to Hannah.

“Tomorrow evening, arrive late to the party. By that time, Hannah will be immersed in the goings-on. We will arrange for you to speak to her in private.” He pointed a finger at John. “You must swear to me you will be honest and tell her everything.”

“You have my word.”

Laurence squeezed his shoulder. “Very well, then. I shall see you tomorrow evening.”

John nodded, and as Laurence walked to the door, John called out to his cousin once more. “Thank you,” he said. “For believing in me when it seems no one else will.”

Laurence smiled. “Let us hope Hannah believes you, as well.”

A moment later, he was gone, and John returned to his desk, his thoughts on the party. This was his one and only chance to tell Hannah that he truly loved her. If she denied him, if she rejected him, he feared what life would be like without her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

The party had begun well over an hour earlier, and Hannah remained long enough to greet the guests before stealing away to her room. She tried her best effort to enjoy the festivities, but she could not fend off the loneliness she endured without John. Now, as she sat at the edge of her bed in the glow of the single candle, she allowed the memory of her last encounter with him to enter her mind. 

The truth of the matter was, she had been unfair to John. Her heart had been broken, just as it was now, and her anger and hurt made her ignore his apology. Furthermore, when she had confronted him concerning Lady Oakley, he very well could have lied; however, rather than doing so, he had told the truth, even if it caused her pain. Or at least some variation of the truth, for what kind of woman would kiss a man of her own accord?

She sat up. Had it not been she who had initiated the kiss at the circus? Could it have been true that Miss Oakley had done the same? Even if it was true, however, that did not excuse what he had done to Miss Mary Harding. How could he promise marriage and then simply run off? So many questions! What she needed was to speak to him, now that the wound was not as fresh, in order to learn what exactly had transpired. Where it would go from there, she was uncertain, but it was a start.

The fact was, as much as her heart hurt, and although she had sworn off love—this time for good!—she had to admit that she still loved him. Would that love make her foolish enough to love him again? Her mind raced in confusion as a light tap came to the door and Isabel entered. 

“Do you wish to remain here all night and leave me to care for our guests alone?” Isabel teased. She sat beside Hannah. “What are you doing here?”

“Thinking,” Hannah replied.

Isabel laughed. “Thinking? Thinking of what?”

Hannah sighed. “Of John and what we had. I do not know what to do concerning him.”

“Do you wish to see him again?”

“If only to learn the truth,” Hannah replied with a nod. “I cannot help but wonder if he is truly repentant of his deeds. That perhaps he has changed. I am unsure what to do.”

“Allow me to tell you a secret,” Isabel said. “Laurence went to speak to him yesterday, and he believes John is remorseful. He says he believes John’s actions in the past were not that of a gentleman, but that he is sincere in his repentance.”

Hannah could not help but smile as a glimmer of hope returned. “I hope that is true.”

“He will be in attendance tonight. Laurence told him that, if you are willing to listen, he may explain what happened. Is that what you want?”

Hannah thought of her dreams. There was a great risk of being hurt once again, but she needed this one last opportunity to hear what he had to say. “Yes, I am willing to listen.”

“Good,” Isabel said as she patted Hannah’s hand. “I shall see you in a moment downstairs.”

Hannah nodded, and when her sister left the room, she went to the mirror and smiled at her reflection. She had worn a new blue gown made of velvet with silver threading and white lace. Then her eyes fell on the new butterfly clip, and she added it to the elegant coiffure Sally had done for her. The sapphires twinkled in the light of the candle, and she smiled all the more. Tonight, she would speak to John and perhaps take another chance at love. 

With the candle in hand, she made her way down the stairs, the sounds of talk and laughter floating from the ballroom down the hall on the ground floor. At the bottom step, she snuffed out the candle and placed it on a table. If her conversation with John did not go as planned, she would return to her room despite the gaiety of the party going on elsewhere.

When she turned, she gasped as she collided with Forbes. 

“Forgive me, Miss Hannah,” he said as he placed his hands on her arms. “I did not hurt you, did I?”

“No,” she said with a small laugh as she brought her hand to her breast. “I did not hear you approach.”

His hands left her arms. “Your mother informed me that I will not be needed this evening; therefore, I am on my way to pour myself a small drink and then retire for the night. Is there anything I may get you before I go?”

She shook her head. “No, I believe I have all I need.” She placed her hands on her skirts. “Do you like my gown?” she asked with a wide grin. Then she leaned forward. “Do you see? It matches my new pin!”

“It is as beautiful as you, Miss Hannah,” Forbes said. “It is not a dress nor hairpin that makes it so, but rather what is in one’s heart.”

Hannah sighed at his words. “Thank you.”

He bowed and walked away, and she turned toward the ballroom. With each step, the sounds from within grew louder, and Hannah wondered if John had already arrived. Isabel had not said if he was here or not, only that he had said he would be here. She paused at the door and peered inside.

The room was magnificent, almost as grand as the ballroom at Scarlett Hall. It had brighter white walls and a massive chandelier with dozens of candles in gold holders. Dozens of women in the latest fashions spoke with men in the finest clothing, and her heart warmed when she saw Laurence speaking with another man. He had been a wonderful addition to the Lambert family, even if the truth was that Isabel was an addition to his. Regardless, he was a kind and generous man, and he made her sister very happy. 

Her gaze fell on that sister and their mother, who stood speaking together and appeared happier than either of them had been in a long time. They did not remain together long, for Isabel, the ever-attentive hostess, was soon off to chat with other guests.

Then fear gripped her when her eyes fell on a figure beside a table that held a variety of foods. There, standing alone, was Connor Barnet, and images of him accosting her in the alley popped into her mind of their own accord. She was finding breathing difficult, and now she wished she had told Isabel what the man had done. The manner in which he had held her, trapping her like a hound trapping a fox. The memories terrified her as much as they had that day, and she went to move behind a nearby fern only to have him look up and lock eyes with her. 

He smiled, and she felt as if his eyes bore into her soul. For a moment she stood there frozen in place as he began to walk toward her, but she somehow found the courage to turn and run away.

She hurried past the stairs and slipped into the servants’ hallway. The area was dark, and she had to run her hands along the walls to make her way through in order to not trip along the way. How did the servants find their way? She could not stop the tears from sloshing over her lashes. What if he saw her enter the otherwise hidden hall? Would he pursue her once again?

The hall led to a door that opened to the small room where the servants rested and ate. It was empty now, as all the servants were otherwise engaged in serving the guests, but she hoped Forbes was still here.

“Forbes?” she called out in a loud whisper. Oh, please be here! “Forbes!” Her toe bumped against something, and she covered her mouth to stifle her cry. Just enough light came in from under the doorway for her to find a long table with heavy wooden chairs settled around it. She made her way toward the door but stopped when she heard footsteps coming from behind her. 

A cool breeze washed against her arm, and she turned to see the outline of a door that led outside. Returning down the dark hallway was out of the question; who knew who had followed her? She could either go to the door with light trickling beneath it, which would startle the poor servants and force her to admit she had run when she should have gone straight to Isabel, or she could run outside and wait until the threat left. No one would be outside that she could frighten with her sudden appearance. Whoever was following her—she was certain someone had been following, and more than likely it had been Connor—that person would not believe she would have gone outside alone. Her reasoning made as much sense as a dog riding a horse, but it was the best she could do when her mind was in a panic. 

With her heart racing, she slid the door open and slipped out into the chill night. A moon just shy of being full gave enough light to see despite the fact she stood in an alley, and she pressed an ear to the door she had closed behind her. Trying to control her breathing, she listened until she heard the telltale sound of footsteps. Connor had found her!

In a panic, she glanced around her. The alleyway was long and foreboding despite the moon’s attempt to maneuver around the nearby buildings. When the footsteps stopped, she pressed her back to the wall, and counted to twenty before letting out a sigh of relief. Connor must have done as she had expected and gone through the other door. She was safe.

She rubbed her hands over her arms to warm them in the cold night air. Looking first in one direction and then the other, she considered her options. She could chance walking around and reentering the house from the safety of the front door. However, too many shadows hid unknown threats, and furthermore, who would hear her cry for help if she was accosted? None had heard her in broad daylight when Connor had accosted her before! Yet, what if Connor was waiting for her when she returned to the room on the other side of that door?

In that moment, Hannah wanted nothing more than to have John by her side. He would see her protected from any harm, and he would love her like no other man could. However, he was not here, so she took a final deep breath. The safest option was to return to the servants’ room, and once inside, she would alert Laurence and Isabel. She would tell them what he had done before, and they would remove him from the house.

As she turned to head back inside, a figure appeared in front of her. She went to scream, but a hand covered her mouth, and an arm wrapped around her waist.

“Come with me,” a man’s voice whispered in her ear. “Your mother is in danger.”

***

“I am sorry,” John said as he shivered from the cold. “I am sorry for having to approach you in such a manner, but there was no other way. You must understand that I love you, and nothing will stop me from telling you so.” 

He let out a sigh and shook his head in frustration at his words. “Let me try again.” He cleared his throat. “I am nothing without you. A former rogue who has been set free from his foolishness by you. Do you understand? I cannot allow you to not hear what my heart feels for you.”

He groaned and pressed a hand to his forehead. He sounded like a fool! He began his harried pacing once again from his place across the street from Laurence’s townhouse, where he had been for the past ten minutes trying to build up the courage to approach Hannah. However, each attempt to speak the words sounded more awkward than the prior, and he did not know what to do. He had only one chance to make things right with Hannah, and he would not fail!

As each moment passed, he grew colder and realized that he needed to speak with her whether his words were foolish or not. Therefore, resigning himself to the fact that his words would not be any more elegant with more practice, he straightened his coat and began what seemed a great distance to cross the street. 

Halfway, his feet gave pause as two figures emerged from the alley that snaked between Laurence’s townhouse and the one belonging to the neighbors. The woman in the blue dress was no doubt Hannah, and an older man held her hand. They moved quickly as they turned and hurried away from him, and his heart filled with dread.

He was too late. Hannah had been driven into the arms of another man. In her heartbreak, she had made the decision to steal away into the night as a way to ease her pain, and he could not blame her. Yet, she had not mentioned any gentleman who had caught her eye. Therefore, this man had no doubt leapt at the opportunity to gain her trust while she was reeling from her heartbreak over what John had done to her. If that was true, then this man would use her for his own pleasure only to leave her even more heartbroken than before. 

The question was, would Hannah, even in sadness, run off with another man, any man? Surely she would not do such a thing, and certainly not so soon after what she had endured. Even if she was hurt, which she most certainly was, would she sneak off into the night during a party where her sister and mother were in attendance? It made no sense no matter how he considered it.

“What will you do?” he asked himself.

Something was not right; he was certain of it. Therefore, he decided to follow the couple. He would follow close enough to not lose sight yet keep his distance so they would not see him. If Hannah had indeed found another man, at least John would have his answer, and he no longer had to rehearse what he would say to her. If she was being taken against her will, he would never allow that to happen. 

John had seen the man look over his shoulder more than once, forcing John to scurry to one doorway or another to hide in the shadows. At the next alleyway, John came to a stop and pressed his back to the front wall of the building, hoping they had not seen him. This was the moment, he was certain of it. He would learn if she was a willing accomplice or a hostage.

The moment when he heard Hannah screamed, he realized he had his answer, and John bounded around the corner only to find the alleyway empty. He had waited too long.

He shouted her name, and when no reply came, he cursed himself for not going with his instincts sooner. Now he had no way to find her, and he was certain she was in peril. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Hannah had never been more terrified in all her life. Her heart threatened to leap from her chest as she was led away, and she made an attempt to escape only to have a hand clamped over her mouth once again and she was dragged into the deep shadows of a thick hedge in the alley.

“Hannah!”

She fought against the arm that held her tight. That was John! However, try as she might, she could not break free. Tears ran down her face and her head grew light as the hand covered not only her mouth but her nose, as well. Tears ran down her cheeks. She would die here in this alley, and whatever she might have been able to rectify with John would be gone forever. For he had come to save her! However, her rejoicing turned to torment when he ran past where she stood in the shadows with her captor. 

Before she could blink, she was dragged through a narrow space between the hedges, the branches tearing at her gown, pulling at her hair, and scratching the exposed skin on her arms. They came out on the other side in a clearing, her slippers dragging across the grass of the small park she had visited often when she wanted time away from the townhouse.

She managed to glance around and was dismayed to find thick trees and other shrubbery provided concealment, and with the late hour, no one was about who would be able to see her. Her first thought was to scream again when he released her, but the knife he withdrew from his pocket negated that idea. 

Her captor removed his hand, and she shivered from cold and fright as she turned to face her assailant. “Why…?”

“I have missed you,” Albert Moore said with a wide grin. “When you sent me that letter, I know it was untrue, for you would never refuse to marry me.”

Hannah wiped the tears from her face, praying that John would think to look in the park. The entrance was on the opposite side, but from where they stood, she could not see it, for the that side of the park was as deep in shadows as their current location. 

How had Albert, a man she thought a friend, tracked her down in London of all places? The look in his eyes told her he had an objective, and she was it. 

“You said my mother is in danger. Is she safe?” Hannah could not keep her voice from trembling.

Albert nodded. “Your mother,” he said, tapping the breast of his coat, “has many secrets, all of which she wrote down. You never told me your mother was a writer.”

“I did not know,” Hannah said, barely listening as she glanced around for any way to escape. She sucked in her breath as Albert placed a firm grasp on her arm.

“It is true,” he said. “And I know how to protect her.”

This caught Hannah’s attention. “Protect her from what?”

“Secrets,” he replied. “Secrets I am certain she does not wish others to know.” The look in his eyes was that of a madman, and Hannah knew her days were nearing their end. No man such as this made plans to keep a woman such as she alive, at least not long. And she refused to be used. She would take her own life before she allowed him to touch her in that way.

“I know secrets that will destroy her, your sisters, your brother, and everyone else you love.”

The man made no sense whatsoever. “How could my mother being a writer destroy her?”

His laugh made the hair on the nape of her neck stand. “That is nothing compared to what else I know.” Then he told her things that made her stomach churn, things that could not be true. However, if she stated she did not believe, who knew what he would do?

“How will you protect her?” she whispered again.

“Why, by not revealing what I know, of course,” he said, tapping his breast again. This time she heard a deep thumping, as if he had something hidden inside his coat. “You will inform her that it is your desire to marry me, and I, in return, will keep her secrets. It is quite easy, really. What a heroic way for you to save your family’s reputation, would you not say? You leave with me tonight.” He stepped in closer. “I have secured payment for a vicar to perform the ceremony. It was expensive, but well worth the cost. Then we will return together to Scarlett Hall.”

Hannah thought she would bring up every meal she had ever eaten. “I-I cannot marry you,” she said. The man’s smile faded. “I do not love you, and I must return to the party before my mother worries.”

“Your mother will be hurt,” he hissed as he tightened his grip on her arm. “Unless you leave with me, I will see her suffer. I have spent countless hours scouring every corner of Scarlett Hall. Many nights over the last year, I have watched you and Juliet, even your mother, sleep at night.”

How could this be? she thought, her mind whirling at the thought of this man gaining access to her home without anyone knowing. Then horror struck her. “Juliet? Is she…?”

“Safe for now,” he replied, his smile eerie in the light of the moon. “As long as you do as I say, she will remain so. I will ask one last time, and I would answer wisely. Will you leave tonight with me and become my bride?”

What if he was lying? What if he had never been inside her house? Should she ask him to prove what he said?

As if reading her thoughts, he reached into his pocket and produced a bracelet she immediately recognized. “As easy as I have taken this is as easily as I could slip into her room and…” He lifted the knife to show what he would do.

“No!” she gasped as tears streamed down her face. To imagine her mother or Juliet hurt by this man was more than she could bare. “I will leave with you now.”

“Good,” he said. “Once we are wed, we will return to Scarlett Hall where I will rule over the house. I will be the master there…” His ramblings were those of a lunatic, and Hannah cringed as he pulled her to him and pressed his lips to hers. 

Disgust and shame rushed through her, and she pushed against his chest with her hands.

A low groan erupted from his throat. “Do not…” 

A light rustling caught their attention, and Hannah turned to see a man emerge from the shadows. 

“John!” she cried.

Albert made to grab her, but at the last minute, Hannah turned and leapt to her side, the knife whizzing past her, missing her cheek by mere inches. 

“Hannah, leave!” John shouted, running toward them as Albert grabbed at her arm once more. It was in that heartbeat that Hannah realized how much she loved John. 

Albert, who she thought was a friend, was in fact a man who meant to hurt everyone she loved. It was that thought that replaced her fear with anger, and she brought her foot down as hard as she could onto his. 

Albert cried out just as John crashed into him, sending them both to the ground.

“Run!” John shouted as he scrambled to his feet. Hannah’s feet refused to move, and he shouted at her again, “Go! Get help!”

Albert struck John in the jaw, causing him to stumble back with a grunt, and Hannah turned and ran, not only for her life, but for that of John, as well. The branches tore at her dress, arms, legs, and face, but she did not care. She had to find someone, anyone, to lend aid.

She emerged back in the alley, her breathing painful, but she did not pause. Instead, she ducked her head and ran as fast as her legs would carry her, praying that John would be safe. 

As she turned the corner on the street that led to Laurence’s townhouse, she caught sight of two figures ahead.

“Help me, please!” she cried, forcing the words with what little breath that remained. 

“Miss Hannah!” Forbes shouted, followed by a cry from her mother as the two came rushing up to her. 

“What is wrong?” her mother asked. “Where did you go?”

“John,” Hannah gasped. “He needs help. Albert is hurting him! This way!”

She did not wait to see if they followed her as she rushed back to where the narrow opening between the hedges sat. She forced herself through the branches once again and stopped when she spotted John staring down at Albert who was lying on the ground. 

“Oh, John!” Hannah said as she rushed forward, but John raised a hand for her to stay back.

“Ah, the good Lady Lambert!” Albert said with a laugh as he rolled to his side. He reached into his pocket and produced a book of some sort. “I have been wishing to speak to you, for I know your secrets.”

“Mother?” Hannah said when she saw the look of worry on her mother’s face. Was all that this man said true?

Her mother shook her head. “What do you want?” she demanded. “Do you want money in exchange for my journal?”

Albert laughed and wiped at his nose. The air grew colder, and Hannah shivered as she wondered at what Albert had told her. 

“I want Hannah,” he said as he rose to his knees, a smug smile on his lips. “I want you to give me her hand. Then I want your money, your home, and your land.” He laughed as Forbes approached him and took the journal from his hands. “You believe I care if you take the book? I have memorized every word, every name, even the name…”

Forbes sent the man flying backwards as his foot struck him in the face, and Albert lay silent. “It appears this man will need to be taken to the magistrates,” the faithful butler said. “I will take care of this problem, my Lady, Miss Hannah. You should return before you catch your cold and worry your guests.”

Her mother took a step forward. “Forbes, I believe…”

What happened next was etched into Hannah’s memory for years to come. “Eleanor,” he said in a stern tone Hannah had never heard the butler use with her mother, “Attend to your daughter and leave this matter to me.”

The manner in which her mother merely nodded in obedience further surprised Hannah. Her mother turned, slipped her arm in Hannah’s, and led her toward the hedges. “Come. Let us go.”

Forbes turned to John. “My Lord, please make certain the ladies arrive home safely. Your noble deeds are done for tonight.”

John stared at the older man for a moment before nodding and joining Hannah and her mother, and soon they were on the other side of the hedges once again. 

As they made their way back to the townhouse, Laurence met them on the footpath. Her mother did not give him the opportunity to ask any questions before she said, “We will enter through the servants’ entrance and go straight to the drawing room, is that clear?” Her voice was firm and brooked no argument.

“Yes,” Hannah whispered.

“If anyone asks,” she continued, “John caught a thief near the window attempting to gain entry into the house. John and the thief fought, and Hannah, fearful of what she had seen, ran and hid in the bushes.” Hannah and John nodded their agreement. “We will never speak of Albert or this evening to anyone besides ourselves, is that clear? No one!”

Her mother did not wait for their response, but instead turned and headed down the street and to the door Hannah had used to escape when she believed it was Connor who was pursuing her. 

Hannah’s mind was still reeling from what had transpired, but as they entered the house—lights now blazing in the servants’ hall—she felt safe inside its walls, and, more importantly, with John by her side.

***

Hannah sat beside John on the couch in the drawing room, her mother across from them. Isabel had come in earlier to see how they were doing, and their mother relayed the story of the thief and John’s heroics in stopping him. Isabel did not stay, however, for there were still guests in the ballroom, and she promised to make excuses for the three who now sat alone in the room. 

Remorse over all that had happened coursed through Hannah. “I am sorry for the fiasco I caused,” she said with tears rimming her eyes once again. “It was never my intention…”

Her mother lifted a hand, and Hannah clamped her mouth shut. “You have done nothing wrong. It was that…animal…who is to blame.”

“May I ask who that man was?” John said.

Hannah glanced at her mother, who gave her a nod. “He was a friend, or rather and acquaintance, from a society of writers I met last year. I learned before coming to London that he became enamored with me, and he asked me to marry him. I did not give him an answer at the time, although I did not wish to marry the man.” She looked down at her hands in shame. “I sent him a letter explaining that I did not wish to marry him, but he said he did not believe it.” She looked up, first at John and then at her mother. “I am so sorry…to both of you.”

“It is as your mother said,” John replied. “You are not to blame. I am glad I decided to follow you.”

“Why did you leave with him?” her mother asked.

“I saw someone here…”

The door opened and Isabel entered once more, this time followed by the very man she was going to mention—Connor Barnet. Fear gripped Hannah, and she clutched her skirts in her hands as if readying herself to run once more. 

“My apologies for interrupting,” Isabel said, “but Connor wishes to say something.”

The man stepped forward, his hands rigid at his sides. “Miss Hannah,” he began as if rehearsing lines, “I came to apologize for my behavior the last time we met.”

John shifted in his seat and shot the man a glare, but he said nothing.

“You see, I was so excited to see you that I acted in a manner that is not befitting of a gentleman. I have replayed that scenario in my head time and again since, and I handled myself rather brashly. I make no excuse for my actions, mind you, but if I caused you any fright, or made you feel uncomfortable in any way, I beg your forgiveness.” 

Isabel smiled at him. “It was Connor who told Mother about seeing you in the hallway. When he tried to apologize tonight, he said you ran off in fright.”

Beside Hannah, John mumbled something she could not quite make out. 

“I knew I was the cause of your fear, and so when I saw your mother, I explained what had happened before. Lady Lambert has been gracious enough to pardon me for my actions that day, but I hope you can find it in you to forgive me, as well.” He finished with a deep bow.

“So, you were not angry with me that day?” Hannah asked.

The man gasped. “Angry? Absolutely not! I could never be angry with you. I had rehearsed often what I would say when I saw you again; however, when I did finally get the opportunity to share my feelings for you, I muddled it up so much I was angry with myself. You most certainly did nothing wrong, and I would understand if you never spoke to me again.”

“Thank you for explaining,” Hannah said. She looked up at the man who had given Isabel much support when Isabel’s husband died. A man who had remained a friend to the family after. “And I also forgive you. It is clear that it was all a misunderstanding.”

The rigidness Connor had been carrying disappeared. “Your kindness is appreciated,” he said with an eager bow. “I wish you all a pleasant evening.” 

“Come, we will return to the party,” Isabel said, taking Connor’s arm as if he had offered it to her. “I have guests to attend to.”

He gave her a wide smile, and the two left the room.

Hannah felt a small part of the fear and worrying she had been carrying leave her. Connor had meant her no harm, and Albert was being delivered to those who would do whatever needed to be done. She and her family were safe.

“Connor is a good man,” her mother said. “I am thankful he came to me, for it was his information that led Forbes to go out in search of you.”

“He is a good man,” Hannah replied. “I am embarrassed now of being frightened of him.” She shook her head and then looked up at her mother. “I imagine now would be a good time to explain my reasons for leaving the house.”

Beginning with her previous encounter with Connor, she explained how she had lied to Isabel about the dog and ended with how she found her way to the alleyway this night to find Albert waiting in the shadows. 

“I do not know how he came to be in the alley,” she said. “Or how he knew I would go outside.”

“He was wearing servants clothing,” John said thoughtfully. 

Hannah’s eyes widened. “Then it was he who was pursuing me through the servants’ hall and not Connor,” she exclaimed. “I wondered how it was the staff had no lights lit; he must have snuffed them all out beforehand.” She shivered at the thought, and John placed a hand on hers.

“I overheard a footman mention the lack of lighting,” John said. He sighed. “As I said before, I am glad I decided to follow you.”

“You were about to explain how that came about,” Hannah said.

“Oh, yes. I saw you and he walking down the footpath, but it did not take me long to realize that you were not pleased to be in his company.” His face reddened. “I must admit, it was not until you screamed that I made that realization, and for that I am truly sorry. I should have known immediately that something was amiss, something far more sinister than you running off with another man.” He turned to Hannah. “I was not aware of the passage through the hedges, so when I found you both had disappeared, I ran past it. I found the main entrance to the park, and it was only luck that I had decided to enter.”

Hannah shuddered at the memory of Albert and his actions. “When I heard you call my name, I could not believe you had found me. I thought I would never see you again.”

“I would never let that happen,” John said. 

Her mother cleared her throat. “Seeing how the night’s events are most unusual,” she said as she rose from her chair, “I shall allow the two of you to speak in private. For a few minutes only, mind you. I will be outside the door.”

When the door clicked closed, John took her hand in his. “Before you say anything, I have a confession to make. I must explain about the person I was.”

“There is no need,” Hannah replied. “I know who you are now.”

“No, there is a need. You see, I was a rogue and cared for the feelings of no one. I never thought I would fall in love, or attend the theater, or bother to read a book. Until I met you.” He kissed her hand. “When I told you I loved you, I spoke the truth. The woman you met the other night, Mary? I swear she has no more feelings for me than I have for her. She will return to the man she does love, Lord Laskey, which in turn has allowed me to return to the woman I love. If she will have me, that is.”

Hannah could not stop her heart from soaring at his words, and she nodded. “I was angry about your past, to be sure, but that night, you admitted what had happened, and I ignored it. I believe now that you have changed and the man before me is the man I love. The man who protects and cares for me. I can imagine myself with no one else.” 

“Nor can I.” He reached into his coat pocket. “I know it may not be the most appropriate place, such as the circus…”

Hannah laughed and then gasped when he produced a small box. She inched it open, her hands shaking in the process, and inside she found a ring. 

“This ring symbolizes my love for you. The woman I wish to marry and with whom I wish to spend the rest of my life.”

Hannah was so overcome with joy, she could only nod, and then he slipped the gold ring on her finger. 

“I do love you, Hannah.”

“And I love you,” Hannah replied. She held her breath as his hands encircled her waist, and for the second time, they kissed. This time, however, it held more passion and confidence, for the man she kissed was the man she loved and who would soon be her husband. In his arms, she felt their love grow, if that were possible, and she had never felt more secure than she did at this moment. 

Sadly, the kiss broke, and John smiled as he brushed back a strand of her hair. “I think it would be appropriate if you told your mother,” he said. 

She nodded. “Yes, I believe it would be.”

As they rose, however, the door opened, and her mother entered. There was much more to tell this night, and as they shared the good news with her mother, Hannah could not help but be astounded in the upheaval of the day. What had begun as a night of horror had ended in love, and Hannah knew with all her heart, love would always remain.

***

Hannah studied her reflection in the large standing mirror. How strange to feel as if she had aged years in one single night. Even the face that stared back at her seemed older somehow. A girl one day and a woman the next. A woman who had misjudged not one, but two men. Nay, three. Connor, who only wished to express his regrets for his previous treatment of her. John, who had a past that haunted him but who had changed significantly because of her. 

And Albert, who she now realized did not truly love her but loved the idea of being a wealthy man of the ton. She suspected that he chose her simply because she would be an easy prey. A weak woman who desired a life that was not her own. She had been just as willing to use him as he was her, that was what saddened her the most. And terrified her. 

No, she could not concentrate on the past, for it was gone. Connor had set straight his part and had thankfully bowed out, and Albert would pay for his crimes. He would not enjoy prison, and she hoped they would never release him.

Now was the time to consider the future. A future with John. She would be married soon, and her family would be happy for her. A smile formed on her lips as she thought of what would be and the celebrations they would share.

A knock at the door had her throw her dressing gown over her nightdress, and her mother entered the room. 

“How are you feeling?” her mother asked with a smile.

“Much better, thank you,” Hannah replied. “I am safe.” She held up her hand to show the ring. “And engaged to be married.”

Her mother gave a small laugh. “So you are.” She sighed. “Come. Sit with me.”

They walked to the chest at the end of the bed and sat down on it together. Hannah could not help but eye the journal her mother held in her hand. 

Her mother seemed to notice, for she placed the book in her lap and patted the cover. “Albert mentioned this to me. Did he tell you what it contained?”

“Secrets,” Hannah replied. “He said the secrets inside would destroy you and everyone in Scarlett Hall. I know it is a lie.”

Her mother sighed. “I’m afraid it is not a lie. Our home holds many secrets, and although I have tried desperately to keep them close to my heart in order to keep them from you and your siblings, it seems they have a way of breaking free.”

Hannah frowned. “I do not understand,” she said. “What secrets could there possibly be? What Albert said cannot be the truth.”

Her mother closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them again, she said, “You recall I told you of my love of writing?”

Hannah nodded. “I do.”

“It was that love of writing that I see in you, but it is the reason I wished you to keep your distance from Albert.” She shook her head and stared across the room with unfocused eyes, as if staring into the past. “There are many like him in this world—men who are evil. I have kept this secret close to my heart for so long, but now I must share it with you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Scarlett Hall, July 1791

 

Every Tuesday during the summer months was exactly the same, which was perfectly fine with Lady Eleanor Lambert. The day began with Priscilla, the nanny, taking the three girls out for an afternoon walk and a picnic lunch. The servants were in town completing whatever errands that needed to be done, and her husband, Charles, was off attending to business. This left Eleanor alone to do what she loved best - writing. 

It had not been easy to convince Charles to allow her to take on such an activity, for no lady of the ton would ever admit to writing anything beyond a few lines of poetry. However, after promising the man countless times that she would never tell a living soul about how she enjoyed spending her time alone, he allowed it. 

It had been her dream since childhood to put to paper the many stories that swirled around in her head, and this book would be her first of many. She hoped to publish her stories—under a pseudonym of course. Perhaps she would even see her story in a bookstore in London one day! 

“Eleanor.”

She started and turned to see Charles standing in the doorway, Forbes, their young new butler at his side. Charles had a temper, which seemed to grow shorter each day, but she could not help but still adore the man. 

“Forbes will accompany me into town today,” Charles said. “Do not forget dinner will be an hour later than usual.”

She nodded. “I will not.”

“Good. The professor has arrived, as well.”

Eleanor smiled. Professor Archibald Downing, a man nearing forty years of age, was tall and thin and had a regal stance about him, as if he knew his worth. He had been employed as Eleanor’s writing tutor, a gift from Charles several months earlier as a means to keep her busy when he was away on his many excursions for business. 

“Lady Lambert,” the man said with a stiff bow, a book clutched in his hand at his side. “Have you read the poetry I requested?” His voice reminded her of a headmaster demanding the best from his pupils. 

“I have,” Eleanor replied with a wide smile. “It was beautiful.”

“It takes a special person to see such things,” he said. “I am pleased with your progress thus far.”

Eleanor could not help but beam at the man’s words, but Charles simply snorted and left the room, Forbes following behind him.

“May I sit?” the professor asked.

Eleanor shook her head to clear her thoughts. “Forgive me,” she replied. “Please, sit wherever you wish.” She went to the couch, and her heart skipped a beat when Professor Downing took the place beside her. Typically, he sat in the chair across from her, or stood over her as she sat at the writing desk. In honesty, she found the closeness a bit awkward; however, she said nothing, for he was her tutor, not some suitor who had come calling. 

“Now, let us continue where we left off last week,” Professor Downing said. “Recite.”

Eleanor nodded, took a deep breath, and began to recite the poem they had been learning. “‘My heart is consumed with passion for my love.’”

“No, no, no,” the professor shouted. “That will not do. You speak as if you are bored of my selection of material.”

“It is a beautiful selection,” Eleanor said, shocked at this sudden burst of anger. “I can assure you I believe so.”

“A writer must feel the words in order to write them. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I do,” she replied. She, in all honesty, did understand, for that was how she felt as the words poured from her heart onto the page every time she wrote. “I am sorry.”

“This time,” He took her hands in his. “Speak the words as though you feel them.”

Eleanor’s heart quickened. Why had this man deemed it appropriate to take her hands? She did not like it, not one bit. “I-I do not believe this is acceptable behavior…”

“It is simply to help you,” the professor said as he looked down at her hands for a moment. “We are adults rehearsing lines, just as those at the theater. If you wish to consult another tutor, then I shall inform Lord Lambert immediately…”

“No!” How would she ever explain to Charles her reasons for wanting a new tutor? He would take any excuse as suspect, and she certainly could not tell him the truth. No, her husband had been in a foul mood as of late; he would use any excuse to take away the one thing she cherished most that was all her own. “I apologize. Please, forgive me.”

Rather than commenting, the man simply nodded, and Eleanor began again. With each word she spoke, the smile the tutor wore grew wider. Soon, his thumbs were brushing the backs of her hands, and she closed her eyes and pictured it was Charles to whom she was reciting those lovely words. 

Then she reached the final line. “‘Shall my love kiss me until the sun rises?’”

Then her heart rose to her throat when she felt lips upon hers as Professor Downing pushed her back into the couch. She placed her hands on his chest and pushed him away. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

“I see the way he speaks to you,” the professor said, no longer the dry headmaster. “And the way you look at me.”

“I do not see you…” 

The man lunged forward, his hands taking hold of her arms, and he kissed her face, her neck, and to her horror, moved downward. Terror raged through her, and she fought, but the weight of his body upon hers made attempts at movement mute. 

“Our love for one another is special. We share a passion we can no longer deny!”

Eleanor tried in vain to push him off her, and when she tried to scream for help, his lips silenced her. Her vision shimmered as tears filled her eyes, but the man would not remove himself from her.

Then the man’s eyes went wide before he rolled off her onto the floor, and over her stood Charles, a look of such rage as she had never seen before in her life, a bronze statue that once stood on a nearby table in his hands.

“You!” he shouted. “I come home to retrieve my purse, and I find you in the arms of another man!”

“Charles!” Eleanor wailed. “It was not I…” Her head flew back and her cheek burned from the impact of his hand on her face. 

“Quiet,” he seethed. “After all I have done for you, and this is how you repay me? By seeking the admiration of another?” 

“It is not as you believe,” she cried.

Forbes entered the room, and his eyes widened. Eleanor followed his gaze. Professor Downing had not moved since Charles had struck him, and she detected no movement from his breathing.

Charles also turned and squatted beside the man, his hand on his chest. “My wife,” he said, “has been in an appropriate relationship with her tutor. Were you aware of this, Forbes?”

The tutor shook his head. “No, my Lord. I have seen no such thing.”

“I suppose you would not,” Charles snapped. “Like me, you are not here when my wife is alone with the man. What a fool I was to not see what was happening right under my own roof!” 

Eleanor rose from the couch and stepped over the professor, wondering when the man would awaken. “Charles, please. If you would simply listen…”

Her husband turned so quickly, Eleanor thought he would strike her again. “You will listen to me,” he said, a finger poking her chest. “I will not have my family name ruined, nor have my daughters living in shame when they learn their mother is a harlot! The man is dead, Eleanor. Do you realize what that means?”

Eleanor covered her mouth as she turned to look at the lifeless form. “No,” she whispered.

“Yes!” Charles said through clenched teeth. “I will not take responsibility for this murder. It will be you who stands trial; I will see to it.”

“But Charles…” Eleanor cried as she reached for her husband.

He slapped away her hand. “No. You will bear the consequences for your actions.”

Sobbing, Eleanor imagined the magistrates taking her away from her children and the sentence of death that would await her. 

“Go on,” her husband shouted. “Cry for the death of your lover all you want; I care not!”

Eleanor shook her head. How had the man come to hate her so much? Could he not see that the professor’s advances had been unwanted? Did he not see how she struggled beneath the man’s body? 

Then a thought struck her. Perhaps she had not fought hard enough. Perhaps this had been all her fault after all. 

“My Lord,” Forbes said, breaking Eleanor from her horrible thoughts, “there is a ravine at the edge of your property.”

“Yes. What about it?”

“Allow me to dispose of this problem there. If Lady Eleanor were to stand trial, it would ruin your family name forever.”

Charles rubbed his chin. “And if someone comes across the body? Will they not come to me asking questions?”

“I am certain Lady Lambert has already written a letter to the professor asking why he did not keep his appointment. Of course, we were both here this day, for you had reprimanded me in the dining room just next door as I cleaned the silver.”

How casually these men spoke of disposing the body of a man they knew! It was as if they made plans for organizing a gathering that was of little consequence! 

Charles turned to Eleanor. “You must thank our butler for saving you,” he hissed. “I will tell the driver to return to his quarters. We will place the body in the carriage and take it tonight to the ravine.”  He stormed from the room.

Eleanor stared at Forbes. “I did not…It was he who…”

“I understand what happened, my Lady,” Forbes said, his voice kind. “There is no need to explain the truth to me. I must ask you to leave, for you do not want to witness what I do. You must prepare the letter and send it immediately.”

Wiping at her eyes, Eleanor nodded and hurried from the room. The fear and sickness of what Professor Downing had done combined with his demise and her husband’s accusations were all too much to bear, and she collapsed in her bed, sobbing until her chest hurt.

***

That evening, under the watchful eye of the moon, the body of Professor Archibald Downing was buried in the ravine. Although Forbes had requested that Eleanor not be in attendance during the ordeal, Charles insisted, for, as he mentioned, “She is the cause of all this!”. 

Eleanor had never felt number in all her life. She had trusted the professor, had such expectations of what he would do for her, she never considered his feelings for her. As Forbes threw the last piece of driftwood over the freshly turned dirt, she stood watching, Charles at her side.

“We shall never speak of this again,” he said. “You will never be allowed alone with a male caller, and you are no longer to work on that accursed book again. Do you hear me? Never! I no longer trust you, nor will I ever again. You will attend to our children and keep producing children until you produce an heir. A harlot is not worthy to remain with me, and therefore you will move into your own quarters this night. Never again will you ask me for anything because you deserve nothing. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” Eleanor whispered as tears streamed down her cheeks and her heart shattered.

Charles turned to Forbes. “Do you wish for money? Land? How do I repay you for what you have done tonight?” He reached into his coat pocket, but Forbes stopped him.

“Allow me to continue to serve you and watch over your family.” His eyes met those of Eleanor for a brief moment, and she saw kindness in them.

“Very well,” Charles replied. “If that is what you wish.” He turned and opened the carriage door. “Let us leave this unpleasant night behind us.” Without waiting for Eleanor to enter first, he jumped inside the carriage and plopped himself into the seat.

Eleanor whispered two simple words to Forbes, words of gratitude, for although she had lost a husband, she had been able to keep her children.

“Thank you.”

The man said nothing but instead gave a nod before she entered the carriage. He closed the door behind her and climbed up into the driver’s seat. 

As they rode back to the house, Eleanor realized that her life was forever changed and would never be the same again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

“That is the reason I was in fear for you concerning this man, Albert,” her mother said as she finished her story.

“What a horrendous experience for you, Mother! “Hannah said, holding her mother tight against her as tears streamed down her cheeks. “Never again will I refuse your words of wisdom.”

Her mother kissed her head before their embrace broke. “That is the secret I have kept for so long,” she said as she pushed a strand of hair behind Hannah’s ear. “You must never reveal it to anyone, not even John.”

“I promise I will not,” Hannah swore. In her heart, she knew it would be the only thing she kept from him, but it was an important secret to keep. What good would come from revealing such information? Her father was now dead, and it had been he who had caused the death of the professor. 

Her mother smiled and wiped a tear from Hannah’s cheek. “Many times, as I watched you read beneath that tree in the garden, or as you scribbled in your book, I knew my old dream had been replaced by a new one. I wanted you to enjoy what I once had, and I hope you will continue with completing your book.”

“I will,” Hannah replied. “More than ever, I wish to finish it and realize my dream. I’m sorry for the words I said before I left. My behavior toward you over the last year was atrocious. I love you, Mother.”

“And I love you. I know that, for a period of time, I was not available to you when you needed me the most. However, I have some issues with which I am dealing.” Her mother sighed and rose from the chest. “Let us just say that I will continue to deal with them.”

What her mother said made no sense, but Hannah decided not to question her. The woman had earned her right to secrecy. 

“Get some sleep.”

“I will,” Hannah replied.

When her mother was gone, Hannah walked over to the vanity table and picked up the hair clip Forbes had given her. She had always cared for the man, and now she realized she truly loved him, not as she loved John but rather in the way a woman loves an uncle or an older brother. 

Smiling, she set the pin down and went to lie on the bed. She pulled the blankets over her and reviewed the story her mother had told her. Never in her life would she have expected to learn her family held such secrets, that her father would have taken the life of another and be so callus in doing so. 

However, as she considered it all, she realized that it revealed who her mother truly was—a strong woman who cared for her children and continued to do whatever it took to keep them safe. At one point, Hannah had held such anger at the woman, but that was now replaced with an admiration she had never thought possible. 

As she closed her eyes, the fear finally gone, she pictured John, and her heart was at peace once more.

***

Eleanor sat in the servants’ quarters, the candle on the table beside her flickering in the chill draft and a cup of tea her only companions. It was late—the party had ended hours earlier and the sun would soon rise—however, she refused to go to bed until Forbes returned. What was taking him so long?

Her mind reviewed the events of the night, and she struggled to quell the fear she had felt when Hannah’s safety had been compromised, and the fear in revealing a secret she had hoped would be buried with the man in the ravine.

Scarlett Hall had born witness to many generations, and each had secrets of their own, much like the ones Eleanor bore. Many of those secrets had been collected in journals, which Eleanor had secreted away, some she had written while others had been written by its former residents. However, it was the one journal she had thought well-hidden that had almost destroyed her family that made sleep illusive. How could she have been so careless!

Sharing her secret with Hannah had lightened her burden somewhat, although the guilt still lingered after all had transpired this night. Hannah was safe, but she could not eradicate the memory of that crazed man hurting her beloved daughter who was so much like her mother and did not realize it.

For a moment, she closed her eyes, imagining her children as they once were. They were in the garden at home, none of them over the age of eight at the time, and Isabel was instructing Juliet on how to be a lady as Hannah sat beneath her tree with a book in her hands. Nathaniel was no more than a dream at the time. 

Such lovely memories were threatened in times past, as much as the present, wishing to bring an evilness to her daughters that Eleanor would never allow. That is why she had sent Nathaniel off to boarding school as soon as he was able, so he would be safe from the secrets his legacy carried, at least for now. She would see him protected from that which he had no reason to know, and she would continue to protect him for as long as she possibly could. 

Opening her eyes, she took another sip of her tea, although it had grown cold. When the sounds of footsteps came to her ears, she rose from the chair just as Forbes entered the room. She hurried over to the butler. 

“Is he…?” she whispered as she gazed into the man’s blue eyes.

“He has been delivered to the justice he deserves,” Forbes replied. “As I promised.” 

She reached up and placed her hand on the side of his face. “You are a good man, and I thank you.” It was then that she noticed the rust-colored stains on his usually stark-white shirt. “Were you hurt?”

“I am no one for whom you should be concerned,” he replied as he took her hand in his. “It is Hannah for whom I am worried. Has she recovered from her ordeal?”

“She has,” Eleanor replied. “But what of Mr. Moore? What has…”

“There are matters with which you should not concern yourself,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument. 

She glanced down at his hands and realized that they, too, had that same rust color splashed on them. 

“It appears the man has made quite a few visits to Scarlett Hall,” Forbes continued. “He has been collecting trinkets with each visit.” He pulled out a bracelet that belonged to Juliet, as well as an ornamental hairpin belonging to Hannah. The last made her breathing catch, for it was a ring she knew should have been in a box on her vanity table. 

“My ring. I remember the day…” She could not complete the statement lest she be overcome with pain. Shaking her head, she put the items in her dress pocket and looked back up at Forbes. “To think that man was in my home,” she said, her stomach churning. “While my daughters slept, he was in their rooms! Oh, the things he could have done!” 

“He will never hurt any of you again,” Forbes said. “Ever.”

Eleanor gazed into the face of the man that had saved her before. It was Forbes who believed that it had been the fault of Professor Downing that day and not her, and he had kept her, and her children, from heartbreak by offering a way to rid the family of the problem.

“I will never be able to thank you,” she whispered.

“Knowing you and your family are safe is all that matters.”

“I know this,” she said, her voice trembling. “I have always known this.”

Then Forbes rolled his hands into fists and raised them above his head, the blood on them and the sleeves of his shirt even more prevalent. “For a hundred and fifty years, Scarlett Hall has stood far above everyone else, just as have those within it. As long as I draw breath, I will see that the children and their heirs reign for a hundred more.”

Nothing more needed to be said, for Eleanor knew what had taken place since she and Hannah left Forbes in the park earlier. It was as he had done before when they stood beneath the moonlight near the ravine as she spoke her words.

“Thank you.”

To many, those words were simple and meant to compliment the receiving of a gift. However, to Eleanor, they signified far more, and she knew Forbes understood her meaning. And just as many years ago, the man simply replied with a nod.

In silence, she stood looking at the man, thankful for him being a part of her life, and she felt at ease in his presence. 

“It is time for you to sleep,” Forbes said. “Hannah and Isabel need a mother well-rested to continue to care for them as you do.”

Eleanor gazed at him a moment longer and then replied, “As always, you are right.”

She walked to the door and paused. Turning, she looked back one more time, her heart going out to the man. She reached into her pocket and removed the ring given to her so long ago. With a smile, she slipped it onto her finger, returning it to where it belonged.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Several months had gone by since Hannah’s first arrival to London, a place she had once loathed but had come to love. Since that fateful night in the park, John had not only saved her from Albert, but he had changed her life by proposing marriage, and from that day forward, their love nearly doubled each day that passed. 

The plan was that she and John would marry by special license, with Laurence and Isabel to witness, and then they would return to Scarlett Hall as a married couple. However, she would only return for a visit, for they were to make London their permanent residence. 

From the first night after leaving her home, she had experienced a gamut of emotions and events that allowed her new ideas for her book. However, it was the love that she had for John that gave her the courage to finish her story. She was no longer a spectator of love, but rather a willing participant, and it allowed her intimate knowledge of what her characters endured and what they needed in order to continue. 

Tonight, they sat in the home of Connor Barnet, who had made a point of offering her and her family a special invitation as a way to apologize once again, although Hannah had told him on numerous occasions there was no need. 

She smiled. How could she have missed the fact the man had feelings for her? How could it ever have come to be that she had three men who had developed an affection for her? It was all very strange to a woman who had not wished to love any man!

Her eyes fell on John, who stood speaking with two other men across the room. It did not escape her attention that other women had looked at him, as well, but that fact no longer caused her concern. The man he once was now was gone, and the smile he gave her in return did away with any doubt that might have risen in the past.

Sighing, she took a sip of her wine as her gaze went to her sister, engaged in conversation with Connor. Laurence joined them, and soon the three were laughing. 

Hannah was so caught up in her thoughts that the movement beside her caused her to start.

“Hannah,” the woman said, and it took a moment for Hannah to recognize her. “I am so happy to see you.”

“Lady Ellen,” Hannah replied with a wide smile. “My apologies. Ellen, it is wonderful to see you again.”

The woman wore her customary red dress, which emphasized her large bosom a little more than Hannah thought appropriate. However, if Ellen did not mind, who was Hannah to judge? “I’m sorry I did not return to the writing group,” she said. “I found myself pursuing a different dream altogether.” She could not help but smile as she looked over at John.

“You were right to do so,” Ellen replied. “I was wrong in my advice.”

“You meant no harm,” Hannah said. “And I know this.”

Ellen took a step closer and lowered her voice. “The night you left, I stayed awake for hours thinking of how pure your heart was and how you saw the world with such innocence.”

“That was simply the ideals of a naive child,” Hannah said, feeling embarrassed. 

“No. It was a woman who knew her heart and would not accept anything less than what she wanted. What I mean to say is that your actions inspired me.”

Hannah raised her brows. “Oh? I am pleased to hear I was of help, but I cannot imagine how.”

“I had long given up on love,” Ellen said with a sigh. “After Patrick’s passing, I found myself withdrawn. However, that night I met you, I took out my manuscript for the first time in years.”

“That is wonderful,” Hannah exclaimed. “Have you completed it?”

The woman gave her a single nod. “I have. Therefore, I must thank you for helping me.”

“Of course,” Hannah said. 

“And your book? I understand it is to be released tomorrow.”

Hannah felt that now familiar excitement whenever she thought of that finished work. “It is. I still cannot believe that I found someone willing to publish it.”

Ellen shook her head. “You are a strong woman,” she said. “I wish you all the best in life. Promise me that next season you will come see me?”

“I will call well before the season begins if you allow me to do so,” Hannah said with a laugh. “We are to return to Wiltshire to my childhood home to celebrate our wedding, and then Cornwall, but our plan is to maintain residence in London.”

“That is wonderful!” Ellen said. 

A man approached, and Ellen held out a hand to him. “Donald, may I introduce Miss Hannah Lambert.” It did not escape Hannah’s notice the man had not released Ellen’s hand. “Hannah, this is Lord Donald Peters. He and I are courting.” Her eyes lit up as she said this, and Hannah’s went wide.

“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Lord Peters said. “However, my love, I only popped by to inform you that I will be meeting with a few friends in the other room; in case you came searching for me.” His eyes twinkled as he spoke.

“Of course,” Ellen replied. 

When Lord Peters kissed Ellen’s cheek and then walked away, Hannah gave her friend a tiny smile. “He seems quite nice.”

Ellen laughed. “My dear, he is young and handsome, but he is good to me. I am happy to have found love again.”

After a short conversation, the two parted ways with promises that Hannah would inform Ellen when she returned to London, and John joined her. It was much like when they were at the circus, when time seemed to stand still, as he came to stand before her.

“Was that Lady Ellen?” he asked. “The one you pointed out earlier?”

“It was,” Hannah replied. “She is wonderful, and like us, she is in love.” She glanced around the room. “I wonder at times what it must be like for others who are not lucky enough to share what we have.”

“You know, I have wondered the same,” he replied. “It is a sad notion, but one about which we will never need to worry again.”

“Indeed,” Hannah replied, her heart flying above the clouds. “We never will.”

***

Hannah stood outside Martin and Sons Publishers as Laurence, Isabel, and John waited in the carriage. The day was warm, as it was this time of year, the sun as bright as her future. Her dream of publishing a novel had finally come to pass, and today was a day of celebration. Many years of frustration, joy, tears, heartache had led to this point, and she regretted none of them.

With confident steps, she walked to the door and entered. Albina Bragg met her with a welcoming smile. 

“It is so good to see you,” Albina said as she kissed Hannah’s cheek. 

“You are too kind” Hannah replied. “I wish to thank you for all you have done for me. I can never express my gratitude enough.”

Albina clicked her tongue. “Oh, pish-posh!” she replied. “It is your writing, and your tenacity, that led to this moment. Never forget that.”

“I will not,” Hannah replied with a smile. 

Albina took her hand, led her to one of the bookshelves, and then took a step back. “You have done well,” she said. “Not many women can say they have been published. I’m sure your book will be read for generations to come.”

Hannah nodded as she blinked back tears. She reached out and picked up the book and ran her fingers over the embossing. 

“This story comes from the heart,” Hannah said, almost to herself. “With so much love, a dream that was nearly never completed.” She drew in a deep breath and turned to face the woman again. “I must return home for a short time, but I will come see you upon my return.”

“See that you do,” Albina said. “And give my best to Lord Stanford.”

“I will.”

Hannah left the shop but closed her eyes once she was outside. Some women had dreams but were never given the opportunity to experience them. Others might fulfill their dreams but never cherish them. However, as she opened her eyes and saw John emerge from the carriage, she knew how fortunate she truly was.

For she had fulfilled not one, but two dreams—one of publishing a novel and one of finding love. A love which she never thought existed outside of books. A love she had denied herself from ever experiencing. However, just like a good book, love had found its way to her and brought John to her. Although Hannah still had much to learn in life, she knew in her heart that, what love had brought together could never be torn apart.

 

***

The joy of having her dream of publishing fulfilled was just the beginning to the wonderments of the day, for when they returned to the townhouse, the vicar was already waiting.

No guests were in attendance, no feast had been prepared, but Hannah did not care about any of that. They would have plenty of celebrating when they returned to Scarlett Hall, where her family could be with her. And as Hannah looked into the eyes of the man she loved with every ounce of her being, she spoke the vows that brought them together as man and wife. 

The season had come to an end, but a new season was to begin. A season like none she had ever experienced; one she looked forward to enjoying with John.

“May the blessings continue to enrich your lives,” the vicar stated, and John smiled down at Hannah, his eyes sparkling with unshed tears. 

Then he leaned down and kissed her, and she felt the passion behind it, the wanting that matched her own. When the kiss ended, he whispered, “I am happier than you can imagine. I cannot wait to begin this new life with you. It will be a story we will work on every day together.”

“We will,” Hannah agreed. “For we will write a story that has a beautiful ending.”

“I think,” he said so quietly only she could hear, “our story will continue on forever and have no ending.”

Hannah nodded as her eyes filled with tears. How right he was!

He took her hand and they turned and faced Isabel and Laurence. It had been her sister who had always looked after her and guided her through life, and it was Isabel who, like Hannah, had sought refuge away from love. And, although Hannah had once thought she could never compare to her sister, she now realized she was very much like Isabel, for her eyes shone with a love that would remain forever, much as Hannah knew her own did, as well.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Scarlett Hall stood tall and proud upon the hills of Wiltshire as the carriage carrying a newly married Hannah pulled up the drive. 

“I must admit,” John said, his eyes wide with awe, “although I have seen Scarlett Hall once before, I still find it a magnificent place.”

Hannah smiled as she turned to her husband. “It is a place filled with love, and now ours will be added to it.”

Their plan was to visit Hannah’s childhood home for several days and then head off for their honeymoon in Cornwall. Hannah had never been to that area of England, and she could not wait to see the great open lands and dazzling cliffs she had only read about in books. 

Once they had endured two celebrations of their wedding, they would return to London where they would set up their home together. Well, perhaps endured was a bit harsh, but although Hannah had grown more accustomed to being in the company of others, it did not mean she did not enjoy time alone with the man she loved wholeheartedly. 

The front door of the house opened and her mother exited, followed by Forbes. Hannah was overwhelmed with pleasure at seeing them again, and she had to fight back the urge to rush to embrace them as she and John walked toward them. She was now a married lady, after all.

“Miss Hannah,” Forbes said with a deep bow, “it is so wonderful to see you.” 

She could not keep up the pretense any longer, and she ran up the stairs and embraced the man who had been so wonderful to her for so long. “It is so good to see you too, Forbes,” she said into his coat. When she released the poor man, she took a step back. “Forbes, I would like to properly introduce my husband, Lord John Stanford, Marquess of Greyhedge.

Marquess? She thought as she froze in place. She was a marchioness! The thought never occurred to her, for John never made much of the fact he held such a title, and she found the idea a bit overwhelming. She had no idea how to be a marchioness! She would have to speak to Isabel about proper conduct. 

Then she looked at John. No, she would ask John, but for now, she would simply be herself. 

“It is my honor and my pleasure to meet you, my Lord,” Forbes said with another bow. 

“As am I,” John replied as he offered the man his hand. “Any man who would do what you did for my wife, deserves a decent handshake.”

Forbes shook John’s hand, but Hannah could feel his discomfiture from where she stood. “I only do what is required of me, my Lord.”

“My daughter has returned.” Hannah could hear the strain in her mother’s voice as she fought back tears. “A woman married to an honorable man. It is so wonderful to see you both.”

Hannah nodded to John, and he handed her a book wrapped in brown wax paper. “Thank you. If you would like, you may go inside. Forbes will have tea sent up; I will join you in a moment.”

He took her hand and kissed it before following Forbes into the house, leaving Hannah and her mother alone.

“Is that what I think it is?” her mother asked, looking at the package. “Is that your book?”

Hannah nodded as she handed it to her mother. The woman eased back the paper as if what was inside would bite her hand if she removed it too quickly, and Hannah wanted to reach out and rip the paper away. Once the book was revealed, her mother ran her hands over the cover. “The binding is beautiful, and the…” her words trailed off and she brought her gaze up to Hannah. “I thought you chose another title for your book?”

“Read the first page.”

Her mother nodded, opened the cover, and read the page.

“This was my…” Her mother was unable to complete the thought as tears flowed down her face.

“Your dream,” Hannah said. “A dream you once had and that was unjustly taken from you.”

“But what of your book?”

Hannah laughed. “I will finish that story soon enough, but, you see, I finished your novel in order to fulfill that dream we shared.”

Her mother embraced her, and the two women held each other for several moments. 

“I can never thank you enough,” her mother whispered. “This has brought me happiness I have not felt in many years.”

“I knew it would, Mother. I have been fortunate in having seen two dreams fulfilled, and I could not think of you not having yours.”

Her mother placed a hand on the side of Hannah’s face. “You are a good child,” she said. “Or rather a good woman. I forget sometimes, even when you stand before me to show me the beautiful lady you have become.”

“I will always be your child,” Hannah said. “As all your children will forever be.”

“I only ever wanted you all to be happy.”

“And we are, Mother.” Hannah took her mother’s arm and led her toward the front door of Scarlett Hall. “We most certainly are happy.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

That night, Hannah waited patiently with Isabel in the drawing room. John and Laurence were in the study, as Hannah’s mother wished to speak to them privately. Although Hannah did not know about what the woman wished to speak, she could not stop a wave of concern from flowing over her. She had expected a giddiness, a sense of comfort at returning home, but the air was filled with anxiety, like a heavy blanket suffocating everything beneath it. 

Isabel seemed to feel it as well, for she sat more rigid than normal, and she, just as Hannah, kept glancing up at every sound. Even the chimes on the clock made them both jump.

Footsteps in the hallway had them staring at the door, and Annabel entered, followed by their mother, both wearing a strange look of sadness. 

“Remain seated,” their mother ordered before either Hannah or Isabel could stand. Annabel joined Hannah on the couch, and their mother stood before the empty fireplace, her back to them.

Hannah shot a glance at Isabel. Something was most definitely wrong. She gave Annabel a questioning glare, but the girl wrung her hands in her lap and refused to look up.

“Mother?” Isabel asked. “What is it?” Their mother’s shoulders shook, and Isabel jumped to her feet. “What is it? What is wrong?”

When she turned, tears streamed down her face. “Juliet,” she whispered. “My sweet Juliet.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Voices of Shadows Past
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Prologue

 

Scarlett Hall, January 1806

 

Lady Eleanor Lambert held many secrets close to her heart. And although many had caused her great anxiety, there were in fact some which had brought an abundance of joy. Her life thus far had been anything but perfect; in fact, some moments had been painful beyond belief. However, she took pride in concealing that pain from her children in order to ensure they lived a happy life, a life better than the one she had lived, for they were all in life that truly mattered.

Some secrets are meant to be told when the time is right while others are meant to be kept for eternity, yet she had been forced to reveal two secrets, one to each of her two eldest daughters. They were told in necessity, as a means to right a wrong, and she had no regret in their telling. Regret that the secrets existed, certainly, but not that they were revealed.

She picked up the quill and dipped the nib in the ink. Whether it be an entry in her journal or a letter to a loved one, Eleanor found comfort in putting to paper her thoughts and concerns, to release the worries that plagued her, and she was finding the need to do so more often as of late. It was as if she were writing to a close friend without the worry of being rebuked for her thoughts and feelings.

Scarlett Hall had almost been lost; however, it was Laurence Redbrook, Duke of Ludlow, who agreed to marry her eldest daughter, Isabel, in exchange for his help in that matter. It had been Isabel’s strength that Eleanor leaned on in the worst of times, and her daughter had agreed to marry for convenience. However, much like a flower in spring, Isabel’s love for the man bloomed, and Eleanor was pleased that Isabel and Laurence had come to love one another, for a marriage without love is not much of a marriage at all.

That crisis was averted only to open yet another. Hannah was readying herself to leave for the season in just a week, and the girl argued against going as fiercely as a woman being asked to throw herself into the mouth of a volcano, as the ancient tribes in South America of which Eleanor read had done. 

Although she had quashed any notion of her daughter missing her debut into society for the second year in a row, Eleanor could not help but worry about how miserable the poor girl truly was. It was her hope that, under Isabel’s guidance, Hannah would put the absurd notions of becoming a spinster to rest. Now, all Eleanor could do was hope for the best.

Her youngest daughter, Juliet, however, was another matter. Although the girl would be joining Hannah and Isabel for the season, and therefore leaving the house empty, Juliet had a fiery temperament that concerned Eleanor more than Hannah’s reserved nature.

Sighing, Eleanor returned the tip of the quill to the parchment to complete the letter she had been writing before her thoughts had carried her away.

 

As for Juliet, she continues to remain as wild as the wind in a storm. She has grown to be a beautiful young woman, a fact she understands all too well and uses it to her advantage whenever possible. She may be prone to telling great tales, but her heart remains pure despite her deception. Although it may not be right of me to do so, I find that she holds a special place in my heart. I cannot explain my reasoning, Charles, although you should know. However, that is perhaps a secret meant only for my heart and not that of any other.

 

Although I shall never tell you or anyone this particular secret, I will tell you this. For all the hurt you have caused me, the grief you brought upon me during our marriage, in the end, you allowed me the most beautiful and strongest of daughters. And for that gift, you will always have my gratitude.

 

Eleanor looked down at the parchment and smiled. The letter was not complete, and it was time for her to retire for the night. It would be added to the many letters she had written to her husband over the course of the past four years since his death, and she was certain it would not be the last. 

She rose from the chair and yawned. Her bed was calling to her.

However, before she could make her way to her bedroom, the sound of cry of pain resounded in the hall, causing Eleanor’s skin to go cold, and she recognized it as Juliet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

Two things existed in the world that Miss Juliet Lambert hoped to accomplish. The first was to attend her first season, for which she would leave the confines of her Wiltshire home in just a week’s time. Granted, she loved Scarlett Hall with its jutting parapets and grand towers, but so much more could be had in life beyond its walls, and she was determined to experience all she could. Parties, balls, dinners, dancing; to be a part of such a grand spectacle was a fantastic dream, and she could barely keep her excitement under wraps.

Her second goal in life was proving to be a greater difficulty. It was not the type of challenge that would last her a lifetime, for it had more to do with the sport than the prize. Daniel Hoskins, one of the handful of stable hands at Scarlett Hall, was of the lower class; however, Juliet found him handsome in his own way with his dark hair and brown eyes. Yet, for some reason the man barely showed her an ounce of interest, and for the life of her, she could not reason out why. 

It was not for lack of trying that the man paid her little heed. She had batted her eyelashes at him in some effort to appear demure. She had dropped her handkerchief on the ground, and although he had retrieved it for her, he turned away almost immediately, much to her chagrin. She may as well have been one of his horses for all the interest he showed in her!

The fact of the matter was, how could Juliet expect to catch the eye of some noble duke or earl if she was unable to catch the eye of a lowly stable hand?

It was this frustration that had Juliet sitting in the drawing room with her sister Hannah, who was a year older and could not have been more different from Juliet. Whereas Juliet welcomed the idea of attending the season, Hannah had little interest in going to London. So much so that she had feigned an illness the year before in order to remain home. Juliet could not fathom any woman of the ton wishing to remain home when she could find such wonderful entertainment elsewhere.

“It will be the reason she gives her heart to him,” Hannah was saying, speaking of the characters in a book she was penning. 

Although Hannah’s usual drivel about her writing typically bored Juliet, Juliet allowed it this evening. She was well out of ideas on how to gain Daniel’s attention, and since Hannah enjoyed romantic novels—a strange phenomenon since she cared little for romantic notions in her own life—perhaps an idea on how to catch Daniel would take root.  

“That is fascinating,” Juliet replied. “Tell me again.”

Her sister smiled and smoothed the white skirts of her dress, a stark contrast to Juliet’s red. “In her defiance, Christine shall attempt to remove the ivy that has obscured her view from the window. Then she will slip and fall into the arms of Percival, who will be there to catch her when she falls.”

Juliet could not help but sigh as she thought of such a notion happening to her. It would be Daniel catching her in his strong arms, and she would reward him with a kiss. Of course, such an action on her part would be unladylike, but would it not be warranted for such a brave act? Daniel would be so overcome with her beauty that he would whisk her off to marry her, and he would find joy in working in order to buy her gifts, thankful that a man of his station had been fortunate to marry a woman such as she.

“It is the proposal about which I worry,” Hannah said with a shake to her head. “Would he make the request in a place that has some special significance, or should he speak to her outside her window as Romeo did with Juliet?”

Juliet clicked her tongue. “That is of little importance,” she said as she rose and walked over to the liquor cart. “What is important is the part when she falls.” She perused the numerous bottles until her eyes fell on a red wine lying in one of the slots on the side. She poured a glass and turned around, the bottle still in her hands.

“What are you doing with that?” Hannah demanded. “You do not mean to steal it, do you?”

Juliet laughed. “Steal it? My dear sister, how can one steal what one already owns?” For all the intelligence Hannah purportedly had, this riddle seemed to stump her. “I am merely going to allow myself a drink or two.”

Hannah glanced at the closed door. “I do not believe you should do that,” she said in that incessant admonishing tone she tended to use with Juliet. “If mother were to catch you drinking, she will be quite unhappy.”

Juliet returned to her sister and placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “My sweet, innocent sister,” she said with a sigh. “Mother is busy in the office, hiding away as she oftentimes does. She takes no notice of what we do, nor does she care.”

Although the words were true, saying them aloud pained Juliet. Over the past year, their mother had become somewhat of a recluse, and she spent less time with any of her three daughters. Juliet was glad their brother Nathaniel was off at boarding school, for he was not home to endure the neglect. When Isabel married Laurence, Juliet had to admit that she and Hannah had become quite jealous of the time their mother had spent with the new couple.

“I hate to admit it,” Hannah replied, “but you are right. It hurts me that Mother has ignored us.” She sighed, and Juliet’s heart went out to her sister. Hannah was by far the most attached to their mother, and Juliet knew the woman hurt the most. “Juliet, may I ask you something?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I…what I mean to say is the season…” Hannah sighed. “If I do not meet a gentleman, what do you suppose will happen?”

“You will meet someone eventually,” Juliet replied. “That is, after all, the true purpose of men and women.” She walked over to the fireplace and looked into the dancing flames. “We are to find love, if there is any to be had, of course. To court, to marry and to produce children faster than hats at a millinery.”

Hannah gasped. “Children? I do not want to have children.”

Juliet could not resist the urge of mischievousness that came over her. “Have you not heard the latest fashion of the ton?” she asked. Her sister replied with a shake to her head. “Why, women are now expected to have at least a dozen children.”

“This cannot be,” Hannah replied. “That many children? I cannot imagine! From my understanding, the pain of one childbirth is bad enough, but a dozen?” She looked up at Juliet. “And you? Will you do the same?”

Juliet laughed. “I? Children? I think not. No man will put such a burden on me.”

“Not even Lord Parsons?” Hannah asked with a wicked smile. “I saw the manner in which he spoke to you at the Wilson Party.”

Juliet clenched her fist. They had attended that party three weeks earlier to celebrate the upcoming season. Lord Hugh Parsons, although a handsome man, was by no means a man she wished to court her. Her mother had accepted his first card, and Juliet found the man such a bore, she had almost fallen asleep. When he sent another card last week, Juliet had promptly refused before her mother had even seen it. Thankfully, her mother never learned of it, and Juliet had sworn the maid who had received it to secrecy. 

“Not even Lord Parsons,” Juliet replied firmly. “That man is not worthy to look upon my beauty.”

A small smile played on Hannah’s lips. “And yet Daniel is?” 

The words hung in the air, and Juliet felt her heart skip a beat as she thought of the stable hand. “That is silly even for you, Hannah,” Juliet retorted. Yet, the words were true. The idea that she was attracted to the man caused her great confusion. If only he was of noble blood! Regardless, there were plenty of gentlemen nearly as handsome and with far more wealth than he could ever dream of possessing. Yet, she could not stop herself from attempting to gain his attention. 

Looking down at the bottle of wine she still held in her hand, Juliet knew it was time to implement the plan she had been devising for the past few weeks.

“Daniel is a stable hand,” she said with a jut to her chin. “Therefore, he stands among some of the poorest in England.”

“Then why do you spend so much time with the man?”

Juliet tightened her grip on the bottle. “If you must know,” she said with as much haughtiness as she could muster, “he has requested to gaze upon my beauty daily.” She gave a dramatic sigh. “It was a request about which I considered telling Mother, for I believed his intentions ill. However, then I realized that, as he said, there is no woman as beautiful as I.”

Hannah’s smile faltered, and Juliet seized the moment. She did not enjoy telling tales; however, at times, they were necessary. 

“So, yes,” Juliet continued. “I do allow Daniel to gaze upon me, for it gives the man the strength to complete his work.”

“It sounds odd,” Hannah said.

Juliet shook her head in disbelief and headed toward the door. 

“Where are you going?”

“To the stable,” Juliet replied. “My horse has not been well, and I must check on her.”

Without waiting for a response, Juliet hurried down the hallway, the bottle clutched to her breast. The servants, including Forbes, the butler, would more than likely have retired for the night, and with her mother busy in the office, it was the perfect time to escape.

She glanced around as she wrapped her cloak over her shoulders, and with the bottle of wine now hidden beneath the heavy wool, she made her way out the door. Yes, now was the most opportune time to implement her plan. For, if someone as well-respected as Lord Parsons had an interest in her, then a simple stable boy had no excuse not to, as well.

***

The horizon was a beautiful red, much like the wine in the bottle Juliet carried as she made her way to the stables. Her mind and heart both raced with excitement at what she planned to do.

The story Hannah told had been brilliant, and for a moment, Juliet regretted the many tales she had told concerning the season. Poor Hannah was anxious enough about attending without Juliet’s help. Her sister would see that there was nothing about which to concern herself once they were there.

Yet, Juliet worried. Although she desperately wanted to go to London, the idea of not seeing Daniel for so many months did not sit well with her. It was strange that she had these feelings, for a woman of her station did not cavort with men from his. Despite the fact he had not shown any interest in her as a man would have for a woman, they had shared in many talks that she found rather intriguing. Her mother and Isabel had warned her that spending too much time in the stables was unbecoming of a lady; however, that advice, much like any other she received, went unheeded. She was intelligent enough to get out of any situation that might occur, despite the warnings.

Slipping through the white painted wooden door, Juliet glanced around. The horses were locked away in their stalls, and the stench of the place made her feel ill. The stables were well-maintained, but even the slightest odious odor could shake the countenance of any young lady. However, she had a plan to fulfill, and she would not leave until she saw it completed. 

She narrowed her eyes in the dim light searching for someone particular, a beast much like the horses. She strained to hear any sounds of the man, but only the light neighing of horses or faint movement from their stalls was all she heard. At the end of the long corridor, a smaller hallway branched off to the right and led to a large room. There was where numerous saddles and blankets were kept, and at one of the several tables sat Daniel working on a saddle. As she drew closer, she realized it was hers.

Her legs grew weak as she watched the man. His shirt drew tight across his broad back, and that might have been enough, but it was the hands that worked the saddle that made her heart flutter and her face burn, for the muscles under his sleeves relaxed and contracted with each movement he made. 

“It’s an honor to have you here again, Miss Juliet,” Daniel said without looking up from his work. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

Juliet swallowed hard in an attempt to bring moisture to her suddenly dry mouth. “I-I came to check on my saddle. Have you fixed it according to my wishes?”

“I have,” he replied. “Or rather I’m almost finished.”

“Please,” Juliet said, “continue as if I were not here.”

The man nodded, his dark hair bouncing from the movement. His arm muscles bulged as he pulled tight one of the knots. 

How could a man such as he be awarded with such a strong body?

Juliet started when the man stood and faced her. With brown eyes and a strong jaw and cheekbones that highlighted a rare smile, the word handsome did not do him justice. In truth, Juliet had never seen such a finer man as he. However, she would never admit as much to him.

“I’ve finished your saddle,” he said with a bow. “I hope it’s to your liking.”

Juliet swallowed hard again, reminding herself of her position in life. Although winning the man’s gaze was of the utmost importance, she had to maintain a ladylike stance. It would do no good giving the poor man any ideas. Well, perhaps a few ideas, but she could not allow it to go too far; she had to respect her position in society.

“I would like to see it now,” she replied as she walked over to him. The dark brown leather had light tan strips, giving it a far different appearance from those of her sisters. In all honesty, it was the most beautiful saddle she had ever seen in her life. “It is acceptable,” she replied, although keeping her excitement hidden was difficult. 

“Acceptable?” Daniel asked in shock. “I’m sorry. Doesn’t it make you happy?”

Juliet turned to the man and looked into his eyes. A woman could become lost in them if she did not keep her guard. 

“Miss Juliet?”

She shook her head to clear it. “Yes. It is fine. Thank you for doing the work I requested.”

“I’ll try harder next time,” he said sadly, his eyes lowered. “I think my craftsmanship is getting better, though, don’t you?”

Juliet sighed. “A lady such as I has high standards. I realize that you, unlike Lord Parsons, understands those standards.” The man raised his head and smiled, and Juliet had to suppress a grin. Men were so predictable and easy to manipulate! “Yet, I find your willingness to please me admirable.”

“Thank you, Miss Juliet,” he replied. “I’m happy to hear that. I’ll do better next time, I promise.”

Juliet turned and walked over to one of the worktables where various tools lay. She placed the wine bottle she had brought with her on the table and picked up one of the tools with a pronged end that reminded her of a fork. “You recall me telling you of Lord Parsons, do you not?”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “He’s the gentleman from the party you went to with your sisters and Miss Annabel, if I remember.”

A streak of jealousy rushed through Juliet at hearing her cousin’s name. Annabel was beautiful with her wheat-colored hair and blue eyes, and Juliet could not help but worry that perhaps her cousin had caught Daniel’s eye when she, herself, had not been successful. 

“You are correct,” she responded as she replaced the tool and chose another, as if that were the object of her discussion. “He sent me another card last week, as well as a letter.”

“I’m happy to hear it,” the stable hand replied, much to Juliet’s frustration. “From what you’ve told me about him, he’s a respected gentleman.”

Juliet clenched her fist. Was the boy daft? Could he not see she wanted him, not Lord Parsons, to look her way? She turned and allowed a moment to take in his strong features. “I, too, believe the same,” she replied. “Or I did until I received his letter. I must admit it frightened me and…” She paused for dramatic effect. “Oh, I suppose my safety holds little concern for you.”

“Miss Juliet, I’m very concerned about your safety. And your happiness. You may tell me if you’d like.”

 Juliet pressed a hand to her breast and sighed. There were times to tell tales, and now was indeed one of those times. “I will because I trust you. Can I trust you?”

The man nodded. “Of course.”

“Well, you see, at the party, when Lord Parsons spoke to me, he told me I was the most beautiful woman in all of England. However, the card that came with his letter held such vile words…”

“What did it say?” Was that anger in his voice? Oh, she hoped so!

“He wishes to kiss me, to press his lips to mine,” she said with feigned modesty, as if such an act was beyond her senses. “That such an honor was worthy of payment. He then offered me the sum of five thousand pounds and the deed to a parcel of land near Dover.” She looked up. “I have never been more offended in all my life!”

“I think,” Daniel said, taking one step toward her, her heart racing, “that a woman of society shouldn’t be treated that way.” He paused and frowned. “I-I should get back to working on your saddle.”

Juliet could not stop her mouth from falling open as the man returned to his stool and leaned over the saddle once more. What had happened? At one moment, he was moving toward her, and in the next he was once again focused on his work! Why could he not admit that he found her beautiful? Well, she would get him to admit as such one way or another!

Taking the wine bottle, it was time to execute her plan. Without another word, she walked over to a ladder that led to a loft above them. Mostly filled with straw, the loft was for storing old saddles and other items that were no longer used. Her plan was simple. She would entice Daniel to join her in the loft, where he would finally admit to her beauty. They would drink in celebration that she had finally caught his eye.

She climbed the ladder in silence, and when she neared the top, she reached up and placed the wine bottle on the landing. Then she turned and looked down at Daniel. “I am going to enjoy a drink to ease the pain in my heart. Perhaps you would like to join me?”

Daniel looked over his shoulder. “I must regretfully decline, Miss Juliet,” he replied. “It wouldn’t be proper for me to drink with you.”

Juliet snorted. “Are you certain?” she asked, attempting to keep her tone cordial but failing miserably. “I do have wine and more secrets to share with you.”

“I can’t,” the stable hand replied as he returned to his work.

Juliet was now past frustration. Why should a lady such as she work so hard to gain the eye of a man such as he? Did he not see how lucky he was? 

The story Hannah had told about the woman falling from the window had been silly, but Juliet was at her wit’s end. She had to do something to gain this man’s attention!

“I am in charge, as you know,” she said with a jut to her chin, which likely did not have the same effect from where she stood perched on the rung of the ladder as she grasped the top rung with her hands, “and you must obey my wishes.”

“Your words might be true, Miss Juliet,” Daniel replied, although he did not look up from his work. “But this request I cannot obey.”

Juliet pursed her lips. “Fine. Then I shall have to tell Mother.” As she began her descent, she kept her eyes on Daniel in hopes he would change his mind before she reached the ground. However, he did not even look up! “I could let…” Suddenly, her foot slipped off the next rung, and she cried out as she grasped the rung above her. However, her hands were too weak to hold her weight, and she came crashing down to the ground. A shot of pain raced through her foot and up her leg, and she could not stop a cry from erupting in a very unladylike manner.

“Juliet!” The stool flew back as Daniel rushed to her side.

Juliet grasped her ankle as pain like nothing she had ever felt in her life pulsed through her. 

“Daniel!” she said with a groan, and she could do nothing to stop the tears that flowed down her cheeks. “It hurts so terribly.”

He squatted down beside her, his eyes wide with concern as he pulled a piece of straw from her hair. “You will be all right,” he said. “I’ll take you inside.” He placed a hand around her waist and one under her knees and picked her up as easily as if she were a sack of oats.

“Do not try to have your way with me,” she whispered, for she had never felt more comfortable in all her life—barring the pain in her ankle, of course. “My weakness is not a means for which you may take advantage.” 

“I would never hurt you,” he replied as he made his way to the house. 

“Thank you.” She looked down at her foot that pained her as if a carriage had run over it, and she pressed her face into Daniel’s chest. Despite the pain, she enjoyed being in his arms more than she would have imagined; her fall had been well worth the pain if it meant having this moment. His chest was strong and firm, and although she knew she should not, the temptation was too great. She touched the muscle in his arm with the pretense of keeping herself from falling. 

“Your mother’ll wonder why you were in the stables,” Daniel said as they approached the house. “What should I tell her when she asks? She’ll throw me out for allowing you to be hurt.”

Juliet sighed as he ascended the steps to the portico as she reveled in the boulder that was his arm muscle. “Do not worry about employment,” she replied. “There is nothing I will not do to keep you here with me.”

When he looked down at her, Juliet received that which she had been searching, for in his eyes was a glow she had not seen before, and she knew it was she who had caused it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Daniel Haskins had first come to work at Scarlett Hall when he was only twelve years of age, and it was within a few days that Miss Juliet Lambert began coming by to talk to him. Her visits, however, were becoming more frequent as of late, and her mother, the Lady Lambert, did not approve of this particular pastime for her daughter. Daniel could not agree with the woman more. Miss Juliet was a lady and, therefore, much too good to be in a place that smelled of manure and horseflesh.

Now, as he picked her up from the floor after she had taken her horrible fall, he wished, as he often did, that the woman would have listened to her mother. 

As he stepped out of the stables with Miss Juliet in his arms, her head resting against his chest, he could not help but worry. Not only was he concerned for the wellbeing of the woman he currently held, but he was displeased with himself that he had not done a better job of keeping an eye on her. If he would have done as she asked in the first place, he might have been there to catch her when she fell. 

No, he could not have done as she asked. If he were caught with her alone in the loft, not only would he be sacked, but Miss Juliet would be faced with a great shame. And that was something he would never allow.

“Thank you,” Miss Juliet whispered. 

Daniel said nothing, for he was only doing what was right, but when she squeezed his arm, he had to fight back the urge to throw her to the ground—and an urge to hold her tighter. 

He hurried his step. What he needed was to see Miss Juliet safe inside the house, and he hoped beyond hopes that Lady Lambert would not be standing in the foyer waiting for them.

“Your mother’ll wonder how you ended up on that ladder, which will get her to wonder how I let you climb up there. Then that’ll make her wonder why I didn’t stop you. I’ll be sacked for certain.” He had no family and nowhere else to go. What would become of him after so many years working in a place as grand as Scarlett Hall? He’d never have such fine living quarters as he had in the rooms he shared with the other stable hands!

“Do not worry,” Miss Juliet said as she placed a hand on his chest. “There is nothing I will not do to keep you here with me.”

The words were kind and they soothed his worry even as they sent a shiver down his spine. Not of fear, but of wonderment. Never had she been so kind to him. As a matter of fact, he rarely saw much in the way of kindness from her at any time. 

He sneaked a glance at the face of a woman he considered beautiful beyond words. It was strange, but a yearning came over him, a strange feeling he had never felt before, but he pushed it away. No stable hand had the right to have such feelings for a woman like Miss Juliet. 

It was a relief when she removed her hand from his chest. Having her in his arms was bad enough; one less body part touching his was a relief.

Daniel shifted her weight when they reached the stoop, and he was able to grasp the doorknob and push the door open. Inside was dark save one candle left on a small table at the bottom of the stairs. He had to stop himself from gawking at the interior, for although he had been in the employ of the Lamberts for seven years, he had never been inside the great house before.

“Ahh!” Juliet cried. “The pain is worse now!”

“Where am I to take you?” Daniel asked. “Your mother? Should I call for her and ask?”

The sound of hurried footsteps made him turn to find Lady Lambert rushing toward them, a candle in her hand. 

“What is…? Juliet?” Her skirts flowed around her as she hurried to them. “What has happened?” 

“My Lady,” Daniel said, debating if he should bow or not with his burden, “Miss Juliet fell and hurt her foot.”

When Lady Lambert looked up at him, he knew she was displeased. Well, this was it. He would be out in the cold before he even got Miss Juliet to her room.

“I will explain everything,” Miss Juliet said, although her words were strained. “But for Daniel’s sake, and for mine, I must sit.”

“To the drawing room,” Lady Lambert commanded. “Follow me.”

Daniel followed the baroness down the hallway and through a door where a large fire burned in a massive fireplace. He had never seen any room like it with its fine furniture and opulent rugs. Opulent? That was the word, was it not?

“Place her on the couch,” Lady Lambert said.

“Yes, my lady.” Daniel did as the woman asked, passing a large cart filled with all sorts of bottles of spirits. He suspected that was from where Miss Juliet got the bottle she had taken to the stables.

As he lowered her to the couch, Miss Juliet surprised him by batting her eyelashes so quickly, he wondered if she got a bit of dust in them. Well, he could not help her with dust in her eyes. It was bad enough he was not able to do more than carry her inside.

Finally relieved of Miss Juliet, he bowed deeply to Lady Lambert. “I-I suppose I should go now.”

“No. Remain here. I would like to speak to you before you leave.”

Daniel could do nothing more than nod. Leave. Yes, he was definitely going to be sacked. 

“Here, let us remove these,” Lady Lambert said as she began to unbutton Miss Juliet’s shoes.

Daniel thought the skin would burn off his face at that moment. She was going to remove her shoes while he was standing there? 

However, such thoughts disappeared and concern returned when Miss Juliet cried out in pain once more when her mother removed the shoe on her hurt foot.

“Mother!” Juliet shouted. “It hurts!” 

Lady Lambert clicked her tongue as she continued to remove the shoe, although she moved more gingerly now. Daniel almost cried out himself when he caught sight of the woman’s ankle, for it was red and swollen.

“I cannot endure this pain, Mother,” Miss Juliet said. “I may need a drop of brandy to ease the pain.” 

Although distressed over all that had happened, he could not help but return the smile of mischief Miss Juliet gave him as her mother walked over to the liquor cart. 

“What were you doing in the stables alone?” Lady Lambert asked. “We have spoken about this before, and now I find you have disobeyed me once again.”

“I cannot, nor will I, lie to you,” Miss Juliet said as she rearranged the pillows behind her. “I went to check on the saddles.”

“Whatever for?” her mother asked as she returned with two glasses of brandy. She handed one to Miss Juliet, and much to Daniel’s surprise, she handed the other to him. “A man carrying such a burden is well deserving of a drink.” She gave him a faint smile, and Daniel could not miss the twinkle in her eye.

“Thank you,” he replied, taking the delicate glass from her. What a kind woman she is, he thought. To have him in her home and then give him a drink? No one would believe him if he told such a story. Not that he would. He was not one to tell tales, true or not. Nothing came from it anyway. If the tale was true, no one would believe it, and if it was not true, it was simply a lie and nothing more. And if there was one thing Daniel did not do, it was lie.

Lady Lambert went to sit beside her daughter, leaving Daniel unsure what to do. Did he allow Miss Juliet to drink first? Did he take a seat without being offered? No, that was just silly. Luckily, the younger Lambert did not wait to take a sip of her drink, and he did the same.

He had never tasted anything so wonderful! It was rare that he drank any type of spirits, but nothing he had drunk in the past ever tasted as marvelous as this. Although, it still burned as badly as it went down as what old Liam kept under his bed for special occasions. Wishing to draw out the experience, he took another small sip. The longer it lasted, the longer he could enjoy it.  

“The saddles, Juliet?” her mother said. “What was so important that you went to check on them?”

Daniel curled his toes. Now was when he would be sacked for sure. 

“Lord Parsons mentioned going riding,” Miss Juliet said, “and I had requested that Daniel make sure mine was ready for the man’s arrival.”

“His arrival?” Lady Lambert asked. “I did not know he had requested to call over.”

“Why, yes. I may have forgotten to mention it to you, but in my excitement over him sending me a card, I had completely forgotten.” 

Lady Lambert sighed. “So, you do have an interest in the man?”

“Oh, very much so,” Miss Juliet replied. 

Daniel could not stop the bolt of jealousy that ran through him. Then he remembered that Miss Juliet was crafting a story, as she was wont to do. She had no interest in Lord Parsons. Or did she?

When the door opened, Daniel nearly jumped out of his shoes. Miss Hannah, dressed in a white dressing gown, entered the room, her eyes falling on Juliet. 

“What happened?” she asked with a gasp. When she saw Daniel, she screamed and crossed her arms over her breasts.

“I’m sorry!” Daniel said as he squeezed his eyes shut and spun around to face away from her. 

More footsteps resounded in the hall.

“Is everything all right?” That was Forbes, the butler, if Daniel guessed correctly. 

He sneaked a peek over his shoulder. If Forbes could be in the same room with Miss Hannah half-dressed, and able to keep his eyes open, Daniel could take a quick glance. 

“Yes,” Lady Lambert replied. “Hannah, return to your room. Forbes, I shall speak to you in a moment, once I am finished with these two.”

As Miss Hannah and Forbes left the room, Daniel wondered once again if this was the moment he would be out on the streets. What would he do then? Where would he go? Would he be given at least a reference? Despite his concerns, he turned back to face his future; he was a man, not a mouse!

“Now,” Lady Lambert said to her daughter. “Go on.”

Juliet sighed. “I thought I heard a noise, like heavy breathing in the loft. So, I climbed the ladder, but there was no one there. However, as I went to climb back down, I slipped and fell.”

“And you were there?” Lady Lambert demanded.

How Daniel wanted to tell the truth, for he admired the woman greatly. It was Lady Lambert who had brought him a piece of cake whenever they had a party in the great house. Or she would offer him a kind word after her husband berated him for one thing or another. Yes, he would tell the truth.

“I was…”

“Speaking with one of the servant girls from Lord Briny’s house, I suspect,” Miss Juliet said, interrupting him.

Lady Lambert narrowed her eyes at him. “Is this true?”

Daniel could do nothing more than nod.

“I know he goes there every Monday,” Miss Juliet continued. “And I know he goes to meet up with several of the servants to play cards, or so is the excuse that is used. Although, I find gambling a poor use of one’s time.” She hung her head as if it was she who carried the shame.

Lady Lambert sniffed derisively. “I could not agree with you more, but how do you know about all this?”

“The servants gossip worse than men.”

The older woman gave a tiny snort. “That is also true. So, how was it Daniel came to find you?”

“Lady Lambert,” Daniel replied, “Miss Juliet was on the floor when I returned to the room. I picked her up and brought her straight to you. I’m sorry I was not there to stop her from being hurt.” What bothered him most was that the lie burned his tongue worse than the brandy burned his throat no matter how quickly he spoke the words.

The older woman sighed as she stood and collected his glass. She walked back over to the cart and surprised him by refilling it. “You have nothing for which to apologize,” she said as she returned the glass to him, full once more. “The woman you saw tonight? What is her name?” 

“Oh, her name?” he asked. For a moment, his mind drew a blank. Then he said the first name that came to mind. “Elizabeth.”

“I see.” The woman wore a sly smile. “I shall ask Daniel to carry you to your room. Tomorrow morning, I will send for the doctor.” Then she turned to Daniel. “Will you help once again?”

Daniel nodded, and for the second time that night, he carried Miss Juliet in his arms.

***

Carrying Miss Juliet up the stairs was much more difficult than carrying her across the drive and into the house. With each step, his back groaned and his calf muscles threatened to tear. It was not that he did not perform heavy tasks every day, but climbing steps carrying someone was not something he did on a regular basis. 

Lady Lambert walked in front of them, the candle in her hand lighting the way. 

“It is a good thing we keep the staff well-fed,” Juliet said halfway up the stairs. “Daniel has the strength of a young stallion.”

Daniel felt his face heat, and he knew he had to be a bright red. It only worsened when she reached out and touched the muscle on his arm once more. 

“Quite strong, in fact.”

Daniel swallowed hard and hoped Lady Lambert did not turn around at that exact moment.

“Indeed,” the elder Lambert replied with irritation in her tone. “We are thankful for our servants. And we do not refer to them as stallions.”

When they reached the top landing, they turned right and passed several doors, one which opened to a peering Miss Hannah.

“Do not worry for me, dear sister,” Juliet called out. “Although he is a brute, his strength serves a purpose. Plus, Mother will protect me from him.”

Lady Lambert spun around and glared. “Juliet!” she gasped. “Conduct yourself as a lady! You are embarrassing not only me but yourself far more than you realize.”

“I am sorry, Mother,” Miss Juliet murmured.

They stopped at another door, and Lady Lambert opened it and stepped aside to allow Daniel to carry his burden inside. 

“Place her on the bed.”

He gazed at the bed for a moment. It was massive, almost as large as his entire room, with heavy drapes tied back to each corner post. Several pillows were piled up at the head, and he laid Miss Juliet into them with as much care as he could. He tried his best not to touch the blanket, but his hand brushed the smooth fabric, and he wondered what it would be like to be covered in something so exquisite. 

“I hope your injury isn’t too bad, Miss Juliet,” he whispered before he stood back up and looked around at the rest of the room. 

What he saw was as formidable as the bed itself. A vanity with a large mirror sat against one wall between two large windows, perfume bottles lined up on one side and a variety of jars on the other. A wardrobe sat on the opposite wall, and a chest at the end of the bed would have been too big to hold everything he owned in the world.

Miss Juliet let out a heavy sigh. “I may lose my leg and forever be stranded in this room. I shall grow old and wither away…”

“I believe it would be best if Juliet remain quiet and rest,” her mother said, interrupting her daughter. “Let me walk you to the door.”

Daniel gave Miss Juliet a fleeting smile before following Lady Lambert out into the hallway and down to the foyer. However, rather than taking him to the door that led outside, she continued to the drawing room.

“Lady Lambert,” he said as the baroness walked over to the cart of liquor bottles once more, “might I ask something?”

“Yes, of course,” the woman replied. “What is it?”

“If I’m to lose my position, I understand. I’d just ask if I could have time to say goodbye to the others.”

Lady Lambert turned and gave him a shocked gaze. “Lose your position? Whyever would that happen?”

He shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable. “I don’t know. I thought with Juliet being hurt…” he allowed the words to trail off when she walked over and offered him an entire decanter of brandy. Not only because it was brandy, but because the bottle was worth more than his boots!

“Take it,” she said when he hesitated. “Please. It is a gift of celebration for you and Elizabeth.”

What an odd comment, he thought. Why would this woman be happy for him and a woman who did not exist?

“Thank you,” he said as he took the bottle, although a bit of guilt tugged at him at accepting on such terms. “I’ve never owned anything so…nice.” It was true, for although she paid him fairly for his work, he had never spent even a farthing on himself, except on necessities such as a new shirt when he needed one. Otherwise, he saved everything he earned.

“As to your work here,” the woman continued, “I see no reason you should not remain. If that is what you wish, of course.”

He nodded emphatically. “Oh, yes, I would.”

“I believe that, in time, Juliet shall marry Lord Parsons. What do you believe? Will he be a good suitor for her?”

Daniel did not know much, but he knew that a stable boy was the last person a lady went to for advice. And the question she asked did not sit well with him for all too many reasons.

“Surely for all she has spoken of the man,” Lady Lambert continued, “you must be pleased he will be joining her for the season?”

A strange sadness came over Daniel, and he could not for the life of him understand why. “I didn’t know that,” he replied. 

“In truth, neither did I,” Lady Lambert said. “However, if Juliet wishes the man to call, I am certain they will see each other often while they are in London.” She walked over to stand in front of Daniel. “Then she will be happy.”

“Well, if she’s happy with him, then that’s all that matters.” Silence filled the room, and Daniel cleared his throat. “It’s the same as I feel for Elizabeth. I hope one day to win her heart.” He was unsure why he lied. Perhaps it was hearing the stories Miss Juliet had told over the years that propelled him to embellish on his story.

Embellish? he scolded himself. You outright lied to a lady! 

Much to his relief, Lady Lambert smiled. “You do care for her, do you not?”

He nodded. If he spoke, he would confess it all. Lying never came easy to him, but now was not the time for repentance. 

“That is wonderful,” the woman said, her smile widening. “Simply wonderful!”

Why was this woman so happy that he had an interest in someone? Well, if it meant him keeping his position, he would boast of this imaginary woman forever. 

“Now,” Lady Lambert said, “allow me to walk you to the door.”

Soon, Daniel was outside, a bottle—no a crystal decanter!—in his hand. When he returned to his quarters behind the stables, he sat down on a low stool and tried to unravel the riddle that made up the events of the evening. 

There was Lord Parsons, who Miss Juliet claimed had tried to buy a kiss from her. Then Daniel had told a bald-faced lie right to Lady Lambert that he cared for a woman who did not exist. And, between all that, Miss Juliet had fallen, and both he and she had told lies about how that had come about. Then there was Miss Juliet touching his arm like she did, and mother and daughter both giving him bottles of drink… 

He sighed. None of it made sense as far as he was concerned, and he stared at the crystal decanter, the nicest thing he now owned. Blowing on the inside of the metal mug he took down from a hook on his wall, he poured the smallest amount of brandy, returned the stopper, and placed the decanter on a shelf as if it would break by simply setting it down. 

As he sipped at his drink, he shook his head. Although he tried, he could not solve the riddle of all that had happened this night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Since Juliet was young, she had anticipated her debut to the ton during her first London season. However, fate had played a horrible trick on her in the form of a fall in the stables, and now she would be unable to attend. Her life, now overwhelmed with misery, consisted of lying in bed and missing out on everything that was happening outside her bedroom door.

She was angry at Hannah, who had faked an illness the previous year in order to miss going to London. Now, that same sister would be leaving today with their eldest sister, Isabel. Together, the two women would attend the finest parties, buy the most exquisite of dresses from dressmakers known worldwide. And Juliet would be stuck here at Scarlett Hall.

This was supposed to be Juliet’s time to be introduced into society, to be admired and complimented on her beauty. Yet, none of that would happen because of her injured foot, an injury that had come about by her own silliness in a weak attempt to fall into the arms of Daniel the stable hand.

Her plan had been simple. She would lure the man to the loft, where they would share in the wine she had brought. The shock of his refusal to do as she ordered had not only embarrassed her, but it had caused her to lose all awareness of where she was, which, in turn, had caused her to fall from the ladder. She had not expected to break her ankle in the process! 

When Doctor Comerford had suggested bed rest, she had been angry, but now her anger turned to jealousy as her sisters entered her bedroom to bid her farewell. They wore beautiful traveling dresses—Hannah in green and white print and Isabel in a blue that matched her eyes—and beamed with excitement. Isabel was positively glowing, and Hannah offered a half-smile. Oh, why had she encouraged Hannah to go? In the beginning it had been to lend aid to Isabel and her mother, but now Hannah would be experiencing everything that Juliet could not. And the woman did not even want to go!

“Oh, Juliet,” Isabel said with a sad frown. “I do wish you were going with us today. It will not be the same without you.”

Juliet swiped at the single hot tear that escaped her eye. “I know.” She turned to Hannah. “The amount of attention the men would have given me would have elevated you in status.”

“Perhaps,” Hannah replied before taking a seat on the bed beside their cousin Annabel. Isabel joined her on the opposite side. “I am going to miss you, and just as Isabel said, it will not be as fun without you there.”

Juliet sighed as she looked at her sisters. They were kind, and she could see the pain in their eyes. The pain of knowing that the most beautiful daughter of the Lambert family was to be left behind. It would not be the same without her there, that much was certain. For wherever Juliet went, be it a party or a shop in the village, she was the focal point of both men and women alike. It was a burden brought on by her beauty and station, and one she carried with as much grace as she could.

“I do have to admit…” Juliet clamped her mouth shut. It was not fair to make her sisters suffer any longer. She did love them and she regretted allowing her anger to get the best of her. Her mother had scolded her often as of late, telling her that she needed to mature. Although Juliet had ignored most of the advice the woman had given, she had to admit that, in this, her mother was correct. “I admit that I am happy for you both. May the season be the best ever.”

“You are too kind,” Isabel said before leaning over and kissing Juliet on the forehead. “We really should be on our way. I believe Hannah needs to speak to Mother.”

Juliet looked at Hannah, who gave a nod. Hannah had been caught sneaking out of the house, and Juliet had found it extremely amusing. Hannah always acted the innocent, but it was a relief to learn she was not as prudish as Juliet had always thought.

After a few more hugs and goodbyes, the others left Juliet alone with her thoughts. She sighed and leaned back into the mountain of pillows behind her as Daniel came to mind, and she recalled how it felt to be in his arms.

Her goal that night had been to catch his eye, and although she had accomplished her task, it had come at a great cost. Yet, was it enough? She wanted more from the man, but she could not for the life of her figure out what that something was. Perhaps it was a kiss. She could not help but grin as she thought of him kissing her. The poor man would be so overjoyed! However, she would soon grow tired of his ongoing thankfulness.

Despite how appealing kissing the man was, she reminded herself that she was making every attempt to obey her mother’s wishes, which came down to one single command. Behave. That was easy for anyone else to say, but for Juliet, she knew she had an impish bone, one that had brought mischief to her at every turn since she was a very young child. Now, as a woman of eighteen, she knew it was high time to put those ways behind her.

 Glancing at her wrapped foot propped up on its pillows, she sighed. The doctor had insisted she remain in bed for several days before she could be up and about. He had suggested she use a convalescent chair, but that would require the presence of someone to push her about at all times. Therefore, she had convinced him that she would be better served using a pair of crutches. Her mother had been beside herself at the thought of her daughter using such primitive accessories, but Juliet would not be reliant on another person to move about!

Having an entire week in bed gave her plenty of time to think, and she found her mind thinking of her past and, more importantly, her future. Since she was missing the season, and the doctor had ordered her to be off her feet for several weeks, she had convinced her mother that she would attend any local parties. Although few men remained in the country, most having gone to London themselves, a few she deemed handsome enough remained.

Yet, none compared to Daniel. 

It was a shame, really, for if he had money and came from rich stock as she did, perhaps they might have had a future together. However, the man was a child of servants, and she the offspring of the best of society. No, it would never be a successful match, and she found it saddened her somehow. 

The door opened, and Juliet smiled as her cousin Annabel returned to the room. 

“Oh, Juliet,” Annabel fawned, “it pains me to see you in such distress!”

“Fear not. The pain in my foot is nothing compared to the pain in my heart, which comes from knowing that my sisters care nothing for the sacrifice I made in order to ensure their safety.”

“The highwayman,” her cousin whispered in awe. “You are so brave.”

Juliet smiled. Not wishing to reveal the truth to her sisters and cousin, she had told them a tale of a highwayman she saw sneaking onto the property. Following the man to the loft, she found he had disappeared and had called out for Daniel to save her. However, rather than waiting for him to help, she had made the attempt to climb down on her own, thus leading to her fall and subsequent broken ankle.

“I am brave,” Juliet replied with a sigh. She looked over the dress Annabel wore. “That dress. Is it new?” 

Annabel nodded, her blond curls so much like Isabel’s bobbing. A year younger than Juliet, her resemblance to Isabel was almost uncanny with her elegant face and pretty blue eyes. “Your mother purchased it for me. My parents were upset, especially Mother.”

Juliet nodded as her cousin lay on the bed beside her.

“Mother does spoil you,” Juliet said. “And for good reason. Your parents do not realize what a wonderful daughter they have.”

Annabel turned a bright pink. “Thank you,” she whispered, although the pain in her eyes was evident. “I hope you do not mind the company. I may be here for a few weeks.”

Juliet turned her head to stare at her cousin. “Your parents are leaving again?” she asked in shock. It was true Juliet’s mother always spoiled Annabel, but Juliet understood why. Annabel’s parents were often away traveling the world. They preferred to leave their only child either with a governess or with the family of her father’s brother. She was in attendance at Scarlett Hall so often that she was considered more a sister than a cousin most of the time. 

“Well, I do not mind,” Juliet said. “You will be able to assist me in the coming months. In exchange for your help, we shall adventure.”

“An adventure?” Annabel asked. “What sort of adventure?”

Juliet grinned as she reached under her pillow and produced a bottle of wine. “My innocent cousin,” she said, “we will not have just one adventure, but many.” She removed the cork and took a sip directly from the bottle before passing it to Annabel. 

The girl hesitated only a moment before taking a drink and passing the bottle back to Juliet. “I cannot wait! I think my life is due some excitement.”

Juliet sigh. “So is mine,” she said, her mind drifting. “Although, I must admit, after Daniel carried me to my room…” She allowed the words to hang in the air, and her cousin gave an expected gasp.

“Carried you to your room?” she asked as she sat up in the bed and stared wide-eyed at Juliet. 

“Oh, yes. Did I not tell you?” Juliet asked, and Annabel shook her head. “It was at his insistence. And I was shocked when Mother allowed it. Although I am thankful for what the man did, it was humiliating the way he stared at me.” She felt that all too familiar mischievous bone take over as Annabel’s face filled with shock.

“How did he stare at you?”

Juliet glanced around the room conspiratorially. “With lust,” she whispered. “Drool dripped from his mouth, and he was breathing heavily. Thankfully, Forbes was able to compel the boy to leave.” 

For some time, Juliet elaborated her tale of Daniel and his rescue of her, and when she spoke his name, it did not escape her notice that her cheeks burned hotter each time.

***

The following morning, Juliet, with the help of Annabel and her mother, rose from the bed and stood on her uninjured foot. She accepted the crutches, which had been delivered the night before, and placed one under each arm. It took her several attempts, but soon she was moving around the room with relative ease. 

“Very good,” her mother said as Juliet showed off her new skill. “You seem to have little issue with them.”

“It is simple, really,” Juliet said. “Now I can be free once again to explore the grounds and not be confined to my room.”

Her mother gave her a reproachful look. “I am uncertain you should…”

Juliet sighed. “I promise I will take the best of care, and Annabel will be with me. If I find traversing the grounds too difficult, or if I feel it will be overly dangerous, I promise I will ask Annabel to bring me out with the convalescence chair.”

“Oh, very well,” her mother conceded. “By the way, I will be going into the village today. I shall not be back until dinner, so do spend your time wisely.” Her raised brow told Juliet exactly the meaning of her words, which was to keep out of trouble.

“I will mind Annabel,” Juliet said with a grin. “Do not worry about her behavior.”

Her mother’s smile had a strange sadness to it, and the woman placed a hand on Juliet’s shoulder. “You were once a tiny spark, but now you are a raging fire.” She shook her head. “I will see you this evening.”

As soon as she was gone, Juliet turned to her cousin. “Whatever did she mean by that?” she demanded. “I would expect such words from Hannah but most certainly not from her.” 

Annabel shrugged as she picked up one of Juliet’s bottles of perfume. “I believe she means to say that you are wild.”

Juliet snorted. “I may not be as tame as other women, but I am by no means wild.” She paused. “Am I?”

“I do not think she meant it as an offense,” her cousin replied. “In fact, I am certain of it. What she means is that you are a wild fire lighting up the rooms in which you walk. Perhaps in that way you are untamable.

Juliet considered this for a moment. “Yes, that makes sense. It is my spirit combined with my beauty that was once a spark that has now turned into a raging fire.” This made her smile all the broader. “I do feel bad for being so beautiful…and for the men who will fail in their attempts to tame me.”

“But what of a proper gentleman?” Annabel asked as she returned the perfume bottle to the vanity table. “Will he not be able to tame you?”

Juliet could not help but laugh. “Men are fools,” she replied. “Although I do not wish to do so at this moment, I will tell you every secret there is to know about them later.”

“I would like that,” Annabel said with a smile. “I will need to know as much as I can before my first season next year.”

“There is plenty of time to prepare for that.” Juliet repositioned the crutches and made her way to the door, her legs reminding her of the pendulum on the large wall clock downstairs. Although—and she would never admit this aloud to a single soul—she did not move as elegantly as the pendulum. 

She stopped at the door. “If you would please,” she said to Annabel, who jumped forward and opened the door with a quick apology. Juliet stepped through the door and took a deep breath. “It is nice to be free again. Now, let us go straight outside for some air.”

They made their way down the long hallway, the paintings on their right depicting several generations of Lamberts, all looking at Juliet with clear admiration for her courage despite her current predicament. In all honesty, that was always how they viewed her, and she could not have felt prouder. Convalescent chair indeed!

When she reached the top of the main staircase, however, her heart skipped a beat. The stairs looked far more imposing than they had since she was a young child. One slip and she would surely break more bones.

“How do you propose going down?” Annabel asked. She glanced over the railing. “Do you suppose I should ask Forbes to help?”

 

“I can do it,” Juliet said defiantly, although her heart was pounding in her chest. “Stand in front of me so that if I do fall, you will be able to help.”

Annabel nodded and went to the step second from the top. 

Juliet placed one of the crutches, the one on the same side as her uninjured foot, on the next step down. “Do not let me fall, or mother will blame you for my death.” Annabel’s jaw dropped, and Juliet laughed. “I am only teasing.” She returned her concentration to moving the other crutch beside the first and swinging her body down.

“You did it!” Annabel exclaimed with a clap of her hands. “One more!”

Juliet nodded, a bead of sweat forming on her brow as she repeated the same motions with success. Glancing down at the bottom of the staircase, she saw Forbes waiting.

“Miss Juliet,” the man said, a look of concern on his face, “may I be of assistance?”

“No, thank you, Forbes,” Juliet replied regally. “The doctor advised me to do what I can to regain the strength I lost from so long in bed. I must do this lest I become lame.”

The man gave a nod but did not leave. Although each step was difficult to maneuver, and Juliet grew weary with each movement, she managed to make it to the main floor without incident.

“Well done,” Annabel said with a tight hug. “I was unsure if you would be able to do it.”

Juliet smiled and turned to the butler. “And what do you think, Forbes?”

“In all my years I have never seen such bravery,” he replied. “Miss Juliet, your desire to do as you wish amazes me daily.”

Annabel snickered, and Juliet frowned. What did he mean by that? 

Before she could respond, however, Forbes added, “Would you care to eat? I will bring it to wherever you wish.”

Juliet’s stomach rumbled in reply, overriding her desire to go outside. “Please,” she said. “I suppose we can eat in the drawing room. It will be much more comfortable there.”

With a nod, Forbes turned and walked away as the two women made their way to the drawing room. Once there, Juliet tottered to the couch, leaning her crutches on one of the side tables and plopping herself into the cushions with a sigh. 

“What shall we do today?” Annabel asked. “Mother has been after me to complete some pieces of embroidery; although, I must admit I find it a bore.”

“Embroidery?” Juliet asked with a laugh. She leaned in and lowered her voice. “We are close, would you not say so?”

“Oh, yes,” Annabel replied emphatically. “In truth, I must admit that I feel closer to you than your sisters. However, do not tell them so; I would not wish to hurt them.”

“I would never do such a thing,” Juliet said, and she meant it. It was no surprise she was the favorite, but there was no sense in hurting others by stating the obvious. “As I was saying, embroidery is for old maids and spinsters. We are meant for adventure.”

Annabel giggled. “And will we adventure today?”

Juliet smiled. “Oh yes. And you will also learn a bit about men at the same time.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

After a small meal of a selection of fruit and cheese, Juliet donned her favorite coat and made her way down the two steps at the front of the house. With Annabel at her side, she looked around the large property and breathed in the clean air. Numerous trees bereft of leaves lined the drive, and behind them sat rolling hills, the summer green now dormant. 

Annabel shivered. “It is cold,” she said, her breath creating tiny clouds. “Have you ever wondered how the servants stay warm?”

Juliet paused. “No, I cannot say that I have.” She moved the crutches forward. “I suppose they have fires like we do.”

Her cousin jumped in front of her, almost making her fall. “I have a secret!” she whispered as her eyes darted around them. “But you must not tell a soul. Please, swear this to me.”

Juliet sighed. Such theatrics! “We have already made a pact, or have you forgotten?” She and her sisters, including Annabel, had promised to always love and protect one another for the entirety of their lives. “A bond formed between sisters can never be broken.”

“No, I have not forgotten. However, please, swear, for I am all aflutter at speaking about what I must tell you.”

Juliet smiled. Although she loved her sisters, Annabel she loved the most. They were beyond cousins; they were true sisters, and Juliet considered the younger girl her closest friend and confidante. “I swear that if I were to tell a single soul what you reveal to me, my foot will rot off and be taken away by a ghost.”

Annabel’s eyes grew wide, and then both women laughed. 

“Now, tell me this secret before we freeze.”

Annabel glanced around once more. “I overheard a man speaking in the village not five days ago,” she whispered. “It was outside of one of the shops.”

“Which shop?” Juliet asked, her curiosity piqued. She was not one for gossip, but a tale or two never hurt anyone.

“There is a new cobbler beside the jeweler’s,” Annabel replied. “It is not yet open, but that does not matter. What matters is that one of the men said that on cold days like this one, servants…” her voice trailed off and her cheeks became so red, Juliet reached out and confirmed they were burning.

“What?” she demanded, barely able to contain herself. “Do tell me!”

“They get into the same bed and hold one another! Can you imagine?”

Juliet shook her head in disgust. What rubbish! Everyone knew that men and women did not share a bed. Ever.

“Do you think our servants do the same?”

Juliet went to reply no, but she paused. Would Daniel do such a thing? No, of course not. Although the man was a fool at times, he certainly would not participate in such debauchery. “I say absolutely not. Our servants are the most upstanding of their kind. Now, let us continue, for I have much to tell you.”

They made their way to the stables, Annabel shivering despite her warm wrap and Juliet keeping warm with the effort of managing the crutches. 

“There are two things a woman must understand about men,” Juliet said as they traversed the drive, taking care not to misplace one of her crutches and send herself crashing to the ground. “If she understands both of these rules, her life will be filled with jewels, dresses, and invitations to the most important of parties.”

“What rules are these?” Annabel asked with clear interest.

“The first is that men must be jealous of any man who wishes to speak to you,” Juliet said. “The second is that it is your obligation to make them feel guilty.”

“Guilty? Guilty for what?”

Juliet sighed. The poor girl knew nothing about men! It was lucky that she had someone like Juliet to guide her. “Guilty for not adhering to the first rule, which is jealousy. Once they become jealous, you make them feel guilty for feeling so.”

Annabel frowned. “But if they are jealous because you want it, is it not wrong to make them feel shame for doing what you want?”

“My dear child, rather than explain this simple notion all day, I shall demonstrate for you. Would that help?”

“Yes, I believe that would,” Annabel replied.

Juliet motioned to the smaller of the two doors that led into the stables, and her cousin gasped as if just realizing her error of not opening the door for her. Once inside, the animal stench almost overwhelmed Juliet. 

“Now, keep your voice down,” Juliet whispered. “The stable boy is often sleeping instead of working, and I do not wish to alert him of my presence.” 

As they made their way down the central corridor, Juliet was indeed shocked to find Daniel wrapped in his coat and sleeping on a pile of straw in one of the stalls. She could not help but stand gazing at him. He really was a handsome man, especially when he was asleep.

“You were right,” Annabel whispered. “He does sleep when he is supposed to be working. What will your punishment be for his idleness?”

“Mother has allowed me to whip his backside,” she said, which drew a gasp from Annabel. “However, I will show him mercy just this once. He did carry me to the house when I fell, after all.”

When they moved to turn away, Daniel smacked his lips, causing both women to stop in their tracks. Then he turned onto his back and produced a snore loud enough to rattle the floorboards.

Juliet could not cover her mouth fast enough to keep the laugh from erupting from her lips, and she dropped one of her crutches in the process. 

Daniel bolted up and swiveled his head back and forth muttering, “What?”

This, of course, sent Juliet into a fit of laughter that caused her side to ache as she leaned against Annabel for support. “That is the funniest sight I have ever seen!” she said through titters. “You snored so loudly, we thought thunder was trapped inside the stables.”

The man’s face turned a deep crimson and he scrambled to his feet. “I’m sorry, Miss Juliet,” he said, keeping his eyes downcast. “I worked late into the night and needed a short rest.”

“Do not worry,” Juliet said with a wave of her hand before taking her dropped crutch from Annabel. “I am in a good mood today and therefore will be kind.”

He nodded with clear relief, and Annabel smiled. Juliet could see the admiration in the girl’s eyes.

“Do you like my crutches?” she asked Daniel.

“I do,” he said, bringing his eyes up to meet hers. They stood staring at one another for several moments before he looked at Annabel. “Miss Annabel, it’s good to see you.”

“Thank you,” Annabel said, her voice as timid and kind as always. 

For a moment, a bolt of resentment coursed through Juliet. Why was Annabel smiling like that at Daniel? She went to say something but stopped. No, this was silly. She had no reason to be jealous of Annabel and Daniel! However, as she looked at one and then the other, she could not stop herself, even when he returned his gaze to Juliet.

“Lord Parsons sent me another letter,” she said haughtily. “This time he has increased his offer. I must admit the sum would be sufficient to buy me enough dresses for five seasons, but I am not to be bought.”

“I didn’t think you could be either,” Daniel replied as he walked over to his worktable. “I should get back to my duties for today.”

Juliet glanced at Annabel. The girl did not seem all that impressed. What was wrong with her? Well, she would change that immediately. “My foot,” she said as she looked down at her wrapped appendage with sadness. “I still cannot fathom you not catching me.”

The man remained quiet for a moment and then turned to face them once again. “I have only one regret in life,” he said. “That I’ve failed you.” He then gave her a deep bow.

Juliet had always been prone to tales and games such as these, and although they typically brought her joy, she found she did not enjoy it as much in this instance. The man genuinely appeared to be bothered by her words, and it somehow saddened her to see it. 

She cleared her throat in an attempt to regain her composure. “I have already forgiven you. Please, return to your duties.”

He thanked her and turned back to face the table. He did not even bother to bow one last time as a farewell! The ingrate! 

“He does seem upset by what he did,” Annabel whispered as they left the stables. “You could see it on his face. I understand what you mean now about guilt.”

Juliet nodded. However, her plan had failed once again, for now she was the one who felt guilty, and picturing the sadness written on his face only made her feel worse.

***

A fire roared in the fireplace in the drawing room, and Juliet watched as flames danced around the logs. Her mother had said that she, Juliet, was like a fire, wild and untamed, and Juliet found she had to agree with the woman. Although a member of the ton, she had always felt different from the other women. Granted, she enjoyed much of the finer things in life, such as jewelry and gowns, just as her peers; however, there were times when she felt distinctly different.

Whenever she attended a party for one of the other young ladies she knew, they often spoke of becoming wives and baring children. Julie agreed with this aspect of a woman’s life, but there was plenty more to do before then. She wished to go on adventures, perhaps to travel abroad and see other places, not simply sit at home and do embroidery. Yet, when she spoke of such dreams with others—bar her sisters and cousin Annabel—they simply politely nodded and promptly changed the subject.

If that was the only thing bothering her at the moment, she would have considered herself content. However, something else prodded at the back of her mind, and if the previous ideas did not shock her peers, this particular idea would have them apoplectic. 

The fact of the matter was, over the course of the past year, Juliet was finding herself wishing to be in Daniel’s presence more. That in itself would not have been an issue, but rather than spend time telling her tales as she had done since childhood, she found herself watching him as he worked. The more she observed him—sometimes up to an hour at a time—the more she found him fascinating. More often than not, they sat together saying very little. In truth, he was a kind and handsome man; everything a woman would want in a man—except the fact he was of the lower class, of course.

Although she ordered him around like a personal slave, he always did what she requested. He had arranged a meeting place in the forest for Juliet and her sisters, started a fire to welcome them, and even allowed her to pat his head like a dog. Of course, Isabel and her mother had given her a look of scorn, and rightfully so now that she looked back on her actions. 

However, it was the manner in which the man had finally looked at her a week ago as she lay cradled in his strong arms for which she had been hoping, and now she wanted to see it again. 

Voices from the hall had Juliet sit up straighter, as did Annabel. Her mother entered the room, a beautiful woman despite her age. When she was younger, Juliet had wished she had her mother’s light hair and blue eyes, but she had received her father’s darker hair and eyes instead, the only one in the family burdened with such striking features. A burden she was well-able to manage. 

“How was your outing, Mother?” Juliet asked as her mother joined them in the sitting area. “Did anyone inquire after me?”

“Yes. As a matter of fact, Lord Parsons did.”

Juliet thought her heart would leap from her throat, and she grasped her skirts in her fist to keep her features calm. “Oh? And what did you say?”

“I told him about your accident and that you would not be going to London this year. When I mentioned his card, he said he had yet to receive a reply.”

That is because I threw the blasted card in the fire, Juliet replied silently. She could not tell her mother the truth in this instance. “The man has probably sent out so many cards he cannot remember which ones have been returned to him,” she said aloud. “It does not matter; he will be leaving for London soon, anyway.”

It was the manner in which her mother smiled that made Juliet’s skin crawl. “I told the man as much,” she replied. “What a shame after all the interest you spoke of him.”

“You did not share that with him, surely!” Juliet said.

Her mother chuckled. “No. That is not ladylike. However, when I mentioned that you would not be attending, he replied that he has also had to delay his departure.”

Juliet shot a glance at Annabel and then looked back at her mother. “I suspect he will be quite busy before he leaves.”

Her mother rose from her chair. “I invited him to call over Wednesday next. It will serve as an opportunity to show Annabel how a lady conducts herself in the company of a gentleman.”

“Thank you,” Annabel said.

Juliet shot her cousin a glare. This was the last thing Juliet wanted! She had no interest in Lord Parsons, nor would she develop any feelings for him. Not as long as Daniel was in her sights.

“You seem anxious.” Her mother walked over and placed a hand on Juliet’s forehead. “Do you have a fever?”

“I do not believe so,” Juliet replied. There had to be a way to keep Lord Parsons from calling. “It is that I am injured, and I do not wish to look unsightly.”

Her mother gave her a small upturn of her lips. “I do not believe the man will mind. You should smile, though. I thought the news would make you happy.”

Juliet forced one of her best smiles. “I am happy,” she said. “I suppose I could say that I am overwhelmed with joy.”

“Good,” her mother said with a nod. “Lord Parsons is a respectable man, and I am certain an afternoon with him will be enjoyable.” She walked to the door and then stopped. “Dinner will be served soon.”

Once she left, Juliet let out a heavy sigh. 

“Oh, Juliet,” Annabel lamented as she reached over and took Juliet’s hand in hers. “You must be so happy. Lord Parsons is very wealthy, and I have heard other women speak of how handsome he is.”

“Yes,” Juliet replied absently. “He is handsome and wealthy.” However, that did not intrigue her as it once had. One day, perhaps soon, she would be forced to marry a man of title and wealth, and although the thought of the fine things a man such as Lord Parsons could give her did pique her interest, she knew it would not be Lord Parsons himself who would do the providing. The man was arrogant and spoke too much about himself. Yet, Juliet knew she had to be on her best behavior when the man came to call, for although her mother could be lenient in many ways, this was one time she would not be.

“I will find a gentleman next season,” Annabel said as she rose from the couch. “A man unlike any other, who will buy me beautiful things and love me.”

“Love,” Juliet repeated as she also rose with the aid of her cousin. “That is what all women want, is it not?” Annabel nodded, and Juliet wondered why, after having quite a few gentlemen call and meeting others at parties, she had yet to find it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Daniel brushed Penelope, Miss Juliet’s horse. Although the woman rarely rode, he always made sure the animal always looked its best. He would never admit it to anyone, but Daniel found great satisfaction in bringing happiness to Juliet, even though doing so in itself was a chore.

As he moved the brush across the horse’s flanks, his mind wandered. He had done so much for the young woman in the course of the years he had been in the employ of the family. He had aided her in escaping into the night, performed menial tasks for her, and listened to her endless supply of stories, and the fact was that he was very much inclined toward her. Oftentimes he even imagined himself being married to her.

“But that is a dream for fools,” he whispered to Penelope. The horse whinnied in response as if to say she agreed with him.

Although Daniel could not read or write, he was smart enough to know that Miss Juliet was only playing with him with all her requests and elaborate stories. He would never dare call her a liar, but he was sure most of her tales were not entirely the truth. Especially those that were so farfetched, such as highwaymen hiding in the lofts of the stables, or men offering her vast sums of money for a kiss, or princes from faraway lands wanting to marry her.  

He did not care that those tales were fabricated. Just listening to the sound of her voice was enough to bring him joy, for much like her spirit, it was simply beautiful.

Thinking of her made his heart happy, but he knew the truth: a stable hand and the daughter of a baron had no chance of a life together, not in the matrimonial sense, that is. She was a woman who lived a life of luxury, who had the finest of clothes and the best of everything. A life he could never afford to give her even if she looked his way. Scarlett Hall had a drawing room with far more wealth than he could have earned in his entire lifetime! No, he could never come close to providing for her to the extent to which she was accustomed. 

“Those foolish dreams are nice enough,” he whispered as he patted the horse. “But it would be like you standing beside a donkey. And I’m that donkey.”

The horse nodded its head, and Daniel laughed. Yes, even she agreed with him.

Walking back to his work area, he returned the brush to its shelf and thought about what more he needed to finish for the day. He had already completed his usual chores. 

Then his eyes fell on the saddle he had been working on when Miss Juliet fell from the ladder. The woman had not seemed overly pleased with his work thus far, and he knew he had more to do. So, he grabbed the necessary tools and a few strips of leather, pulled the stool in front of the table, and studied the saddle. 

His plan was to emboss her name on the flap on either side, and he smiled as he thought of her reaction to his work.

Before he could begin, however, the sound of a horse approaching made him stand. He buttoned up his coat and hurried to the stable door. Before him stood a large chestnut mare, the owner of the animal perhaps two or three years older than Daniel’s nineteen years. With his strikingly blond hair and upturned nose, the man reeked of arrogance.

“Well, do not simply stand there, boy,” the man said. “Guide my horse in so it may rest.”

“My apologies,” Daniel said. He took the reins and led horse and rider into the stables. As he waited for the man to dismount, Daniel could not help but wonder who he was. But, it was of no concern to a stable hand; his only job was to see the horse cared for while the man called at the great house. The coat the man wore was one of the finest Daniel had ever seen, and not for the first time, he felt ill at ease in his own coat.

“Does the lady of the house not pay you enough?” the man demanded as he looked Daniel up and down.

“She does, sir.”

“My dogs sleep in better clothing than what you wear,” he said with a shake to his head. “Stable my horse and be certain she is fed and watered.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Lord Parsons,” the man said smugly.

Daniel stopped and looked at the man. It was the same name Miss Juliet had given as the man who wished to buy kisses from her, if Daniel remembered correctly. Well, he might not believe the story about the kisses, but the man was certainly real.

“You stare at me as if you have heard my name before,” Lord Parsons said as he came to stand in front of Daniel, his hands on his thighs. Although they were of the same height, the man’s obvious wealth made Daniel feel smaller somehow. “Well, speak, boy!”

“Yes, Lord Parsons. I have heard your name.”

“From Miss Juliet?”

Daniel nodded. 

“Ah, so you eavesdrop, then?”

“No, my Lord,” Daniel replied with a shake of his head. “Not exactly. It’s just that Miss Juliet tends to speak aloud. I can’t help if I happen to hear some of what she says.”

The man’s solemn face changed, and he barked a loud laugh. “That is true,” he said and then clapped Daniel on the shoulder. “Women are prone to such things.” His breath smelled of alcohol, and Daniel had to fight himself from taking a step back. “Is there anything else you heard her say?”

“No, my lord.”

“Well, you be sure to tell me anything you happen to hear. Miss Juliet is very important to me, and I can pay well if you relay any information you might learn.”

“Yes, my lord,” Daniel replied, although it was a lie. Something about the man did not sit well with him, and Daniel would tell him nothing. 

Lord Parsons turned and left the stables, leaving Daniel to care for his horse. As Daniel poured oats into a feedbag, he thought about the man’s words. Lord Parsons was interested in Miss Juliet, and by all accounts, he wanted to make her happy. However, did the man actually accomplish this?

Once the horse was placed in one of the stalls, Daniel returned to his worktable and traced a hand over the saddle. Just minutes before, he had been excited to put her name on the leather, a sign of his dedication to making her happy. That joy, however, had faded as reality seeped in.

Daniel might care for Miss Juliet, but Lord Parsons was the kind of man Daniel could never be—a man of title and wealth who could provide a life Daniel never could. For he was the son of a barmaid, and he did not know his father. When his mother died, Daniel had only been ten years of age, and had been forced to live in the streets. However, he had survived on luck and perseverance.

Well, he might not be able to have the pleasure of taking Miss Juliet as his wife, or of enjoying the feeling of her lips upon his, but he could still make her happy.

So, with a smile, he picked up his tool and leaned over the saddle. He would make sure it was the finest work he had ever done.

***

As Lord Parsons prattle on about nothing of any particular interest, Juliet could not keep her mind from wandering. Although she often thought of herself as the wisest, not only of her sisters but of all women of the ton, a realization hit her so hard that she almost spit out her tea. 

Her mind had somehow returned to the night when she injured her foot and her mother had questioned Daniel. Juliet had thought it odd when her mother gave a sigh of relief followed by a proclamation as to the wonderfulness of Daniel caring for this other woman, this Elizabeth. Who was Elizabeth, and why was her mother so interested in a relationship between servants?

Now, as Lord Parsons droned on about yet another meeting in which he had been involved, Juliet realized she had puzzled out this particular riddle. Her mother was not as naive as Juliet had suspected, and the woman had become aware of Juliet’s growing interest in Daniel. It had been Juliet’s hope that, by swearing off any such notion, her mother would leave it at that. Granted, Juliet would never engage in any romantic notions with a stable boy, but she also did not want her mother to keep her from spending time with him. He was her only form of entertainment!

The fire crackled, and Juliet smiled at Lord Parsons in order to study him. She supposed he was not unfortunate looking, and his coat was, in fact, very nice. And as Annabel had mentioned before, the man was indeed wealthy, so he did have some good qualities. All those combined meant one thing: Juliet needed to convince her mother that she was, indeed, intrigued by this man in order to keep the woman from learning the truth about her infatuation with Daniel. It was as simple as that.

“And now I find myself not in London as I had hoped to be,” Lord Parsons said, breaking Juliet from her thoughts. Had he changed topics again? She was uncertain, for she had not been listening once again. “I must admit, however, I do find myself in much better company.”

Juliet glanced at her mother, who gave her a nod of encouragement. Earlier, Juliet had sworn to appease the woman, but now she had to do more to keep her mother believing she had no interest in Daniel. 

“Lord Parsons,” she said in a sweet tone she knew he enjoyed, “may I ask a question?”

“Please do,” the man replied. He sat with his back so straight, Juliet wondered if his clothes ever wrinkled. 

“How does a gentleman ever find the time to seek his own pleasure in sports or other activities when he is always conducting business?” 

The man sighed. “That is the problem, is it not? It is that exact issue that prevented me from attending the season thus far. Yet, my plan is to work and grow my business now in order to allow myself more time for leisure once I am married.”

His eyes locked with Juliet’s and a small smile played on his lips. Although she returned his smile, she did not like the look in his eyes. It made her feel as if he was peeking at her through her bedroom window as she dressed, and she was glad when he turned his gaze to her mother. 

“Lady Lambert, are all of your daughters this wise? Truly, I must admit I have never had a more engaging conversation than I am at this moment.”

“You are kind,” her mother replied. “Unlike some women of our station, Juliet has been allowed to seek knowledge, something both myself and her father encouraged all our daughters to do.”

For a moment, Juliet’s heart pained her at the thought of her father. He had been a kind and caring man, and she missed him terribly. She would never admit it to her sisters, but she was well aware that she had been his favorite. 

“Ah, yes, Lord Lambert,” Lord Parsons said with a sigh. “He was an honorable man and one worthy to always be spoken of in reverence. I only had the honor of meeting the man once when I was younger, but his demeanor was always one to which I aspired.”

Juliet found his words kind, and yet somehow she did not believe them. That was unfair. Perhaps the man meant what he said, and she misinterpreted his tone, which was highly likely since her focus was on maintaining her composure for her mother’s sake.

They continued with polite conversation. Annabel, who sat beside Juliet on the couch, remained quiet. How difficult it must have been for her to endure a man calling on Juliet. However, she was only a year away from her debut into society; she would simply have to wait just as Juliet had. 

Lord Parsons set his teacup on the table and smiled at Juliet. “Do you know when you will be able to walk again; without the aid of crutches of course?”

Finally, the man asked a question about her! “Doctor Comerford believes perhaps another month,” Juliet replied. “That is my wish, for I desperately need to leave the house.” She smiled, but it slipped when she glanced at her mother and saw the frown the woman wore. “Not that I mind being home, mind you. I simply miss being outside.”

“I understand,” Lord Parson replied. “Perhaps I might be of help.”

Now it was Juliet’s turn to frown. Oh, bother. Now he believes he must save me. How tiresome!

“Lady Lambert, I must leave tomorrow for business but will return in a fortnight. I would like your permission that, upon my return, I take Miss Juliet for a ride in my carriage.”

Juliet had to bite her tongue to keep from screaming. This was not what she had in mind!

Her mother, unsurprisingly, replied, “That is a wonderful invitation. I think it would be a grand outing. Do you not believe so, Juliet?”

All eyes turned to Juliet, and she felt as if her veins had filled with ice. If she refused or made any excuse, it would only grow her mother’s suspicion. However, if she agreed, it might give Lord Parsons the idea that she did, indeed, have an interest in him. Oh, bother!

“Juliet?”

Juliet swallowed hard and turned to the man. “My apologies. I was just thinking how lovely that would be. I would be honored to go on a carriage ride with you.” The lie burned worse than the brandy she was determined to drink when this blasted encounter came to a close. However, she had no choice but to agree. For now. She would come up with one excuse or another when the time came to actually go with the man.

“Excellent,” Lord Parsons replied. He rose from his chair. “I shall call over in two weeks this Sunday.” His eyes met Juliet’s and she could not help but tremble with uneasiness. “Lady Lambert.” He gave her a bow. “Miss Annabel.” Another bow. “It has been a pleasure.”

Juliet’s mother rose, as well. “Thank you for calling. We look forward to seeing you upon your return.” She led him from the room, and when the door closed, Annabel placed a hand to her breast.

“How wonderful!” she squealed. “He is very handsome, and did I mention he is well-off? But he wishes to go on an outing with you!”

“Yes, wonderful,” Juliet mumbled, but when her mother returned, she forced her smile back onto her face. “I am so happy,” she said. “What a fine gentleman. And to think he wishes to see me again! I did not believe he would.”

“It is because of your beauty,” her mother said as she took Juliet’s hands in hers. “You are bright and intelligent, and that did not seem to deter him one bit. Perhaps, in time, he may wish to court you.”

Juliet nodded. “I would like nothing more,” she said, although her stomach was flopping around inside her. Just the thought made her feel feint, and she was not prone to fainting spells. She attempted to get moisture back into her mouth. “Thank you for arranging this day. It means much to me.”

Her mother hugged her and surprised her by whispering in her ear, “I was worried that…No, it does not matter. What does matter is that you have got the eye of a gentleman.”

“Yes, I suppose I have,” Juliet replied, although when she said so, she thought of Daniel.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Snow fell overnight a week after Lord Parson’s visit, leaving a light dusting for as far as Juliet could see from inside the carriage. With Annabel at her side, the two women were on their way to Rumsbury to look at the new plates at the dressmakers in hopes of ordering one or two new dresses and perhaps a new gown each. 

At first, her mother had told her she could not go, but Juliet persisted, assuring the woman that her foot was neatly wrapped and she would take the utmost care while traversing the footpaths. Forbes had also wrapped the bottoms of her crutches with rags to keep them from slipping on the already drying paths. 

Juliet attempted to push away the thoughts of Lord Parsons’ return, which would be in nine days, but to no avail. The thought of being with the man made her want to sick up, for she had no interest in him whatsoever. However, she had no one to blame for her current predicament than herself, for it was her stories—others would call them lies but she knew better—that had landed her in the fire. She had yet come up with a plan that was feasible enough to get her out of the outing with him, and she rarely failed in getting her way. This would be no different, but she would have to devise the perfect plan, for her mother would accept nothing less than perfect.

As the carriage trumbled down the road, she found her mind turning to her sisters. Hannah had accompanied Isabel and Laurence to London, and she felt a pang of jealousy at the fact they would be soon readying themselves for one party or another while she remained home awaiting the arrival of a man she could barely stand.

“Do you believe my parents love me?”

Annabel’s question caught Juliet off-guard. “Yes, they love you. Why would you ever ask such a thing?”

The girl did not turn her gaze from the window. “It is that they are always away and leave me at Scarlett Hall.” She turned, and Juliet was shocked to see tears rimming her eyes. “Not that I do not enjoy my time there, mind you, for you are all like sisters to me. But I do not understand why my parents always leave me behind. It is as if they do not want me with them.”

Juliet’s heart went out to her cousin as she tried to determine how best to respond. It was no secret that Juliet and her mother disapproved of the manner in which her uncle and aunt treated Annabel, but they also would never tell Annabel their feelings. And although Juliet had learned her lesson as of late concerning the telling of tales, she knew in her heart that, in this instance, it was necessary.

“I must confess something I overheard nearly a year ago,” she said with a small smile. “Now, I was caught eavesdropping and therefore sworn to secrecy, but I believe our pact is stronger than my oath to them.”

“To whom?” Annabel asked. “What did you swear to keep secret?”

Juliet shifted her body so she could look directly at her cousin. “Your parents and my mother, of course. I was on my way to the drawing room from the garden when I heard voices in Father’s office. I overhead your parents voicing their concern for your beauty.”

“My beauty?” Annabel asked with a gasp. “They do not believe I have any?” She had a panic to her voice, and Juliet reached over and grabbed her hand.

“Not at all,” she said with a laugh. “In fact, quite the opposite. You see, there are women such as myself and you who are so beautiful, they cause parents to worry. If your parents were to allow you to go with them on their travels, they are afraid a gentleman would take you away from them. So, in their great wisdom, which I understand quite well, they decided to leave you with us.”

Annabel smiled. “Is this true?”

Juliet nodded, but she could not say the words.

“So, I am beautiful and not a burden on them?”

Juliet sighed. “Of course you are beautiful. I must admit, and it pains me to say so, but I oftentimes am envious of your beauty. Look at the lovely color of hair with which you have been blessed! And your mind and heart are so appealing, I am surprised you are not already married.”

The smile Annabel wore was well worth the story, for all of her sadness disappeared, replaced by a joy that made her face brighten. “Thank you. And I believe your hair is beautiful, as well.”

“It is ‘the color of the night sky’,” Juliet said, quoting her father. “A gift only I received, much to the dismay of my sisters.”

The carriage came to a stop, and Juliet could not wait to exit the vehicle. It had been over a month since she had been to Rumsbury, and she had no doubt many passersby would stop to inquire as to how she injured her foot. 

The door opened, and Annabel helped Juliet alight from the carriage. When Juliet had the crutches placed under her arm, she glanced around expectantly but was disappointed at the number of people out and about. Granted, it was a chilly day, and many people would have left for London for the season, but that did not say there would be so few doing some sort of business in the village. 

“Wait here,” she said to the driver. “We will only be a few hours.”

The driver bowed as Juliet repositioned her crutches. Then, she and Annabel began the slow amble down the footpath, which had already been cleared of the bit of snow and was as dry as if it had never snowed at all—much to Juliet’s relief. 

They stopped and looked through the window of the butcher’s shop. A man in a white apron, as wide as he was tall, sliced at a piece of flesh.

“Did you know the man had eleven children?” Juliet asked. Annabel shook her head in reply. “They all went missing. Every single one of them. Although,” she glanced around them and lowered her voice, “I heard he killed them.”

Annabel’s eyes widened. The butcher turned toward them, the knife raised above him. Annabel let out a shriek so loud that Juliet was overcome with laughter.

“Come,” Juliet said. “Let us leave before he decides to kill us!” 

“You are incorrigible,” Annabel said, although she also laughed. “I can never determine when you are telling the truth or when you are lying at times.”

The dress shop was ten shops ahead, but Juliet enjoyed stopping and peering into every shop along the way. The stopped in front of one that had been empty for several years. It had no signage, and the facade was an odd gray, as if it had not been painted in several decades, which more than likely it had not. In the one large window was a display of women’s shoes—some with numerous buttons, others simple slippers, as well as the finest riding boots Juliet had ever seen.

“This is the new cobbler’s about which I spoke,” Annabel said. “Shall we go in?”

“Oh, yes,” Juliet replied. 

Annabel held the door as Juliet managed the single step through the door. She glanced around, but no shopkeeper was in sight. Along one wall sat two benches upon which clients could sit to try on shoes and be measured for others. Along the opposite wall were several shelves with more samples of the wares. A simple unpainted wood counter was at the end of the short room, a white door behind it.

“Ah, good morning!” a man said as he came through the white door. He was close to forty with dark hair and eyes and a kind smile. However, for a shopkeeper, his clothes were of poorer quality than most, covered with patches and tattered hems. “My name is Robert Mullens, and I am your faithful cobbler here to serve you.” He bent to give them a bow but then pretended to lose his balance, his arms flailing at his sides as he wobbled from one leg to the other. 

Juliet and Annabel giggled as the man straightened himself with a wide grin, as if entertaining them gave him as much enjoyment as it gave them. 

“Forgive me,” he said. “It is not every day ladies such as yourselves enter my shop. I am overcome with honor at your presence.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mullens,” Juliet said. She was unsure why, but she immediately liked the man. “My cousin, Annabel, mentioned your shop to me. I believe you have a fine selection of shoes. I am particularly interested in a new pair of riding boots.”

“You’re correct, Miss,” the man replied as he walked over to a shelf. “My wares are of the finest craftsmanship.” He looked down at her foot. “Oh, begging your pardon, but may I ask what happened?”

“It was a highwayman,” Juliet replied. “I chased him into the stables and thought I had him cornered in the loft. I climbed up the ladder only to find he had escaped, and from there, I am afraid I fell.”

The man shook his head in apparent sympathy. “My shop is now inhabited by women of great bravery,” he said in a diffident tone. “I presume you are brave as well?” he asked Annabel, who simply nodded. “Very well, then. Please have a look at my wares. I am able to craft any shoe you would like. And because of your bravery, I will spend extra time to be certain they are perfect.”

“You are kind,” Annabel said. “Thank you, Mr. Mullens.”

The man clicked his tongue. “Please, call me Robert. All my friends do.”

Juliet glanced at Annabel, who was looking at her. Only close friends and family called each other by their Christian name, but the man seemed kind enough. And he did insinuate that they were friends. 

“I am Annabel Lambert,” her cousin said before turning toward Juliet. “This is my cousin, Miss Juliet Lambert.”

The man’s eyes went wide for a moment, but then he was all smiles and bowing once again. “You are the daughter of Lady Eleanor Lambert of Scarlett Hall, I presume?”

“You are correct,” Juliet replied with a wide grin. “I assume you have heard of me?” She was not surprised, really; most people knew of her. 

The man replied with a nod but remained staring at her for several moments before replying. “I am new to Rumsbury, but I have heard much of Lady Lambert and her daughters, all women of great renowned beauty and minds.” He looked at Annabel. “And their cousin, of course. I am humbled to be in your presence.”

Juliet’s spirits had been lifted higher than she had expected when she left the house this morning. “Please, there is no need to compliment us on our minds and beauty. It is a burden we both share.”

Annabel nodded her agreement but did not respond.

“Well, then,” Robert said. “Why do you not have a seat on the bench while I collect a few samples of shoes I believe will interest you. I will only be gone a moment.”

Juliet smiled and moved to the benches, relieved to be able to sit once again.

Annabel sat beside her and leaned in closer. “I do not believe that man’s words were appropriate.”

“What do you mean?” Juliet asked. She enjoyed what he had to say immensely, so she could not understand what concerns her cousin would have. Well, she was a young girl still, after all.

“Speaking of our beauty?” her cousin asked. “No gentleman speaks to us so openly, not one we have just met, anyway. I do not think him civil.”

Juliet glanced at the white door. “My dear, he is merely a cobbler, a common man. Do you not recall what I told you in the carriage of our beauty, or more so yours?”

“Yes, but…”

“Did you not hear the man’s words?” Juliet interrupted. “Words of your beauty have already reached him. If he wishes to gaze upon us, although it makes him appear a fool, then we should allow him to do so.”

Annabel pursed her lips. “I suppose there is no harm in it. His words were not crass, after all.”

“That is what I meant. As long as we conduct ourselves as ladies, we have nothing to fear.”

“You are right,” Annabel replied, although she still appeared dubious. “Forgive me for worrying, as I tend to do.”

Juliet gave her cousin a smile. “Do not worry. If the man behaves as a beast, I shall protect you.” She raised one of the crutches and jabbed it in the air like a sword to punctuate her words, which made Annabel giggle.

“You are the brave one,” Annabel said and then giggled again.

When Robert emerged from the other room, he carried a single riding boot in his hand. “Miss Juliet,” he said, coming to stand before them, “this is the latest fashion from Paris, and I have not made a pair for anyone yet. May I humbly ask your thoughts?”

“Yes, of course,” Juliet replied, elated he thought her opinion would be so valuable. The boot was impressive, made of soft brown leather that changed from light to darker tones top to bottom. “I wish to be the first to own them,” she said firmly, although she would be unable to wear them for some time. Plus, she did very little riding as it was. Regardless, she would be the envy of the other women of the ton. “You will be willing to bill my mother, will you not?”

“I am afraid I cannot charge you,” Robert said. 

“Whyever not?”

Robert laughed. “What I mean is, may I ask a favor?”

Juliet nodded. What could this man wish from her?

“As I said before, ladies such as yourself have not yet graced my shop. If I were to make a pair of these boots for you, at no charge, of course, would you be kind enough to tell the women who admire them where you purchased them?”

Juliet could not believe her good fortune. Although she had always looked down on the common people, this man was far wiser than any she had ever met. Not only did he recognize her status and beauty, he somehow knew how others looked to her in admiration.

“I believe we have an agreement,” Juliet replied. “Although, with the many parties and other events I must attend, I may require more shoes.”

She thought the man would laugh at her suggestion, but instead he smiled. “It would be an honor,” he replied. 

Juliet glanced at Annabel, and for a moment she felt bad that the man had not offered her the same. However, it would be rude to ask him to do so. Furthermore, the girl would never be able to handle the attention she would gain from their peers; not in the same way Juliet could. 

“Allow me to measure your foot,” Robert said.

Juliet could not help but smile. When she turned to Annabel, she was pleased to see that her cousin was smiling as well. It was smiles such as these to which Juliet looked forward.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Juliet stood beside Annabel in the drive of Scarlett Hall, the afternoon sun melting away any remnants of snow that remained. Although Juliet had returned home with her spirits lifted at the prospect of new riding boots, the sight of the stables brought a sorrow to her heart. She had not ventured inside them to see Daniel since Lord Parsons had called the previous week. It was as if her agreement to accompany the man on an outing had brought about a bout of guilt and somehow broke a sacred bond between her and Daniel. 

“Did you wish to go to the stables?” Annabel asked, a package of brown wax paper containing the new gloves they had purchased in her hands. 

“I was thinking of Penelope,” Juliet lied. “Come, I would like to check on her.”

Annabel glanced at the front door of the house. “Your mother will not mind? I thought she warned you about going there.”

“Alone, yes,” Juliet replied with a jut to her chin. “However, you are with me, so there is no need to worry. Besides, the woman is probably locked away in her office again, so there is little chance she will learn of it.”

“Why does she do that?” Annabel asked. “I remember her always being happy and spending time with us. What has changed?”

“It is the worry Hannah causes her at the moment, I am certain,” Juliet replied. “Before that,” she shrugged, “I am uncertain, but I suspect it had to do with Isabel. My sisters have always caused her great heartache. However, it does not matter, for all she cares about now is that I entertain Lord Parsons.”

“You speak as if you have no interest in the man,” her cousin said as they reached the door to the stables. “I thought you liked him.”

Juliet snorted. “He is a fool, a man consumed with brandy and arrogance. I only agreed to his invitation to please Mother.” When Annabel pursed her lips, Juliet spoke before the girl could ask another question. “Let us see what the stable boy is doing.”

Annabel opened the door and they entered the stables. Juliet searched for Daniel, but when she could not see him, she led Annabel further down the corridor. More than likely he was in the back at the worktables.

When they rounded the corner, Juliet felt a sense of pleasure when, indeed, Daniel sat at his table, this time with a book in his hands. Then she frowned as he spoke, his voice loud.

“‘J. This is a J.’” 

Juliet took a moment to look the man over. Why did he not buy himself a new coat? The one he wore was as tattered as that of a street urchin.

“‘This is a…” He slammed the book shut. “I can’t do this. I’ll never learn.”

“You are reading?” Juliet asked.

Daniel jumped from the stool, his eyes wide with alarm. “Miss Juliet. Miss Annabel. I did not hear you come in.”

Juliet smiled, her heart warming at seeing his face. “We are quiet when we walk, a trait we were taught by a scoundrel from Scotland.”

Daniel smiled and clasped his hands in front of him, but he said nothing.

“Were you reading?”

“I…” He glanced at the book he had thrown on the table and then looked back at them. “I don’t know how to read. I mean, I know some letters, and I’m trying to learn, but it’s hard to remember what I learned when I was young.”

“That is a noble effort,” Juliet said. “Although, I do not believe it will be of much good to you, especially one of your position.”

Daniel reddened further and looked down at the floor as he nodded. 

Juliet studied the man. How was it that she, the most beautiful woman of the ton, could stand before him, yet he spent the majority of their time together looking down at the floor? Granted, he did speak to her when she asked a question, and she caught him sneaking glances at him when he thought she was not watching. However, it made little sense that he was not awestruck enough by her beauty to be unable to keep his eyes off her. Never had he ever even commented on such an important aspect of who she was.

Well, she would get him to admit that which she wished to hear! She took a step toward him, her crutches making a light thump. “I have good news to share. The new cobbler in the village? When we introduced ourselves to him, he nearly fainted from shock for having ladies of beauty in his presence. Did that not happen, Annabel?”

“It most certainly did,” her cousin replied with a proud nod.

“That’s nice to hear,” Daniel said.

“Indeed,” Juliet replied. “However, that is not all. The latest fashion in riding boots has arrived from Paris, and he is not only making a pair for me so I am the first to own them, but he says he cannot charge me, for my beauty is that great.”

“I’m happy for you,” Daniel said, although he did not appear all that happy. “I should return to work; my break is over.” 

As he turned his back to her and reached for a tool on the table, Juliet felt a bolt of anger course through her. Why did the man not smile at her as he once had? Her last few attempts at getting him to do so had failed, and it annoyed her greatly. 

She gave him a derisive sniff. “You must buy a new coat. Yours is far too worn and makes you look dreadful.” 

As soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted them and even more so upon seeing the man turn and face her. His eyes were filled with pain as he brushed at the tattered material.

“You’re right,” he said. “Lord Parsons told me the same. I suppose I should heed his advice, and yours, and buy one when I have enough money.”

Guilt coursed through Juliet. Why did she say such things? “I am sorry,” she said, taking another step toward him. “I did not mean to speak to you in such a horrible manner. Please, forgive me.”

“No, you’re only saying what’s true,” he replied. “And Lord Parsons is a man of stature. I should be thankful he thought enough of me to point it out.”

Annabel moved closer to one of the work benches and began fiddling with some of the tools, but Juliet barely took notice. 

“Your coat will do,” Juliet said, lowering her voice so only he could hear her. “May I ask something.”

The man frowned. “You can ask me anything, Miss Juliet.”

Juliet’s heart beat against her chest, and she felt lightheaded. “These men, they tell me I am beautiful, but I am curious as to what you believe.”

When he looked back up at her, he had an earnestness she had rarely seen in him. “Those men are right, Miss Juliet. I’ve told you before, and my answer remains the same.”

She sighed. Why did he not simply say the words? “I ask you again. What do you think? Am I beautiful?”

All went quiet except the light whinnying of the horses and the rattle of one of the shutters that covered the windows. After what seemed like years, Daniel finally replied, “Lord Parsons is a fortunate man to be in your company. I hope he appreciates it.” He returned to his worktable, turning his back to her.

Juliet shook her head. What was so difficult about saying a woman was beautiful? Even the lowly cobbler, a man she had never met before today, said the words. Yet, this man before her, who she had known since they were children, refused to speak them. 

There was a far greater question, however. Why did it matter so much to her? Why did she need confirmation from a stable boy when she already knew the truth herself? 

Regardless, his unwillingness to say what she wished pained her, and so, she decided she would pay him in kind. 

“I am leaving with him next week to go on a carriage ride. I will have to endure his speaking highly of me for some time.”

 

“That’s good.” The boy did not even bother to turn to face her! If her foot did not pain her so much, she would have stomped it.

Annabel joined them, and Juliet did her best to flounce on her crutches. “Have a new coat by next month, or Mother will have you thrown out into the streets,” she called over her shoulder as she fought back tears that filled her eyes. Then with a quick nod at Annabel, she headed to the stable doors, leaving the blasted stable boy to whatever work he had to complete.

***

Large snowflakes floated to the ground as Juliet gazed out the drawing room window. The landscape was a blanket of white, and tree branches hung low with the weight they carried. Five days had passed since she had said those horrible words to Daniel, and the guilt had plagued her since. Her reaction confused her, for she did not understand what could possibly compel her to want to hear him call her beautiful. His status was much too low to consider his opinion of any importance, and few men or women of the ton would take a moment’s notice of the man.

Yet, that was how she was different. She had a desire to look upon his handsome features, even if he was only a stable hand, and all she asked in return was for him to tell her that he thought her lovely. Although his eyes had sparkled the night he carried her into the house after her fall, he had not looked at her that way since, and that, too, bothered her. 

Despite her concern for his lack of admiration, something else, something quite strange and unfamiliar, bothered her. What had driven her to be so cruel? By all accounts, she should apologize to the man. It would not be the first time she had made her apologies for unkind words; however, in the past she had only spoken such words to men of greater standing. Daniel was a simple servant and she a lady. 

In fact, her words had been in direct frustration of being reminded that she was to accompany Lord Parsons, and therefore she had been heartless. It was not Daniel’s fault she had agreed to the outing, but he had broad shoulders that could carry the burden of her frustration.

She remembered watching the poor boy attempting to read. He was nineteen! How was it he was in the employ of one of the greatest families in England and he had never learned to read? 

The door opened and she watched the reflection of her mother entering the room. 

“There are many activities to keep a young lady busy. Surely gazing out the window for hours is not one of them.”

Juliet wanted to remind her mother that she had done the same on many occasions over the last few years, but she bit back the retort. “I have been thinking.”

“Of what?”

Juliet sighed. “A gentleman.”

“Would this gentleman be addressed as Lord Parsons?” her mother asked as she joined Juliet beside the window. She wore a wide smile, and Juliet did not have the heart to tell her the truth.

Juliet nodded, but her thoughts were on Daniel. 

“And what, pray tell, would be in your thoughts concerning him?”

“When does a man tell a woman she is beautiful?” Juliet asked. 

Her mother smiled and put her arm through Juliet’s. “A time comes when a man realizes how he feels concerning a woman, but it depends on the man. When he is ready, he will utter the words from his heart.”

“And what if he does not? Does it mean he does not care for her?” 

Her mother sighed. “Men often find it difficult to speak of their feelings. Lord Parsons does not know you well enough to express such sentiments. Do you wish him to do so?”

Juliet nodded. “I do.”

Her mother chuckled. “You have never been one for patience,” she said. “Do not worry; in time, Lord Parsons will come to feel for you as I suspect you do for him.”

“My feelings…” She focused her thoughts on Daniel once again, exchanging his name for that of Lord Parsons in her mind. “I do wish more than anything to hear him speak those words. I just know it will bring me the greatest of happiness.”

“I imagine it will. For love is a beautiful thing.”

Juliet shook her head. “I believe you may have misunderstood. I do not have any notion of love toward Lord Parsons.” Or even Daniel, she amended silently. “I simply wish him to call me beautiful.”

“My sweet Juliet,” her mother said as she brushed a strand of hair from Juliet’s face, “the fire inside you rages. You hold such passion, and although you do not realize it yet, what you are wanting just happens to be the first step toward love.”

Juliet nearly fell over and had to adjust her crutches. She, Miss Juliet Lambert, perhaps the most beautiful woman the ton had ever laid eyes on, falling in love with a stable boy? The idea was ludicrous! 

However, as her mind went over the many conversations she and Daniel had shared over the years—not her admonishments but the true conversations they had shared--she had to wonder if there was not a bit of truth to her mother’s words. Whatever she asked, Daniel did without hesitation. Yet, he was her servant and was meant to do as she requested. Was that not to be expected? Therefore, did he do so out of obligation or because he cared? 

The more she considered it, the more confused she became.

“Juliet?”

“I am sorry,” she whispered, frightened of the prospect of having feelings for Daniel, a man who was not of her station. 

“Do not worry,” her mother said as she patted Juliet’s hand. “There is plenty of time to spend with Lord Parsons. Once your foot is healed, I had hoped to visit your sisters in London. I imagine that, now that you have gained an interest in Lord Parsons, perhaps you will wish to remain here rather than accompany me?”

The parties, the dresses, all of London was eagerly waiting for Juliet to arrive. However, as she thought of those things, an image of Daniel came to mind. No, she needed to remain and work out her feelings. 

“You are correct, as always,” she said. “I will remain here in order to continue seeing Lord Parsons.”

Her mother smiled. “You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that. I thought perhaps…” Her words trailed off, and Juliet frowned. 

“Thought what?” 

“That you had an admiration for the stable boy,” her mother replied with a small laugh. “Now I realize it was simply company you sought, and I am pleased you found it with Lord Parsons.”

Juliet smiled. So, her suspicions of her mother had been correct. The woman had taken notice of her actions toward Daniel. At least the ruse of holding an interest had removed all suspicion. 

“Mother,” she said with a laugh, “I am many things, but to believe I would lower myself to consider a servant in that way? They are far beneath us, and he is lucky I even take the time to speak to him at all. In fact, I often wonder about those without the blood we carry through our veins.”

Her mother turned and looked at her. “What blood?” she asked.

“Why, that of society, of course. That is what makes us far better than those equal to the animals.” She clamped her mouth shut when she saw the anger in her mother’s features. She had not meant the words, only speaking them as a way to ease the woman’s suspicions and to keep her from examining the possibility of Juliet’s interest in Daniel. And now that she had said them, she felt a shame she had never experienced in all her life.

“We are fortunate to be in the position we are in life,” her mother admonished. “The servants may be in a lower station than us, but they are just as human as we are. Humans who suffer, who laugh and who cry, and who dream of better lives for themselves and their children. It would serve you well to remember that. I never again want to hear you speak of them with such harsh words.”

Juliet had never seen her mother so angry, especially over the servants, but she nodded, nonetheless. “Yes, Mother. I am sorry.” In truth, she was.

“It is not good enough to be sorry,” her mother scolded. “You must understand their position, as well. Do you believe they do not have their own dreams? Futures they wanted…or did not want? Dreams that their children have a better life than they had been forced to live?”

Juliet stared at her mother, her eyes wide. “I suppose I have never considered it.”

Her mother took a deep breath, as if to calm herself. “You are my daughter, and I love you. Consider taking this next hour before dinner to think on what we have discussed, for it will be one of the greatest lessons a woman of your station could ever learn.” 

Without another word, her mother stormed from the room, and Juliet stood staring at the empty doorway before hobbling over to the couch. She studied the fire and wondered why she had said such hateful things. Granted, she oftentimes considered herself far above those of common stock, but never had she ever thought of the servants as animals.

As she thought about what her mother had told her, her shame grew, much like the guilt she had felt in her harsh words to Daniel before. In all reality, not once had she ever asked the man about his dreams, for she had spent all of their time together speaking only of herself. 

Letting out a sigh, she promised herself that she would apologize for her comments about his coat, and then perhaps she would ask him about his dreams. She could not imagine what sort of dreams a stable boy could want—was not possessing a position at Scarlett Hall the pinnacle of dreams? However, if what her mother said was true, he must have a greater wish for his life. 

And as she thought on that, she then thought on her own dreams and realized that, in truth, she had come to be uncertain what her dreams truly were.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

The carriage ambled down the road Sunday morning just before noon, the now melted snow leaving behind ruts deeper than usual. Lord Parsons sat across from Juliet and Annabel, both of whom chose matching blue dresses with dark blue coats and gloves.

“If I may ask,” Juliet said when there was a lull in the man’s incessant chatter about business, “do you have any dreams?” An hour locked inside such a confined space with the man was making her nearly mad, thus the reason for her question. Anything to change the topic of conversation away from that of business.

The man stared at her as if she had offended him with some vile curse word. “Dreams? I am afraid I do not understand the question.” 

“It is the dreams one has in life and what they wish to do with it,” Juliet explain, unable to fathom how the man could have not understood in the first place. “Some dream of travel while others…”

“Ah, yes,” he interrupted. “I have many aspirations in life. The first is to increase my business ventures.” The man leaned forward, his dark eyes meeting her own. “Were you aware of my land holdings in this area?”

Juliet stifled a sigh. “No, I was not.” She was thankful that Annabel was beside her, for the man peered at her as if he expected her to be one of his holdings very soon.

He snorted. “I am not surprised. Most women typically have no knowledge of such things. However, for some reason I think that you, Miss Juliet, are not like most women. In fact, I believe you are far wiser.”

Although men were drawn by her beauty much like Lord Parsons was now, Juliet marveled that yet another man noticed her wisdom, as well. 

“The land I own,” the man continued, “is vast. However, I own lands in other parts of England, as well. Why, I have properties in Dover and Birmingham, for example.” He leaned back in his seat, looking the pompous fool he was. “Now, at the age of four and twenty, I am by far one of the wealthiest barons of the ton. I even exceed several earls with what I possess.”

Juliet forced a smile as the carriage turned down a lane. “You spoke of other aspirations, my lord?”

“Indeed,” he replied as if it had slipped his mind. “However, do you not find the use of titles in such an intimate setting to be a bore? How about you address me by my Christian name, Hugh, while we are not out in public. I believe it would make us both feel more comfortable.”

Juliet wanted to laugh. Well, this certainly was a change! Perhaps this man was not as pompous as she had previously believed. “Very well, Hugh, you may address me as simply Juliet, if you would like.”

“I would like that very much,” Hugh replied. “One day I shall marry a woman of such beauty that every man and woman will marvel at her. Her dresses will come from the finest shops in London, the jewels round her neck imported from faraway lands.” 

As the man continued with his rant of what he could give the woman who accepted his proposal of marriage, Juliet realized that the idea of possessing all these things he mentioned no longer held the same attraction as it once had. This was what she had always wanted in a suitor, a man who recognized the finer things in life and was able to provide them for her. Now, however, nothing stirred inside her, and she did not understand why. 

“To that is what I aspire,” the baron stated, bringing yet another rant to an end, “or rather, as you say, dream.” He tilted his head and smiled. “And now, Juliet, may I ask about what you dream?”

Juliet smoothed her skirts. “Well, I have always thought traveling would be interesting, perhaps even by ship to new lands. Beyond that, if I am honest, I am uncertain.”

The carriage made another turn and then circled around, and Juliet glanced out the window, pretending to be interested in the passing hills. It was not that she did not enjoy conversation with Lord Parsons, but she preferred to relegate these types of discussions to those times she spent talking with Daniel.

“What do you wish for in a husband?”

Juliet looked at the man, amazed by his bold question. 

“Forgive me,” he said. “I am not proposing marriage.” He laughed. “I must learn that the forward tactics I use during business negotiations cannot be implemented in civil conversation.”

Juliet gave him a smile. “As I have no plans to marry anytime in the near future, I will answer that question. I want a husband who will allow me to pursue my own interests and not only expect me to be in charge of the house and home.”

“That is a reasonable request,” Hugh replied. Then he sighed. “I must admit, however, that most men are so full of themselves, they never think of what possible interests a woman could have.” He winked at her, which caused her to give a true smile. 

Yes, she most certainly had misjudged the man. Thus far he had remained a gentleman, even though his eyes wandered at times, and she decided to engage with him more in order to appease her mother. At least it would not be a complete bore after all.

“I see,” she said with a coy smile. “So, you agree that men are beasts?”

“Juliet!” Annabel said in a whispered gasp accompanied by a pointed elbow, but Juliet ignored her.

“Not at all,” Hugh said as he raised his hand. “Juliet is quite right, Miss Annabel. My kind are prone to keep our attention on business. Why, we can talk about it for hours on end if we are allowed to do so. Much like I have done today.”

“We have had a pleasant conversation thus far,” Juliet replied. “I have thoroughly enjoyed it. I must admit, I do tend to find discussion of business a bit boring on most occasions, but your talk of it was intriguing.” She sat back in the seat with a satisfied smile at being able to give the man a compliment that was only partially true, knowing full well he would accept it as full truth.

The man indeed returned her smile. “Intriguing enough to perhaps speak about it again?”

She should have known better! Giving a man a compliment was like feeding a stray cat; it would return every day after in order to be fed once again. However, she could not deny him calling over, for her mother would force her to go with her to London and away from Daniel.

At least this man would be pleasant company; he was far more pleasant than she had first assumed. “I would like that,” she replied. “Please send a card.”

Hugh’s smile broadened. “I most certainly will.”

The door opened, and as Annabel alighted first, Juliet’s heart skipped a beat when Hugh grabbed her by the wrist. 

“I almost forgot,” he said with a sly grin.

“Almost forgot what?”

He produced a gold bracelet from the inside pocket of his coat. “A woman of such beauty deserves the finest jewelry.”

Juliet gasped as the man clasped the bracelet around her wrist. “This is very kind of you,” she said, “but I cannot accept such a gift.”

“I realize it may be a bit much, but I could not help but think of you when I was away.”

Juliet was uncertain what to say and therefore replied with a simple “Thank you” before handing her crutches to Annabel.

Hugh then helped her alight from the carriage, and once she had her crutches positioned correctly, he bowed and said, “I look forward to seeing you again.”

“As do I,” Juliet replied with a smile. She waited until the carriage pulled away before turning to her cousin and putting out her arm. 

Annabel gasped. “That is lovely! Why would he give you such a gift?”

“Because he said I was beautiful,” Juliet whispered. “Many men have said it, and it has always brought me great joy.” Then she bit her lip as Daniel came to mind, the only man who had yet to speak the words and who she truly wished to hear say them.

“Juliet? What is wrong?”

With a wave of her hand, she moved toward the stables. “Oh, nothing. Come, I must speak to Daniel.”

***

The mid-afternoon sun warmed the air, and Juliet paused when she and Annabel reached the door to the stables. Her goal was to apologize to Daniel for her harsh words concerning his coat, and she preferred to do so without her cousin as a witness.

“Wait for me here,” she said. “I am afraid the man may cry when I scold him, and it would be unfair to have him seen in such a condition.”

Annabel nodded and moved aside. “I understand.”

Juliet waited for Annabel to open the door and then entered the stables, the crutches making the now familiar thunk on the floor as she made her way down the long corridor. The first thing she noticed when she reached the backroom was the large saddle blanket covering a bulky object on one of the tables in the middle of the room. Daniel was pacing back and forth, his hands clasped behind his back as he mumbled to himself.

“Daniel?”

The man stopped and turned toward her. The smile he had worn all the years she had known him had returned, and it warmed her heart. She had not realized how much she had missed it since her fall.

“Miss Juliet,” he said with his awkward bow. “I’m glad to see you.”

“Thank you,” she replied, feeling her spirits rise. “I wish to speak to you concerning a few matters.”

“Yes, of course,” he replied. He took a step toward her, his hand now in the pockets of the coat that was well past the condition that even a servant should wear. “If this is about my coat, I swear that I plan to buy a new one soon. My month isn’t up yet.”

The old guilt returned, and Juliet said, “No. Or rather, yes. What I mean to say is that it is concerning your coat, but I wished to say that my words to you were cruel, and I wish to ask for your forgiveness for speaking so horribly to you.”

He gave her a surprised look. “You don’t need to apologize to me,” he said. “I’m the one who should be embarrassed by offending Lord Parsons.”

Juliet sighed. “I care nothing for what the man thinks. Do you forgive me or not?”

“I do, but a lady doesn’t need to owe a stable hand any apologies. But if it makes you feel better, I accept your apology and forgive you.”

The words were like magic lifting a sorrow she had not realized lay on her heart. As he gazed at her, she glanced down at her wrist, and that need to hear Daniel tell her she was beautiful returned. Perhaps today would be that day!

“Lord Parsons gave me a gift,” she said, lifting her hand to show him the bracelet. 

“It’s a worthy gift,” Daniel replied, although pain flickered in his eyes. “It’s surely fitting for a woman such as you.”

A horse whinnied, but otherwise no other sound echoed in the room.

“He said I was beautiful. Therefore, I must ask you, what do you think?” 

The man looked down at the ground, and Juliet looked over his clothing. Although his work trousers and boots were well worn, somehow this time they looked different, not as offensive. Or perhaps she no longer cared how old they were. 

“I don’t doubt the man tells no lies,” he said.

Frustrated, Juliet went to say more, to get him to say what she wished more than anything to hear from him, but when he raised his head once again, his eyes looked into hers. 

“If I may say so, and I know my opinion doesn’t matter all that much, but the man’s right. There’s no one who can compare to you in all of England, or anywhere else in the world as far as I know. You’re most definitely very beautiful, Miss Juliet.”

As the last of his words left his lips, Juliet felt her heart soar and her limbs go weak. He had finally said what she had wanted to hear from him for so long, and the feeling it provided was unlike any she had ever known.

Her elation was short-lived, however, when he added, “I’m glad Lord Parsons can give you things you need.”

Juliet shook her head. “I care nothing for this,” she said, motioning the wrist with the bracelet. “It is…” Her words trailed off. How she wished to tell Daniel that his words meant more to her than any expensive piece of jewelry. That she found him far more handsome than anyone she had ever met. However, she could not form the words, and with panic in her veins, she turned to the blanket. “What is that?”

Oh, bother! Once again, she did not say what her heart wanted her to say. How had she become such a ninny?

Daniel turned to look at the table. “It was a surprise for you,” he said. “It doesn’t matter much now; it’s foolish really.”

“Do not say such a thing,” she said, moving toward the table. “This is a surprise for me?”

Daniel nodded. “Yes, but I promise it’s nothing that compares to the gold on your wrist.” He snorted. “I find it silly now.”

“I would like to see it nonetheless,” Juliet said. “Let me be the judge as to what is foolish and what is not.”

Daniel sighed but did as she bade. When the blanket had been whisked away, she gasped. 

“Your saddle,” he said, his face a bright red to his ears. “I know you weren’t happy with what I’d done, so I tried to make it so you would approve.” 

Juliet was stunned. The man had outdone himself. The craftsmanship was better than she would have ever expected, even from the finest of leather workers. Even her name had been beautifully carved into the leather on the side.

“Oh, Daniel,” she whispered, “it is beautiful!”

“You’re just being kind,” he replied. “I know it doesn’t compare to Lord Parson’s …”

Juliet turned to give the man a glare. “It does not compare to Lord Parson’s gift, that is true.” When Daniel looked back at the ground once more, she smiled. “It is far better. I assume it comes from the heart?”

He nodded. “It does.”

“Mother has told me often that the finest of things cannot be purchased from a shop but rather they come from the heart.” She turned back to the saddle. “I can see that in your work.” Then a new thought came to her. “You cannot read. How did you do this?”

“One of the house servants can read and write.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small scrap of paper. “I asked him to write your name for me, and I copied the letters.”

Juliet took the crumpled parchment from him. Indeed, scrawled in a meager hand was her name. “This is what you have been doing this past week?” she asked. So, he had not been avoiding her! 

Daniel nodded. “I know I embarrassed you but didn’t know any other way. If I don’t know my letters, then I can’t read or write. And if I can’t read or write, then I won’t be able to put your name on the saddle.”

A month earlier, she had wanted to touch the man for her own thrill, but now she wished only to give him comfort as she placed a hand on his arm. “You have never embarrassed me,” she whispered. “To know you went to such lengths for me.” She removed her hand and wiped a tear from her eye. “It is the most wonderful gift I have ever received.”

“I’m glad,” he said, and as he stood looking down at her, Juliet could do nothing more than stare into his dark eyes, eyes within which she could become lost. What she wanted to tell him was that she wished only to be near him, yet she still could not find the words to express her thoughts. 

She glanced down at the gold bracelet once more. Although it had been a costly gift, it did not come from the heart. Juliet was no fool, and she knew Lord Parsons had presented her with it only as a means to an end. An end in which she had little interest.

“I will never wear this again,” she said.

Daniel’s eyes went wide as he looked first at her wrist and then her face once more.

Juliet glanced around and then lowered her voice. “May I share a secret with you?”

“Of course.”

Her heartbeat increased, and she had to take a deep breath to keep it from exploding from her throat. “I care nothing for Lord Parsons. I only agreed to the carriage ride to keep Mother happy.”

Daniel presented her with one of his small smiles. “Miss Juliet, it’s none of my business who you spend time with, and you certainly don’t need my approval.”

“You are right, of course,” she said with a light chuckle. “I do not need your approval. Regardless, I do not wish to see the man ever again. I think he is a bore.” She searched Daniel’s face for any reaction to her words and found none. “He is certainly not the man you are.” Ah, there was a reaction! His eyes widened in surprise. “Therefore, I shall not allow him to call over nor will I join him for any outings. Now, tell me, does that meet your approval?”

The man went to speak, and Juliet raised a single eyebrow at him, daring him to disagree with her. He paused and then nodded. “Yes, it meets my approval.”

They stood staring at one another for some time, although Juliet was not sure how long. She had finally caught his eye and got him to admit she was beautiful, but now she found she wanted more. What that ‘more’ was, she was uncertain, but the fact she would remain at Scarlett Hall rather than join her sisters in London allowed her the remainder of the season to figure it out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

It had been several days since Juliet had received her gift from Daniel, and she still felt as if she were walking on clouds. Or rather, hopping on clouds with her crutches hindering what was typically a wonderful gate. 

When she had returned to the house, she showed her mother the gift Lord Parsons had given her, and of course, her mother’s reaction confirmed Juliet’s assumption that the woman hoped the baron would call over again. 

She had not lied when she told Daniel she hoped to never speak to Lord Parsons again; however, she did not mention this to her mother. The truth of the matter was, she did not wish to hurt Daniel; she had done so enough in the past. From the day he presented her with the saddle and every day forward, she was determined to turn over a new leaf. She would treat Daniel, and all the servants, with kindness.

Today, she and Annabel were in Rumsbury, the sun high in the sky and the weather unusually warm. Soon, March would be upon them, and before she knew it, it would be May and her sisters would return. Juliet found that she missed her sisters. How she wished they were here! If anyone could help her with her issues with Lord parsons and Daniel, they could.

They came to a stop in front of the new cobbler’s shop, and Annabel opened the door for Juliet. Robert was leaning against the counter, his white shirt much cleaner than the last time they had seen him, and his trousers appeared new.

“Juliet!” he said in that same dramatic fashion as the first day they had met. “And Miss Annabel. It is a great pleasure to have you in my shop once more.”

“Thank you,” Juliet said, beaming at the man’s exuberance. “It is nice to see you again, as well.”

The man grinned as he walked behind the counter and produced a large package wrapped in brown paper. “I finished your riding boots,” he said. “I do hope you find them to your liking.”

“I am certain I will,” Juliet replied as she hobbled up to the counter. Robert unwrapped the box and pulled out a pair of the most exquisite pair of boots she had ever seen. She ran a finger over the soft leather; they were perfect in every way. “Your kindness is much appreciated,” she said. “I shall tell every lady of the ton of your craftsmanship, for these are the finest boots I have ever seen.”

“Thank you,” Robert said as he rewrapped the package. “I must admit, I spent some time on them. I hope that my passion for my work shows.”

Juliet nodded, and her thoughts turned to Daniel. He had put as much effort into her saddle as Robert had put into the boots, and for the second time that week, Juliet found her mother’s words could not have been truer; the best gifts did indeed come from the heart.

“Oh, look,” Annabel said. “I see Caroline.”

Juliet followed her cousin’s gaze until it fell on one Miss Caroline Thrup, a mutual friend, as she peered through the window.

“Go and speak to her,” Juliet urged. “Invite her in.”

Annabel hurried from the shop, and as Juliet waited, she turned back to the counter. Her heart skipped a beat when she found Robert staring at her, a strange expression on his face. However, as fast as she saw it, it disappeared, and a smile replaced it. Perhaps she had misread that look.

“May I be so bold to ask a question?” he said. Juliet nodded. “In my life, I have seen people suffer from within. You seem to carry a great burden, and if you will allow me, I am a good listener. I promise to keep whatever you tell me in confidence.”

Juliet sighed. It would be nice to have someone in whom she could confide. Annabel was well enough, but there simply were things Juliet could not share with her. 

“Forgive me,” Robert said. “You are a lady and I am but a simple cobbler. I mean no disrespect.”

“Oh, no,” Juliet said, thinking of how Daniel would say the same. Her mother was right; these people were humans, and a new ear would lessen her burden significantly. “It is not your work that keeps me from sharing.” She glanced at the window where Annabel and Caroline were still speaking. No, she could not share her feelings with a man she barely knew. The fact she had even considered it was enough to make her wish she had stayed home today. However, she could not be rude, either. She could help herself while at the same keeping secret that which had to be kept secret. “It is my cousin. I do not know what to do about her.”

“What is wrong?”

“You must understand,” Juliet replied, leaning in conspiratorially. “A lady of her station who is as handsome as she must marry a gentleman of society.”

“Yes, I understand these things,” Robert said. “Is she to be wed to a gentleman?”

“Not yet,” Juliet said with a shake to her head. “However, if she continues to allow a particular man to call, I am afraid it will be inevitable.”

“But is that not what she wants?”

“You see,” she glanced at the window once more, “the man in whom she has an interest is not a man of the ton, nor is he of the Landed Gentry.”

Robert smiled and nodded. “I think I understand the problem.” He rubbed his chin. “If a lady such as Miss Annabel were to even consider courtship with a commoner, she would be left to gossip, shame upon her family, a tragedy unlike the ton has ever known.”

Juliet nodded. This man did indeed understand, and that brought her a small sense of relief. Perhaps she would gain some advice from him that would help her with her current problem. “If she tells the man she is no longer interested, I would be forced to go with my mother to London for the remainder of the season.” She clamped her mouth shut when she realized she had just implicated herself. “That is…I mean to say…”

“Juliet,” Robert said, his voice low, “your secret is safe with me. I would not risk speaking of such things, for it would draw your anger. Plus, who would listen to a lowly cobbler, anyway?” He said the last with a laugh, and relief washed over Juliet.

“It is odd,” she said, crinkling her eyebrows in thought. “I do not know you well, but I feel I can trust you.”

“That is called good instinct,” he said with a wink. “It is a rare trait among men, but especially so among women. Once again you have amazed me with your wisdom.”

Juliet could not help but beam with pride. This man truly understood her!

“Your problem,” he continued, “if I understand correctly, is this. You must continue seeing a man you do not wish to see, for if you do not, you will be forced to go to London. Am I correct thus far?”

Juliet nodded. “Precisely.”

“Yet, if you see this man again, it will harm the man you truly wish to see.”

“It would hurt him,” Juliet agreed. “And me, as well. I do not know what to do. I find myself in a situation from which I have no idea how to pry myself.”

Robert laughed and at first, Juliet thought he was mocking her. “Well, I believe I may have a solution for you.” He lowered his voice once more. “If I share this plan with you, will you tell me how it went?”

Juliet nodded. “I will tell you immediately.”

“Your aunt is ill, an aunt you must go see before her illness takes her life.”

Juliet frowned. “But I do not have a sick aunt.”

“If you create one, you do. Sadly, for this man…what is his name?”

“Lord Parsons.”

Robert gave a single nod. “Yes, Lord Parsons will be sad when you tell him how long you will be away, but he can expect a letter when you will be returning.”

Juliet considered the plan for a moment and then smiled. It was brilliant, and she was amazed at how well he had crafted it. “I do not know how to thank you! This will save me much heartache and stop the anxiety with which I have been afflicted.”

Robert grabbed the package from the counter as the door opened and Annabel returned. He leaned in and whispered, “I have few friends, but if I dare call you one, your happiness and wellbeing will always be my concern.”

Juliet nodded, joy filling her at the man’s kindness, a kindness far greater than most of her peers. For all her life, she had looked down on those beneath her, and now she realized her mother’s words had been true. Those people were very much like her. “We are friends, and I do believe we may become the best of friends!”

“Juliet,” Annabel said, her eyes wide, “we must leave.”

“Why ever for?”

“It is…” She paused and looked at Robert for a moment. “I must share something with you about Caroline.”

“A lady is in need of your counsel,” Robert said. “She should not remain in a shop speaking to an old cobbler like me.” He handed the package to Annabel. “But do come and see me again soon.”

“I promise,” Juliet replied.

She followed Annabel out the door, and once the door was closed and they were away from the shop, Annabel stopped and turned to her. “That man is evil!” she hissed.

“Evil?” Juliet asked in confusion. “I do not believe so.”

Her cousin glanced toward the shop. “I will tell you what Caroline told me, but let us be as far away from here as we are able; I cannot have him overhear.”

As they moved away from the shop, Juliet found her curiosity deepen. Robert evil? The man was the kindest man she had ever met. However, Annabel had such a frightened expression on her face, Juliet could do nothing but allow the girl to explain. Then she would judge for herself if the information was reliable or not. The fact it came from Caroline gave her the suspicious thought it was not.

***

Once they were a reasonable distance from the cobbler’s, Annabel put her hand on Juliet’s arm. “Here,” she said. “I shall tell you here.”

Juliet glanced around. Few people were about, and none were close enough to overhear. “Please, tell me.”

“Caroline had a pair of slippers fitted last week,” her cousin replied. “The man touched her leg!”

Juliet pursed her lips as she waited for her cousin to continue, but when the girl said nothing more, she said, “That is the worrisome news? The man touched her leg?” She could not help but laugh. 

“Do you not think it improper?” Annabel asked. “Surely a man should never touch a lady, and on her leg of all places. What boldness it would take!”

Juliet sighed. “My dear Annabel, how naive you are; so much like Hannah.” Seeing the disappointed frown, she continued. “First, if the man is a cobbler, how do you suppose he would support a woman’s foot?”

Annabel bit at her lip. “I suppose by holding her leg.”

“You are correct.” Juliet shook her head. “Although it pains me to say so, Caroline does have a tendency to tell tales, and oftentimes they are great exaggerations.”

Annabel laughed but quickly attempted to cover it with a cough. “Pardon,” she said, her cheeks now red. “Please, continue with what you were saying.”

“Robert is a dear friend of mine. We have grown close over these last two visits to his shop.”

“He confides in you?” Annabel asked in shock. 

A man walked past them, and Juliet waited for him to be well away before speaking. “Yes, of course he confides in me. He has heard of my wisdom and told me of his woes.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “However, I cannot repeat what he told me, for I fear we would both succumb to tears right here in the middle of the footpath.”

Annabel gave a sympathetic nod, her hand going to her breast. “Is it that bad?”

“Quite,” Juliet replied. “I assure you that I am a good judge of character, and the cobbler is no rogue, nor is he a man who would treat a lady with such disrespect.” The more she considered the notion, the more she believed she was right in saying so. She may not know the man well, but he had given her the shoes for free, complimented her, and best of all, had given her expert advice. She had no reason to believe such a man could do something as scandalous as what Caroline Thrup accused. 

“If you believe so,” Annabel said, “then I trust you.”

“Those who trust me always find that I am right,” Juliet said. “Take heed of my advice, for when you begin courting, you must be aware of the dubiousness of some men. Come, I would like to finish our shopping.”

They crossed the road, giving as much care as they could maneuvering through the ruts that had dried in the streets. In front of a tailor’s, Juliet stopped.

“What are we doing here?” Annabel asked. “Are you getting a gift for Nathaniel?”

“No. Someone else.”

They entered the shop, and a man wearing a black coat approached them, his graying hair receding significantly. “May I be of assistance?”

“Please,” Juliet replied. “I am looking for an overcoat.”

“I see. Unfortunately, I am afraid we do not carry any clothing for ladies.”

Juliet laughed. “Of course not. I am in search of a man’s overcoat. It is to be a surprise, you see.”

The man gave her a deep bow. “Ah yes, of course. My apologies.” He led her to a catalog not much different from those in a dressmaker’s shop. “What does this man look like?”

Juliet swallowed hard and glanced at Annabel, who wore a smile of anticipation. “His hair is dark and he has brown eyes. He is ever so handsome, and has very muscular arms…”

The man’s jaw dropped and he quickly clicked it shut. “My apologies. What I meant to ask was what is his height and weight?”

Juliet knew her cheeks had to be a deep crimson. “Perhaps your height, but he has a little more weight about him.”

“And are you in search of something formal?”

“Not formal, but something of good quality. Something warm.”

The man bowed again. “If you will give me a moment, I shall see if I have something ready-made that meets your approval.”

As soon as the man was gone, Annabel asked, “Is this gift for the cobbler? Have you taken an interest in him?” That same worry appeared on her features as when they left Robert’s shop.

“No, of course not,” Juliet assured her cousin. “I have no interest in the cobbler.” She lowered her voice. “The overcoat is for Daniel.”

“The stable boy?” Annabel asked in what sounded much like shock, and much louder than Juliet thought appropriate. The covered her mouth so quickly, Juliet thought she may have loosened a tooth. 

“Do you wish to go out to the street and shout this news like one of the newsboys?” Juliet admonished. 

Annabel shook her head. “No, I am sorry.”

Juliet lowered her voice further, to the point Annabel had to lean in closer in order to hear. “I will explain everything later. However, for now, we shall speak no more about it.”

Annabel nodded just as the tailor returned. In his hands was a brown wool overcoat that appeared well-made.

“Miss…I am sorry, your name?”

“Juliet.”

“Miss Juliet, this is perhaps the finest overcoat we carry. Do you believe this will fit?”

“I do.”

“Shall I have it delivered?”

“No!” Juliet blurted in horror. The idea of her mother receiving such a package terrified her. “What I mean to say is that I shall take it home today.”

She followed the man to the counter, and after paying for the purchase, the coat was wrapped like Juliet’s new boots. Once outside, Juliet sighed with happiness. She could not wait to see what Daniel looked like in the new overcoat, and she was certain it would only increase his handsomeness.

“Juliet?” Annabel asked as they made their way to where the carriage waited. “May I ask you why you bought Daniel a new overcoat? Was it because you ridiculed him?”

“That is partly the reason,” Juliet replied. “However, I also purchased it because I wanted to give him a gift. I have learned that the best gifts come from the heart. Do you believe he will realize that this comes from mine?”

“Oh yes, most assuredly,” Annabel replied. “You chose it with perfect intention and care. It is finely made, so I imagine he will cherish it.”

The thought of Daniel cherishing something she had given him pleased her so much that she told the driver to hurry their journey home.

***

“I can’t accept this,” Daniel said, much to Juliet’s distress. She had gone straight to the stables to present her gift, after spending hours hobbling around the village on crutches, and he was unable to accept it?

“I do not understand,” Juliet said, completely baffled by the man’s response. “I bought that for you. Do you want a different overcoat?”

Daniel sighed, and his brown eyes were so soft, Juliet considered snuggling against the man. That was silly, of course, but she struggled to keep down the urge to do just that. “Miss Juliet, this coat’s for someone like Lord Parsons. What would a stable boy do wearing something so fine? I thank you for your kindness, but I can’t accept it.” He lifted it toward her, but she took a step back. 

“Lord Parsons,” Juliet said through clenched teeth, “is no gentleman. I do not care for him, nor is he someone with whom I wish to spend time. That overcoat, much like your gift to me, came from my heart. You deserve it, not because your overcoat is worn, nor because you are one of my servants, but because I wish you to have it. Now, do not make me beg. Please, don it to see if it fits.”

Daniel hesitated, but then finally nodded. He removed his old overcoat, and Juliet allowed herself to soak in his broad chest that lay beneath his shirt. When he had donned the new overcoat, he put his arms out at his sides and asked, “Do I look like a gentleman?”

Juliet felt weak, her heart fluttering and her lips unable to bring forth words. In his new overcoat, he was far more handsome than any gentleman she had ever seen. And as he went to do up the buttons, Juliet wished she had water to cool herself, for the muscles pressed against the material with his movements. 

“You…” She swallowed in an attempt to bring moisture back into her dry mouth. “You look extremely dashing.” As the words left her lips, she found she feared his reaction. Would he laugh? Or would he tell her she was mistaken? 

However, he said neither as he took a step forward to stand directly before her, a small smile playing at his lips.

“I’ll accept it,” he said. “It’s the nicest gift anyone’s ever given me. I’ll cherish it forever, Miss Juliet.”

There were many things Juliet had done in her life that could not be considered ladylike. She sneaked brandy from parties. She told stories that were slightly—and sometimes more than slightly—exaggerated. However, despite the fact she recognized those actions were frowned upon in most circles, she had not cared. Now, she did not care that her next action would top the list as the least ladylike.

She lifted up on her toes and placed a small kiss on his cheek.

His skin was smooth against her lips, and a burning sensation washed over her body.

“Miss Juliet,” he muttered, “I…Thank you.”

She gave him a small smile. “For the kiss or the overcoat?” she asked.

“Both.” His cheeks had grown extremely red; even his ears were a bright crimson. “I-I should be getting back to work.” He turned to leave, but Juliet grabbed his arm.

“Whether your coat is new or old,” she whispered, “it does not matter. You are a good man, defined by your heart as one should be, not by what can be purchased from a shop.”

“I’m glad you see it.”

“More than ever,” she replied.

The sound of footsteps had Daniel take a step back, and Juliet had to fight to keep herself from falling over.

“Juliet,” Annabel said as she rounded the corner, “your mother is outside.” She shot both of them a wide grin, and Juliet wondered if she had been listening in. But no, she would not have seen her mother if that were the case. That gave Juliet a small sense of relief.

Daniel gave a stiff bow first to Annabel. While his back was to the girl, he winked at Juliet and also gave her a bow. “Enjoy your day.” Then, straightening his new overcoat, he went to a wall filled with tools and removed one before heading out of the room.

Juliet and Annabel made their way toward the house. Indeed, her mother waited on the stoop, her face devoid of any clues as to her mood. The lines around her eyes had grown deeper as of late, but she still maintained a relative youthfulness to her looks.

“And what did you purchase today?” her mother asked.

“New boots,” Juliet replied as she tapped the top of the package Annabel still carried. 

Her mother asked nothing more, and Juliet suspected something was wrong. “Annabel, I shall meet you in the drawing room.”

Once her cousin was inside the house, she turned to her mother. “Is something wrong?”

The woman blinked and then sighed. “Isabel sent a letter. Although she is uncertain, she believes Hannah has become interested in a gentleman.”

“Hannah?” Juliet asked with shock. “Perhaps the man is mad…” Then she stopped. She should be happy for her sister! “I am sorry. That is good news, but how can that make you sad?”

Her mother looked over the grounds before speaking. “I am not sad,” she said after a few moments. “I had hoped she would find love during the season.”

“I am certain she will if she has shown an interest. If she had, that is more than any of us could have imagined.”

“Since you were little,” her mother said, “my dream has been for you to marry, not for money but for love. To be perfectly honest, I rather doubted that Hannah would marry for love, if at all.”

Juliet frowned. She could not have agreed more. As a matter of fact, she had made a small wager with Caroline Thrup that Hannah would become a spinster.

Her mother turned toward her and smiled. “Never mind me. Just some ramblings of an old woman.” She linked her arm in Juliet’s. “So, tell me, are you still finding an interest in Lord Parsons?”

Juliet smiled and nodded. “Every moment,” she replied, replacing in her mind an image of Daniel in his new overcoat for that of Lord Parsons. “I look forward to the coming months.” As she said this, she thought about the advice she had received from Robert earlier. She would have to work on a plan, and tonight she would seek Annabel’s aid.

“That makes me happier than you can ever imagine,” her mother said. “He is a pleasant man, and I suspect that with him already sending another card, courtship may soon follow?”

“Another card?” Juliet blurted with shock. Then she pasted on her smile once more. “Oh, that is simply wonderful.”

“It is. My sweet Juliet is now a woman, and she will soon be courted by a gentleman.” She stroked Juliet’s cheek. “I will miss you the day you leave here.”

“I do not plan to marry anytime soon,” Juliet assured her mother. “I hope you have not devised some sort of plan to push me into a quick marriage.”

Her mother laughed and shook her head. “I will not push you, and I fear that, even if I did, you would never allow it.” Juliet laughed and her mother hugged her. “I am happy you have found someone, at least for the time being. Now, go inside; I will be in shortly.”

Juliet nodded and made her way up the steps. When she reached the door, she looked back at her mother, who stood looking out over the grounds as if this was the last time she would see them. Home had been different over the past year with Isabel remarrying and Hannah now eying a gentleman. 

If Hannah were to marry—and the likeliness of that happening was small as far as Juliet was concerned despite the fact she had an interest—it would not be long before talks of Juliet marrying would begin. 

Well, she would not allow that to happen if she had anything to do with it! At least not to a self-absorbed buffoon such as Lord Parsons. 

Once inside, Forbes helped her out of her coat before handing her the card from Lord Parsons. She thanked him and made her way to the drawing room where she and Annabel would devise a plan to keep the boring baron from calling anytime in the near future. Or beyond if she could make it happen.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Candlelight flickered, creating shadows on the walls of Juliet’s bedroom as she and Annabel lay on the bed together, the blankets pulled up to their chins to ward off the chill. Tonight, she would share all with her cousin, although she was unsure where to begin.

“I suppose it was last year,” Juliet said. “I recall going to the stables to speak to him like I often do, but for the first time I saw him in a different way.”

“Do you mean to say that you saw him with interest?”

Juliet nodded. “I noticed how handsome he was.” She sighed. “I suppose, looking back on it now, my constant engagement with the man was a sign of how I viewed him. I did not realize it, but somehow Isabel and Mother certainly did.” That bristled more than she cared to admit. “And now, I find myself more than interested in him. In fact, I consider him in a romantic sense.”

Annabel gasped. “He is but a stable boy. Your mother would never allow it!”

“I know this,” Juliet said with a sad sigh. “However, I do wish to explore what I feel for the man. I will have more than enough time in the coming months to do so.” She turned and looked at her cousin. “What do you think of this matter?”

It was quiet for a few moments before Annabel replied, “Do you love him?”

“I do not believe so,” Juliet said. “Yet, I have never experienced love, so I am unsure I would know if I did.”

“That is my concern,” Annabel said. “What if one day I fall in love with a man and do not even know it? That would shame not only me but my parents, as well.”

Juliet could not help but laugh. “It would be a terrible predicament.” She stared back up at the ceiling. “No, I do not love him, but I would like more from him. I may not know what that is just yet, but I will find out soon enough.”

“How do you suppose you will go about it?” Annabel asked. Then she turned in the bed and faced Juliet, her head resting on her arm. “I must be honest. Is it worth the trouble you could garner from such a relationship?”

Juliet frowned. “Trouble?”

“Yes. Your mother believes you are interested in Lord Parsons. What do you plan to do about him? And what if your mother finds out about Daniel? Surely, she would be angry, as would Lord Parsons.”

The questions were valid, but Juliet did not care about the feelings of Lord Parsons. Yet, she did not wish to hurt her mother. Unfortunately, Daniel, the man with whom she would enjoy spending time, was caught in the middle.

“I will not lie. I must be careful and keep my stories aligned or Mother will become suspicious. As to your question, yes, it is most definitely worth the effort. I care for Daniel.” She clamped her mouth shut, those final words surprising her as much as they did Annabel, who let out a squeal.

“I knew it!” she whispered when Juliet gave her a stern glare. “I knew you cared for him!”

“How? I have just come to realize it myself!”

Annabel giggled. “The way you smile at one another,” she said. “Or the manner in which he does everything you ask. He risked his position by sneaking away and making that campfire for the four of us last year. In fact, he has done much for you that puts him at risk.” She sighed. “It is all so beautiful, what that man has done. He is like a hero in a romantic novel.”

Juliet could not help but smile. “He is. And if he has risked much, then it is only right that I take a risk, as well.” She pulled herself up into a seated position and leaned her back against the headboard of the bed, and Annabel followed suit. “I will need your help in this. I will say, however, that the consequences of agreeing could be great, and I cannot promise you will escape with anything more than your life. Will you lend me aid?”

Annabel’s eyes glinted in the candlelight. “An adventure?” she asked with a wide grin.

“Most definitely. I must rid myself of Lord Parsons.”

“You mean to kill him?” Annabel asked with a gasp, her eyes wide in shock. 

Juliet laughed. “Of course not. What I mean is this. I will write a letter explaining to him that my aunt—not your mother—has become gravely ill and we shall be gone for some time.”

“That is an excellent idea!” Annabel said. “How might I help?”

“I will write a second letter, one that appears that it comes from Lord Parsons. It will be you who just happens to be outside when it is delivered and therefore it makes sense you would give it directly to me.”

For some time, Juliet explained her plan, and at the end, both women were smiling.

“You are so intelligent!” Annabel said, and Juliet’s pride swelled. “You promised me adventure, and I am pleased to find our first to be very exciting.”

“I could not agree with you more,” Juliet replied as she removed the blanket and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “It will be one of many, that I promise you. Come, we will write the letters tonight while everyone is abed.”

Annabel rushed around the bed and helped Juliet stand. Then they donned their nightdresses and made their way to the door. Before they could leave, however, Annabel placed a hand on Juliet’s arm. “Thank you for being my closest friend,” she whispered. “And for sharing with me what was on your heart.” 

Juliet hugged her cousin. “And thank you for being here to listen. Come, we have much work to do.”

With Annabel holding the candle, the two made their way to the drawing room—Juliet doing her best at keeping her crutches quiet. All her practice over the weeks was finally paying off.

***

Juliet rose from the chair in the study. She had already written her letter to Lord Parsons, and now they would write the letter meant to be from the man. The plan Robert had devised was brilliant, and Juliet was thankful that they had become friends. Now she would have to create a letter believable enough to allow her to remain at home.

“If I dictate the letter to you,” she asked Annabel, “will you write it?”

“But would it not be better if you wrote it yourself?”

Juliet snorted. “If Mother were to ask for the letter, she would immediately recognize my penmanship.”

Annabel gasped. “I had not thought of that!” she exclaimed as she reached for the quill. “How is it you are able to perceive so much in comparison to others?”

“It is a burden I must carry,” Juliet sighed. “And I tell you, it is unfair. Many nights, I have heard Hannah and Isabel weeping because of my beauty. I believe they are also handsome, but compared to me, they do not believe it is true.”

“That is sad,” her cousin replied. “For all of you are beautiful. I can see why they would be jealous, however. I understand firsthand.” Her face took on a melancholy look.

Juliet arched an eyebrow. “Do not forget yourself. The woman who is so beautiful, her parents hide her away lest every noble man come asking for her hand.”

This brought on a wide smile. “You are too kind.” Her cheeks were a bright red as she placed the nub of the quill to the parchment. “What would you like me to write?”

Juliet adjusted the crutches and moved back to lean against one of the bookcases. “We must make it convincing; heartfelt to be sure, but above all, believable.”

“Yes. We would not wish to make your mother suspicious.”

“Exactly. Let us begin thus: ‘My Dearest Juliet, the lady above all ladies, It is with a sad heart that I inform you of my sudden departure…”

For some time, Juliet dictated the letter, and Annabel penned the words. When they finished, Annabel signed the man’s name, returned the quill to its holder, and covered the letter with sand to dry the ink. 

“Now, you know what to do when it arrives, correct?”

Annabel nodded. “I do. I will say I was outside and a man on horseback arrive with a letter that was to reach you immediately.” She rose from the chair. “Do you think the letter will achieve what you wish?”

“What do you mean?”

“It does talk much about your beauty,” Annabel said.

“It is meant to be believable,” Juliet admonished. “Anything short of a glowing admiration will make Mother doubt its authenticity.” She folded the letter and added a drop of wax to seal it before securing both letters away. Then they made their way back to their rooms. 

Although she was weary, Juliet was restless as she lay on top of her covers in her shift as she thought of Daniel. Annabel had asked her if she was in love, and her mother had told her she was in the first steps toward just such a predicament. For so long, she had thought Daniel beneath her, but the fact of the matter was, she wanted to be his equal. Yet, what did that mean?

As her eyelids grew heavy, she drifted off to sleep. Later, she stirred during a dream, a dream where he was in her room, whispering how beautiful she was. Then he kissed her forehead.

Not only had the dream seemed real, it felt wonderful in her heart. A feeling that she would certainly explore over the months to come.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Time has a strange way of changing one’s outlook on life. Just five weeks prior, Juliet’s sisters had left for London for the season, the season of which she had dreamed since she was a young girl. However, those dreams had changed, and now she found she wanted nothing more than to spend time in Daniel’s presence.

It had been a week since she had gifted him the overcoat, and Juliet had spoken to him only once for a brief time since. Fear was not what kept her from dropping by the stables, but instead Juliet remained in the house and spoke of Lord Parsons—in a positive light, of course—in order to convince her mother that she did, indeed, have an interest in the man. 

Her mother, as was expected, was delighted and spent a goodly amount of time asking questions whilst Juliet and Annabel worked on their embroidery or sat with a cup of tea in hand.

Today, Doctor Comerford had arrived to look at Juliet’s foot, and her mother sat in a chair to observe. Juliet gave a tiny nod to Annabel, and the girl stood.

“Forgive me,” her cousin said. “I feel slightly warm and need a bit of air.” Earlier, Juliet had asked one of the footmen to see that the fire was well built up as a way to play into the excuse.

“You are not coming down with something, are you?” Juliet’s mother asked.

“Oh, no, not at all,” Annabel replied. “I should not have sat so close to the fire is all.” Another step they had taken beforehand. 

She left the room, and Juliet looked down at the balding head of the doctor as he studied her foot. 

“This seems to be healing quite nicely,” he said. “The bruising and swelling are gone. Miss Juliet, would you please attempt to stand on it?”

“Yes, Doctor,” Juliet said. She pulled herself up from the couch with the aid of one of her crutches—she was getting quite good at using them!—and gingerly placed her injured foot on the floor. She slowly added more weight to it. “There is only a slight pain, but nothing overly so.”

“Excellent,” Doctor Comerford replied. “Now, see if you can walk without the aid of the sticks. I will hold them for you in case you are unable to maintain your weight on that foot, so do not worry you will fall.”

Juliet laughed. The doctor continued to refer to the crutches as sticks, and she found it quite humorous. She took a step forward, her injured foot first, and put her weight on it without difficulty. She took another step and grinned. Her foot throbbed a bit, but otherwise she had little trouble moving about.

“You can walk again,” her mother said. “Doctor, will she now be able to walk without the crutches?”

The man nodded. “I believe so. I would suggest two things, however. One, there is to be no activities that might injure the foot again, at least not for some time. You must be gentle with your foot.”

“Yes, Doctor,” Juliet replied, pleased she would once again be able to walk unaided. Now she would be able to go out exploring once again, and thoughts of sneaking out of the house at night came to mind.

“My second suggestion is to keep the sticks with you if you travel. If your leg grows weary, you may need them.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” her mother said. “It is good to see her up and walking again.”

“You are most welcome, Lady Lambert,” the man said with a bow to his head. “Send word if you need anything more.”

“I shall,” her mother replied. “Allow me to walk you to the door.”

Juliet moved across the room once more, unable to believe that she was finally free of the ‘sticks’. She had never realized how fortunate she was to have such an ability.

When her mother returned, the woman smiled. “You must be happy.”

“I am,” Juliet replied with all honesty. “Now I will be able to move about freely and perhaps not be a burden on Lord Parsons when he calls over next time.”

“You are not a burden to him, I assure you,” her mother said with a click of her tongue. “In fact, I can see in his eyes that he is as enamored with you as you are with him. Your eyes have never been brighter.”

“You have seen a change in me?”

“I have,” her mother replied. “I have never seen you more cheerful, and you have a kindness about you. Even the manner in which you address the servants has vastly improved.”

“It is because of you,” Juliet said, and that was the truth. It had been her mother who had, for so long, attempted to get Juliet to look at those around her with compassion. She had done so with Daniel, and even some of the other servants, and she found it somehow rewarding. “Thank you.”

The sound of the front door opening and closing made Juliet brace herself for the lines she and Annabel had rehearsed several times. The door to the drawing room opened, and Annabel entered, the letter in her hand. “Juliet,” she said, “I took a short stroll and a man on horseback delivered this letter to you.”

“For me?” Juliet asked in feigned surprise. “I am expecting no letter. Are you certain it is for me?”

“It is from Lord Parsons,” Annabel said. Juliet gasped dramatically. “The rider said it was urgent and that you are to read it at once.”

“Do you believe he no longer wishes to call on me?” Juliet asked with a glance at her mother. “Have I not been a proper lady? Perhaps it is my injured foot that has offended him.”

“Calm yourself,” her mother admonished. “Read the letter before you make yourself ill with worry.”

Juliet nodded as she walked over to the fireplace and broke the seal on the letter. “I shall read it for all to hear, for then you will know from where my heartache comes.”

“You do not have to,” her mother said. “It is a personal matter, after all.”

“No, I must, no matter how great the shame.” She counted to five and then read.

 

My Dearest Juliet, the Lady above all Ladies,

 

It is with a sad heart that I inform you of my sudden departure. My aunt, a woman who is strong, as you are, has fallen ill, and I fear her days are short. It is this woman who taught me that women such as you, those who possess great beauty and wisdom, are to be cherished. 

 

I do not know for how long I shall be gone, but know that, as I attend to her, I shall think on your beauty in order to guide my broken heart. And when I no longer have strength to carry on, and the temptation to give up becomes too strong, I shall reflect on your strength for inspiration. 

 

I will send word immediately upon my return, but know I shall think of you every moment that I am away.

 

With my greatest apologies,

Lord Hugh Parsons

 

Throughout her life, Juliet had crafted tales that few doubted, and this by far was her best work yet. However, the letter was only part of it, for the tears she conjured would be needed to make the plan complete.

“Oh, Mother,” she said, allowing the tears to flow down her cheeks. “How will I live without seeing him?”

“Now, now,” her mother said, hurrying to her side and pulling her into an embrace. “You will be fine in his absence. Just you wait and see. All will be well.”

Juliet grinned over her mother’s shoulder and winked at Annabel, who grinned as she clasped her hands together in front of her. 

“I do hope so,” Juliet said, wiping her eyes as the embrace broke.

Her mother pursed her lips and then glanced at the letter. “May I read it?”

“Yes, of course,” Juliet said, her heart pounding in her chest. “Do you doubt his words?”

“I find them odd,” her mother replied. “The man was quite forward with his admiration of you.” 

Her eyes scanned the letter, and Juliet began to worry that perhaps she had overdone it like Annabel had suggested. However, her worry left her when her mother returned the letter to her. 

“I can no longer ask you to stop speaking so highly of yourself when a gentleman does, as well.”

“I do try to be humble, Mother,” Juliet said. “Perhaps I will reflect on that whilst the man is away.” She sighed as she took one more look at the letter before throwing into the fireplace, allowing the flames to quickly take it away. “What shall I do now? I am afraid I will be lonely and suffer.”

“We could work on embroidery,” Annabel offered. “Perhaps you can make the man something for his return.”

“Yes, that is true,” Juliet replied, although they both knew she never would. “What does a lady do in such times?”

Her mother walked over and took a seat in the chair across from them. “Perhaps you should consider doing something for charity. There are many people suffering in the world these days.”

“What a marvelous idea!” Juliet said. “I suppose I could make a handkerchief.” 

“What about the stable boy?” Annabel piped in. The words hung in the air, and Juliet felt her breath taken from her. Had her dear Annabel, her most prized pupil, betrayed her?

Her mother leaned forward, and Juliet found she could not speak. “What about him?”

“He cannot read,” Annabel replied. “Perhaps we could teach him. That would be very kind, and is that not what charity is about? Furthermore, we do not need to go far to do it. What is it the Good Book says? ‘But if any provide not for his own, and specially for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel.’” 

Juliet found her breath and wished to throw her arms around her cousin. “Oh, Annabel!” she exclaimed. “That is an excellent idea!” She turned to her mother. “Do you not agree?”

Her mother gave them a dubious look. “I do not know…” She shook her head. “It is not unusual for those of us in position of authority to teach the lesser, I suppose.”

Juliet found herself holding her breath, and she had to force herself to breathe so her mother did not become suspicious. 

“You are the one who has shown me that class is not what matters in this world. This boy, a simple stable hand, like others, has dreams. Can we not teach him how to read so those dreams might become a reality?” Her mother pursed her lips as if in thought, and Juliet knew she had to choose her words carefully. “Perhaps I am wrong.” She hung her head. “These things are to be said but not actually done. I was mistaken.”

“No,” her mother replied with a sigh. “You are correct; they are to be done. Very well. I will allow it under a few conditions.”

Juliet and Annabel both nodded their agreement. 

“You shall give the instruction after the other servants have retired for the evening. Neither of you will go alone, and you will not share a word of this to anyone. It is a noble idea to be sure, and one worthy of one’s time; however, it will remain between us three…or rather four when we include Daniel. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Mother,” Juliet replied. 

And as the conversation turned to other matters, Juliet could not help but think on Daniel and the months ahead. She would have no concern for Lord Parsons or the season. In fact, she had nothing of which to cause her worry at all.

***

The following day, Juliet found herself in the cobbler’s shop with Annabel. Her mother had accompanied them into the village, a rare treat, for the woman left the house only when she had business to conduct, which she was off doing at this very moment. 

Annabel browsed the various shoes on display as Juliet stood beside Robert. “Therefore,” she said after having explained all that had transpired since she had last visited the shop, “with Lord Parsons now out of the way, Annabel will aid me in teaching Daniel how to read, which in turn allows me to be near the man without fear of scrutiny.”

“It seems your plan went swimmingly!” Robert replied with a wide grin. “Even better than you expected. And with your foot now healed, your spirits seem high.”

“Oh, yes, they most certainly are,” Juliet said. “Although, I must admit that it was your plan that had been so brilliant. I must thank you again for giving me the idea.”

Robert smiled and pushed away a wave of dark hair that had fallen over his brow. “It is not the plan that was brilliant, but rather the brilliance of the woman who implemented it. I had no doubt you would see success.”

“Is that true?” Juliet asked, unable to contain her pride at his words. 

“Oh, yes,” he replied. “You are very wise, and that is why I wanted…” He stopped and shook his head. “Forgive me. I am a fool. Forget I said anything.”

“No. Do tell. I will not tell anyone if what you have to say is to be kept secret.”

The man placed his hands on the counter and looked past her for a moment. “You will not laugh at my request?”

Juliet glanced over her shoulder to see if anyone was nearby as memories of Caroline’s warning came to mind. Was Robert going to ask to see her? Would he wish to touch her leg? 

However, when she turned back and saw the kindness in the cobbler’s face, she knew she was allowing her imagination to get the better of her. “I will not laugh, I promise.”

He cleared his throat. “Well, you see, I am looking for investors for my business, or rather someone who is willing to buy a piece of it. With your wisdom and knowledge of fashion, I thought that perhaps you would be that partner.”

Juliet could not help but stand taller and her head had to be twice its size. “I am truly honored,” she said. “However, I must admit that I know nothing of business.”

“I understand,” Robert replied with a sigh. “It was nice to believe it would happen, even if it was only for a moment.”

“The fact is, women rarely have anything to do with business,” Juliet said. “Furthermore, Mother would never allow it. If word got out to anyone, the results would be disastrous.”

“I agree wholeheartedly. That is why you would remain a shadow partner.”

Juliet frowned. “A what? What is a ‘shadow partner’?”

“That is simply a partner who is unknown to anyone but those involved and who remains in the shadows. Of course, you collect your share of the profits and never speak a word of it.” He tapped his knuckles on the counter. “Again, I am sorry for asking. A lady of your station partnering with a man of mine…” He said the last with a laugh. “You cannot fault a man for dreaming.”

The last words struck at Juliet’s heart. The man had a dream of improving his business, and he had turned to her, a lady of beauty and wisdom, for aid. Her mother had spoken of others’ dreams, and if Juliet could help this man who had been such a wonderful friend, there would be no harm. Especially since her mother would never learn of it. 

“I will do it,” Juliet said with finality. “With my fashion knowledge, and my money, I can be a shadow partner.” She liked the sound of that phrase, and she allowed it to lay on her tongue like a sweet. 

“Excellent!” Robert said. He lowered his voice and added, “We must not tell a single soul, for I do not want anyone to learn of our arrangement and you to be shamed. Now, what is your allowance?”

For a moment, Juliet considered not telling the man. However, it did make sense that he should know how much she would be able to contribute, and therefore she told him. After some discussion, they came up with an agreement. 

“Every month, you will bring the money to me,” he said. “Then, you can collect your profits from the previous month at that time. Or, if you prefer, we can wait and let the profits build until we are able to open a second shop, which will, in turn, earn you more profits.”

Juliet nodded. The idea of having her own shops intrigued her. “Yes, let us wait on the profits. We must have more shops.”      

He gave her a proud smile. “I knew you would see the wisdom in that.” He went to say more, but the door to the shop opened and Juliet’s mother entered.

“Oh, Mother,” Juliet said, hurrying to meet the woman at the door, “I would like to introduce the most wonderful man, who is not only my cobbler, but my friend, as well.”

“Juliet,” her mother said in a harsh whisper, “conduct yourself as a lady.”

Juliet turned as Robert approached, his smile most becoming. “You have a most fascinating daughter,” he said with a deep bow. 

Juliet grinned at her mother but then frowned. The woman was not smiling. In fact, she had blanched significantly.

“Mother?”

“Mr. Mullens,” her mother said in a choked voice, “I do believe we have taken enough of your time for today. Good day to you.”

Juliet went to speak, but her mother gave her a fierce glare.

“We must leave immediately.”

“Do you not…”

“At once, Juliet,” her mother snapped. “Annabel, you as well.”

Juliet sighed and nodded, turning only long enough to wave a farewell at Robert before following her mother and Annabel out the door. 

“Mother, I must ask…”

“You will remain quiet until we are inside the carriage,” her mother said without looking at her. 

Juliet shot Annabel a glance, who simply shrugged, and a few minutes later, they were sitting in the carriage.

“How long have you been speaking with that man?” her mother asked. Her tone still held the same anger it had when they left the shop. “Tell me now!”

“A little over a month,” Juliet replied. “Mother, he is kind. My new riding boots? He gave those to me as a gift. And he knows my knowledge of…” 

“You know nothing,” her mother snapped. “You know nothing of this man! And receiving gifts from him?” She clicked her tongue at this.

Then Juliet realized her mother must have believed that she, Juliet, had fallen in love with Robert! “I do not care for him in some romantic sense,” she said with a laugh. “I can assure you of that, as can Annabel. The man has been nothing but kind.”

Annabel nodded her agreement. “He is a nice man.”

“I do not doubt you are telling the truth,” her mother said. “Nevertheless, the man is a cobbler, and you will no longer frequent his shop. If you are to see him in the street, you are to walk the other way. Is that understood?”

Juliet could not understand her mother’s anger. Robert was a friend, and now he was her business partner. Although she could not tell her mother about the latter. 

“Did he offend you in some way?”

Her mother pursed her lips and turned a glare on her. “I will not ask again. Defy me in this, and I shall send you off to London immediately.”

Juliet sighed. “Yes, Mother,” she whispered, although she wished only to shout at the woman. Her mother had spoken of being kind to those of the lower class, yet this man gives her a pair of riding boots, and Juliet is to never speak to him again?

None of what had transpired made sense, but one thing Juliet knew for certain. She did not wish to go to London, and therefore, she kept her angry retorts to herself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Every Tuesday for as long as Juliet could recall, her mother would send her children outside, or have them leave the home to call on friends for the majority of the day. The servants, including Forbes, would leave for the village to take care of errands or to see to their own business as well as do the weekly shopping for the house, thus leaving her mother alone in the house for whatever reason Juliet never knew. It was such a common occurrence, it never came to Juliet’s mind there had to be a reason.

That was how now, on the Tuesday following the debacle at the cobbler’s, Juliet found herself, with Annabel at her side, in the home of Miss Caroline Thrup.

For the past ten minutes, Caroline had been speaking of the etiquette of courting, the girl’s mother chiming in from time to time, and Juliet soon found herself bored. Her mind kept returning to the events of the previous day, and she could not help but wonder why her mother had been so angered. Although she was unsure, she did have a suspicion. Jealousy.

Even older women were prone to bouts of jealousy of their younger counterparts, and with Juliet making a new friend and receiving riding boots at no charge, word must have spread throughout the village. Although it angered Juliet that her mother would forbid her to see the man because of envy, she also felt sad that it had driven her mother to such lengths.

Juliet would continue to converse with Robert; after all, they were in business together. She did not wish to defy her mother, but in this instance, it was necessary.

“Juliet?” Caroline said. “Is it true?”

Juliet turned her attention to the woman. “Forgive me. Could you please repeat the question? I am afraid my thoughts wandered.”

“Caroline mentioned that Lord Parsons is courting you,” Lady Thrup said. “He is a fine gentleman. Your mother must be very pleased.”

“Indeed,” Juliet replied. “However, we are not courting as of yet, but he has called a few times.” She turned and gave Caroline a smug smile. There were many gossips in Rumsbury, including Caroline Thrup, and Juliet was curious how the girl had learned of she and Lord Parsons. “However, as you said, my mother is pleased.”

Lady Thrup rose, her yellow skirts crinkling with her movement. “It is difficult to believe that you three were once so little and now you have grown into women.” She sighed. “I believe I will rest for a while. Please enjoy each other’s company in my absence.”

“We shall try,” Juliet said, and Annabel giggled and covered it with a polite cough. 

Once the woman was gone, Juliet rounded on Caroline. “How did you learn about Lord Parsons and me?” she demanded. 

“Stephen,” she replied of her brother as if Juliet’s tone was as conversational as it had been before. “He spoke to Lord Parsons while he was in the village last week, and your name came up. He told me, and I told Mother.” She said the last with a firm nod, and Juliet clenched her fist. Caroline and her mother could not keep a thing to themselves, and soon everyone would know about Juliet and Lord Parsons.

“Well, I will assure you, we are not courting,” Juliet snapped. “Such rumors are silly.”

Caroline gave a coy smile over the rim of her teacup. “Annabel, you told Juliet what I told you about the cobbler, did you not?”

Annabel nodded. “I did. I relayed everything you told me to her.”

“The man is a rogue,” Caroline said firmly. “I am not the only lady he has touched in an inappropriate manner thus far.”

“Oh?” Juliet asked, knowing full well the woman was lying. “It is true, then?”

Caroline gave her a haughty look. “I would not lie,” she said as she placed the cup on the table with such force the liquid sloshed over the side. “Betty experienced the same as I.”

Juliet pursed her lips. Although Miss Betty Chancellor was many things, an exaggerator of stories was not one of them. Regardless, Juliet suspected both women were taking it all too far. “Surely a cobbler would be expected to touch a woman’s leg as much as a tailor must touch an arm. How else will he help a lady with her shoes?”

Caroline laughed. “You are so stubborn!” she said. “It is not merely a simple touch. When he touched my leg, the look of lust in his eyes was unmistakable. I fear that if I had not hurried myself from his shop, the man would have made an attempt to kidnap me.”

“Why ever would he do that?” Annabel asked, and Juliet nodded her agreement.

“It is simple,” Caroline replied as she jutted her chin, “A beast such as he preys upon women.” She sighed and moved back a strand of her blond hair. “Many of the shopkeepers look at me with desire. It is crude, but it is a fact.”

Juliet could not help but roll her eyes at the woman’s arrogance. Although Caroline was pretty, she did not receive the number of compliments Juliet did. Sadly, like Juliet’s mother, it was another case of jealousy brought about by Juliet’s handsomeness. 

For a majority of her life, Juliet had considered her beauty a blessing, but it was becoming more and more prevalent that it was to become a curse. As she grew older, she would only become more beautiful, and men would fight just for a chance to gaze upon her. She imagined them calling one another to duels or sharing in fisticuffs over her. From the crowd would emerge Daniel, and although his face would be bruised, he would stand tall and take Juliet into his arms…

“Do not fear,” he would whisper as the other men hung their head in shame as they walked past, “I am here to take care of you.”

Juliet would sigh and place her head on his chest as she had when he carried her into the house after her fall, his strong arms holding her tightly to him. Once alone, he would ask for a kiss, and Juliet, proud of the bravery he had shown on her behalf, would grant him one.

“Juliet,” Annabel said, breaking her from her thoughts and causing her cheeks to heat, “are you going to return to the shop?” It was clear from her tone that it was not the first time the question had been asked.

Juliet had to stop and consider this question. She would have to return in order to conduct business, but how could she do so without wagging tongues informing her mother? Then an idea came to her. “I do not doubt your story,” Juliet said to Caroline, although she knew it to be an outright lie. “I shall return to the shop to learn more about this man, even if I must risk my life to do so.”

Caroline gasped. “You would put yourself in danger?”

Juliet nodded. “If it means I am able to save the women of the ton, then I shall do so without concern for my wellbeing.”

“It is like the highwayman,” Annabel said and quickly covered her mouth with her hand. 

Juliet suppressed a smile. She had taught Annabel how to reveal a secret and make it appear an accident, and she performed the task as if she had been doing it all her life. 

“What highwayman?” Caroline asked in clear interest.

Annabel looked at Juliet, who gave her a nod. “The night was full of thunder and lightning,” Annabel began in theatrical tones that were close to matching those of Juliet. “A rider came to the door, drenched from the rain to inform us of a highwayman who was being sought after.”

“Is this true?” Caroline asked with a gasp.

“It is,” Annabel replied. “It was that night, as lightning flashed, that Juliet and I spotted the highwayman in the stables of Scarlett Hall.”

As Annabel continued the story, Juliet studied Caroline. She sorted the information she had received about Robert, what little she had, but no matter which way she organized what she knew, none of it made sense. 

The fact of the matter was Caroline was desperate for attention and had resorted to telling tales. It was sad that a woman would go to such lengths, but Juliet knew the story was not believable. If any man were to look upon any woman with lust, it would have been she, Juliet, who would have been on the receiving end of that look, not someone like Caroline Thrup. Yet, Robert had not done so even once, and therefore he could not have done so to Caroline. 

Yet, she did have her mother’s concerns with which to contend. Although she did feel her mother might be struggling with jealousy, she sensed there was more there than the obvious. Therefore, she decided to speak to her mother once more to see what more she could glean from the woman about the cobbler.

Pleased to have worked out a plan, Juliet turned her attention to Annabel’s story. The girl was quite convincing, evident by how Caroline listened with wide eyes, and although the story was not completely true, it was entertaining, nonetheless. 

***

Tuesdays had proven to be Eleanor’s favorite day of the week. The house was empty and she was given time alone without any distractions, a tradition she had begun years before as a way to work through any issues with which she might be struggling at any given time.

The house was quiet, and although it might be considered silly, at times, Eleanor found herself whispering to the thick walls whatever might be on her heart. In doing so, she released secrets and burdens and Scarlett Hall absorbed them all. 

Today, her concern was great, and she feared she would no longer be able to handle it as she had in times past. There was her worry over Hannah, for one. Her middle daughter, by all accounts, had taken an interest in Laurence’s cousin John, for which Eleanor felt a great relief. However, there was still the chance the woman would wish to leave London and throw herself into the arms of a sheep farmer of all people.

Then there was her sweet Juliet, the one over which Eleanor always worried. Now, however, her worries had become significantly worse with the girl’s newfound friendship with that cobbler, Robert Mullens.

The rumors concerning the man had already reached Eleanor, and upon hearing the man’s name, she had hurried to the shop with quick steps. When she entered, her fears were confirmed, and she wanted nothing more than to get Juliet as far away from the man as she could.

One question plagued her above all. Did the man know?

Eleanor could not answer that question. Perhaps it was merely coincidence the man had returned to Rumsbury, but regardless, Eleanor would do what she could to keep Juliet, as well as Annabel, away from him. She poured herself a glass of wine and sat beside the fire in the drawing room. Perhaps she should send Juliet to London in order to avoid the possibility of trouble. 

A knock at the door made her start, and she wondered who would be calling in the middle of the day without sending a card first. Her skirts rustled as she glided through the foyer. She took a deep breath to calm her pounding heart; it would do no good to answer the door with a look of fright on her face. 

When she opened the door, however, her heart jumped into her throat when she saw Robert Mullens standing on the stoop.

“Lady Lambert,” he said, although his tone was more mocking than diffident, “how wonderful to see you again.”

“What do you want?” she demanded, attempting to keep her voice from choking. “And what are you doing at my home?”

The man laughed, an evil sound to her ears, as he adjusted the lapels of his coat. Eleanor looked past him, but no one else was there. Had the man walked all the way from the village?

“I came to speak to you of matters that concern us all,” he said. “May I come in?”

Eleanor shook her head. “You are not welcome in my house, nor on my property. If you will excuse me, I have matters to which I must attend.” She moved to close the door, but Robert pushed against it, and she took a step back, her fear so great, she thought she might faint.

“Ah, Eleanor,” he murmured with a shake to his head, “I know your secret; did you know that? And what a secret it is! Perhaps the most damning secret one could have.”

“I have no idea what you are speaking about,” Eleanor said with a shaky voice that belied her attempt to appear unshaken. “In fact, I believe…”

Robert’s laughed made her cringe in fright. “You know of what I speak,” he said in a low hiss. “A secret that came to my ears not even a year ago.”

Eleanor took another step back, tears threatening to spill over her lashes as Robert stepped through the door. “Now, will you invite your former servant into your home, or shall I leave and tell everyone what I know?”

“No!” Eleanor cried. “Do not do it. It would cause…”

“Shame?” he asked with a laugh. “Yes, it most certainly would add a stain on your good name. And your poor children! If they were to know…” His eyes narrowed, and Eleanor knew she was at his mercy. “Now, invite me inside.”

“You may enter,” she said, knowing she had no other choice.

He glared down at her. “Invite me as a man of substance, not as a servant,” he growled.

Eleanor took a deep breath to calm her pounding heart. “Mr. Mullens, would you like to come in?”

“Thank you,” he said as he stepped into the foyer and closed the door behind him. “I believe I would.”

The former servant stood before her, and he did nothing to hide his appraisal of her. “Your beauty is still to be admired. How many times did I look upon you with awe?”

“What do you want?” she asked, pushing aside her fear with as much effort as she could muster. 

“I would like to sit,” he said, removing his coat and hanging it over his arm. “I do not wish to speak of business in the foyer like some peasant.”

Eleanor did not want this man in her home, let alone the drawing room. However, as he stared down at her in expectation, she relented. “Follow me.” She led him down the hall to the drawing room, and he sat on the couch as she took one of the chairs, assuring that he could not sit beside her. “Mr. Mullens…”

“I’d like a drink,” he said as he threw his coat over the back of the couch. He eyed the heavily laden liquor cart. “The finest brandy you have, of course.”

Eleanor nodded and poured the man a glass of brandy as she fought back tears. She would not allow this man to see her weep! He was nothing, a pauper who thought himself a cobbler, and she would deign to giving him the pleasure. 

When she turned, the man’s gaze made her tremble, and she regretted allowing herself to be alone with him. 

“Well?” he demanded. “Are you not going to bring me my drink?” 

She handed him the glass, and to her mortification, he took a hefty gulp and smacked his lips afterward. “Very good,” he said.

“What is it you want?” she asked. She moved to return to the chair, but he reached out and grabbed her wrist. 

“Sit beside me,” he said.

Fear shook her to her bones as she lowered herself to the couch. If she had attempted to stand for any longer, she would have fallen, for her legs trembled so. 

“Now,” he said as he eyed the brandy, “what is it that I want?” He sighed and took another sip, this time without the dramatics he had used earlier. “I would like to enjoy some of the finer things in life just like you.”

“I do not have much money,” Eleanor replied. “However, I shall give you…”

“I don’t want just money!” he snarled. “But you I want.”

“Me?” Eleanor asked in astonishment. “Whatever do you mean?”

“You don’t know the hours I spent wishing you were my wife. The dresses you wore, the jewels. Our positions separated us, but now, I think that no longer matters. We can come to an arrangement.”

She stared at him. “What arrangement?”

“One of business, of course. It is quite simple, really. I plan to open more shops in the future, and your monetary contribution to my enterprise would be most welcome. Say, twenty-five pounds a week to start?”

“That is blackmail!” she said incredulously. 

The man laughed. “It is business,” he replied. “It is the cost you must pay for what you have done!”

Eleanor’s heart stung. “My finances are not what they were even five years ago. We have struggled to maintain…”

Robert snorted. “I don’t believe you, and even if it were true, I don’t care. Do whatever you have to in order to see I receive my funds.” 

With no choice, Eleanor nodded. “And you will keep what we know, this secret, between us?”

“There are a few other expectations, as well. The way you spoke to me in front of Juliet and Annabel, for example.” He gave her a look of scorn. “That was quite rude. I’ll assume you told them to stay away from me?”

“I did,” she whispered as a single tear escaped her eye.

He reached up and wiped it away, and she felt her stomach roil in disgust. “You will tell them they are to return to me,” he said. “In fact, encourage it, and tell them you regret your behavior.”

Eleanor shook her head. She would not allow either of the girls to be in his company! He was dangerous, and the possibilities of what might happen terrified her. 

“Then you have decided,” Robert said as he stood. “In that case, I cannot make any promises to keep what I know hidden.”

“Wait!” Eleanor had to fight down the bile as she rose to face the man. “You will not hurt them?”

“I am not a cruel man,” he said with a smile that made the hairs on the nape of her neck stand on end. “I am merely a man of business. Now, for my final request.”

He wants more? Eleanor thought, the agony consuming her. “What is it?” she asked.

He placed a hand on her arm, and she could not keep from trembling beneath his touch. “You have not changed in all these years. Your beauty, the way in which you hold yourself, it is all the same. I wondered to myself, ‘Will she still send everyone away on Tuesdays as she did when I was worked here?’ And here I am inside Scarlett Hall. Not as a servant, but as your equal.”

If the man wanted recognition, then Eleanor would give it to him. “You are my equal,” she managed to say, hoping the words would appease him and thus make him leave. 

He gave her a wide grin. “Now that it is confirmed, every Tuesday, I will call over, and we will spend time together.” He moved his hand down her arm. “A few drinks, a bit of conversation, and I will then collect my payment.”

Eleanor clutched her skirts to keep her hands from reaching out to grab the man by the throat. “And word of what you know?” 

“Never leaves my lips.” He leaned in and placed his mouth to her ear and whispered, “Do not disappoint me again, Eleanor. Next time, I want a warmer welcome.”

Eleanor closed her eyes, her heart racing. When he moved away, she opened them again. 

“I will leave now to allow you time to think about what we have discussed.” 

She followed him to the door, and as he stepped through, he stopped and turned back to her, “Do not forget to send the girls back to me,” he said with a tiny smile. “And do not forget about my money.”

Without another word, he turned and walked away, and Eleanor had to fight back the urge to slam the door behind him. Once the door was closed, the tears poured from her eyes. What the man knew would bring shame upon her family, and worse, her children. How he learned what he knew, she did not know, but it did not matter. The fact was he knew. 

As she returned to the drawing room, she felt numb. Yet another attack on her family, and the stress of it caused her steps to slow. Falling against the wall, she whispered her heart into the walls of the house in hopes of finding some semblance of peace.

However, as the final words left her lips, she rested her head against the wall, for the weight of this new burden weighed heavily on her shoulders, and it was far worse than anything she had endured before.

For years, Eleanor had enjoyed the solitude of Tuesdays in Scarlett Hall, for that was when she could speak from the heart and the walls would hide away her secrets. Now, however, with her ear pressed against the stone, she could hear the voices of shadows past returning to haunt her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

The last remaining rays of the sun peeked over the horizon as Juliet made her way to the stables, Annabel at her side. The pain in her foot had subsided even more today, and she enjoyed the freedom of not being forced to rely on the crutches to get about. Clutching a book in her arm, they walked past the stalls and into the workroom at the back of the stables. 

Daniel bowed when they entered, and Juliet could not help but stop and take in the man. With his new overcoat and his usual smile, he looked even more handsome than he ever had, and she had to force herself to take the final steps to stand beside him.

“Miss Juliet. Miss Annabel,” he said formally as he indicated one of the tables that held several candles with two stools beneath it.  

“Are you ready for your first lesson, Daniel?” Juliet asked. Simply saying the man’s name made her knees grow weak. 

He nodded. “I have an extra seat for Miss Annabel, too. I’ll sit on the floor.”

Annabel turned to Juliet. “If you do not mind, I would like to go admire the horses for a while.” She wore a sly smile, and Juliet could not have been prouder of the woman. She was putting to good use all that Juliet had taught her, and without prompting!

“I believe that will be fine,” Juliet replied as if the request meant nothing to her. 

As soon as Annabel disappeared around the corner, Juliet turned her attention back to Daniel. She still could not believe her luck at being able to spend time with the man without fear of being chastised by her mother; to finally be able to learn what she truly felt for him. 

The past few weeks had not been easy. For so long, she had become accustomed to spending time with Daniel whenever she pleased, if only to have someone who would listen to her without rebuke. How strange it was to see him as perhaps something more than a friend.

She walked over to one of the stools, which he pulled out for her as if he were seating her at a lavish dinner party—that surprised her, for she would not have expected a man of his station to know the proper conduct for formalities—and he sat on the other stool. She was disappointed that he sat across from her rather than beside her, but she would have to make due for the moment. 

“Miss Juliet,” he said, “I wanted to thank you for doing this for me. It’s kind, and I know I don’t deserve it.”

“Why would you say such a thing?” she asked in shock.

“I’m nineteen years of age,” he replied with a shrug. “I’m just a stable boy who can only read a few words. I know you’re taking a risk by teaching me.” His words caused her heart to ache, for Juliet knew it was she who had commented on more than one occasion that his position was lowly. 

“You are more than just a simple stable boy,” she replied. “You are a brave and strong man. And you are my friend. Now, there will be no more talk of your position in such a disparaging manner, for I hold it in very high regard.”

Daniel’s cheeks went red. “Thank you.”

Juliet looked at the book on the table, glanced up at Daniel, and a thought came to her. “Bring your stool beside me so you can see the book with ease.”

He nodded and did as she bade. As he sat, his knee bumped hers, and her breath caught.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“No need to apologize,” she replied, although her heart raced. Her hands trembled as she reached for the book and opened it to the first page. It was a book she had used when she was a child just learning to read. “These are the letters of the alphabet. Do you know any of them?”

Daniel bit at his lip and leaned over, placing his arm on the table beside hers. Although it was a cold winter’s night and the barn was chilled, Juliet’s body felt like it was a summer afternoon.

“This one,” he said, pointing. “That’s the letter J. J is for Juliet.” As he said this, he looked at her, and Juliet wished at that very moment that he would kiss her. She would not resist. In fact, she would welcome it. And she did not feel a bit embarrassed for thinking it.

“That is very good,” she said, glad her voice was not shaking. “Do you know this letter?” She pointed to the ‘H’, and he shook his head. “H is for horse.” He nodded and her finger moved to the ‘K’. “K is for kiss.”

Her heart thumped in her chest. Why had she said that? She cleared her throat and moved to the beginning of the list as quickly as she could. “Do you know this letter?”

“That’s an A,” he replied, beaming.

“And this?” she pointed to the ‘B’ and he stared at it as if it were some unknown species of animal. “That is a B.”

They continued on with the remainder of the alphabet in order for Juliet to gain an understanding of which letters Daniel already knew and which he did not. She quickly learned he knew far fewer than she would have expected, so they went through the letters again, this time with her naming each and him repeating, until they arrived at the end once again.

“How was my first lesson?” he asked.

“You did well,” Juliet replied as she closed the book. “You have remembered much from your childhood lessons.” His smile widened and she felt proud of him. Although he had not remembered immediately, he was a quick learner. “Now, do you remember the first three letters of the alphabet?”

He nodded. “A, B and C,” he replied. “I do remember that.”

Juliet pointed to the letters. “Every day look at this when you have time. Say the name of each letter as you move your finger over them like this.” She traced over first one letter and then another, as if she was writing them. When she finished, she found that his eyes were on her rather than on the book.

“Thank you.” He then turned his attention to the instruction once more.

She closed the book and set it before him. “Now that we have finished your reading lesson, I would like to ask you a few questions.” He nodded and she continued. “What do you think of me?”

The man fidgeted on his seat. “I think you’re kind.”

“No. I mean as a woman.”

“You’re kind,” he repeated. “You’re kind to me.”

Juliet could not help but smile at his naivety. She glanced toward the door to assure herself that Annabel was not close enough to overhear and leaned in closer. “What I mean to say is…you said I was beautiful.” He nodded, his redness moving to his ears. “Well, I think you are handsome.”

His eyes went wide. “Miss Juliet,” he said, his voice panicked, “I can’t have you saying things like that about me.” 

He moved to stand, and she grabbed his hand. It was rough and heavily calloused, but the feeling it provided very much resembled how she felt being in his arms. 

“Why can I not say that?” she asked.

The man sighed. “You are beautiful, more beautiful than any man may realize. I won’t lie; I’ve thought so for a long time.”

“Then why did it take you so long to tell me?” she demanded. “I was forced to attempt to make you jealous in order to get you to say so.”

To her surprise he laughed. “You mean you weren’t offered money for a kiss?”

Her cheeks burned from his words, but they heated all the more when he gave her hand a gentle squeeze. 

“I’m honored you’d think of me as someone you could make jealous,” he said in his soft voice. “I have to admit that I was.”

Juliet had never heard sweeter words in all her life, and she took a deep breath to calm her racing heart. However, the elation she felt was struck down by the words that followed.

“But only a fool would believe that.”

“It is not foolish,” she said with a small smile. “You see, I have a great interest in you.” She swallowed hard in an attempt to add moisture to her suddenly dry mouth. “I do not know what exactly I feel for you, but it is something I wish to explore further.”

He pulled back his hand and stood. “You mustn’t speak like that,” he said in a firm tone. “Never again can you do that.”

“I do not understand,” she said. “What is it about me that is so wrong that you cannot tell me that I am beautiful nor want me to learn more about you?”

He shook his head but gave no answer.

“Is it my stories?” she asked. “I know I exaggerate a bit, but I will stop if that is what you need.” Her heart hurt when he did not respond again. “I know that, in times past, I have treated you horribly, but I did not mean to harm you.”

He sighed. “I know this. I understand why you treated me like you did and said what you said.” He took a step closer to her. “It’s because you feel the same about me as I do about you.”

“Then what is wrong? I am lost in understanding your explanation.”

“I’m just a stable boy,” he replied. “Don’t you see?” Juliet shook her head. “You’re to marry a rich man, a man who can provide you with dresses and beautiful things. To attend parties and be with others like you. You deserve all that and more.”

Juliet did nothing to stop the hot tear that rolled down her cheek for the horrible words he said, even if they were the truth.

“I’ll never be able to do those things for you. Your mother wouldn’t allow it, and your friends would be revolted.”

“I do not wish to marry you,” Juliet said, wiping at her eye. “I only wish to explore our feelings for one another. What is the harm in that?”

“It’s because I care about you that I refuse,” he whispered. “And though it pains me to say it, I can’t let it happen.”

A rush of anger washed over her, and she clenched her fist and jaw at the same time. “There is nothing wrong with speaking to one another,” she said. “And, if anything were to come from it, Mother would approve, for she has never denied me anything.” As Daniel gazed down at her, she wanted nothing more than to reach out and take his hand again. “Please. All I ask is that we continued to speak to one another as we have. Nothing more, I promise.”

“I don’t know if that’d be wise,” he said. “I’m afraid it’ll only cause trouble. If your mother found out the truth, it won’t end well for either of us.”

“She will not learn of it, I promise,” Juliet said, not caring if she sounded as if she were pleading. “Do not hurt me.”

Daniel peered down at her with such kindness in his eyes, she trembled. “I would never hurt you,” he said. He motioned at the stools. “I suppose there’s no harm in talking.”

Juliet retook her seat, and he did the same. “Now, answer my question,” she said with a smile. 

The candles flickered on the table as Daniel wrung his hands. “I remember how I thought you were beautiful the day you came to ask me for help with Miss Isabel.”

Juliet listened with interest as Daniel spoke about the past summer before Isabel married Laurence. It was then that Juliet asked him to build a campfire at a particular location away from the house and to bring a bottle of wine. The man had done so at the risk of losing his position, and Juliet cherished him for doing so; even more so now as he spoke of it.

“When I watched you with your sisters, and seeing the smiles you created, that was the moment I realized how beautiful you truly are.”

“Because I made them smile?” Juliet asked in amazement. 

He nodded. “Yes. You were worried about Isabel and wanted everyone to be happy. That’s what is beautiful about you. It’s not only the outside but also what’s on the inside. I saw it that night.” He rubbed his overcoat. “And when you gave me this.”

“It did come from my heart,” she whispered. “Much like what you did with my saddle. I told you then, as I do now, it is the greatest gift I have ever received.” They sat smiling at one another, and then Juliet said, “I would like to tell you something more.”

“Please,” he replied. “I’d like to hear what you have to say.”

Juliet grinned. With the sun long set, she knew her mother would be waiting for her to return soon to the house, but she wished to use the time she had as best she could. “Over the past year, I found myself intrigued by you, more so than before. You must understand, I realize now that you caught my eye some time ago, this stable boy to whom I would tell what some would consider slightly untrue stories. I found myself unable to keep myself away from you.”

“You mean stories of highwaymen in the loft?” he asked with a chuckle. “And the fool of a man unable to catch you?”

Juliet’s cheeks burned. “Well, yes,” she said with a giggle. “I must admit now that it was foolish of me to say such things, and I realize now that I must put those ways behind me.”

She smoothed out her skirts to give her hands something to do. From where had this mature version of herself come? She almost did not recognize herself, and yet, it was a person she enjoyed being. Especially when she was speaking to Daniel. 

“That night I invited you to the loft with me? I understand now why you declined. I imagine it is because you respect me.”

He nodded. “That’s exactly why I said no.”

“When you carried me to the house, the manner in which you looked at me…” She looked down at the ground in order to keep her courage to say the words. “I find I wish to see that look again.”

A horse whinnied, and Juliet knew poor Annabel more than likely had grown bored long ago. 

“I admit I enjoyed that look, and now I find myself giving you the same.”

Daniel cleared his throat. “I suppose I liked that look myself,” he said.

Suddenly, they were grinning at one another like two mischievous children, and Juliet wanted this moment to never end. Or if it did, it was with her in his arms. However, she kept her distance; neither of them was quite ready for that step. 

“I have been wishing to ask you something else,” she said as she searched his eyes. “What are your dreams in life?”

He did not hesitate in replying. “I’d like to own my own cottage. I want to keep working at a place like this, but it’d be nice to return to my own home at night. It’s a simple dream, but that’s it.”

“I think it is a beautiful dream,” Juliet said with a sigh. “And one I am certain you will realize one day.” She paused. “What did you mean, ‘a place like this’? Could you not do that here?”

He looked down at the ground once more, and Juliet’s heart skipped a beat. “In the North, there are homes and land able to be bought for much less than here. With the number of villages sprouting in that area, I’ve decided to leave Scarlett Hall and move up there.”

Juliet thought she would fall over at his words. “Leave?” she asked in a panic. “When?”

“I’m thinking May at the latest, when travel is easier.”

The idea of this man leaving frightened Juliet, but May was a long way off. She decided to push it aside for now.

“May I ask you a question?” Daniel said.

“Please, do.”

“You asked me about what I want.”

She smiled. “And it is a beautiful dream.”

“But I want to know, what do you want? What is your dream?”

The words seemed to echo off the walls, and she sat uncertain how to reply. Her idea of happiness had changed much in the past month, and now she was, for the first time in her life, without any idea of what she desired. 

“I’m sorry for asking,” Daniel whispered. “Forgive me for being bold.”

Juliet laughed. “Not at all. It is a fine question and one I am glad to answer.” She looked at him and wanted nothing more than to tell him everything that was on her heart at that moment. What was the harm in doing so? “I am seeing things as I have never seen them before. You see, since I was young, those things you spoke of before, about when I was married—fine dresses and beautiful things? Those were part of those dreams I once had. I believed that, as long as I had those things, I would be happy in life.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting the best things in life. If I had them, I’m sure I’d be happy, and you deserve them a lot more than I do.”

“But do you not see? That is now my dilemma. Lord Parsons gave me a gold bracelet, and I know many men of the ton who would buy me anything I desired in exchange for my hand in marriage. Although I believe I could have the finest dresses and attend the grandest of balls, in the end, I would have nothing. For those things do not bring me the joy they once did.” She took a deep breath and released it in order to calm her rattled nerves. Never before in her life had she ever been so frank with anyone, even Annabel. “I will not lie, a woman will always desire beautiful things, but perhaps there is more to life than that.”

Daniel smiled and rose from his stool. “It’s a lesson I’ve learned all my life,” he said. “I used to envy your family for what they could buy, but I came to realize that those fine things your father had weren’t meant for me.” He put his arms out. “Especially now since I got a nice overcoat. And friends like you. A friend I can listen to or maybe tell what I’m thinking.” He sat back down on the stool. “I believe the best things in life can’t be purchased in a shop.”

“No, they cannot,” Juliet whispered. “I am seeing that now more than ever. Thank you for your friendship and the manner in which you have endured my presence in the past.”

“Miss Juliet,” Daniel said, “I think we have a very good friendship, and I’m the one who’ll treasure it. No matter what may come of our lives, I hope to always remain your friend.”

“And I yours,” Juliet said. Then she put her arms around him, not to feel his muscles or to give him the opportunity to whisper to her how beautiful he believed she was, but to relish in the hold of a friend she adored. 

“You probably should return to the house before Lady Lambert worries,” he said. “Will you come to teach me tomorrow?”

She nodded. “Yes. If you will have me.”

Daniel laughed. “Tomorrow, it is.”

When Juliet found Annabel, the poor girl was stifling a yawn. “How was the lesson?” Juliet could not see the smile, but she heard it in the girl’s tone. “Were you able to teach him?”

Juliet laughed. “It was I who learned,” she replied. “I realize now that he has taught me more than I could ever teach him.” 

A young child had left the house earlier that evening, but a new woman returned to take her place, and Juliet found she liked her very much.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

The house was warm compared to the stables, and Juliet handed her cloak to Forbes as she looked down the hallway toward the study, curious as to what her mother was doing. Juliet had seen little of the woman over the past two days, and after the night’s events, she needed advice that only a mother could give.

“I wish to speak to Mother,” she told Annabel. “Shall we meet in the drawing room?”

Annabel nodded. “I will see you there.”

Juliet made her way down the darkened hallway until she came to the study. The door was ajar, and she inched it open. Inside, candles glowed, highlighting her mother, who sat at the desk once belonging to her father. The woman had no book or quill in her hand, but instead sat with her elbows on the desk and her head buried in her hands. 

“Mother?” Juliet whispered, hoping not to startle the woman. Her mother looked up as Juliet closed the door. “What are you doing?”

Her mother chuckled, but it sounded forced. “I was merely thinking,” she replied. “How was the lesson with Daniel?”

“It went well,” Juliet replied, taking a seat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk. “He already recognizes a few letters from memory, but I am hoping that, in a few months, he will be reading.”

“That is good,” her mother replied, placing her hands together on the desk. “However, you must remember that it will take some time. You will need to be patient with him.”

Juliet nodded. “I will. I must admit, he is as eager to learn as I am to teach.”

“No more than three nights a week,” her mother admonished, and Juliet’s heart sank. “You have no reason to conduct that many lessons, as it will only hinder his learning.”

In times past, Juliet would have argued; however, this time, she did not. Her mother was correct, and she did not wish to place an added burden on Daniel.

“I understand,” she replied. She studied her mother’s face. “You appear tired, Mother. Are you well?”

“Oh, yes,” her mother replied with a sigh. “I am tired, but well. It is the daily running of the household that fatigues me. I suppose I am not as spry as I once was.” She said the last with a light chuckle.

Juliet was certain the woman was not telling the complete truth, but she did tend to be stubborn and would never reveal what was bothering her. There were things Juliet wished to ask concerning Daniel, but she knew she could not do so outright.

“And what is on your mind?” her mother asked, her eyes narrowed. “Is something wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong,” Juliet said as a story began to form in her mind. “It is just that, when I was at Caroline’s, she told me a story, but I doubt its probity.”

Her mother laughed. “Caroline is quite the storyteller,” she said. “What story has she told you this time?”

“She claims that her cousin’s cousin,” she waved her hand dismissively, “was to be wed to a baron. However, she has fallen in love with one of the gardeners. I thought such a thing would never be allowed, but Caroline says that the woman’s parents allowed it.”

Her mother pursed her lips for a moment. “I suppose they could; although, it is very rare. In the end, it would not benefit either person, for the woman would be shunned by her peers, and the man would never be accepted by the ton regardless of how sophisticated he became.”

“He owns property,” Juliet added. “Or rather, he has plans to buy several parcels. Would he not then become a part of the Landed Gentry by doing so?”

Much to Juliet’s disappointment, her mother shook her head. “The amount of land he would have to own would be vast, and then he would have to petition…” She paused and looked at Juliet. “Why does this story interest you so?”

Juliet’s heart raced. Did her mother suspect her true intentions? However, she had one more question to ask. Biting back a retort she preferred to speak, and choosing her words carefully, she said, “We have spoken of love recently, and Caroline said it was due to the love the couple share that the parents allowed it. What do you believe you would do if such a situation arose?”

Her mother’s eyes seemed to bore right through Juliet, and it took everything in her to keep from breaking down and admitting her feelings for Daniel. “This has nothing to do with the cobbler, does it?” her mother asked. “Or you or Annabel?”

“Robert?” Juliet replied with a relieved laugh. “Of course not. I can assure you of that fact. I was simply curious what you thought, is all.”

Her mother leaned back in the chair and sighed. “Forgive my question, but as to yours, I would do everything I could to stop it from happening.”

“Even if Hannah or I were in love?”

A few moments of silence followed. What could the woman be thinking?

“Hannah has an interest in a gentleman, and you have Lord Parsons. I believe this conversation has no merit and therefore no longer worthy of our time.”

Frustrated, Juliet rose when her mother did the same. “Well, thank you for listening. I believe I will join Annabel in the drawing room. Would you care to join us?”

“I do not believe so,” her mother replied. “I must speak to you a moment before you go concerning the cobbler.”

“What of him?” Juliet asked. Her mother had warned her once, and now she meant to do so again?

“Perhaps I was a bit rude in the shop,” her mother said, much to Juliet’s surprise. “It seems that you and Annabel enjoy going there?”

Juliet nodded. “We do.” 

“I must ask…has the man…” She paused. “Is he kind to the two of you?”

“Yes, he is,” Juliet said. “He has been nothing but a gentleman. Why do you ask?”

Her mother sighed. “I see no reason why you would wish to return there often, but if you choose to, I will not stop you.”

Juliet was confused. “But you were angry and told me never to return. Now you are allowing me to go?”

“I am. However, promise me you will always take Annabel with you.” Juliet nodded her agreement, and her mother added, “I have one more request of you. There are things which are said by others that are not always true. Whether it be something from this man or someone else, be careful with what you might hear.”

Juliet almost asked her mother why, but then a realization came over her. With the story she had just shared with the woman, it was no wonder her mother was concerned.

“Most of what people discuss are simply tales,” Juliet replied with a sniff. “Do not worry; I will not return to his shop often, and when I do, I will always take Annabel, and I will keep my ears guarded.”

Her mother walked around the desk and embraced Juliet. “You are my sweet Juliet,” she whispered in her ear. “So precious to my heart.” She said this as if she were saying goodbye, and it left a stone in Juliet’s stomach. “You know I Love you, do you not?”

“Yes,” Juliet replied, confused at her mother’s tone. “And I love you. It has always been that way and shall always remain so.”

Her mother smiled. “A woman of fire,” she said. “Now, go to Annabel and talk about things that women your age discuss.”

Juliet laughed and walked to the door. She opened it and glance back at her mother, who had returned to the chair behind the desk. She gave the woman a smile and closed the door behind her, replaying the conversation in her mind. There was something about the cobbler that worried her mother, but Juliet could not reason it out. And to now change her mind about returning to the shop made little sense. 

Well, there was little she could do about it now. She shrugged and made her way to the drawing room to see what Annabel thought of the situation.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

The sun had set some time ago as Juliet sat beside Daniel at the worktable. Annabel was off doing whatever she had become accustomed to doing during the lessons, more than likely off talking with the horses as she was wont to do. 

It had been nearly two weeks since Juliet had given her first lesson, and she found herself enjoying Daniel’s company all the more with each session. These more intimate moments were the only opportunities she and Daniel had to sit close beside one another so they could review the books she brought with her. With each letter he uttered, Juliet had never been so proud, for the man was making great strides. 

“E,” Daniel said with his easy smile. “Elephant or enjoy.”

“Very good,” Juliet said before pointing to the next page. “What is this letter? Do you remember?” She despised sounding like a tutor with a child, but she knew of no other way to instruct. When Nathaniel, her brother and the youngest in the family, was small, she shared in part of the responsibility of teaching him, but Isabel had held the reins of the lessons, so a majority of the time Juliet was left to sit quietly and watch. Not that she did much watching either, not when there were so many other interests on which to focus.

Daniel studied the page for a moment and frowned. “K?”

“It is an F,” Juliet said. 

The man groaned and stood up so quickly his stool fell over.

“Daniel?”

“It’s no use,” he said, waving his hand at the book. “I’ll never learn to read! Even if I do, what good will it do me? A stable hand doesn’t need to know how to read to do his job!” He walked over to the bench, and Juliet rose from her stool.

“You are doing well,” she said as she came up behind him. “And you are allowed to make mistakes. It is a natural part of learning.”

He turned and she could see the frustration clouding his face. “You’re a fine teacher, and I appreciate the lessons, but I’m not an educated man and I’ll never be. This is just a waste of your time.”

Juliet was unsure as to what to say, and the more she thought on his words, the more frustrated she became. Then an idea came to her. “A letter came for you today,” she said with a smile. “A very important letter.”

“A letter?” he asked in clear shock. “A letter for me? Who’d be writing to me?”

Juliet smiled as she turned and walked away from him, taking the smallest of steps. “It is a letter of great importance. I know I should not have read it, but I did. I must say, you are a very fortunate man.”

Daniel hurried to her side. “Can you tell me what it said?” he asked, much like a small child receiving a gift who is unable to wait to open it to learn its contents.

She put away her grin and gave a dramatic sigh before turning to look at him. “I will make a deal with you,” she said. She waited for him to nod his agreement before continuing. “I will bring the letter tomorrow, and you may do with it as you wish.”

“But I can’t read!” he exclaimed in frustration.

She raised a single eyebrow. “Then perhaps you should not throw a fit like a child and return to your stool so we are able to continue your lesson.” 

Daniel’s eyes widened and then he laughed. “You’re a very good teacher,” he said before returning to the table. He sat back down and looked up at her from his low perch. “Thank you.”

She pretended to give a haughty sniff. “You are most welcome,” she replied as she also retook her seat. “Next time if you act as such, there shall be no sweets for you for a week!” She pointed her finger as she said this, which made them both laugh. The sound of his laughter was so sweet it made her heart happy, and she wished to hear it again.

She did not have to wait long. “I’ll write a letter to my parents and tell them how mean the headmistress is,” he said, which made them both laugh once more. He shook his head. “I’m only teasing. I could never speak an ill word against you.”

“And nor could I you,” Juliet said. In times past, she would have used this time to speak about her life or perhaps tell a tale. However, now she realized that the joy in helping Daniel was far better than those things. “Now, back to this letter. F.”

“F,” he repeated.

As the candle burned lower, Juliet continued her lesson, repeating the same words over and over again. Soon, enough time had passed and she did not want to overwhelm the man. “You are learning far faster than I ever did,” she said. “I am very proud of you. My guess is that, by summer, you shall be reading.”

“That would be wonderful,” Daniel said as if she had told him he would be moving into the great house where he would be a part of the family. “Knowing how to read’ll be helpful when I leave for the North.” He set a few tools on the table he had removed for their lesson. He stopped and looked down. “I’ll miss you, Miss Juliet,” he whispered.

“And I will miss you,” she said, fighting back tears. “Might I make a request?”

He looked up at her with an earnest eye. “Anything.”

“Address me as simply Juliet.”

He cocked his head to the side and stared at her for a moment, and she found herself wishing to shift in his gaze. “I’ll do that only because you requested it. And only when we’re doing our lessons. I don’t want Lady Lambert to be angry with me.”

She gave a relieved sigh. When had she begun to hold her breath? “And we shall not speak of you leaving,” she added. “You never know; perhaps you will wish to remain here by the time May comes around.” The thought of visiting the stables and finding Daniel gone made her heart clench.

“Maybe. It doesn’t matter, really. It’s still a long time away and I mightn’t have enough money.” He shrugged. 

“If funds are an issue,” Juliet said, “then I shall ask Mother to dock your wages so you will never leave.”

Daniel laughed. “You’d do that?” he asked in mock consternation. 

Juliet nodded. “In fact, I mean to tell her tonight. Right now!” She turned as if to leave, but he grabbed her by the waist and pulled her into him. Her heart beat faster than it ever had in her life, and she knew he was going to kiss her. Juliet closed her eyes in expectation, parted her lips just so, and whispered. “It is all right.”

“Juliet!”

Annabel’s harried voice had Juliet and Daniel both taking several steps back from one another. 

“Juliet, your mother is coming!”

If her heart had been pounding before, it struck her sternum so hard she worried it would jump out of her chest. They scrambled to their stools, Daniel shoving the tools he had set out to the side, and looked over the book they had been studying before.

Annabel joined them, leaning over with her elbows on the table as if she had been watching them all along, and when Juliet heard her mother’s footsteps, she said, “Very good.” She closed the book. “That is enough for this evening. You are doing well, and I believe that, if you keep studying, you will continue to improve.”

“Thank you, Miss Juliet,” Daniel replied. “I’ll practice as you’ve suggested.”

Juliet gave him a nod and then turned to see her mother standing in the doorway. “Mother,” Juliet said as if she had been startled by the woman’s sudden appearance, “I did not realize you were there.”

Her mother gave her a smile. “I only just arrived.” She waited for Juliet and Annabel to join her, and the trio began the long trek through the main corridor. “How go the lessons?”

“They are going well,” Juliet said. They stepped outside where the stars shone in the dark cloudless sky and the moon cast its glow upon the walls of Scarlett hall. “He is learning quickly, and Annabel and I are enjoying tutoring the man.”

When they reached the steps to the front door, her mother stopped and asked, “Have you made arrangements to call on Caroline on Tuesday next?”

Juliet worried her lower lip. “She will not be home,” she said, although, with her mind on her lessons with Daniel, the truth was she had forgotten to send a card. Then an idea came to her. “Annabel and I shall go riding.”

Her mother nodded. “Have Cook pack you a basket and make it a day of adventure and fun.”

Juliet studied her mother. What had brought on this sudden urgency to have them gone? It had been tradition for so long, with few Tuesdays gone unchanged, but now her mother was insistent in her request. “If you wish to be rid of us, might I suggest sending us to Paris?” She and Annabel giggled, but her mother did not.

“Goodnight, girls,” she said. 

Annabel glanced at Juliet before they followed Juliet’s mother into the house. “Your mother,” Annabel whispered, “I worry about her. I have seen her change over the last year, and although I may be mistaken, it seems to have worsened as of late.”

Juliet nodded. “I fear the same,” she replied as she watched her mother continue to the drawing room. “First, we are to stay away from the cobbler, and then we are told to return to him. Then she makes a fuss over something to which I have been accustomed for as long as I can remember.” She shook her head. 

When they arrived at Juliet’s room, Annabel asked, “What are we to do now? I am not ready to go to bed.”

“We are not old women,” Juliet replied with a wide grin. She walked over to the large trunk at the foot of her bed and opened the lid, from which she produced a bottle of brandy. “We are young and therefore going to celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?” Annabel asked, her grin as wide as Juliet’s. 

That Daniel wishes to kiss me.”

***

Early in the afternoon on Monday, Juliet and Annabel headed to Rumsbury. Although Juliet had promised her mother she would keep Annabel at her side whenever she went to see Robert, she knew when she made that promise that the chances of her keeping it were unlikely. Furthermore, Annabel wished to visit the millinery, and Juliet had no interest in looking at new hats, not with so much to tell Robert. 

The bell over the door tinkled lightly as Juliet entered the shop. She paused after closing the door behind her when she saw Miss Teresa Finch speaking with Robert at the back counter. The woman was much older than Juliet and unmarried, although as Juliet looked at her unflattering yellow dress, it was no wonder. The color made the woman’s skin look jaundiced and did little to brighten her dull gray eyes. 

Robert and Miss Finch were in a quiet conversation, and Robert was whispering in the woman’s ear when he looked at Juliet and winked. This relieved the bit of jealousy that threatened to overtake Juliet, for the man was her friend and certainly not that of Miss Finch! The woman was an arrogant and nosy gossip who always intruded in everyone else’s business. Why the ton allowed the woman the dignity of invitations was beyond Juliet’s understanding, but for some reason she received just as many as Juliet did.

Clearing her throat, Juliet approached the counter, and the two broke their secret gathering. 

Miss Finch turned and gave Juliet a bright smile. “Miss Lambert,” the woman said in her nasally voice that always grated on Juliet’s nerves, “I see that your foot has healed. Your mother told me that you fell?” The way the woman asked was as if Juliet’s suffering brought her great delight.

“I did fall,” Juliet replied. “The doctor believed I would never be able to walk again, and yet, here I am defying the best scientific thought.”

Miss Finch covered a snort with a light cough, and Robert walked around the counter to join them. He wore a well-fitted coat that was most definitely new, which told Juliet that business was going well. 

“Ah, Miss Juliet,” he said with a bow. “It is an honor to have you in my shop once again.”

The frown that Miss Finch wore pleased Juliet greatly. 

“Thank you, Robert,” Juliet replied. “I was hoping to speak to you, but I can always return later when you and Miss Finch have completed whatever business you are conducting.”

“There is no reason to leave,” Miss Finch said. “Robert, I shall speak with you soon.” She gave Juliet an overly-sweet smile before leaving, and Juliet stared at the door that closed behind the woman. 

Why had she addressed Juliet’s friend by his Christian name? And about what could the woman possibly wish to speak to Robert that she could not discuss in Juliet’s presence? It was not as if purchasing a new pair of shoes was a private matter. 

“She is trouble,” Juliet warned Robert. “You would be best to keep your distance from her. Her gossip and tales are an embarrassment to her family and friends.”

Robert laughed. “She may be those things, but I have wonderful news to share with you.” The man’s face lit up, and Juliet could not help but smile. “Miss Finch is also investing in the shop. Her family is quite wealthy, and she receives a hefty allowance.”

Juliet’s smile faded. “Oh, that is wonderful,” she said, attempting to keep her disappointment from her voice. Reaching into her reticule, she produced a single note. “I was able to get extra funds this week. I am able to procure more if need be. I do not want Miss Finch to own more than I.”

Robert smiled as he took the note and slipped it into his coat pocket. “Do not worry about her,” he said. “No matter how much she invests, it is you who is my top partner.”

“You are not lying to me, are you?” she asked.

The man frowned, and she regretted the words. “Never,” he replied. “The money I am receiving from Miss Finch will not only give us more funds in order to buy the necessary supplies, but it also allows for me to search far and wide for more shops to open.” He took a step toward Juliet. “It is my hope that my business partner and I own three shops by the end of the year. In five years, we shall have shops in London.”

Juliet grinned thinking of all the shops and the money they would bring. Then her mind turned to Daniel. What did her future hold if he was not there to share it with her?

“You look upset,” Robert said. 

Juliet sighed and glanced around the shop. She had not noticed how empty it still was, but she was not the expert in running a shop. Plus, how much room did one need to simply display a few shoes? It was not as if he had a batch of ready-made shoes like some of the cobblers were offering. Robert had said on more than one occasion that shoes had to be designed to fit a particular foot, and that could not happen when shoes were produced in quantity. 

“Do you remember when I mentioned the stable boy and how I wish to be near him?” 

Robert nodded and leaned against the counter. “I do.”

“I asked Mother about marrying a person outside of her station—through the presentation of a fictitious situation, of course. I am unsure as to what to do, for she will never allow Daniel and me to be together.”

“You want to marry this man?” Robert asked.

“As of right now, although I can see the possibility, I only wish to further our friendship and see where it may lead. What are your thoughts?”

Robert rubbed his chin. “I believe your mother is right,” he replied, much to her irritation. “What you wish for cannot be allowed for a woman of your standing.”

Juliet sighed in frustration. So, Robert took her mother’s side?

“However,” he added, “if you are an established businesswoman, you may do whatever your heart desires.”

This was not a perspective she had considered before. “I suppose you are right,” she said. Yet, as much as she wished to be with Daniel, she also did not wish to upset her mother. If the woman ever learned about her feelings for Daniel, it would crush her.

As if hearing her thoughts, Robert said, “A day may come where you might hurt your mother. Such is the risk one must take. If that day comes, which I hope it does not, you and Daniel are welcome in my home as a place of refuge. It is not what you are accustomed to, but you may have all that I have.”

Juliet was overcome by the man’s offer, and tears filled her eyes at his gentle spirit. She had seen so much kindness as of late, and it was a joy to be a recipient of it. “Thank you,” she said as she wrapped her arms around the man. “I will keep that offer in mind.”

Robert returned to his place behind the counter. “As I said when we first met, your strength is great, and many will be jealous of it.”

“That is very true,” Juliet replied with a smile as she wiped away the few tears that had fallen over her lashes. 

“Much like your mother.”

A bolt of anger replaced the tranquility that had taken hold of Juliet. She did not appreciate the man speaking ill of her mother, and it was her duty to say so. “My mother…” she began, but the man interrupted her.

“Came into my shop looking for you a fortnight ago, and upon seeing her daughter conversing with a cobbler, became jealous. That is the short of it.” 

“Jealous?” Juliet asked. The man was mad! “Of me speaking to you?”

“Indeed,” Robert replied. “She saw that we were conducting business together. You cannot deny she became angry.”

Juliet frowned. “No, I suppose I cannot.”

“Tell me. Did she not demand that you keep away from me?” Juliet nodded. “And what does one do when they make a mistake?”

“Apologize,” Juliet replied. “One says they are sorry.”

“Either you are here because you have defied your mother’s wishes, or the woman realized her envy of her own daughter and was overcome with guilt.”

Had Juliet not made this conclusion herself at some point? However, even then, she had pushed the idea aside, for there was little evidence that her mother was jealous. 

“No, I cannot believe it,” she said, although the truth of the words dawned on her as bright as the morning sun at mid-summer. “My own mother jealous of me? I have always known my sisters were, and of course other women of the ton, but my mother?”

“Your mother is a great woman,” he said. “Forgive me for being the bearer of bad news, but as I have told you before, you are far wiser than most women I have known. And therefore, more women will seek to hurt you.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice although they were alone. “I may be a simple cobbler, but I am your friend. I am the one you must trust, not only in business but in life. Do you trust me?”

Juliet did not have to think of her answer, for she did trust this man. He was wise and had seen far more into situations than she possibly could. “Yes, I do trust you.”

“Excellent,” he said standing upright. “Then we must continue to invest in our business together and find those who can, as well. Tell me, would you ask Miss Annabel to join us on our business venture?”

“I do not know if she would wish to,” Juliet said doubtfully. “But I can ask.” Then a thought came to mind. “With Miss Finch, and then Annabel and myself, would that not be too many investors?”

Robert laughed. “Not at all,” he replied. “The more, the better. The others will only own a small percentage, as you, my friend, will by far take the larger cut. As well as Annabel, of course.”

“Of course,” Juliet said. “I will ask her when we return home. And since Miss Finch has decided to invest, as well, I have a tidy sum I have hidden away. I would like to invest that, as well. 

“Excellent,” he said. “I believe this meeting has gone well.”

“Meeting? This was a meeting?”

He laughed again. “But of course. We spoke of business, did we not? It was our first official business meeting, and I must say you did quite well. I am impressed.” 

The compliment made Juliet grin like a fool, but she could not help herself. She was a businesswoman! What she did not know about business, Robert did, which balanced it all out rather nicely.

“Trust has increased this day,” he said. “Trust that is going to serve us both well. Do you agree?”

“I do,” Juliet said, unable to keep the silly smile from her lips. “Thank you for everything you have done for me.”

“You are too kind,” Robert replied. “But the truth is, it is you who has done everything for me.”

Juliet could not help but beam all the more.

***

That evening, Juliet could not keep from thinking about her friendship with Robert and her mother’s envy at that friendship. Juliet found it difficult to believe she had been correct in her earlier assessment, but the facts thus far seemed to confirm it as true. Her mother was jealous.

Juliet sighed as she twisted the quill in her fingers. She was in the study alone with her thoughts while the house was filled with the dreams of all those who slept. Perhaps her mother would one day marry again; that would deplete whatever jealousy the woman had for Juliet, or so she hoped. As she thought back, she realized her mother had become sullen after her father’s death, and Juliet could not blame the woman—she missed her father terribly, so she could not imagine how her mother felt. 

Her thoughts turned to Daniel and she could not help but smile. They held no lesson tonight, but after she and Annabel returned from their ride the following day, they would continue then. The thought of the final lesson they would have come May stilled her heart as memories of their shared laughter came to mind. However, when he had grabbed her and pulled her against him, a warm sensation had invaded her body and heart like never before. She had given the man permission to kiss her. 

What had she been thinking? If news of that kiss, or rather attempted kiss, had gotten out, she and her entire family would have been shamed! Yet, the way he had held her, the possessiveness of his hands, had brought about sensations about which she had only read. It had been a perfect moment, one worthy of a scene in Hannah’s novel.

Oh, why had they been interrupted!

She sighed. It was not the kiss that brought her to the study at this hour, and although it was difficult, she pushed the memory away. Daniel’s frustration at his lessons was on what she needed to focus. She told him he had received a letter, and tonight she would write it. It would be a letter sharing her heart, which one day he would be able to read. 

However, what did a lady tell a man for whom she cared but did not love? Juliet was not as well-read as Hannah or even Isabel, and she wanted to be certain the words were perfect.

Shaking her head, she put the pen to parchment and began to write.

 

My Dearest Daniel,

 

If you are reading this letter, then you have done well. You are not simply a stable boy as I once said; you are an educated man. Although, even if you could not read, it would not matter, for I care for the man you are now. The man who is kind and listens to every word I speak and asks the most thoughtful of questions.

 

You spoke of leaving one day, perhaps this summer. As I have thought on that possibility, I must admit that it breaks my heart.

 

Juliet took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She could not allow the man to leave, not without him knowing her true feelings for him. Therefore, she returned to the letter, and this time the words poured from her heart to the pen. She wrote of past dreams as well as new ones, and she concluded with the fact that he was an important part of them, as well.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Every Tuesday morning, the servants left for the village, and on many of those days Daniel joined them. He would purchase any personal items he might need or spend the day speaking with what few friends he had made over the years. Today, however, he delayed his journey in order to prepare the horses Juliet and Annabel would need in order to go riding. 

Assuring the strap on Miss Annabel’s saddle was tight, Daniel thought back to when Juliet was in his arms. His heart had raced so forcefully, he thought it would bound out of his chest and run away. His body had burned with a desire he had never known existed, and he felt a mixture of pleasure and shame course through him. If anyone had seen them, he was certain he would have been relieved of his position and Juliet would have been in trouble with her mother. 

However, something had come over him, a beast of sorts that he could not control, and he had come so close to kissing her, he could feel their breath mingle. He had so wanted to show her what he felt for her, and she had even given him permission to do so. He would have honored that request if they had not been interrupted just in the nick of time.

He let out a small laugh as he returned to the worktable to retrieve Juliet’s saddle. For so long he had listened to her many tales, many of which he did not believe, for they were much too far-fetched to be true. However, he enjoyed them all the same. 

 

Running his hand over the letters that spelled out her name, he smiled. It was the only word he could read on sight, and that alone brought him great pleasure. The lessons had gone well, but he was a far cry from reading. Yet, the fact she took the time to instruct him gave him a sense of being worthy of an education, something he had never considered before, especially after years of ridicule from the other servants. And Juliet, as well. 

He shook his head. She had apologized for her behavior; there was no sense bringing it to mind any longer. The truth was the woman had changed for the better since her fall from the loft. By all accounts, she was beautiful with her raven dark hair and matching eyes. Her skin was flawless, her smile contagious, but it was the kind heart to which he had been attracted, and to see it become so pronounced was wonderful. Was she mischievous? Indeed, she was. However, that only added to her allure. 

For a moment he allowed his imagination to take over as he thought of what it would be like to have her as his wife. He would work day and night if there was even the slightest chance to have that happen, and their love for one another would be great. His cheeks burned as he considered that word: love. He cared for her, yes, but did he love her? As a man who had never experienced such an emotion, he was unsure, but he was willing to guess that he came close, and had for a long time. But he knew he had no right to love her, not a stable boy, and so he was happy to love her as a friend, for it was better than no love at all.

Not only would he never be allowed, he could not have her enduring the whispers that were bound to come no matter how far they lived. 

Why is this woman of the ton with such a simple man who cannot read? they would ask. Men would scoff at him and ladies would shake their heads at Juliet for marrying a man unworthy of her.

Daniel sighed. It was nice to dream, but he needed to find the courage to tell Juliet that what they shared was just that—a dream and nothing more. It would hurt her as much as it would him, but it had to be said. He should have never allowed their talks to go so far, for it as cruel to give her hope for something that could not be. For if she were to agree to marry him, it would not take her long to realize her mistake, and by then it would be too late.

His thoughts were interrupted when Juliet and Miss Annabel walked in, Miss Annabel carrying a large basket on her arm. Juliet was as beautiful, if not more so, as ever in a dark blue riding dress beneath a matching coat, her hair pulled back in a way he had never seen before. It had been put into a thick braid that she pulled over her shoulder, covered by a hat with dark blue lace and ribbon falling down her back. How could a woman be so beautiful?

“Your horses are ready,” he said with a smile. “I’ve also rolled up two blankets and tied them behind the saddles as you requested. Is there anything else I can do?”

“Thank you,” Juliet replied, that tiny smile playing at the corner of her lips. Her eyes sparkled as she reached into her pocket, produced a letter, and handed it to him. “This is for you. Please, keep it safe.”

He looked at the writing on the outside, recognizing a few of the letters but not knowing what they said. “I’ll hold it close,” he said, folding it and placing it in the inside pocket of his overcoat. “Your hair looks very nice.”

Juliet grinned in response. “Thank you.”

Not wanting to forget the girl’s cousin, he turned to her and added, “As does yours, Miss Annabel.”

Annabel laughed. “You are always so kind,” she said. “And if you are going to use Juliet’s name, I do not see why you should be so formal with me. I am Annabel, if you do not mind.”

“Only in private, as I told Juliet,” he said with a bow. He turned back to Juliet. “I hope you enjoy your outing. Be careful; there are storm clouds off in the distance.”

Juliet sighed and turned to Annabel. “I am afraid of storms and the trouble they bring.”

“As am I,” Annabel replied. Why were they grinning at one another? “What are we to do if trouble comes? What if the storm is severe and we become lost?”

Juliet tapped her lips with a gloved finger and then her eyes lit up. “Perhaps Daniel will accompany us. Will you do so?”

Daniel’s heart skipped a beat. The idea was entertaining, but Daniel knew he had to draw a line, and the sooner the better. Things had already gone further than they should have, which was only going to make the truth that much more difficult, but he had no choice. If Lady Lambert were to learn he had left with them, he would have no work and no home. He doubted the woman would ever strike him, but he would not blame her if she did.

“I can’t go,” he said. “I’m sorry, but it’s not proper for ladies to be alone with…” 

“I have a chaperon,” Juliet said with a pout. “Annabel will watch out for me.” 

The last thing Daniel wanted was to hurt Juliet’s feelings, but he would not put her at risk. “I’m honored you want to invite me, but your mother wouldn’t be much pleased, and I doubt it would end well.”

“My mother is locked away in her study as always,” Juliet stated as she took a step toward him. “She will never learn of it. Although, even if she did, I cannot help that you were worried about the storm and came searching for us…”

Daniel was unsure if it was her smile, her beauty, or her heart that made him unable to argue, but in the end, he could do nothing more than simply nod. 

“I’ll follow after you leave,” he said with a sigh. “I’ll never understand how you get me to do these things” 

But how he wished he did!

***

There was a chill to the air, although it was not overly cold, and the winter sky was a dark blackish-gray as Juliet rode Penelope beside Annabel’s Rose Petal. The storm of which Daniel spoke was still on the horizon, and she predicted they would have more than enough time to reach the place where they would stop and eat what Cook had packed for them in the basket. 

Glancing over her shoulder at the top of a hill, she was pleased to see Daniel riding up behind them.

“Do you love him?” Annabel asked.

The question was so unexpected that Juliet nearly fell from her saddle. “I do not believe so,” she replied. She turned to look at her cousin. Although she wore a hat much like the one Juliet wore, the girl had left her blond hair unbound so it flowed behind her. “What are your thoughts?”

Annabel puckered her lips in thought. “I am uncertain,” she replied. “I do not know what love is, but the manner in which the two of you look at one another—the shared smiles and fleeting glances—these tell me that you are in love.”

Juliet glanced back at the approaching stable boy and sighed. “It is a beautiful smile he has,” she said. “He is handsome, is he not?”

Annabel giggled and nodded. “I believe so.”

Juliet barely heard her cousin respond as she continued. “Strong muscles, a heart that exudes kindness.” She sighed again. “He is everything a man should be, and I do care for him.”

“I believe it is love,” Annabel said firmly. “Perhaps when you kiss him, you will experience it. Hannah told me that is what happens.”

Juliet snorted. “My dear Annabel, Hannah knows noth…” She clamped her mouth shut. Her old ways of belittling her sisters was one thing she did not wish to resurrect, and she took a moment to push away the retort. “Many women our age, as well as that of my sister, have yet to experience love and therefore cannot make rational judgments about it.”

“Do tell me the moment you know,” Annabel said. “I do not wish to attend the season next year without knowing for certain.”

“I will be sure to do that,” Juliet replied before clicking her tongue and tapping her heel on the horse’s flank to send her in a slow amble. They had yet to leave her family’s property, for what they owned was vast. She had spent many hours as a child playing in these fields with her sisters and brother, and thoughts of blind man’s bluff and shuttlecock—a challenge on windy days—played in her mind. 

However, those days were well behind her. She was now a woman, one involved in a business and interested in a man, her stable boy, with whom she wished she could spend more time. Life was perfect. Who would have thought that injuring her ankle would be the best thing to happen to her?

“I could’ve left an hour later and still caught up with you,” Daniel said as he rode up to them. “Maybe even two.”

“Is that right?” Juliet asked with mock haughtiness. Then she gave him a small smile as he brushed away a wave of dark hair from his brow. Just that simple action made her breath catch and she had to force moisture into her dry mouth. “Are you saying that you are a more skilled rider than I?”

He laughed. “I wouldn’t call myself skilled necessarily, but compared to most women, I’m a far better rider than they are.”

“That might be true,” Juliet replied smugly. “However, you have forgotten one simple thing.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

“I am not like most women.” She took a tight hold of the reins and winked before shouting, “Ha!” Penelope snorted, ducked her head, and shot forward, her powerful legs creating a significant distance between Juliet and Daniel in a very short amount of time.

“Wait! You can’t do this!” Daniel yelled.

“Oh, but I can,” Juliet shouted back. “And I will.” Joy rang through her soul, and she placed a hand on her hat before it blew away, laughing all the while. 

Daniel’s horse was faster, however, and soon he was riding alongside her. “Juliet, I must insist you slow down,” he begged, but Juliet took his words to be a challenge.

Lowering herself, she whispered into Penelope’s ear, urging her to go faster as she dug her heel into the horse’s side. Penelope shot forward and Juliet laughed when Daniel groaned as the distance grew between them.

Soon after, she slowed the horse as she approached an outcropping of trees, their limbs bare in the winter air. She turned as she brought Penelope to a stop and Daniel joined her. 

She expected him to be angry, but he was not, for he wore a wide grin. “I’ve learned an important lesson,” he said as he dismounted and walked the horse toward where she had stopped beneath one of the trees.

“And what was that, pray tell?”

“You, Juliet, are not like most women. In fact, I believe you’re far better in everything you do.”

“You are learning more than I had hoped to teach you,” she said with a laugh. “Now, let us see if this time you do not allow me to fall.” Her heart thumped and her head felt light as he helped her from the horse, his hands wrapped around her waist.

“I won’t let you fall,” he said, a huskiness to his voice that she found enthralling. “Never again.”

Juliet looked past Daniel to see Annabel still some ways off. With the density of brush beneath the trees, she was certain her cousin could not see them. “I believe myself safe in your arms,” she whispered. “It is a feeling I enjoy.”

Daniel closed his eyes for a moment. “I have that feeling, too, but we can’t…” 

Juliet could not wait a moment longer, and she lifted herself onto the tips of her toes, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her lips to his. It was as if she weighed nothing in his arms; her heart soared to places she did not know existed. And his lips! They were gentle and soft, and she was pleased to realize they were a perfect match to hers.

She now understood that Daniel meant everything to her, and what Hannah had told her was correct—she would know love when she found it. For she did love Daniel, and it was the most wonderful feeling, one she wished to never lose.

Suddenly, Daniel pushed her away. “I’m sorry,” he said as he took a step back. “I shouldn’t have…”

“You did nothing, so you have nothing for which to apologize. I felt something beautiful in that kiss.”

He glanced at the ground. “I did, too.”

“Then do not look so sorrowful,” she said with a teasing smile as she leaned over to look at his turned down face. “You should be happy, for I know I am.”

Daniel looked up at her, a smile on his face. “I should fix up the blankets or Annabel will become suspicious.”

Juliet nodded, and Daniel turned to walk away just as Annabel arrived, her smile telling Juliet she knew what had taken place.

“I believe she is already suspicious,” Juliet said with a light laugh.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Juliet sat on the blanket Daniel had spread in a clearing at the edge of the tree line, the bank of trees and underbrush blocking the light breeze at their backs. Annabel had made a feeble excuse of wishing to catch up on some light reading and had moved to lean against one of the trees some twenty paces behind them, a blanket both beneath and wrapped around her shoulders. Juliet was thankful for the girl’s willingness to being discreet when it was necessary and allowing Juliet and Daniel time alone—or relatively alone as it were—demonstrated the girl’s good nature.

Although the weather was far from perfect—the storm that had been on the horizon was drawing near—simply being with Daniel made everything right.

Sitting beside the man she had kissed not ten minutes earlier left Juliet without words, and with Daniel’s already quiet demeanor, they sat in silence, the only sounds the rustle of the empty branches and the light whistle of the breeze through the trees. 

“Do you realize the risk I took by being here?” Daniel asked with a mischievous grin. “I keep expecting Lady Lambert to come riding over that hill.”

Juliet laughed. “Mother always remains inside the house to do whatever it is she does on Tuesdays, so there is no need to worry.” He gave a nod and wrung his hands. “If you are concerned that I mean to kiss you again, I assure you there is no need. I will not do it.”

He chuckled. “No, it’s not that. I thought that was wonderful.”

“Then, what worries you?”

He glanced around for a moment before turning his attention back to her and saying, “I worry about us, if I’m honest. The time we spend together…”

“I told you my mother is not going to see us,” Juliet interrupted. She reached over and took his hand. “You need not worry about that.” She glanced down and noticed how his large calloused hand completely engulfed hers, and she felt protected by it.

“Not just today,” Daniel said. “I said before; you’re a lady and I’m just a stable boy.”

Juliet jutted her chin defiantly. “And I told you, I do not care.”

He shook his head. “My dream is to own a bit of land one day. Finding the money’ll be challenging. I also want to have my own business so I’m keeping the money that’s being made. That’s not going to be easy, either. Your mother has her own dreams for you, and I’m sure they don’t include me.”

“This is not about what my mother wants,” Juliet said in frustration. “It is about what I want.”

“And what do you want?”

The question was honest and forthcoming, and Juliet knew the answer immediately. “To be with you.”

“That’s nice of you to say, and I’d like nothing more than for you to be with me. But this path we’re taking will end up hurting us both in the end.”

Juliet placed a hand on his stubbled cheek. “Do not worry. You must trust that I will make it all work. Do you trust me?”

The way he looked into her eyes made her heat, but she waited with as much patience as she could for him to respond. “I do, I suppose.”

“Good,” she replied. “For I am already investing in a business.”

Daniel raised his brows in surprise. “Who with?”

“The new cobbler in Rumsbury,” Juliet replied. She explained how the arrangement came to be, and Daniel listened, giving nods as she spoke. “Do you not see? In time, I will own my own shops and be able to secure my own income.” 

What she had expected was Daniel to congratulate her on her business prowess, but instead, he asked, “How long have you known this man?”

“A couple of months,” she replied. “However, he is kind, like you.”

Daniel did not look pleased. “Be careful,” he said. “Those who seek money from you may not have the best intentions.”

Juliet snorted. “You are kind to be concerned,” she said as if speaking to a child. The man was clearly jealous! “However, I am much too intelligent to be fooled by the likes of him.” She reached into the basket and removed the glasses and a bottle of brandy. “Now, let us have a drink in celebration.”

“What are we celebrating?” Daniel asked. “This business you’re in?”

“No.” She handed him one of the glasses and poured her own. “We are celebrating you and I courting.”

“Courting?” Daniel asked in surprise. “Courting is for gentlemen and ladies. You might be a lady, but I’m definitely no gentleman. What do I know about courting?”

Juliet giggled at his naivety. “It is simple, really,” she replied. “You ask if I would like to court, and I give you my answer.”

Daniel smiled. “I suppose I can do that,” he said. He sat up a bit straighter. “Juliet, I’d like to court you. Will you say yes?”

She sighed with a slow shake of her head. “A lady must be told how important she is, or she will refuse the offer. In such a situation, I would reject you outright, but for you I shall make an exception.” She said the last with a wink, which only broadened his smile.

“I see.” He raised his brows. “Maybe I don’t want to ask.”

For a moment, her breath caught in her throat. Had she gone too far? She had worked too hard to bring them together to lose now! 

Just as she made to apologize, however, he winked at her. “I was only teasing,” he said.

Juliet playfully slapped his arm. “You!” she said with a laugh. Inside she sighed with relief. This was why she enjoyed their time together. 

“Forgive me,” he said. “I’ll try again.”

She smoothed her skirts. “Thank you.”

“Miss Juliet, there are many things in life I’ve wished for, and many of them have come true. But to be able to court a lady such as yourself would be the greatest wish ever granted. So, will you allow me to court you?”

Juliet felt as weightless as a leaf floating on a current of air. “Yes,” she whispered. “I would like that very much.”

He lifted his glass. “To us, then,” he said. 

Juliet raised hers, as well, and then took a sip of the brandy. A thought struck her—she was officially being courted! And by a simple stable boy, no less. No, there was nothing simple about Daniel, and she thought herself the luckiest woman in the world.

For several minutes, they sat in silence, both looking at the ground between them; although, she caught him sneaking glances at her when she attempted to sneak a glance at him. Then, her thoughts went to him leaving.

“When you mean to leave,” she said, “if I were to wish to join you, how would you respond?”

He ran a finger around the rim of his glass. “I’d like that,” he said, but his tone did not match his words. “But I fear…”

She had no desire to hear his doubts. “My mother, the ton, and everything I have been raised to know have nothing to do with what is on my heart. No one will stop that which I desire.”

“If that’s true,” he said, “I’d want you with me. But you must understand that the life you have led? I can’t provide those things.” He looked down as if shamed by his words, and once again Juliet reached out and slipped her hand in his. Before she could respond, however, he continued. “The dresses, the servants; you’ve lived such a wonderful life of leisure. All of it would be gone. I’m worried you’d miss what you once had.”

“Daniel,” she whispered, and he looked up at her. “I no longer care for those things; I only care for you. I once thought that the importance of a gentleman was what he could buy for me or the recognition I would receive.” She sighed. “Those days are past. I realize now that love is when a man loves a woman and provides her with what she needs for her heart as she does the same for him.”

Daniel smiled. “For years, I cherished every moment I saw you. I was afraid every moment would be my last, because I knew a gentleman would take you away. Now, I want to be that man who cares for you.” He paused. “I do worry what your mother’ll say. I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“I worry at times, as well,” she replied truthfully. “However, I believe she will understand. Come May, with or without her consent, we will leave Scarlett Hall and start a new life. Together.” Although he nodded, she did not miss the look of doubt etched in his features. “Remember, I am not like most women,” she added with a wide grin.

He laughed and the doubtful look disappeared. “No, you’re not,” he said. “I should stop doubting you.”

“That is very wise,” Juliet said with another wide grin just as the first sprinkles of rain fell upon them. She glanced up at the sky. “We had best leave.”

She went to stand, but Daniel hurried to his feet and stretched out a hand to her. “I won’t have a lady I’m courting stand by herself.”

Juliet smiled and allowed him to help her rise. “That is good,” she said. “You are learning quickly, but there are other rules you must learn, as well.”

“Oh?” he asked. “What other rules?”

“Stop your worrying,” she chastised. “I will tell you all of them in time.”

***

Rain pelted against the drawing room window as Eleanor stood gazing out into the beginnings of a storm. Although the fireplace roared, she felt anything but warm. She replayed the events that led to this moment in time and wondered what had gone wrong.

“The finest brandy,” Mr. Robert Mullens said from behind her as he smacked his lips together. “I am glad you have decided not to hold back by serving me anything less.”

Eleanor nodded but did not reply. It was the third time the man had come to her home, and she wished she knew a way to make it the last. Unfortunately, she had yet to devise a plan that did not leave her and her family open to ridicule and shame.

“Do you believe yourself so much better than I that you will not respond?” he whispered in her ear. 

She choked down a gasp but could do little to stop herself from spinning around in surprise at his sneaking up behind her without her knowledge. Now she was trapped between him and the window, and she could do nothing to ease her pounding heart.

“My apologies,” she said, although she felt no sorrow for her actions. “I tend to let my mind wander, and…” Her words were cut off when he took her hand. Her stomach rolled at his touch, and it took every ounce of strength she could muster to not pull it back.

“Come and pour me another drink,” he said, guiding her toward the cart that held the liquor decanters. Once there, he set down his glass, and she took the decanter and poured. “More,” he commanded when she poured him only a measure that was appropriate for a gentleman.

She had to get this man out of her house. “It is raining,” she said. “I am worried the girls will return home early. They cannot see us together.”

The laugh Robert produced sent a shiver down her spine. “That is what worries you?” he asked. “Being seen with me?” He shook his head and abruptly stopped his chuckling. “Pour me more. I do not care what they see.”

Eleanor did as the man bade and then handed him the glass. He wasted no time in taking a large gulp. 

“That is much better,” he said with an appeased sigh. 

Eleanor cringed as Robert’s eyes looked her up and down. “How beautiful you are, Eleanor,” he murmured as the back of his hand touched her face. “To think that a lady such as you and a simple man such as I share such an…” He paused as if attempting to find the right words, “intimate secret.”

Repulsed, Eleanor took a small step back, and although her back touched the cold window, it allowed her even the tiniest amount of space between her and Robert. “I shall get your money,” she said, slipping past him and walking over to the small ornate box above the fireplace. She removed the required amount and handed it to Robert, who had returned to his place on the couch. 

He took it with quick hands, shoved it into his coat pocket, and sighed. He grabbed her hand, and she sat beside him, for she already knew he would demand it of her. 

“My new coat?” he said, sitting up straighter in his seat. “Do you like it?”

“It is a nice coat,” she said. Why did this man insist on remaining where he was not wanted? 

“I worry, however, about its cost and what it has done to my funds. I am afraid that the next time I call, I will require more money.”

Eleanor bit back a gasp. “How much more?”

“Double.”

This time she did gasp. “I cannot pay that much,” she said with shock. “I realize that you do not believe me, but I assure you that the funds we have are low and will remain so until my new investments produce more income. This will still take some time.”

Robert scowled and finished off the remainder of his drink. “Then we will find another way for you to pay me,” he said as he set his glass on the table. His gaze returned to her face. “I assume you have jewelry?” 

She shook her head although she had plenty. Yet, how would he know?”

“Oh, very well,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I will make a note of the payments owed. You can pay me in full when the funds arrive in the future.”

Worry and anger coursed through her. “How long do you require payment?” She attempted to keep the demand from her tone. “Another year?”

“Oh, Eleanor,” he said as if speaking to a child for whom he was disappointed, “do you believe I would be so cruel?” He stood and walked over to the fireplace, put his hands out as if to warm them, his back to her. “I will stop asking once you have given me what I want.”

Her heart pounded in her chest. “What is it you seek?” she asked, fearing what his answer would be. “I told you the funds I have…”

“Do not exist,” he finished for her with a sigh. “Yes, I know this.” He turned and walked toward her so quickly, she feared he would knock her over in the process. “What I want is what I have desired for years. It is what I dreamed of while working at this home.”

Eleanor attempted to look away, but he grabbed her chin and forced her to face him. “Your children are grown and are now leaving. This home is much too large for you to be alone in it.”

“I will not marry you,” she said, her anger rising. “You have your money, now leave!” She reached up to pull his hand away, but he removed it before she could.

“You forget,” he said in a low, threatening tone, “I know a secret, and unless you want me to reveal it, I suggest you start thinking of the future.”

“You are mad!” she whispered as he reached up and brushed a thumb to her cheek. “You think that, by marrying me, I would…”

“It does not matter what you believe I think,” he interrupted. “All that matters is what I want. And you as my wife is what I have always desired. Now I have the means to see it happen.” He leaned in and Eleanor quickly turned her face, his lips grazing her cheek. When she turned back to him, his face was red with anger.

A noise in the hallway caught her attention. “The girls have returned,” she said, although it was more than likely the house settling. “Please, leave.”

“Do not do that again,” he said with a hiss. He turned and headed to the door. “I want my money, Eleanor, and I want a life that I never had. You can give this to me and at the same time keep your secret hidden.” He then turned back to her. “I will be gone for nearly a month on business. When I return, have my money and your answer ready.”

The moment he was gone, Eleanor clenched her fists. What was she to do?

However, before she was able to give it thought, the front door closed, and she let out a sigh of relief. The man was most definitely mad. How dare he ask to marry her, for it was something to which she would never agree! 

Yet, he held knowledge of a secret so great, it would destroy her family. 

Her mind played over the possibilities of what she could do. Soon, payment of money would not be enough to appease the man, and her stomach twisted at what more he would demand. She had to find a way to stop him! Yet, how? Her eyes fell on the flames that roared in the fireplace, her mind going to her children. Robert was evil, and unless stopped, he would ruin them all.

Unsure as to what to do, she made her way to the front door and stepped out onto the covered stoop just as Annabel and Juliet hurried toward her, laughing as the rain fell on them. 

Not only was Eleanor in danger, but these two were, as well, and she would do anything to protect them!

Anything.

***

Juliet shook the rain from her overcoat before pushing the front door open, glad to have escaped the rain. She went to ask Annabel a question when she heard the voice of a man coming from the drawing room. Holding a finger to her lips, she crept down the hallway, Annabel following behind just as quietly.

Had a servant returned due to the inclement weather? The voice did not sound like that of Forbes, yet it did sound familiar, although Juliet could not place it. 

Placing an ear to the door, she waved for Annabel to do the same and strained to hear every word.

“All that matters is what I want. And you as my wife is what I have always desired. Now I have the means to see it happen.” 

Juliet pulled back from the door, anger boiling inside her. Nodding toward the front door, she and Annabel hurried to it and outside, easing the door closed until she heard the familiar click. 

“That was Robert!” she declared as they huddled under the covering over the stoop. “Did you hear what he said?”

Annabel nodded. “I did!”

Juliet clenched her teeth. “I cannot believe that woman! The man kissed her; he must have! Come with me.”

They hurried through the rain to the stables, where Juliet stopped and turned to glare at the front of the house. 

“Why would she wish to see the cobbler,” Annabel asked.

Juliet shook her head, still amazed at her mother. “I cannot believe what a hypocrite that woman is!” She gave a derisive sniff. “Robert was right about her!”

“What do you mean?”

“He told me she was jealous of me, and although I suspected it, I did not wish to believe it.” She gave her cousin a beseeching look. “Do you not see? Mother kept us away from him because she wants him for herself! She then had him come here where she could seduce him!” 

“Perhaps,” Annabel said with a shake to her head. 

Then a thought occurred to Juliet. “It all makes sense,” she whispered. “Robert had a position here at Scarlett Hall years ago. I wonder if this is the reason Mother has everyone leave the house on Tuesdays; she had been seeing Robert all those years ago.”

“But why would she keep her Tuesday routine after the man left?”

“Maybe there has been more than one man,” Juliet replied with a shrug. “And to think she has attempted to deter me from seeing Daniel! She told me that, because of his class, we could never have a future together, and yet, there she is in the drawing room alone with a cobbler sharing kisses! I would have never thought her capable of such a thing.”

“Neither would have I,” Annabel said. “What will we do?”

Juliet sighed and peeked out the opening of the door to the stables. Her friend and business partner walked away from their home, the man too poor to afford a horse or to rent a carriage. She was angry he had not informed her of the lurid affair he was having with her mother…

Yet, had he not done so? Had he not been the one who had spoken of her mother’s jealousy of her? Perhaps he had not wished to hurt her. Furthermore, if her mother had lured the man into their home with promises of kisses, it was likely he was not in his right mind.

“We will return to the house and act as if nothing has happened,” Juliet replied in response to the question Annabel had asked. “If Mother wishes to pursue this man, then she has every right to do so. However, she had best not make any comment when I tell her of Daniel and my plans.”

“What plans?”

Juliet opened the stable doors and glanced over her shoulder. “We are to be married one day and leave this home full of jealousy and lies.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

More people made their way down the footpaths than a month earlier as Juliet stood outside the cobbler’s shop, the warmish air more than likely calling people from their homes. It had been nearly a week since Juliet had overheard the cobbler and her mother speaking, and thus far she had made no mention of it to her mother. However, the growing curiosity as to the relationship had her wanting to make inquiries, and she had the perfect excuse to explain her sudden appearance at his shop. 

“Now remember,” Juliet said. “You will remain a shadow partner, and you cannot ever speak of our business with Robert to anyone.”

“I understand,” Annabel whispered. “Thank you for allowing me to do this.”

Juliet smiled. “If I am to make my own wealth, I will not allow my cousin and best friend to go without.” 

Annabel smiled, and the two women headed inside the shop. Robert, as usual, stood rubbing his chin as he leaned against the back counter as if deep in thought.

When he saw them, he straightened and said, “What joy it is to have two fine ladies in my shop.” He bowed and Juliet and Annabel giggled. “Tell me, what brings you here today?” 

Juliet nodded to Annabel, who reached into reticule and produced several notes. “Juliet informed me of your need for investors,” she said. “I would like to be involved, if I may.”

Robert smiled and came to stand before her. “Juliet is a woman I trust. And if she trusts you, who am I to deny you this opportunity?” He took the notes and put them into his coat pocket. “Do you know business like Juliet?”

Annabel shook her head. “I do not,” she replied. “I have watched my father work in his business ledgers at times, but he never allowed me to help.”

“Such a shame,” Robert said shaking his head. “Very well, you may help with mine. I can teach you when I return from Oxford.”

“Oxford?” Juliet asked in surprise. “What will you be doing there?”

Robert looked past them both and then grinned. “Word has come to me of new business opportunities.” He leaned in and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “If what I hear is true, I will take your investments and open another shop in that grand city.”

Juliet and Annabel both gasped. 

“That is wonderful!” Annabel said. “You are so kind to allow us this opportunity.”

For a moment, Robert smiled at Juliet’s cousin. Did his eyes spend too much time on her? Then she recalled his interest in her mother. No, if her mother caught his eye, he did not have time for the likes of Annabel.

“It is your kindness that I must applaud,” he said with a grin. “Investing in the business will be greatly rewarded.” He returned to the counter and leaned against it once more. “Juliet will be the woman others look to for the latest fashion in shoes.” Then he turned to Annabel. “And you, my dear, will be the one who make sure the ledgers are complete and everyone is paid fairly.”

Annabel gasped. “I cannot do that!” she insisted, but her smile belied her denial. “This is all so exciting!”

“These are exciting times,” Robert agreed. “And you will be at the forefront of it all. However, I must make one request.” He walked over and took each of their hands in his. “When the wealth comes to us, do not leave for Paris or somewhere more exotic with all that money you will earn!”

This brought on a bout of laughter, and Annabel turned to Juliet. “I must speak to a friend of mine.” Juliet had asked her to say this in order to make an excuse to leave Juliet alone with Robert. “Thank you again for allowing me to partake in this wonderful opportunity.”

“No,” he said as he kissed her knuckles. “Thank you.”

Once Annabel was gone, Juliet turned to Robert. “I must ask a question, if you please. And I would like an honest answer.”

The smile faded. “And what do you wish to ask?”

“Tuesday last, I overheard you speaking to my mother.”

The man pursed his lips. “And what did you hear?”

She started at the sternness of his voice, but she had to know the truth. “That you have wanted her. Then, I assume you kissed her. I realize it is none of my business, and I left immediately thereafter, but I wish to know if it is true.”

“Forgive me,” he said. “I grew angry, for I feared you would be upset with me.”

“I am not upset; I am simply confused. How long have you been seeing my mother?”

Robert sighed. “One moment, please,” he said before reaching under the counter and pulling out a bottle of brandy and two glasses. “Such a story deserves a drink.”

“Only a little,” Juliet said, and the man nodded as he poured a small measure into one of the glasses. 

He handed her the glass and poured his own. “I told you your mother is jealous of you. And although you agreed, you did not believe me, did you?”

“I admit that I did not, at least entirely,” Juliet replied, her cheeks heating. 

Robert shrugged. “It is understandable. I am but a mere shopkeeper and your mother is a lady. However, she is envious of you, your cousin…of everyone, in fact, if I am to be honest.”

“I still cannot believe it,” Juliet replied with a shake to her head. “However, if you are courting, why should she be jealous of me? That makes no sense.”

“I do not know, but I do desire to be near her, and she feels the same. It is why I go to your home on Tuesdays. As to her jealousy over you, it has subsided, at least concerning our friendship.”

“What else could there be?” Juliet asked. “Have you told her of my investments?” 

He gave her a smile. “No, I would never do such a thing. She is jealous of you because you are young, beautiful, and wise. I am trying my best to get her to appreciate that she is also a beautiful woman and to not allow her jealousy to consume her.”

“You are kind to show her that. She has not been herself for some time now, and I do not wish to see her driven to madness.”

“You do not care that I call on her?”

“No,” Juliet said, her eyes misted with tears. “I believe it is fine. And do not worry; I shall say nothing of this matter or our conversation today.” 

Although the man had explained, she still did not understand. How could her mother still be jealous of Juliet and yet wish to be with a cobbler? Yet, it did explain a few things, such as why her mother had withdrawn and why the woman insisted Juliet and Annabel keep away from Robert.

“I take it you have not asked your mother about me?”

Juliet shook her head. 

“You were wise to come to me first in this matter.”

“I am glad I did,” Juliet said with a smile. “Although it pains me to say so, my mother is a hypocrite. She feared I had feelings for Daniel, all the while having an interest in you.”

Robert placed a hand on her arm. “Your mother is a good woman who is overcome by many issues. You mustn’t be angry with her; try to be patient.”

Juliet nodded. “I will be patient. Thank you.”

“We will keep this between us,” Robert said with a friendly smile. “And if she mentions anything about me, I would like you to inform me at once.”

Juliet frowned. “I do not see why she would.”

“We know of her jealousy, and her hiding away. She is improving, but she may regress and lash out again. You must come to me no matter what she says or does. I may be the only person able to help her.”

His steady gaze eased her mind. “I will, I promise. Thank you again.” She hugged the man, thankful for his friendship and kind words. She might not have known him long, but she felt as if they had known one another for years. Then her thoughts returned to her mother, and fear gripped her. “You do not believe Mother is going mad, do you?”

“Not at all,” Robert replied dismissively. “Now, I must prepare for my journey to Oxford, but I will return in three weeks.”

Juliet nodded as he returned the glasses and the decanter to their place behind the counter. 

“Remember, Juliet,” he said as she turned to leave, “I can only help you if you help me. Do you trust me?”

Juliet gave him a wide smile. “I do trust you,” she said. “More than anyone else. Is there anything else?”

He pursed his lips. “As a matter of fact, there is one more thing,” he replied. “Find more money and more investors. Oxford is just the beginning! Dover will soon follow. At this rate, within a year, we will have dozens of shops. And then, you can help provide for you and Daniel.”

Juliet beamed, and the sadness over her mother vanished. “Annabel and I know many women who would love the opportunity to be a part of such a proposal. However, I will not ask those who are fools. I will only contact those I trust.”

“I have no concerns about you,” Robert said with that smile that always made her feel as if she were the most important person in his life. “You are wise, and I trust you with everything.”

“And I trust you,” Juliet replied firmly. “I shall talk to you upon your return.”

As she stepped out of the shop, she took a long deep breath. Her mother had grown so envious that she had resorted to seeing a cobbler of all people. Although at first it had made Juliet angry, she now laughed. If her mother was happy with a common man, informing her about Daniel would only be that much easier. 

***

It had been five days since Juliet had spoken to Robert, and although she had promised not to mention their discussion to her mother, Juliet could not stop the thoughts of her mother’s secret from nagging at the back of her mind. It was that nagging that had prompted the conversation she and Annabel were currently having in the drawing room.

“My only thought is that your mother did not inform you about the cobbler because of his station,” Annabel whispered as she sat beside Juliet on the couch. “The shame it would bring her would be great. She is too well-respected to have anyone in the ton learn of it.” She sighed. “If word got out, it would ruin not only her name, but that of your sisters and brother.”

Juliet shook her head. “Daniel says the same about the situation, as well; although, he does not know Robert personally, I get the feeling he does not like him.”

“Could he be jealous of him?” Annabel asked. “I have heard that men can be very possessive of their women.”

Juliet could not help but giggle, but Annabel frowned. “I am sorry,” Juliet said. “It was the way you said ‘their women’, as if I am some sort of prize.”

“If he cares for you, then you are,” Annabel said. 

It was a good point, and Juliet thought about the lesson the night before. Daniel had been working ever so hard and was now able to write several simple words such as ‘cat’ and ‘dog’. 

“You are thinking about him again,” Annabel snickered. “I know when you are.”

“You know no such thing,” Juliet replied in admonishment. “To think you know my thoughts!” She laughed. “Oh, all right, I was. How did you know?”

“It is the faraway look as if you are in a dream. It is the same look Isabel gives His Grace.”

Juliet considered this for a moment. “You are right,” she said in astonishment. “Where has the year gone? We were children and now we are women bound to marry and lead new lives.”

“It will be my birthday soon,” Annabel said. “Eighteen.” She sighed. “I recall when you were but nine and I eight. Do you remember when we were children and you told me that you found an old map of Scarlett Hall and that the walls were filled with gold?”

Juliet nodded, her cheeks burning. It was one of the many stories she told as a child. Now, as she looked back on it, she realized her stories never stopped. 

“Your father was so angry when we made a hole in the wall!”

Juliet laughed. “He was!” She gave a heavy sigh. “I do miss him. He worked so hard to provide the life we have lived.”

“He did,” Annabel said.

The door opened, and Juliet’s mother entered the room. For a woman sneaking kisses, she did not smile much.

“I told you I would be leaving for London in a few days, did I not?” her mother asked. 

Juliet and Annabel nodded. 

“Your chaperon will arrive tomorrow evening. I expect you to treat her with dignity and respect.”

“Yes, Mother,” Juliet replied, although the idea of having what was essentially a governess in the guise of a chaperon irritated her. 

“The lessons with Daniel will stop while I am away. You may resume them upon my return.”

Juliet had to fight down the anger that rose in her. This hypocrisy had no end! It was not as if Annabel did not attend the lessons—or so her mother believed. Rather than voicing her annoyance, she bit her tongue. 

“Annabel, your mother sent a letter, as well. Your parents are returning from their trip and shall be here in a fortnight to collect you.”

“Thank you,” Annabel said, although the sadness in her tone was unmistakable.

Juliet reached over and took her hand. “Will she be able to return again soon?”

“I know nothing of their plans,” her mother replied. “However, you know you are always welcome here anytime you wish.”

“I do, thank you.” Annabel rose and embraced Juliet’s mother. “I have always felt as if this were more my home than my own.”

Juliet’s heart hurt seeing her cousin in such pain. In truth, her parents sickened Juliet. They might be her uncle and aunt, but the manner in which they treated Annabel was disgraceful. Yet, if the next few years were anything like the previous, Annabel would return within the month.

Although glad Annabel found comfort in her mother’s arms, Juliet could not help but feel a bit of envy, for her mother had her eyes closed, and Juliet wished it was she being held and loved rather than Annabel. 

That was just silly! Her mother loved her, and she had no right to be jealous over her cousin, a girl who received little or no love from her own parents. 

When the embrace broke, her mother looked at Annabel. “Soon, it will be your birthday, the most special of them all. I may bring you something from London in celebration, even if it is in the fall.”

“Thank you,” Annabel said with a weak smile. “But I do not deserve it.”

Her mother looked first at Annabel and then at Juliet. “You are both good girls,” she said, and Juliet felt relief in being included. “I am proud of you both.”

Juliet’s heart went out to the woman, and as her mother turned to leave, she rose from the couch. 

“Mother,” she said.

Her mother stopped and turned around. “Yes?”

Juliet wished to tell her mother that it was fine about Robert. That she, Juliet, had been selfish in times past. However, that no longer mattered. What did matter was that, although she was angry at the woman, she was still her mother. “I love you.”

“And I love you,” she said. “Both of you.”

After her mother left, Juliet took both of Annabel’s hands in hers. “And I love you, Cousin.”

Annabel threw her arms around Juliet. “As do I.”

“Now,” Juliet said, taking Annabel’s hand once again, “Mother is to leave us for a week with a chaperon, which means…” She allowed the words to hang in the air.

“We must behave as the ladies we are?” Annabel asked.

Juliet laughed. “Of course not! It means we must plan a grand adventure!”

This made Annabel laugh as well. “And what do you have in mind?”

“A campfire and brandy,” Juliet replied. “Would you like that?”

Annabel nodded so quickly, Juliet worried the girl’s head would fly off.

“Good. Then we must begin planning right away!”

Juliet had no idea where their adventure would take them, but she knew it would be better than staying inside the house with a chaperon doing the terribly boring activities she was certain the chaperon would insist upon. Embroidery? Not if she could help it!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Sitting beside Annabel in the drawing room, Juliet understood she had to give her best impression to the chaperon, who was due to arrive soon. They sat rigid of posture with hands neatly folded in their laps as if practicing good behavior beforehand.

“I do hope she is not cruel,” Annabel whispered. “Caroline told me of a chaperon she had who made her do the servants’ work.”

Juliet snorted and rolled her eyes. “My dear, Caroline is nothing short of a bald-faced liar. Do not worry; this woman will not control what we do, and certainly not to that extent.”

Annabel looked down at the floor. “She also told me that I am rather plain,” she whispered with a sad sigh. “And that my parents wish to leave me behind because of the embarrassment they would otherwise be forced to endure because of it.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and anger rose in Juliet.

“When did she say this?” she demanded, ready to rush over to the other girl’s house and gouge out her eyes.

“Oh, it was some time ago,” Annabel said wiping at her eye. “I know I should not listen to her, but a woman with so many friends does make one think.”

Juliet leaned over and hugged her cousin. “I did not want to do this, but I am afraid I must.”

“What?” Annabel asked, her innocent eyes wide. 

“I have told you not to listen to that girl, have I not?” Annabel nodded. “And I have told you how beautiful you are, yet you continue to not believe me. You leave me no more choice. I am sorry.”

Annabel’s eyes went wide. “I do not understand,” she said, her voice filled with worry.

“Tonight, I shall write to every eligible man of the ton and inform them that the highest bidder shall have your hand in marriage.” 

Annabel made an attempt at gasping, but her giggles won out over it. 

“When you see the amount of wealth I acquire as they fight over you,” Juliet continued, “perhaps then you will finally believe me.”

Annabel was outright laughing by this time. “I do believe you,” she said between gasps. When their laughter died down, she added a quick “Thank you.”

“And do not worry about Caroline,” Juliet said. “No one speaks ill of you without me getting revenge.”

Annabel smiled, and Juliet turned as the door opened. Her mother and another woman, perhaps of the same age as her mother, with a severe blue dress that reminded Juliet of the headmistress at Mrs. Down’s School for Young Girls and a smile that curdled Juliet’s insides. Annabel jumped to her feet, and Juliet was not far behind.

“Girls,” her mother said, using her formal tone that indicated her expectations of both of them, “this is Mrs. Helen Jarvis.”

Juliet gave the woman a deep curtsy, Annabel doing the same, each also giving a polite greeting.

“Mrs. Jarvis has already been shown her room. Please make her feel welcome in our home.”

“I am certain they will,” Mrs. Jarvis said in a gravelly voice. “You look a bit tired, Lady Lambert. If you wish, I can speak with the girls alone and you may retire for the evening.”

“I do feel a bit weary,” Juliet’s mother said. Juliet wished the woman would remain; she was uncertain what she thought of this new chaperon in whose care she had been placed. “I will see you early in the morning before we leave.” The woman left the room.

As soon as the door closed, Mrs. Jarvis eyed Juliet and Annabel as if she could determine who they were by a simple gaze. “Will you not invite me to sit?” Her request was more a demand than a question.

“Oh, yes, please,” Annabel said. She indicated one chair, but Mrs. Jarvis took the other, and Annabel shot a quick glance at Juliet.

Juliet fixed her smile on her face and took the seat beside Annabel on the couch, never taking her eyes off the older woman. 

“Are either of you ladies being courted by a gentleman at the moment?” Mrs. Jarvis asked. 

What an odd question, Juliet thought, but then she thought of Daniel. Yes, I am being courted by a stable boy. She had to stifle a giggle at how the good Mrs. Jarvis would react to such a statement. Instead, she replied, “I soon will be courted by Lord Parsons. However, the man is away for some time and not due back until summer.”

“Wonderful!” the woman said with a crooked grin. “I will not have any gentleman in the house while your mother is away. Instead, we shall enjoy doing embroidery and any other activities permissible to ladies such as yourself.” 

Juliet wished to ask what the woman meant, but she was unable to. 

“There is too much risk going into the village, and your mother has already told me to be certain the two of you stay within the confines of the house.”

“We cannot stroll around the property?” Juliet asked in surprise, not liking the idea of being a prisoner in her own home. “Not even the gardens?”

The older woman narrowed her eyes at Juliet. “You will see that I am strict but not unfair. We may schedule an outing in the gardens if you wish to visit them.”

“Schedule?” Annabel asked, sounding as every bit as shocked as Juliet. “Are we to schedule our day in advance?”

Mrs. Jarvis chuckled, not a pleasant sound. “Indeed, Miss Annabel,” the woman said as she rose from her seat. “Part of what is expected of me is that I see that you are kept busy.” She walked over to the liquor cart. “No alcohol, either,” she snapped. “A drunken woman is a foolish woman.” Despite her words, her fingers traced over the stopper of one of the decanters as if in longing. 

Juliet shot a glance at Annabel, and both of them shook their heads in wonderment. When Mrs. Jarvis turned back around, they straightened once again.

“It is late, and a lady needs her rest. I shall see you both in the morning.”

Juliet wanted to argue but instead she stood, an idea forming in her mind. “Thank you, Mrs. Jarvis. I look forward to the week ahead, as does my cousin.” 

Annabel shot a look of confusion, which Juliet returned with a stern stare. As they walked toward the door, Juliet looked over to see Mrs. Jarvis gazing once again at the liquor cart.

Once outside the drawing room door, Juliet indicated the stairway, and Annabel nodded. “She is a monster!” her cousin whispered when they were at the bottom of the stairs. “We cannot survive an entire week beneath her watch!”

“I agree,” Juliet replied. “However, we must find a weakness in the woman; one we can exploit. I refuse to spend an entire week sewing handkerchiefs.”

They both giggled before heading toward their rooms. When Juliet arrived at hers, she walked over to the window and gazed out at the night sky. The week had presented a perfect opportunity to spend time with Daniel, and she would see that it happened. Somehow.

***

The following morning, after bidding her mother and Forbes farewell, Juliet found herself along with Annabel in the parlor as they leaned over their embroidery. It was a task she loathed, and by the look of agony Annabel attempted to hide, the girl felt the same. 

However, it was more than the act of sewing which bothered Juliet. It was the manner in which Mrs. Jarvis spoke without succession, as if her entire life story was in need of sharing. Twice, Juliet had to stifle a yawn as the woman rambled.

“It was then that I told Harold I could not marry him,” the old woman said, her hands clasped tightly at her breast as if she were an actor on a stage. “I did love him as a friend, but it was Lord Collins who held my heart.” She gave a dramatic sigh and took up her needle once more. “Sadly, I came to learn that Lord Collins had an interest in another woman.” She said this with a light shake to her head, although she sounded bitter. “Notice that I did not say ‘lady’, for she certainly was not.” She gave a look of disdain before her eyes grew wide. “Forgive me for raising my voice. It is unbecoming of me.”

Juliet’s curiosity was piqued, and she chewed her lower lip, her mind piecing together what Mrs. Jarvis had said thus far, much like piecing together a jigsaw puzzle. She was quite good at piecing together jigsaw puzzles. 

“It appears that this woman,” she emphasized the word for Mrs. Jarvis’ sake, “was a horrible person. And as to this Lord Collins,” she gave a sniff that outdid that which Mrs. Jarvis gave, “it seems he somehow fell under her spell. At least that is what I have gathered from what you have told us.”

“Yes!” Mrs. Jarvis said, placing her embroidery in her lap. “It was quite unfair of him. Honestly, it was as if I had disappeared from existence when he laid eyes on her.”

Juliet rose and poured a glass of sherry as Mrs. Jarvis continued speaking. If the woman were to accept it, perhaps they could get her to drink more. The hope was to get her into a state that she fell asleep. 

“And here you are,” Juliet said with a click of her tongue, “a woman of great wisdom, and this woman, she is with him living in love.”

Mrs. Jarvis gave a sad nod. “It is exactly as you say.”

Juliet offered the woman a comforting smile. “I would suspect that the mere thought of this woman makes you both angry and sad at the same time.”

“Indeed, it does,” Mrs. Jarvis replied. “I was the perfect bride for him, and it was certainly not she.”

Juliet walked over and offered the older woman the glass of sherry. “Here, this should help you cope.”

The woman eyed the glass for a moment. “Oh, I cannot drink while watching over the two of you.”

Juliet squatted beside Mrs. Jarvis. “The pain you feel? I see it in your eyes. Do not drink for me, nor for Annabel. Drink for the hurt this other woman has caused. And most importantly, for Lord Collins.”

Mrs. Jarvis eyed the glass once more, but then she accepted it with a firm nod. “Yes. A sip and nothing more.”

“Of course,” Juliet replied with a small smile. “Just a few sips.” She winked at Annabel as she retook her seat.

“If you were married to Lord Collins,” Annabel said, “what would his life be like? Would it be far better than the life he currently leads with this other woman?” Juliet suppressed a grin, proud of Annabel’s questioning.

The older woman pursed her lips. “The woman, who does not deserve to be called by name, was promiscuous and known to be most inappropriate with many men.”

Juliet gasped, feigning surprise. “No! This cannot be. Such women certainly do not exist, do they?”

“It is true,” Mrs. Jarvis replied. “Such debauchery does take place. It is why I keep such a strict eye on those I look after.”

Juliet gave the woman a warm smile. “I admire your strength,” she said. 

Mrs. Jarvis took another drink of her sherry, this time much more than a sip. “This has a wonderful flavor,” she said as she swirled the liquid in the glass.

“Oh, yes, it does,” Juliet replied. “Mother says three quick drinks makes the flavor all the better. Although, I have never had such drinks pass my lips.”

“Hm,” Mrs. Jarvis murmured. “If Lady Lambert deems it worthy, then so shall I.” She took three quick drinks before pursing her lips as if in thought. “She is right. It does have a much bolder taste.” She gave the glass a disappointed look—it was now empty—and then turned her attention back to Juliet and Annabel. “Where was I?”

“Your life with Lord Collins,” Annabel replied.

“Oh, yes. At first, the man would never…” As she spoke, Juliet took the glass from the older woman’s hand, refilled it, and returned it. Mrs. Jarvis barely took notice as she continued with her story. 

Soon, her words began to slur, and Juliet knew her plan had been successful thus far.

“I believe we will nap this afternoon,” Juliet said with a forced yawn, which caused Mrs. Jarvis to yawn, as well. Annabel nodded her agreement.

“I believe I will do the same,” Mrs. Jarvis said, frowning at her empty glass. When she stood, she wobbled a bit on her legs. “I believe I may have caught a slight fever.”

Juliet and Annabel rose, and Juliet rushed over to place her hand on the woman’s forehead. “I could have dinner sent to your room, if you would rather.”

“That will not be necessary,” Mrs. Jarvis replied. “However, it is kind of you to suggest it.”

“Perhaps this will quell the illness,” Juliet said, taking the decanter of sherry and handing it to Mrs. Jarvis, whose eyes widened with anticipation. “Mother says a lady may drink without worry when she is feeling ill.”

The woman gave no hesitation as she took the decanter from Juliet. “Are you certain you girls will be all right alone for a few hours?”

“Oh, most definitely,” Annabel said. “After our nap, I wish to begin a new embroidery pattern. If that is acceptable, of course.”

Mrs. Jarvis patted her hand. “Do not be silly. That is more than acceptable. I shall see you when I have woken from my nap.” She swayed out of the room, the decanter clutched against her chest.

Once she was gone, Juliet turned to Annabel. “That was successful this time, but I do not believe it will work again.”

“What are we to do?” Annabel asked. “Endure the days with her?”

“Not at all.” Juliet took her cousin by the hand. “We will find something else to distract her. Each day will be a testament of our wisdom.”

Annabel grinned. “I like that.”

“However, tonight is our night,” Juliet said with a grin. “Tonight, we will sneak out under the cover of darkness and go on an adventure.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Daniel knew the one thing he cherished in life could also be his undoing, and that was Juliet. She and Annabel stood before him, bundled in their overcoats and muffs as he attempted once again to dissuade them from their plan.

“I don’t think it’s wise,” he said. “If your chaperon caught us, I’d be hanged by the rafters. What about highwaymen?” He hoped this would frighten them enough to convince them, and when Annabel gasped, he knew he was halfway there. 

Unfortunately, Juliet simply laughed. “Have you forgotten that I chased a highwayman into this very stable?” she demanded. “It was I, fearing for the safety of my sisters and not having a care for my own life, who went in search of him and fell and was hurt for my troubles.”

Daniel gave her a worried glance. “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he repeated for the third time since the two women had come to him with their plan of leaving the grounds.

Juliet’s shoulders slumped and she tilted her head. “Perhaps you are right,” she said with a sigh. 

She glanced up at him, her fluttering lashes causing his heart to hurt. How could he say no to her? However, he had to make the right choice for them. The safe choice. 

She sighed again. “I never thought you were one to break a promise.”

With her best interests in mind, he went to speak, but as her lower lip pouted, he could no longer deny her wishes. “I won’t argue,” he said, although he wished he could have clamped his mouth shut instead. “If you want to go…”

She threw her arms around him. “It will be great fun,” she said.

How he loved holding her, smelling her natural fragrance, and how he wished they could remain in each other’s arms forever. 

“And do not worry about Mrs. Jarvis,” she added. “The lady has a weakness for the drink.” She giggled at this and pulled away from the embrace.

“And you?” he asked Annabel. “You’re all right with this?”

Annabel, who was generally quiet and reserved, surprised him by placing a hand on her hip and replying, “Juliet is not the only one who enjoys an adventure. I do, as well. It is something we share as family.”

Daniel laughed. “I’ll finish saddling the horses. Where’re we going at such a late hour?”

“It is a surprise,” Juliet said, and both she and Annabel giggled. 

Daniel could not help but shake his head as he saddled a horse for himself. What was he getting himself into? His concern was not only for the fact they were leaving for the night. He had no idea where his own feelings for Juliet would lead him.

***

If it was not for the full moon that lit the landscape, Daniel doubted the group would have gotten far. They had been on the road for close to an hour, and he guessed it was nearly midnight when Juliet steered them down a well-worn path. To his left was an endless row of fields and to his right thick clumps of trees and bushes.

Although he worried as he often did where Juliet was concerned, he could not help but admire the woman’s boldness. Unlike her sisters, she was outspoken, determined, and, if he were to be honest, stubborn. What Juliet wanted, she always received, a fact he had witnessed many times. Whether it be a new dress, a new pair of shoes, or sneaking her sisters out of the house for a midnight journey, she concocted plans that nearly always resulted in her getting what she wanted. It was that determination he had admired for so long.

He had to admit that it was because of her tenacity that had him practicing his letters every night, even when she was confined to the house. His confidence continued to grow as he now recognized smaller words, and he hoped he would soon be able to read the letter she had given him. 

In all that, he still worried about what he could provide for her if they were ever to begin a life together. Juliet had never struggled in life, and he did not want to be the one to introduce her to such ways. 

“Here,” Juliet said with a firm nod. “Let us dismount here.” They had arrived at a small cluster of trees where they tied their horses to low-hanging branches. “Annabel, we will return in a few moments. You will not be frightened, will you?”

“No,” Annabel replied, although her laugh sounded a bit nervous. “I am safe here.” Her eyes darted to and fro, but she smiled, nonetheless. 

“Come with me,” Juliet commanded, and Daniel nodded, curious as to where she would be leading him. “Unless you wish me to stumble and witness me hurting my foot, I suggest you take my hand.”

“If that’s what you want,” he said, although he, too, wanted nothing more than to hold her hand. Her skin was as soft as he remembered, and he felt as if he was protecting her. How he would protect her by simply holding her hand, he did not know, but it was a wonderful excuse.

The walk was short, and they stepped out into a clearing where a large house stood. Behind it sat several smaller cottages. “What is this place?” he asked.

“It is the home of Caroline Thrup,” she replied. Her tone was as if she had bitten into a lemon. “She is someone Annabel and I know.”

“Why are we here?”

“Do you see how grand her house is?”

Daniel studied the house for a moment. “Yes. It’s grand enough, but it’s not Scarlett Hall. But then, nothing can compare to Scarlett Hall.”

Juliet nodded. “Those cottages over there? Do you see them?”

“Yes. Three of them. I assume that’s where the servants live.”

“You are correct. However, if you look closely, you will realize that those homes are close together, yet the people who live in them are far apart.”

Daniel frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Caroline and her family will never enter the cottages, and the servants will never enter her home, at least not as guests.”

“That’s the way it’s always been and always will be,” Daniel said, still not understanding the point the woman wanted to make. “Is this Caroline going to join us?”

 Juliet shook her head. “No. She will never join us. I brought us here to demonstrate how different we are from others in our stations. We have crossed into one another’s lives in a way none of those people will.” 

He stared off into the distance for several moments but said nothing. What could he say?

“I always wished to be in a grand house with cottages like those for the servants,” Juliet continued in a whisper. “Now, however, I have come to realize that, if we live in a cottage like one of those, I will be happy.”

Hearing those words pierced him as deftly as a sword and he turned to her. “Juliet…”

“You worry about what type of life you can provide me. Am I correct in saying so?”

He nodded as he looked down at the ground. She knew him so well. 

“And I am telling you that, after years of having what I want, it has never been enough. I could receive everything the world has to offer, and it still would not be enough, for I simply want to be with you. No better gift could I ever receive than that of your heart, for you already have mine.”

All worry and concern he had left him as he pulled her into his arms. The moon casted its light on their embrace. “It’s what I want, too,” he whispered into her hair, hair that smelled of lavender. “I won’t lie; I do worry about you. What can I provide for you? And what would your mother do?”

She looked up, her dark eyes searching his. “None of that matters as long as we are together.”

He studied her face, the beautiful lines, her perfect nose, eyes that reminded him of a crafty fox, and he knew he could never be without her. “I see that, although the distance between us once was great, it’s no longer so. Come May, we’ll leave for the North. Together.”

“Then you will not leave without me?” Juliet asked excitedly.

“You will come with me, and we’ll begin a life together as one.”

She rose to her toes and placed a small kiss on his lips. His body stirred, and he fought back the urge to kiss her back. He would protect her from anything, including himself. 

“All I want is to be with you,” she whispered.

“As do I,” he said.

For several moments, they stood wrapped in each other’s arms as they stared out over the darkened property before them. 

“What’s the plan now?” Daniel asked.

“I promised Annabel we would scare Caroline. The woman deserves it for the tales she has told.”

Daniel laughed. “You’re terrible,” he said. “Why would you do such a thing to this poor woman?”

Juliet gave a sniff. “She was rude to my cousin. Annabel is like my sister, and no one upsets the ones I love.” 

As she said this, her hand squeezed his, and Daniel’s heart raced. Was Juliet telling him that she loved him? He had loved her for so long, it hurt, but as he attempted to find the right way to tell her, they rejoined Annabel and the moment was lost.

***

Daniel followed behind Juliet and Annabel as they edged the property belonging to Caroline. A thick hedge ran along the front of the house just below the large windows, most dark except one with the soft glow of candlelight.

What could Juliet be planning? he wondered. Knowing her, it would be either marvelous or disastrous, but either would be exciting. 

“Are you sure this Caroline’s even home?” he asked. 

Juliet gave a derisive sniff. “Oh, yes, she is home. Caroline never leaves the house, for she is far too hideous to be seen either day or night.” Annabel snickered at this but said nothing. “It is her candle that glows.”

They found an opening in the hedges that allowed them just enough room to move between the hedges and the house if they walked sideways. Stopping at the lit window, located a reasonable distance from the front door, Juliet squatted and placed a finger to her lips, motioning to Daniel and Annabel to do the same.

“There are rumors about Caroline that I wish to verify,” Juliet whispered. Daniel went to respond, but Juliet held up a hand and shook her head. She rose to peek into the window. Her eyes went wide and she covered her mouth with a hand before returning to her squatted position.

“What did you see?” Annabel asked.

“Look,” Juliet replied, switching places with her cousin. 

Annabel peeked through the window as Juliet had, and she, too, covered her mouth. Although Daniel had never spied on anyone, he could not help but feel curious what the women saw.

“Is it appropriate if I look?” he asked, suddenly remembering that he would be looking into the window of a lady. It was bad enough he was caught up in one of Juliet’s mischievous plans and quite another to be caught looking in on a lady in her nightdress! 

“Yes,” Juliet replied. “Have a look.”

With a racing heart, Daniel moved past the two women and lifted himself just enough to peek into the window. The room was large, but it was the woman on whom his eyes fell and remained. She wore a blue nightdress and her hands held a pillow in front of her, and by what he was able to make out, she was talking to it. 

He went to ask Juliet if the woman was perhaps mad, but before he could, he saw the most humorous thing he had ever seen.

Caroline shook her head and then pulled the pillow to her face and began kissing it!

His reaction was faster than his hands could stop it, and his laugh far louder than he anticipated. Terrified, he dropped to his knees, his hand covering his mouth and tears of laughter rolling down his face. Juliet and Annabel crouched down, as well, but then they all froze when the window slid open above them.

“Is anyone out there?” Caroline whispered. “Reuben? Is that you?”

Daniel had to bite down on his finger to keep silent when Juliet replied in a gruff voice, “It is I, my love. Come out in your shift and run away with me.” 

He shook his head, uncertain how much longer he could hold in his laughter. Then Juliet rose and walked into the weak light.

“Juliet!” Caroline whispered. “What are you doing here?”

Annabel joined Juliet, and Daniel waited several moments before deciding to rise, as well. 

Caroline pulled her arms around herself. “Who is this man?” she gasped. Then she raised her chin arrogantly. “So unbecoming of a lady to be out alone with a man!”

“Perhaps,” Juliet replied. “Yet, I wonder what others will believe when they learn you kiss pillows, or that you were mean to my Annabel.”

“I…you saw…?” Her words trailed off and she stared at them, clearly horrified.

“An apology to Annabel for your rudeness will keep your secret from others,” Juliet said haughtily. 

“Whatever for?” the young woman demanded.

“For saying that Annabel is plain. You know as well as I that it is not the truth.”

Caroline sighed. “My apologies, Annabel. It was not my intention to be rude to you. You are very beautiful, and I shall never say a mean word against you ever again.”

“I forgive you,” Annabel replied.

Do all women act this way? Daniel wondered. If they did, he found it all very strange.

“Why are you out this late at night?” Caroline asked. “It is not safe to be about when the moon is full.”

“You forget that no highwayman or beast would dare attack me,” Juliet said with a huff. “And although I would love to chat with you, we must be on our way.”

“Goodnight,” Caroline whispered as they moved back toward the opening in the hedges. The light sliding of the window came soon after, and by the time they reached the edge of the property, the light in the window was gone. 

As they made their way to wear the horses were tethered to the tree branches, Daniel could not help but chuckle.

“What is so funny?” Juliet demanded.

“You. Everything about you makes me happy. You’re truly nothing like any other woman I’ve ever met.”

Juliet sniffed. “Of course I am not.” Then she gave him a small smile. “I hope you do not think ill of me. I had to have some fun tonight, even if it was unladylike.”

Daniel stopped before his horse. “It’s better than ladylike,” he said with a wide grin. “It’s Juliet-like, and that’s what I love.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

The week passed quickly with Mrs. Jarvis partaking in a glass—or two—of wine or sherry each day in order to hold off her ‘illness’, allowing Juliet more time with Daniel. Although some days she remained inside the house, at night, she and Annabel headed to the stables in order to continue with his lessons in secret. Daniel was improving greatly in his reading, and Juliet was confident that he would be reading on his own very soon.

Juliet was sad when Annabel left with her parents earlier in the day, but her uncle and aunt rarely remained at home for long, and even more rarely did they take their only daughter with them. Therefore, Annabel would be back soon. Juliet wished it was sooner than soon, for adventuring was no fun when she was left to go on her own.

During those afternoons while working on her needlework or reading a book by the fire with only Mrs. Jarvis for company, she imagined herself revealing her love to Daniel. Each time she had found the opportunity in the past, either Annabel arrived or the words Juliet wished to speak caught in her throat. 

Despite her happiness in the fact that she would be leaving Scarlett Hall in a little more than a month’s time, Juliet fretted over how much she would miss her siblings and her cousin.

As she sat in the drawing room with Mrs. Jarvis contemplating her future, a voice resounded in the hallway, and Juliet was pleased to see her mother enter the room. She looked weary from her travels, as did Forbes, who came in after her.

“Mother!” Juliet said as she set aside her embroidery and ran to her mother. “You have returned. It is so good to see you.”

Her mother held her in an embrace that lasted longer than usual. “It is good to be home,” she said before releasing Juliet. 

Mrs. Jarvis gave a small curtsy. “You will be pleased to know that the week passed without incident, and Miss Juliet and Miss Annabel were perfect ladies.”

Her mother smiled. “Thank you, Mrs. Jarvis. Forbes will help you collect your things and see you out.”

Mrs. Jarvis stopped before Juliet. “I am thankful for the time we spent together.” Then she turned to Juliet’s mother. “If you have need of me again, please send me a letter.”

“I shall,” Juliet’s mother said. 

Once Mrs. Jarvis and Forbes had gone, Juliet’s mother closed the door and turned back to Juliet. “Have you been to the village?”

Juliet shook her head. “I remained at home with Annabel all week. She left not an hour ago with Uncle Silas and Aunt Joanna.”

Her mother’s smile faded. “I had hoped to see her before she left.” With a sigh, she took Juliet by the hand and led her to the couch. 

Juliet studied her mother’s face; the lines around her eyes had grown deeper in the short time she was away. “You look worried. I did not go into the village, nor did I cause any trouble; I promise.”

Her mother gave a light chuckle. “I believe you,” she said. “I have wonderful news. Hannah is engaged to be married.”

Juliet’s jaw dropped. “Engaged? Hannah? I thought she wanted to be a spinster.”

“It seems she has changed her mind.”

“And who will she marry?”

Her mother smiled. “He is a wonderful gentleman, a cousin to Laurence. When you see the two of them together, you will be surprised at the love they share.”

Juliet could not have been happier for her sister. The idea that Hannah would marry still left her in a state of shock, but it also made her wish to tell her mother about Daniel and her love for him. Yet, no. It would be best to wait. Her mother was much too weary to be told such news. 

“I am so pleased for her,” Juliet said. “And Isabel? Did she mention how she missed me?”

Her mother laughed. “She did. In fact, everyone made mention of you and their longing to see you. Have you had word from Lord Parsons?”

Juliet’s heart skipped a beat. Did her mother plan to send her to London after all? “I have not,” she replied carefully. “I have a feeling I shall hear from him soon, though.”

Her mother nodded and patted her hand. “That is wonderful, dear,” she said. The woman felt distant, even as she sat beside Juliet. “Soon he will ask to court you and then you, too, will be married. Annabel will soon follow.” Her voice had a sad tinge to it, and Juliet felt a tightening in her chest. “All of you are now women and soon will be gone. Even Nathaniel is growing so quickly.”

“We will always be nearby,” Juliet said, giving the woman a hug. “Perhaps you shall find a gentlemen to keep you company.”

“You should not say such things,” her mother said with light admonishment. “I have no desire for such a life any longer.”

Juliet nodded but wondered how her mother could outright lie. Was she not seeing the cobbler? Perhaps, like Juliet, the woman could not bring herself to say the words aloud.

“It was just a thought,” Juliet said. “I am glad you are home. The house is not the same when you are not here.”

Her mother smiled and kissed her cheek. “I must go and rest. The week’s activities were tiring.”

Juliet stood when her mother did, but rather than leaving, her mother looked at her for several moments before pushing a strand of hair behind Juliet’s ear with a sigh. “You have no idea how much joy you bring me, but I can assure you that, although at times you may not believe it, you hold a special place in my heart.”

Overcome with emotion, Juliet grinned. “I know in the past I have not been like my sisters, but I am changing for the better and making wiser decisions.”

Her mother chuckled. “I know this,” she said. “You are becoming a woman of heart and mind, one guided by love, and that is what I have always wanted for each of you.”

They embraced once more before her mother left the room, leaving Juliet alone to ponder. She had to inform her mother about the plans she and Daniel had made. There was no doubt the woman would be angry at first, but once Juliet explained how much she loved Daniel, her mother would be happy. Was that not what the woman had just said she wanted for her daughters; for them to be happy? 

Well, Juliet would make her mother proud by fulfilling all of her wishes.

***

Much to Juliet’s frustration, her mother stayed awake late every night the following week, and Juliet feared being caught if she attempted to sneak out of the house. She had managed to see Daniel once for a few brief minutes when her mother went to her room to rest a few days earlier, but she could not wait any longer. She had to see him again. Her plan was simple. She was already in her night dress, but she had a simple day dress ready to don over it when she was ready to climb out the window. 

A knock at the door had her turn as her mother entered the room. “Annabel has returned,” the woman said, “and she is waiting in the drawing room for you.”

Juliet gaped. “It has not been a week! Are her parents leaving on another journey so soon?”

Her mother shook her head. “No. However, I must ask a favor.”

Juliet nodded, noting the concern in her mother’s voice. “Of course. Anything.”

“Annabel is quite upset, and rightly so. I ask you to be there for her; give her strength.”

“Why? What is wrong? Has she been hurt?”

“She is safe,” her mother replied. “But I will allow her to explain.”

Juliet drew on her dressing gown and slippers. “I have never said anything disparaging about my uncle and aunt, but I will say something now, and only this once. Her parents are horrible people.” Juliet waited for her mother’s rebuke and would gladly endure it, but she was surprised when the woman only gave a nod.

“Comfort her,” she said. “She needs it.”

Juliet followed her mother down the stairs. The house was always eerily dark, but for some reason, it felt darker than usual. Hurrying to the drawing room, she could hear Annabel’s sobs, which caused her heart to clench. When she entered the room, she hurried over to her cousin and pulled her into her arms.

“Oh, Annabel,” she whispered. “What has happened? Have you been hurt? Was it your parents?”

Annabel nodded as she wiped away tears from her cheeks. “They are angry with me for failing them. It is why I have been returned here.”

Juliet shook her head angrily. “Come. Sit down here and tell me what happened.”

“Two days ago was my birthday,” she said. “And they told me they had a special surprise.”

“Was it a gift?” Juliet asked, wondering how a surprise could upset Annabel so.

Her cousin shook her head. “No. It was far worse. I waited with Mother in our parlor for this surprise and was told to look my absolute best. So, I wore my blue dress, the one I love.”

Juliet nodded. “You look beautiful in it.”

Annabel sniffled. “Then Father joined us, but he was not alone. He was with Lord Agar.” 

She began to sob, and Juliet held her, understanding what was to come. Lord Agar was a baron, widowed several years now, who was nearly fifty years of age.

“What was the purpose for Lord Agar’s sudden appearance?” Juliet asked carefully.

“To court me.” Annabel gave her a beseeching look. “I do not like the man, and he is nowhere near handsome. So, when he asked, I refused him. He left in anger, and Father told me that I was nothing more than a disappointment.” The sobs came once more, and Juliet felt a surge of anger at the man. He might be her father’s brother, but that did not make him immune to her displeasure!

“That is not the worst of it,” Annabel said when she was able to speak once more. “It was Mother’s words that hurt the most.”

“What did she say?” Juliet asked, wiping tears from her own eyes.

“That if I do not allow him to court me, I must find someone else soon, for I have become a burden to them.”

Juliet’s heart ripped in two. “No!”

Annabel nodded. “I asked her if seeing me marry Lord Agar would make her happy, and she replied that it would, and that it would be the first time I have ever made them happy!”

The poor woman continued to sob, and Juliet held her once more, her ire building for what her cousin had been forced to endure. “Your parents are cruel,” she whispered. “But you have nothing to fear.”

Annabel pulled away. “I am afraid you are wrong. They mean to marry me off as soon as possible, and I do not know what to do!”

Juliet peered into her cousin’s eyes. “First, you are here with me in Scarlett Hall, so no one will hurt you. Lord Agar will never be allowed to enter if I have anything to do with it.” This brought a faint smile from Annabel. “Second, and the most important, is this. When Daniel and I leave in May, you will come with us.”

“Do you mean it?”

“I do,” Juliet said with a firm nod. “I know Daniel will agree, and I will need help keeping the house in order, for I have not the slightest idea how.”

Annabel laughed. “I do not know, either.”

“Then we shall learn together.” She grasped her cousin by the hands. “What do you think? Will you join us?”

Annabel nodded. “I will.” She wrapped her arms around Juliet. “Thank you! I do love you so.”

“And I love you,” Juliet replied, returning the embrace with as much enthusiasm as her cousin. “Now that we no longer have that worry, I have good news to share.”

“Oh?” Annabel asked as she wiped the last of her tears with a handkerchief. “Do tell!”

“I have sent out letters to some of my most trusted friends,” Juliet replied. “We are to meet at the cobbler’s at noon tomorrow. They are going to invest in our business!”

Annabel grinned. “Once the business has grown enough, we will be able to afford a servant to keep house for us,” she said with a laugh. 

“My thoughts exactly,” Juliet said. “We cannot allow Daniel to learn we wish to employ a servant; he must believe we are doing our part, as well.”

She gave Annabel a wink, to which Annabel giggled. It was nice to hear her cousin laughing again, and as they talked, Juliet thought of the months ahead. Preparations had to be made to leave, and with Daniel’s savings and her investment in the cobbler’s business, not only their future would be secured, but that of Annabel's, as well.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Juliet and Annabel had returned to Caroline’s house the day after Annabel’s return. The woman was by far nicer this time than she had been on previous visits, and Juliet knew that if word of the woman kissing her pillow were to be escape, she would be humiliated for years to come. Juliet had no doubt that the young woman would act as if Juliet and her cousin were her best friends. 

However, that was yesterday. Today, she and Annabel were at the cobbler’s, and they were more than ready to begin business proceedings. The shop was closed to customers in order to keep the meeting secret—if any of the young women’s parents learned their daughters were considering investing money into any business, they would have been dragged kicking and screaming from the shop before anyone could release a single breath. 

Juliet opened the door just wide enough to allow Miss Lucy Bowers to enter before closing and locking it behind her. 

Robert had returned a few days earlier, sending a message the day he arrived, and now eight women besides Juliet and Annabel stood with heads together speaking excited whispers to one another. Having arrived an hour earlier, Juliet had explained her plan to Robert, who in turn had praised her brilliance. Juliet could not have been prouder. 

The women who had arrived were those to whom Juliet had written informing them to bring whatever money they had with them. Of course, she did not mention the investment to Caroline, for the woman could not be trusted, even if Juliet had information about her that would otherwise keep her quiet. Furthermore, Caroline had already spread malicious rumors about Robert, so there was no reason to speak to her regardless.

Annabel stood beside Robert, a quill in her hand and an ink bottle beside several pieces of parchment on the counter. She nodded to Juliet, and Juliet turned to address the group.

“Ladies, I am pleased to see you here, and I promise that your time here will not be in vain.” She shot a glance at Robert, who smiled, and her pride increased. “I am certain you are all wondering why I called you here to this shop.” All the women nodded in unison. “And more importantly why I requested you bring every farthing you had.”

“I am curious,” said Miss Bowers, her blond curls bouncing with her head nodding. “You said you promised great wealth if we attended today.”

“I did, and you will attain much wealth if you are willing to invest.”

“Invest?” Miss Margaret Shilling asked, her dark hair a deep contrast to that of Miss Bowers. “In what are you asking us to invest? I know nothing of such things.” 

Juliet attempted to keep the mocking from her laughter. “That is why I am here. Now, listen carefully. This shop is own by Mr. Robert Mullens, a dear friend of the Lambert family.” She stopped for dramatic effect. “And by myself and my cousin Annabel.”

Several women gasped, but one sniffed derisively. “You cannot own a business,” Miss Sally Thompson said, her already upturned nose rising further. “Women, especially ladies, do not do such things, do they?” 

“In times past, they could not,” Juliet explained. “However, we are no longer in those times. Mr. Mullens has secured a second location in Oxford, which Annabel and I will also be part owners. Soon, we will have shops all over England.”

“Then, what you are asking is that we be part of these businesses, as well?” Miss Bowers asked. “How will we be able to do this without our parents learning of it? You know what my father would do if he learned I had given my allowance away in a business agreement.” Several other women nodded their agreement, but Juliet had anticipated such reactions. 

“It is simple, really,” Juliet replied. “We will be called ‘shadow partners’. We will remain hidden, and we will not be braggarts about what we are doing. If we adhere to this, no one will know unless you tell them, or if you are caught boasting of the wealth you will acquire. Just think! We will not be required to rely on men for what we have. Rather we will rely on ourselves!”

The women smiled and nodded their heads enthusiastically. 

“Annabel is waiting to collect your funds and make note of them. You will receive a receipt for the amount you paid. Imagine having your own money to purchase whatever you wish without being forced to beg your parents—or your husbands when you marry.”

Miss Bowers took a step forward and lifted a fist full of notes in the air. “Well, I wish to invest!” she said. “I have brought ten pounds. It has taken me some time to save it, but if I can have it back at a later point, then that is fine by me.”

“You will get quite a bit back,” Robert interjected. “In fact, the more money invested, the more shops we are able to open and thus the larger the return for everyone.”

Juliet went to say more, but the women were hurrying over to the counter, their money already in hand. As each signed the entry book, Annabel handed out the receipts, and Robert joined Juliet.

“You have done well,” he said with a wide grin. “Once again, I am elated to have a lady of wisdom in my shop.”

Juliet knew she was beaming. “Thank you. Look at their faces; they are excited.”

“As they should be,” Robert replied. “You have brought them an opportunity they will never have again.”

Her pride deepened, and when her eyes fell on Annabel, she sighed. “Annabel is smiling again, and that makes me very happy.”

“Has she not been happy?” Robert asked, his voice filled with concern.

“No.” She glanced to ascertain no one else was nearby before lowering her voice. “It is her parents. They are horrible people.” She explained the situation, and Robert shook his head in response. When she finished, only two women remained to sign the ledger, the others sharing in excited whispers amongst themselves. 

“We will look after Annabel,” Robert promised. “If I have to pay her from my own share for her to keep the books, it does not matter.”

“You are a kind man,” Juliet said. However, a twinge of guilt pierced her, and she turned to the man. “Do you plan to court Mother?”

Robert smiled. “We are working on that together,” he replied. “When the time comes, I will tell you. Let us worry about increasing the number of shops and focus on our profits, not on my business with her.” 

Juliet gave him a sideways glance. His words had been said as if he was angry, and she had not meant to upset him. Perhaps she was being nosy. “You are right. I am sorry.”

“No need to apologize,” he said. “She allows you to come here to see me, and Annabel is happy. Nothing else matters.”

Annabel walked up to them. “I have it all accounted for.”

Robert smiled. “Then I will deposit the funds after I go over the numbers. If you can find more friends to invest, it will serve us all.”

“I will find more,” Juliet said firmly. “Dozens, perhaps.”

This made Robert laugh. “Very good!” He glanced at the other women. “You will see them out?”

Juliet nodded, and Robert walked away. Although she did not know what he said, he whispered in Annabel’s ear, causing her smile to broaden. Then he disappeared through the white door.

Juliet turned to the women. “It is time to leave. If you have any friends you deem trustworthy, ask them to speak with me if they would like to join us. However, I cannot say this firmly enough. They must be trustworthy, for we are all in this together.”

When everyone was gone and Juliet and Annabel were alone, Juliet turned to Annabel. “You seem happy. Are you feeling better?” She locked the door behind her, and they crossed the street together. 

“I am. Robert said he has never seen neither man nor woman keep a ledger as well as I. He truly is a kind man, is he not?”

Juliet could not agree with her cousin more. “He is. And we are lucky to know him.”

***

Eleanor Lambert gazed at the old oak tree through the large window of the drawing room, thinking of times past. She could picture her children sitting under the tree, their laughs so beautiful they would carry through the thick walls of their home. She smiled as she remembered Nathaniel running up to them, excited to show them a small creature he had found. Although Isabel and Hannah would be aghast in horror, Juliet would laugh and take it from him. 

How Eleanor missed those days, and she wished their laughter would once again fill the house. However, on this Tuesday, the only sounds besides her own came from Mr. Robert Mullens, a person from her past of whom she wished to be rid.

“I believe we have reached the courting stage,” Robert said, breaking Eleanor from her beautiful thoughts. “I do not expect you wish to make any official announcements, but it is something I want. You will not deny me this, will you?” The last words came as a whisper in her ear as he rested his hands on her shoulders. 

Since her return from London, the man had called twice, and each time his actions grew bolder. When he had attempted to kiss her, however, she had pulled away, which in turn angered the man. Balancing the safety of her family and the happiness of the wretched man was far more difficult than she would have ever imagined. 

“No,” she said in a whispered reply. “I will not deny you that.” Saying the words curdled her stomach, but as he caressed her arms, she forced a cough in order to pull away. “Forgive me. I have been weary as of late.”

“Illness?” he said with a laugh. “Oh, you are good.” He raised his glass and finished off the remained of his brandy. 

Eleanor collected the glass from him; not to serve the man but to give an excuse to broaden the distance between them. 

“We must discuss marriage.”

Eleanor felt her blood congeal, and she swallowed hard. “Marriage?”

“Yes.” He sighed heavily. “I have spoken of this before. Do you believe I will be content with just the payments you make?

Her heart raced, and she made every attempt to devise a plan to stall the man. Then an idea came to her. “If we were to marry,” she said, offering a small smile, “it would benefit neither of us. In fact, it would cause those associated with my former husband’s estate to look elsewhere. Then there would be no money.” She handed him the refilled glass.

The man narrowed his eyes as he looked into the glass. “There may be some truth to that.”

Relief washed over her. “I have a cottage that is never used. Perhaps I can arrange for you to take possession of it in exchange for payment.” 

The words had no more than left her lips when the man threw his glass against the wall, the tinkling shards falling to the floor, an amber trail flowing down the wallpaper. “Have you not learned yet?” he shouted as he grabbed her by the arms. “It is not about the money! Do you not see? It is you I want!”

“I-I know you do not want money,” Eleanor stammered. “However, you must understand. I do not have the wealth you believe I do.” She glanced at his hands. “You are hurting me.”

He released her, but his voice was low and harsh. “I desire you, this home, everything in it. That is the payment you owe me. I am sick of these games between us. Come to a decision soon, or I will tell everyone what I know.”

“No,” Eleanor said, a shake to her head. “You cannot do that. You know the…”

“Enough with your excuses! Consider what I have said.” He walked over to the door and stopped. “Follow me.”

Anger and shame went through her as she followed the man to the front door. Collecting her coat, she put it on and went through the door he held open for her. “Where are we going?”

“I assume you own a horse,” he said.

“I do.” 

He grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her toward the stables. Once inside, he stopped and turned to her. “Which is yours?”

“The chestnut mare,” she said, motioning to the prized beast.

Robert removed a saddle from a nearby rack and placed it upon the horse. As he readied the animal, the fear in Eleanor grew. Did the man mean to take her away? If so, she would refuse to go. 

When he finished, he led the horse out of the stall and turned to her. “I am leaving and taking this horse with me.” A small smile played on his lips, an evil smile. “You see, this horse, which once belonged to you, now belongs to me, as well. Everything you own is what I now own. Everything.”

As his meaning settled on her, she realized the man would never stop. He would use her until she had nothing left to give him. 

Before she could respond, he placed his hands on her face and leaned in to kiss her. She turned her head away, but he forced her to face him once again. “Kiss me!” he demanded.

“Hello?”

Robert’s face turned an ugly red, and he released her so forcefully, she almost fell back. Eleanor turned just as the stable boy came around the corner. “Oh, Lady Lambert,” he said with a startled bow. “I thought I heard a noise but wasn’t sure. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“No, Daniel,” Eleanor replied. She had never been so happy to see him. “Mr. Mullens is just leaving.”

“Yes, I was,” Robert replied. He leaned in and added in a whisper, “No more games; do you understand?” 

He led the horse from the stables, and once he was gone, Eleanor let out a sigh of relief. Tears stung her eyes as Daniel walked toward her. 

“Are you all right, my lady?” he asked. “Do you need a chair?”

“No, thank you,” she said, offering the young man a smile. “Why are you here? I thought you went into the village with the others.”

“I usually do,” he said with a shrug. “But I’m practicing my reading today.” He cheeks went a bright red. “I have to keep practicing if I want to read a book one day.” 

The innocence of the man clasped her heart, and with the recent events, she could not stop a single tear from escaping her eye and rolling down her cheek. “You will read a book in time,” she assured him. “I have no doubt.”

“Thank you, my lady,” he said, his ears now as red as his cheeks. 

He turned to leave, but Eleanor called after him. “Did you happen to hear what Mr. Mullens and I were discussing?”

Daniel shook his head. “No, my lady. I mean, I heard voices, but I couldn’t make out any words. I don’t eavesdrop on people’s conversations.”

Eleanor studied his face and determined the man was not lying. “Most women do not conduct business. I was simply curious if you had heard any of our discussion.”

He shook his head again, and she stifled a sigh of relief. 

Halfway to the house, she stopped. Scarlett Hall had stood for over a hundred and fifty years. What Robert wanted, she would not give him, but she was uncertain how to rid herself of the man. She considered asking Forbes to help, but a shudder went through her. She could not ask him to do the same as he had before, at least not yet. However, the more she thought of what Robert knew and the hold he had over her and her home, her anger grew. 

What she might be forced to do sickened her, but perhaps it was warranted. She only hoped she could find another way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Juliet applied perfume to her neck and wrists with a thoughtful sigh. She knew, beyond any doubt, she was in love, and she could no longer hide that fact.

“You mean to allure him with fragrance?” Annabel asked.

With a laugh, Juliet replied, “No, that is not my intention. Well, not all of my intention, at least. The lesson we have tonight will be special, for I plan on informing him of…something special” 

Annabel’s eyes widened. “That you love him?” she asked in clear awe. She threw her arms around Juliet. “I am so happy for you!”

“Thank you,” Juliet replied with a wide grin. “It must be said, and I fear that, if I wait for him to say it, I shall be old and gray.” This made them both giggle as they made their way out the door. 

Juliet had to keep herself from running down the hallway. “Always maintain a ladylike appearance,” her mother was wont to say, “even when your eagerness attempts to get the best of you.” Juliet had never been one for patience, but she employed it, nonetheless.

Forbes waited at the bottom of the stairs, two coats draped over his arm, and Juliet’s heart thumped in her chest. He knows! came the strangled thought. 

“Miss Juliet,” the butler said with a quick bow before he offered to help her into her coat, “how was your dinner this evening?”

“I enjoyed it very much,” Juliet replied carefully. “The lamb was a bit tough, but I am not one to complain of such things anymore, am I?” She gave him a wink, and he laughed.

“No, you are a lady through and through.” Forbes helped Annabel with her coat. “The wind is a bit fierce this evening.”

Juliet gave him a mischievous grin. “It is why Annabel and I shall drink brandy all night in order to keep warm,” she teased.

A smile spread on Forbes’ face as he opened the door for them. As soon as Juliet stepped onto the stoop, the chill breeze proved the butler was correct; it was quite cold. And the sun had yet to set.

When the door closed behind them, Annabel asked, “You will ask Daniel about me, won’t you? Concerning me leaving with you? I do not want to be left alone.”

Juliet took Annabel’s hand in hers. “Even if Daniel were to say no, which he would not, I would say yes.”

“You will be able to convince him?”

 “Of course. No man can resist my smile.” This made them both laugh, and they made their way to the stables. Daniel was already waiting at the worktable when they arrived. 

“I’m very excited for our lesson tonight,” he said as he jumped up from the stool. “I’ve been practicing, and I think you’ll be pleased.” The way he looked at Juliet made her cheeks burn. She found it odd, but extremely pleasurable, that each time she saw him, she found him more handsome than the time before. Although her knees did not go as weak as they had in the past, a fire still sparked in her stomach whenever they were together.

“I am certain we will,” Juliet replied with a smile. 

As she and Annabel neared the table, he picked up one of the books she had given him, his eyes filled with pride as he flipped through the pages. He stopped, as if waiting for something, but as he looked at her expectantly, that spark began to build into a flame inside her. 

“Whenever you wish to begin,” Juliet said. 

He gave her a wide smile and looked down at the page. It was a children’s book, one of Juliet’s favorites from when she was young. “‘The cat lives in the stable.’” His reading reminded Juliet of Nathaniel as a child when he was first learning to read, and that only made Daniel’s attempts that much more endearing. “‘The cow eats in the field.’”

Juliet gave a pleased gasp. “Oh, Daniel! That is wonderful! You are doing so well!”

“It’s because of your teaching,” he said, his eyes bright.

“I will return in a moment,” Annabel said, rising from her stool and giving Juliet a knowing grin. Once she was gone, Juliet turned back to Daniel.

“Are you wearing perfume?” Daniel asked. 

Juliet nodded. “Do you like it?”

“I do,” he replied. 

Juliet felt her heartbeat quicken, not only for his words but for what she wished to tell him. “I have something to tell you,” she whispered. Her head began to swim and she found breathing difficult. She had to tell him!

“Juliet?” he asked, a concerned look on his face. “What’s wrong?”

She reached out and placed her hands in his and took a measured breath. “I have told you that I have come to have feelings for you,” she said, pleased that her words did not fall out in as jumbled a mess as they sounded in her head. “I did not know what those feelings were at first, but now I have no doubt.” She worked moisture back into her mouth. This was much more difficult than she ever imagined! “I often wondered why in the past you did everything I asked, even if it meant discovery could mean dismissal.”

Daniel tried to respond, but Juliet shushed him. 

“At first, I thought it was because you feared me, but I realize now that believing that was a silly notion of a girl. Now I see that it was not fear that guided you but rather a result of the same feeling I have for you.” She sighed. Now that she had begun, she could not stop even if she tried. “You taught me to appreciate everyone around me. To see the beauty in things that cannot be found in a shop.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and his calloused finger wiped it away. “What I feel for you is far better than anything I could ever own.” She searched his eyes, looking for any sign of his reaction before allowing the words to spill from her lips. “You see, I love you.”

Her heart soared when he smiled down at her. “I have seen you grow into the beautiful woman you are today,” he said. “You’re right that I did as you asked because I felt the same. The truth is, I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember, but I couldn’t say so, not some simple stable boy.” He shook his head and placed a finger on her lips when she tried to argue. “You know it’s the simple truth. But like the house and servants’ cottages you showed me, there’s a gap that exists between two different worlds. I’m just glad we’re able to build a bridge between them, a bridge built by, as you say, things that can’t be bought in a shop. The greatest gift is love, and I’ve been given that gift, which I give to you. I do love you, Juliet.” 

He placed his hands around her waist, and Juliet thought she would melt right there.

“I’ll provide everything I can for you as my wife. It won’t be easy, but I promise I’ll love you with every bit of my soul.”

“That is all I need,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes. “It is the gift I cherish most.”

Daniel leaned in, and their lips met. Soon, this man would be her husband, and she his wife! Their love for one another was connected by a bridge that joined them together, and she knew in her heart it would never be separated.

“Juliet, come here this instant!”

Daniel took a step back, and Juliet nearly toppled to the floor as she spun around to find her mother glaring at her from the doorway. To make matters worse, beside her stood Lord Parsons, his face red with anger.

Juliet walked toward the pair as new tears of fright replaced those of happiness. “I can explain…”

“Lord Parsons,” her mother said, “please escort my daughter to the drawing room.”

“Of course, Lady Lambert,” he replied smugly.

Juliet looked back at Daniel, who shook his head slowly, as if to bid her farewell.

“No!” Juliet mouthed, her heart breaking as she was led through the door. Sickness, fear, and worry overtook her. What would her mother do to poor Daniel? And how on Earth would Juliet explain her actions?

***

When Juliet and Lord Parsons exited the stables, Juliet took little notice of the fact that the sun had set and the moon cast a feeble light around them.

“I am confused,” Juliet said, and he glanced down at her. “What are you doing here?”

“I heard a rumor that you had returned.” His voice held a thread of anger. “Your mother explained that you had no sick aunt, and I learned that you had misrepresented me in much the same manner.”

Juliet stopped at the bottom step at the front of the house. “I can explain. It was not meant…”

“I do not care. I am appalled by what I saw, and I know your mother feels the same.”

Juliet searched her mind for the right words to soothe the man. “I did not mean to lie to you, Hugh.”

The man snorted. “It is Lord Parsons,” he snapped. “To think I have been waiting for your return like a fool. And what is my reward? To be embarrassed in the presence of your mother!” 

Before Juliet could respond, he placed a firm grip on her elbow and propelled her into the house. Forbes took their coats. If he knew what had transpired, he gave no indication.

When they entered the drawing room, Juliet wished she knew what her mother was saying to Daniel. How unfortunate that such a beautiful moment should be ruined so quickly!

“Where is Annabel?” Juliet asked, realizing her cousin was nowhere to be seen. 

Lord Parsons stood in the doorway, his face drawn tight. “Your mother sent her to her room.”

“I am sorry for what you saw. I can explain if you would only give me the chance.”

The man raised a hand, and she fell silent. “I am the least of your worries,” he said. “It is your mother for whom you should be concerned. Her anger is far greater than mine.”

It was not long after that her mother entered the room. She spoke to Lord Parsons in hurried whispers, and without another word to Juliet, he left. Her mother closed the door, and Juliet rose from her seat. 

“Mother, I believe I can remedy…”

“You will sit and listen,” her mother commanded, and Juliet did as she bade. “Your lies disgust me. First you lie to Lord Parsons, and then you lie to me. It was under the guise of charity that you tricked me.”

“But I have helped him,” Juliet said. “He is reading.”

Her mother gave her a glare. “For years, I have endured your stories, often chastising you for them, and yet my attempts at correcting you have done no good; I have failed at every turn. You forged letters, lied to me directly, and I do not wish to know what else! All so you would be able to see that stable boy.”

“He…”

 Her mother ignored her. “You led me to believe you had an interest in Lord Parsons. I was pleased, for he is a gentleman, and he has treated you well. Imagine his embarrassment when I told him we had not left the house. And my embarrassment…” She shook her head. “When I told him that I had heard his aunt was ill and nearly at death’s door…”

“I am sorry,” Juliet said, fighting back tears. “It was never my intention to hurt you.”

“Whether it was your intention or not, it matters not,” her mother said angrily. “You can no longer be trusted.” She walked over to place her hands on the back of one of the chairs. “Daniel will be leaving at the end of the month.”

Juliet sprang from her seat. “No! He cannot leave!”

“Do not argue with me, child,” her mother said in that tone that brooked no argument. “He can no longer be where you are able to cause him, or yourself, any more trouble.”

“But I love him and wish to marry him.”

The room fell silent, and Juliet could hear her own blood thumping behind her ears. Her mother seemed to be at a loss for words as she wrung her hands together.

“It is as I feared,” she said finally. “Well, it does not matter. He will soon be gone, and you will resume seeing Lord Parsons, who will return in a few days. You will put this notion of Daniel behind you. Just be happy Lord Parsons has not given up on you completely!”

Rage like nothing Juliet had ever encountered washed over her. “You do not care that I love Daniel and that he loves me?” she demanded.

“He is but a stable boy,” her mother hissed as she walked around the chair to stand in front of Juliet. “Do you believe I or society will accept such a union? You know better than that!”

Juliet snorted. “Yet, you see no problems in you seeing a cobbler?” she retorted. There was a sense of satisfaction at the drop of her mother’s jaw. “Do not worry; Robert did not tell me. I saw him here with my own eyes. He comes every Tuesday! I do not believe you are one to tell me what is right and wrong!”

Juliet had never witnessed violence from her mother before, but when the woman pointed a finger in Juliet’s face, she was certain her mother would strike her. “You do not know about what you speak!” she hissed. “Have you told anyone about this?”

Juliet could do nothing but cower in face of such anger. “No,” she whispered. “I have told no one.”

“Never bring that man’s name up in my presence again!” Her mother turned and walked over to the fireplace. “You will continue seeing Lord Parsons and your lessons with Daniel will stop. If you make any attempts to see him, or if I catch the two of you even in the same room together…” Her words trailed off.

“What, Mother?” Juliet demanded. “You will keep me away from the man I love? What else will you do? What else can you do?”

Her mother spun around so quickly, Juliet took a step back. “Lord Parson wishes to marry you. I will accept his offer on your behalf if need be.”

Juliet shook her head, unable to stop the wave of tears from washing over her lashes. “All my life, you have said that I should not think myself better than others. Now that I have come to believe that, what do I receive as a reward? Kept away from the man I love and threats of marriage to a man I do not love.” 

She walked over to her mother, a great sadness filling her. “Yes, I have told many lies. I cannot, and will not, deny that. I will do as you ask not because I respect you but because I do not wish to break Daniel’s heart as mine has been broken.”

Without another word, she hurried out of the drawing room and ran to her bedroom. Throwing herself onto her bed, she sobbed into her pillow, realizing that everything that was her dream had now been taken away from her. Unless she was able to devise a plan, and quickly, Daniel would be gone and Lord Parsons would be forced into his place in her life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Daniel sat at the worktable and stared at nothing in particular. Four days had passed since he and Juliet had professed their love for one another, and the moment had erased any doubts he had possessed. The kiss they had shared had been passionate and sweet, reflecting a whirlwind of feelings. She had provided him with hope and strength, and for the first time in his life, he had felt more than just a simple stable boy but rather a man of significance, a man of importance.

Yet, that had all been stripped away when Lady Lambert and Lord Parsons entered the room. He had to admit that he was embarrassed at being caught holding a woman who stood so far above him in every way, but for a moment, he wished he could stand up to those who saw what they had as less than it was.

Lady Lambert minced no words and made it quite clear that he had one month to be gone from the stables. He would have no reference and no fond farewells, but he did not expect any.

With a sigh, he replaced the worn leather strap on Juliet’s saddle. He traced the letters that made up her name. He had not been able to read it in the past, but now he could. Perhaps it was best he had to leave, for everywhere he turned, he was reminded of her. 

“An unbreakable bridge,” he murmured ruefully. With a snort, he shook his head. For so long he had not believed they had a future together, and how quickly he had been proven right. He had been a fool to believe that he would ever be allowed to love a woman such as she. 

Once his replacement was found, he would be without work and a home. He would travel north—much sooner than he had originally planned, but that was of little consequence—and if he was forced to wait in order to safe more money, he would find another position there. He may not have a reference, but he had the skills to prove his abilities. However, without Juliet with him, what future did he truly have?”

“Stand up, boy!”

Daniel started and spun around to find Lord Parsons standing in the doorway of the work room. 

“A stable boy caught kissing a lady,” Lord Parsons said with an evil laugh. “If such a thing happened in my home, I would skin your hide.” The man took a step forward, his eyes glinting with something Daniel did not like. “Do you not know that a lady such as Juliet would never be with a man such as you?”

“I do know that,” Daniel replied, watching the man’s hands formed at fists at his side. “It’s not allowed.” 

“Oh, it is more than not allowed,” Lord Parson said with a scowl. “The mere mention of it brings about laughter, as it should. You are an uneducated fool, a stable boy, and lower than the dung on my boots.” The man lifted his foot to show the soles. “I should strike you for what you did to Juliet, but I will not.”

“You do not wish to fight me?” Daniel asked in surprise. 

The man’s laughter was scornful. “No. I have desired Juliet for some time now, and you have virtually handed her over to me.” The man grinned. “Her mother is allowing me to court her, and I have already asked for her hand. I am certain I will not have to wait long for a response.” He clasped Daniel on the shoulder. “Therefore, allow me to thank you for being a fool.”  

Daniel wanted nothing more than to hit him, to pummel him to the ground and not stop until the man no longer could speak, but he could not do it. What purpose would it serve? It would only bring about temporary gratification and land him in prison—or hanging from the gallows. Although the thought of Juliet with another man sickened him, he wanted only for her to be happy, and he doubted his death would accomplish that.

“I have a question, my lord,” Daniel said carefully. “About Miss Juliet.” He was careful to use a formal address. 

Lord Parsons raised his eyebrows. “Oh? And what is that?”

“Do you love her?”

“Love?” The man struggled as if the word was foreign to him. 

“Yes. It’s not just marrying a woman and providing for her. A man should also love her.”

When the man laughed, Daniel caught the odor of spirits on his breath. “People in my position do not marry for love,” he said with a snort. “We marry for land and wealth. Love is for the poor like yourself, who have nothing of value to offer.”

“She needs to be loved,” Daniel argued, unwilling to step down. 

Lord Parsons glared at him. “Miss Juliet,” Daniel did not miss the rebuke in the man’s voice, “will wear the finest dresses and have the best of everything.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “A woman with such a beautiful face and delectable bosom must be kept happy in order to get her to perform her marital duty.” The man’s smile widened. “Which she will do as soon as we are married. And it is all thanks to you.”

Daniel instinctively clenched his fist, but Lord Parsons grabbed him by his coat before her could lift his hand. 

“You will never speak her name or look her way again,” he hissed. “Do not test me, boy, for it will only drive her further into my arms.”

 The man pushed Daniel back so harshly that Daniel fell against the table and landed on the floor. 

“If you reveal to anyone you kissed my soon-to-be fiancé, I shall take your head off myself!” The man reared his head back and spat on Daniel. “Water my horse, boy. I have a marriage to secure.”

When Lord Parsons was gone, Daniel stood, humiliation raging inside him. Not only was he losing Juliet, but she would be forced to marry that man! A man who sought to use her for nothing more than a brood mare he could feed lovely apples when she performed well. 

The thought disgusted him as he wiped the spit from his face, but he had no idea what he could do about any of it. No man of his position could take on a man like Lord Parsons and live to speak about it later.

***

Numbness. That was all Juliet felt in her body, heart, and mind. Her very soul had been torn apart by her mother’s demand she never see Daniel again. A demand Juliet knew she could not change. 

She sat in the drawing room wearing her best gown, a blue muslin draped with white lace and satin underskirts. It had been her favorite, but now, forced to wear it for Lord Parsons, she hated it. The man sat across from her, his smile wide and his clothing immaculate, but she heard little of what he said, for her thoughts were on Daniel.

What must he think of the arrival of Lord Parsons? The poor man must be devastated, and she wished to tell him that she cared nothing for this awful man.

Her thoughts were interrupted when her mother touched her arm. “Juliet, Lord Parsons asked you a question.”

“My apologies,” Juliet said. “I have not slept well as of late.” That was not an untruth; she had spent the past four nights since her mother had forbade her from seeing Daniel tossing and turning, sleep evading her at every turn. 

“It is the weather,” Lord Parsons replied with a laugh. “As spring nears and warms away the last of the winter chill, it causes all to become drowsy. I had asked if you and your mother would like to join me for dinner Friday next. It would be an honor to have you both in my home.” He smiled and took on a humbleness that no one would believe was real. “It is no Scarlett Hall, but I believe you will find it to your liking.”

Panic gripped Juliet. The man wished to show her his home, the home he wished to share with her. However, she wanted nothing to do with him, but if she spoke her mind, her mother’s rebuke would be scathing. Furthermore, she would still be in the same position afterward. 

“That would be pleasant,” she replied. “I look forward to seeing it.” She took a sip of her tea to hide her grimace and was surprised when she saw Lord Parsons smile. It was not a smile that radiated kindness or love like Daniel had given her so often in the past. In contrast, it was a smile of conquest. The idea of marrying this man angered as much as it terrified her. Oh, how she wished she could simply run far away!

“I am pleased,” Lord Parsons said. “I believe you will find the journey short, and the roads are well suited for travel at the moment.” He turned to Juliet’s mother. “Although it will be some time before the flowers return to my garden, I do hope it meets your approval.”

“I have no doubt that it will,” her mother said with a wave of her hand. “As it will meet Juliet’s approval, as well.” She gave Juliet a piercing look when she did not reply.

“It is Juliet’s approval I seek above all others,” Lord Parson said. “It is what I hope I earn during our courtship. As we progress in our relationship, I hope it will lead to other…arrangements.”

Juliet wished to tell the man that Daniel was courting her, not he, and that her heart and soul belonged to her stable boy. However, she kept silent. She pleaded with her mother with her eyes, but the woman ignored her.

“I have taken careful consideration of your offer after our last conversation,” her mother said. “I believe now is not the best time to discuss it. Perhaps when we are at your home for dinner?”

Juliet wished to wail, to scream, to shout that she did not want to marry this man, but she sipped her tea, her fingers gripping the handle of the cup so tightly she was surprised it did not shatter. 

Lord Parsons nodded. “No, you are correct, Lady Lambert. Forgive my eagerness.” He rose and Juliet and her mother did the same. “I shall see you in a week. Thank you again for having me here.” He gave her mother a bow and then took her hand to kiss her knuckles. “I await your arrival with bated breath.”

When he was gone, Juliet rubbed the back of her hand on her skirts. “I do not wish to marry him,” she said angrily. “Do not make me do that. Not him.”

Her mother shook her head. “If I allow you to turn away Lord Parsons, another will take his place, and you will reject him, as well. It will become a never-ending cycle of you refusing each suitor, and I cannot have that.” She turned to face the fire, her back to Juliet. 

“But you will leave your daughter heartbroken,” Juliet cried. “The daughter who has changed and become who you wanted. I have always known how much the others have pleased you and that I was the daughter you disliked the most.”

Her mother turned, her eyes reddened with unshed tears. “Never say such things,” she said in a low voice. “Never!”

“I am sorry,” Juliet said, wiping away her own tears. “I do not wish to believe it, but I have never been like my sisters. I have done nothing but disappoint you, and for that I can only apologize. But I have changed! Can you not see how much I have changed?”

Her mother closed her eyes. “You have no idea how much I love you,” she whispered. “You have a special place in my heart that the others do not.”

“Then allow me to marry the man I love,” Juliet said. “Do you love me enough to allow that?”

Her mother opened her eyes. “It is because I love you that I cannot allow it.”

Juliet turned and stomped from the room before she said something she would regret. As she made her way to her room, she knew the time had come. Tonight, she would inform Daniel of her plans to leave, and then, come morning, she would ask Robert for his help. 

Stopping at Annabel’s room, she opened the door and went inside. Her cousin rose from the bed as she set aside a book she had been reading. 

“What is wrong?” Annabel asked. 

Juliet could no longer keep back the flood of tears, and Annabel rushed to her side and wrapped her arms around her. “It is no use,” Juliet said. “I must leave Scarlett Hall. Do you still wish to come with me?”

Annabel nodded. “I do. I will not be forced to marry Lord Agar.”

Juliet took Annabel’s hand in hers. “Then I will need your help tonight distracting Mother. Go to her after dinner and tell her that you have concerns about Lord Agar. Keep her occupied for as long as you can.”

“I can do that, but what will you do?”

“I must speak to Daniel,” Juliet whispered. “I must let him know we must be gone two nights from now.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Standing in the hallway outside the dining room after dinner, Juliet did everything she could to appear calm and keep her face clear of the anxiety that boiled inside her. When her mother joined them, Juliet nodded to her cousin.

“Aunt Eleanor,” Annabel said, “may I speak with you?” She shot an apologetic glance at Juliet. “It is a private matter.”

“Yes, of course,” Juliet’s mother said, her voice bathed with sympathy. “Would you like to join me in the study?”

Annabel nodded. Now was the time for Juliet’s part. 

“I am happy to listen and offer any counsel I can,” she said.

Annabel sighed. “Do not be angry with me, but I would like to speak with Aunt Eleanor alone about this.”

Juliet gave an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, I see. Very well. I will go and find something else to do. Perhaps I will read in the drawing room.”

Placing a hand on Juliet’s arm, Annabel said, “Thank you for understanding.”

Juliet smiled in return. “Of course. See you soon, and then maybe you will be willing to tell me.”

The door to the study closed, and Juliet let out a sigh of relief. Annabel would keep her mother busy for at least an hour, which was more than enough time for Juliet to speak to Daniel. 

Hurrying to the door, she ignored her coat, fearing her mother or Forbes would notice it missing, and stepped out into the cold wind. She wrapped her arms around herself and made her way to the stables. When she saw Daniel brushing one of the horses, she smiled.

“Juliet,” he said, placing the brush on a nearby bench and rushing to her. “You cannot be here. Your mother…” His embrace was comforting, but it lacked the heat it once had.

“Do not worry. Annabel is keeping her busy, but I cannot stay long.” She placed her hands on either side of his face. “You may smile; I am here now.”

He nodded and gave her a small smile. “I don’t know what to say.” He walked over and patted the horse he had been brushing. “I assume your mother told you I’ll be leaving?”

Juliet nodded. “She has already made inquiries for another stable hand. But that does not matter. We will be leaving in two nights.”

Daniel turned, and Juliet could not stop the worry that crept under her skirts like the cold wind outside. She brushed it aside; there was no need to worry.

“Tomorrow, I will go see Robert and collect any funds that may be ready. The rest we can collect at a later point. I am ready to leave here, as is Annabel.”

Daniel nodded and walked away, heading down the long corridor between the stalls. Juliet followed him and watched as he walked over to the worktable. “I still can’t read the letter you gave me.”

“It does not matter at the moment,” she said. “Once we find a place to live, we can resume the lessons. We must plan our escape; that is what is important now.”

It was as if time had stood still. Then Daniel turned, his smile gone. “There won’t be an escape,” he said. “You’re staying here.”

“What? Our plans have not changed except that we will leave earlier than we originally expected.”

Daniel kept his head down. “Your mother wants you to stay here, and I can’t defy her wishes.”

Juliet shook her head. “My mother does not know what is best for me; I do. Do not speak like this, Daniel.”

“It can’t happen. Our dream is over.” When he looked up at her, his eyes held a firmness she had never seen him possess before. “Even if we were to escape, she would send men after us. And you’ll break her heart.”

“This is my dream!” Juliet shouted, tears rolling down her face unchecked. “To be with you, the man I love. Nothing can be more important than that.”

“I’d thought that, too. But that was the dreams of a foolish boy.” He went to reach for her, but she pulled back, and his eyes filled with sadness. “Never doubt that I love you; I always will. But our lives are too far apart, and no amount of love will bridge that gap no matter how much we think it can be done.”

Juliet wiped at her cursed tears in vain. “She will have me marry Lord Parsons, and if not him, then another man. Is that what you wish?”

Daniel shook his head. “I know the man doesn’t love you, and I don’t want to think about his true intentions, but you have to please your mother.” He shrugged. “Maybe another man worthy of you will come into your life.”

“No!” She beat her fists against his chest, and he did nothing to stop her. “I do not want to love another! I only wish to love you!”

Daniel gathered her hands into his. “Goodbye, Miss Juliet,” he whispered. “This hurts me, but we were not meant to be. If you love me like you say you do, please don’t make this any harder than it has to be.” 

He turned away from her, and she found herself staring at his back, her vision watery. “It is because I love you that I will do as you ask. But no man, be he Lord Parsons or any other, will ever have my heart. That only belongs to you.”

When he turned back around, the pain in his eyes was so pronounced, she almost took a step back. However, instead, she lifted herself onto her toes and placed a kiss on his lips. The thought that this would be their last crushed her soul. 

“Goodbye, Daniel. Thank you for showing me the best thing in life.”

“It’s a beautiful gift,” he replied, his voice breaking. “One I’ll carry with me forever.” He turned back to the table, a clear dismissal, and Juliet left the room.

Tears continued to fall as she stumbled across the drive, her steps thudding against the hard earth. Soon, Daniel would be gone, and Juliet would be alone, forced to marry a man she did not love. When she arrived at the steps, she paused to look up at the great walls of her home. The house had once been filled with laughter, but now it was full of heartache due to a mother who denied her daughter the very thing he wanted in life. 

She was uncertain how long she stood there, but thoughts of Daniel and the life they could have had tormented her. It was not until she shivered from the chill in the air that she went into the house.

Her mother sat on the bottom stair of the grand staircase and rose as Juliet closed the door. “Where have you been?”

Juliet looked at her mother, no longer wishing to lie to the woman. “I went to speak to Daniel; to ask him to leave with me.” When her mother gaped, Juliet shook her head. “Do not worry; he refused my offer. It seems he believes that, because of his station, he is not worthy to be with the woman he loves.”

“Juliet…”

“It does not matter, Mother. We shall see Lord Parsons next week and we will tell him that I accept his offer.” The words tore at her heart, but she had no other choice. She walked past her mother without looking at her.

“Do you hate me?” her mother asked in a choked voice.

Juliet shook her head. “I could never hate you,” she whispered, although she did not turn back to look at her mother. Instead, she continued her journey up the stairs and to her room where Annabel waited for her.

“I tried…”

Juliet embraced her cousin, but it felt mechanical in some way. “It is all right. I have news for you.”

“What is it?”

Juliet sighed. “We are not leaving,” she said. “At least not with Daniel.” She explained what Daniel had said; it was strange her voice lacked any emotion. That numbness had returned, but it was better than the anger. Better than the sadness. Better than the loss.

“It seems my life no longer has meaning,” Juliet finished. “I am tempted to try again, to convince him that leaving together would be the best for us both, but I am at a loss as to what to do.” 

“Monday we will go to Rumsbury to speak to Robert.” Annabel had a lilt in her voice that surprised Juliet. 

“Whatever for?” Juliet demanded. “What can he do besides give me some of my investment returns? What good will money be if I am not leaving with Daniel?”

 Annabel glanced at the door and then leaned forward. “He is friends with your mother,” she whispered. “Perhaps he can sway her in this matter.”

For the first time since leaving the stables, Juliet felt a twinge of hope return. “I suppose he may be able to,” she said thoughtfully. “If the woman is jealous over him, he may do anything he asks of her.” 

The more she considered it, the happier she became. “Annabel, I do love you and your mind!” she said, wrapping her arms around her cousin. “Now, let us consider how best to approach Robert.”

***

Sleep had not come easy for Juliet, and come Monday morning, she was bone weary when they arrived in the village. The streets were busy, and people moved in and out of the various shops, greeting one another as they were wont to do after being closeted away during the colder months.

Annabel was speaking with Robert about the ledgers, and Juliet was on her way to collect a few items Robert needed. When she entered the haberdashers, the only shop in the village that carried almost every item on her list, including stationery, unbelievably, the shopkeeper set about collecting her required items. 

As she stared out the window at the passersby as she waited, she could not help but wonder why the cobbler’s shop was always void of patrons. Yet, perhaps it was only coincidence; it was not as if she was there at all hours. 

With a shrug, she turned her thoughts to Robert. If her mother cared for him, which Juliet suspected she did, the woman would listen to any advice Robert gave. Juliet had little concern for making the request of Robert, for he was her friend and enjoyed seeing her happy. The man would be calling on her mother the following day, which was an opportune time for him to speak to the woman. 

Once her mother agreed, Juliet would give Daniel the good news—that the love they shared was not lost.

“Here you are,” the shopkeeper said. 

Juliet paid the man and left the shop with the items bundled in her arms, almost bumping into Caroline in her rush to leave.

“Oh, Juliet,” Caroline said. “It is fortunate that I have run into you, for I have been wanting to speak to you.”

Juliet stifled a groan. She was not in the mood to listen to gossip. “I am sorry, but I must hurry. I have a very busy schedule. Perhaps we can speak next week.”

“It is about Mr. Mullens, the cobbler,” Caroline whispered after glancing around them. “Rumors are he propositioned a servant of Lady Chambers.”

Juliet scrunched her brow. “Propositioned?”

Caroline grabbed her arm and pulled her into the alleyway between the haberdashers and the jeweler’s. “Shh! Not so loud.” She glanced around them again, her face filled with worry. “He offered her a pair of boots for her virtue!”

Juliet had no time for such nonsense. “I will keep my wits about me,” she said. “I promise. But thank you for your warning.” 

Before Caroline could add more rubbish to the heap, Juliet pushed past her and hurried back to the cobbler’s shop. She wanted to laugh; Robert propositioning a servant woman? It was preposterous! If it were true, what servant girl would tell anyone, especially someone who would tell Caroline? No, it was simply more senseless rumors that were so common among the ton, and she would take no part in it.

As she entered the shop, she glanced over at Annabel, who stood in the corner, her arms wrapped around her stomach and her face nearly white.

“Are you ill?” Juliet asked as she set the package on one of the benches. “You look as if you are unwell.”

“It is my stomach,” Annabel said. Then she lowered her voice and whispered, “May we leave, please?”

Juliet went to speak, but Robert entered through the white door behind the counter. “Ah, the supplies,” he said cheerfully. “Excellent.”

Annabel touched Juliet’s arm. “I will wait in the carriage.”

Robert walked up to Juliet. “You are a wonderful partner, indeed.”

Juliet smiled. “I am glad I am able to help,” she said. “I would like to ask a favor of you, if I may.”

“Yes, of course. We are business partners…and friends. I will do whatever you ask if I am able.”

Relief washed over her. “Thank you,” she said. “Much has transpired since I last saw you. I am afraid that Mother caught me and Daniel in a…let us just say that it was unfortunate and leave it at that, and Lord Parsons was with her.”

“I see,” Robert said with raised brows. “I imagine you have gotten yourself into all sorts of trouble?”

“Yes.” Just the thought of what her mother wanted her to do pierced her heart. “I am no longer allowed to see Daniel, and he refuses to take me with him when he leaves. He fears upsetting Mother, and I need help.”

Robert grimaced. “I’m not sure I know what I can do,” he said. “This is a complicated matter.”

“My mother risks everything to see you,” Juliet pleaded. “Would you perhaps speak with her and tell her that she should allow me to see Daniel? Please, I do not wish to beg, but I am desperate. I need a friend right now.”

“You do,” Robert replied as he placed a hand on Juliet’s arm. “And I am the friend you can trust. But I fear that I am also the friend who will hurt you by speaking the truth.”

Juliet eyed him carefully. “Truth? What truth?”

He sighed. “I have never thought a lady half my age would teach me the merits of honor and friendship, but you have, so I will tell you what I know.”

Juliet nodded. “Please.”

“I have already spoken to your mother concerning Daniel. I tried to reason with her, to explain how much you care for him, but she refused to listen. You see, Lord Parsons is a wealthy man, far wealthier than many realize. Your mother wants to purchase a cottage at the seaside for when her children are gone.”

“No,” Juliet said with a gasp. “You mean, she…”

“Has taken some payment already from Lord Parsons?” He nodded. “She has. And he has promised the rest when you have married him.”

Juliet shook her head in disbelief. “Then it is truly over,” she whispered. Her heart ached not only for the loss of Daniel but for her mother’s betrayal. “I cannot believe she did this. My happiness in exchange for money?”

“I am sorry to be the one to tell you,” Robert said sadly. “However, I may have a solution.”

“Oh?”

He nodded. “Threaten her,” he said. “And use me as a pawn.”

“What?” Juliet asked, aghast. “Threaten her? She is my mother, I cannot…”

“Do you wish to be with Daniel?” he asked. She nodded. “Then it is simple. Tell her that if you cannot be with the man you love, you will tell everyone about her relationship with me. She will have no choice but to allow you to see him.”

The suggestion made her feel ill. “I cannot,” she whispered. “I love her too much.”

“You are kind,” Robert said with a sigh. “To love someone who clearly does not love you is a rare being indeed.”

His words stung her heart. “She does love me,” she said. Then she paused. “Does she not?”

Robert shrugged as he walked around to the other side of the counter to grab a ledger. “I will not be seeing her tomorrow, for I am leaving for two days. But think about what I said. Either you marry Lord Parsons or the stable boy. It is your choice.”

Juliet nodded, the numbness greater than it had ever been in her life. However, what he said was true. It was her choice. And she would do what was best for her in the end.

Yet, was what was best for her best for everyone else who was important in her life? That was the question that weighed on her mind as she left the shop, still uncertain what she would decide.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Candlelight cast a soft glow on the rain pelted window as Juliet lay in bed, sleep evading her. Her thoughts were of Daniel and the hope he was not as heartbroken as she. However, it was much to ask, she knew, for how could he not be? Their love was pure and beautiful, and Juliet had thought nothing could tear them apart.

Yet, her mother’s wishes had been their undoing.

The fact her mother wished to purchase a cottage for herself was unlike her. She rarely left the house as it was, and Juliet had no doubt as to how much she enjoyed living at Scarlett Hall. Granted, Nathaniel would take over the house when he became of age, but that was years away; the boy was only fourteen! 

Another issue that bothered Juliet was her mother’s wish that she, Juliet, marry Lord Parsons. That concern was more understandable yet did not sit with Juliet any better than her separation from the man she loved. 

Sighing, she moved back the covers and donned her dressing gown and slippers. With one of the candles in hand, she made her way toward the staircase. No other lights peeked beneath any of the doors, nor were any lit in the hallway. 

The fire in the drawing room should still be burning, she thought. There, she would pour herself a glass of brandy and drink away her final days of freedom.

Her slippered feet made no noise as she made her way down the stairs. She could hear the wind howling outside the front door, and she shivered from a draft. When she reached the drawing room, she was surprised to see the door sitting open and her mother curled up on the couch with a book on her lap and a drink in her hand, the fireplace aglow.

Robert’s suggestion came to her mind, and Juliet shook her head. The idea of blackmailing her mother made her ill; she loved the woman despite the hurt she had caused, and Juliet could not bring herself to do it.

Her mother looked up and smiled. “Oh, Juliet, you startled me.” She set the book aside and placed her feet on the floor. “Would you care to join me?”

Juliet nodded, closed the door, and looked at the array of decanters on the liquor cart. “May I have a small drink?”

Her mother nodded her head, and Juliet poured herself a glass of brandy—a tiny measure for her mother’s benefit.

“You have been especially quiet since your return from the village,” her mother said. “It is not like you.”

Juliet took a sip of the brandy before responding, giving herself a moment to collect her thoughts. “I have been thinking…” Juliet’s heart tore as she turned to face her mother. She loved the woman, yet she loved Daniel. 

No! I cannot blackmail her! she told herself once again. 

Her mother placed her glass on the side table and rose. “What is wrong? I can see it on your face that something is bothering you.”

“I cannot do it,” Juliet murmured as she lowered herself into one of the large wingback chairs across from her mother. “As much as I love Daniel, I cannot do it.”

“Do what?”

Juliet drank the remainder of her brandy—barely enough to wet her lips as far as she was concerned—and set the glass on the table. “Blackmail you. I was advised to do so in order to pressure you into allowing me to see Daniel.”

“And what would you use to blackmail me?” Her mother’s voice was guarded.

“Robert,” Juliet replied simply. “I would threaten to tell everyone about your sordid relationship with Robert in hopes that you would allow me to see Daniel. However, I cannot do that, even if it means marrying another is the consequence of refusing to do so.” She looked up at the woman she loved with all her heart as tears filled her eyes. “I do not love him, but if you wish that I marry Lord Parsons in order to purchase the cottage, then I shall do so. I will do anything to make you happy.” The tears slipped over her lashes, and she did nothing to stop them.

Her mother’s eyes widened. “A cottage? I have no use for a cottage.”

Juliet clicked her tongue. “You do not have to lie, Mother. Robert told me everything. How Lord Parsons has given you money and…”

“The man is a liar,” her mother spat. “You cannot believe anything he says, for every word he utters is a falsehood!” She turned and walked to the fireplace, her back to Juliet.

Juliet leapt from her seat. “Then why do you see him in secret?” she demanded. “You speak as if he is Lucifer himself, yet he has been nothing but kind to me. If he is so awful, why do you allow him into our home?” She did not care that she was nearly shouting.

“Juliet…”

“I do not want excuses, Mother,” Juliet said, her anger rising. “Why are you allowed to see a cobbler but I am unable to see a stable hand? Why do you speak ill of him and yet want him in your arms? Is it your jealousy?”

Her mother spun around, her skirts swishing around her ankles. “Jealousy?”

“Yes, jealousy. Robert told me that you are jealous of my mind and beauty…” her words trailed off as her mother turned her gaze to the floor.

“He has lied to you,” her mother said, her voice just above a whisper. “He has lied to you more than I would have ever thought he would. I am not jealous of him nor of you.”

Juliet shook her head. “I am confused. Why all the secrecy?” When her mother simply looked up and said nothing, she raised her voice. She would learn the truth! “Tell me! What is so special about this man?”

 

Her mother wrung her hands. “He knows something,” she said, and a chill went down Juliet’s spine. “A secret I thought would never be revealed. It is this secret he threatens to expose that forces me to allow him into our home.”

“A secret?”

Her mother nodded. “I make payments to him every Tuesday in exchange for his silence. It was why when I first saw him I ordered you to stay away.”

“Is that the reason you changed your mind and allowed me to return?”

“It is.” Her mother’s voice was barely audible. “He wished to see you, and I had no choice. If I had denied him, he would have attempted to destroy you.” She shook her head. “Now that I have allowed it, I am afraid he has come close to doing just that anyway.”

“Mother?” Juliet could do nothing to calm the trembling in her voice. “Why did he wish to see me? What is it about me that is a secret?”

Her mother walked over to her and placed a hand on the side of her face. “My sweet Juliet,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. “I love you; you know this, do you not?”

“Of course I do,” Juliet said, the words sticking in her throat. Did she wish to know what her mother kept hidden? However, if she did not learn of it now, would she ever? She had to know! “You are frightening me. What does Robert know?”

Her mother dropped her hands to her side. “That he is your father.”

Juliet’s stomach rolled and her heart leapt to her throat. “No, it cannot be!” she gasped. “My father died…”

“It is true. I am so sorry. I never wished you to ever learn of it. However, the man has been blackmailing me since his return to Rumsbury, and I cannot protect you any longer.”

Juliet fell to her knees sobbing, and her mother dropped down beside her. She pulled Juliet into her arms, and Juliet could do nothing to stop the wracking sobs that took over her body. 

The man who she thought her father, Lord Charles Lambert, was not. Her father was a simple cobbler, a man who blackmailed her mother.

“I love you, and I am sorry,” her mother whispered as she ran her hand down Juliet’s hair. “If he were to tell anyone, no gentleman would ever have you. You would be disgraced and ignored.”

When the sobs subsided, Juliet rose from the floor and went to the liquor cart, this time without asking her mother for permission. She poured herself a hefty serving of brandy and gulped it down, not caring that it burned her throat. 

Then she turned and faced her mother. “Your affair with the cobbler?” she asked. “Did Father know?”

Her mother walked to the window without a response, and Juliet’s fear returned. “Mother?”

“Join me,” she said.

Juliet wiped the tears from her eyes and joined her mother at the window. 

Her mother put her arm around Juliet. “How many times I watched you and your siblings outside I cannot count. As I told you before, you hold a special place in my heart.”

Juliet nodded as her mother began a story that would change her life forever.

“For one hundred and fifty years, Scarlett Hall has held strong. However, it holds many secrets in its walls, and if you listen carefully, the voices of shadows past will tell you all you wish to know.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Scarlett Hall 1788

 

Let us hope this time it is a boy. I do not want a house full of girls and no heirs.

Those were the last words Eleanor had heard from her husband before he left for Glasgow a month earlier. From there, the man would go to Manchester and then Paris. He had other places on his itinerary, but she had been told in no uncertain terms that it was none of her concern. What had been her concern at the time was that she was with child, expected to arrive in five months when her husband was not due to return for six. 

She took a deep breath and ran her hand over the tiny mound under her dress as she peered through the bedroom window. Her eyes soaked in the rolling green hills that stretched far across the horizon. All the land, for as far as eyes could see, belonged to her family, and she loved every bit of it.

Raising a glass to her lips, she took a large gulp of wine. Her consumption of the beverage began earlier each day, but she had no other way to bring relief from the numbness that plagued her. And it mattered not that the wine increased rather than diminished it.

“My lady,” Anne, her lady’s maid, said as she entered the room, “I must speak with you.”

Eleanor took another sip of her wine and placed the glass on a table before turning to smile at the woman who had also become a close friend and confidante. The woman always wore a bright smile, and with her raven black hair and brown eyes, she was strikingly beautiful. However, it was the bond of friendship that had formed between the two that brought Eleanor comfort when she sought it. An ear to hear and shoulder on which to cry. 

“What is it?”

Anne worried her bottom lip. “I’m worried about you.”

Eleanor clenched her jaw. Confidante Anne might be, but she had no right to overstep her bounds. “I do not need your worry,” Eleanor said curtly. “You may leave now.” She picked up and drained the glass of wine before grabbing the opened bottle and pouring a new glass.

“You’re my employer,” Anne said, “but you’re also my friend, and I’m worried. You spend your days drinking away your hurt, and I can’t stand by and see you suffer anymore.”

Eleanor turned. “Do you believe I will not send you away?” she demanded, although it hurt her to speak to the only person who would listen to her woes. “I do not wish to listen to you explain to me how I am feeling, for no one knows the pain I endure…” She wiped away the traitorous tears that escaped her eyes and belied her words.

Anne took the glass from her, set it on the table and took Eleanor’s hands in hers. “When Lord Lambert returns, what will you do? The padding under your dress might fool the servants, but it won’t fool him.”

“Do you not think I know this?” Eleanor said in a sharp whisper. “My husband has left me with child, and now that I have lost it…” She shook her head. “It is as though a piece of me was lost, as well. It killed me inside, and no one knows my pain!” No matter what she did, the pain did not subside, and she wanted nothing more than the numbness to return.

“I may not know your pain” Anne whispered, “but I have my own painful news to share.”

Eleanor wiped at her eyes. She was being selfish; Anne had always been there for her whenever she needed her. “What is it?”

Anne took a deep breath and placed her hand on her stomach. “I am with child.”

With wide eyes, Eleanor studied the lady’s maid. She was thicker around her middle! She had been so caught up in her loss that she never took notice that the woman who was typically as thin as a stick had grown at least an entire dress size.

“How long?”

“Maybe a week or so longer than you, my lady.” She turned a deep crimson and looked down at the floor.

“And the father?”

Anne looked up at her, tears in her eyes. “Robert, the gardener.” The tears she had been holding back dripped down her face. “He wooed me with promises of marriage, and I believed him. Then he convinced me that I should give him my savings so we could buy a home together. However, when I told him I was with child…he left.”

Eleanor pulled the woman into her arms and held her tight. “I am so sorry,” she whispered. “So, that is why he left?” 

Anne nodded, and Eleanor recalled the man giving his notice, but until now she did not know why. 

“He told Lord Lambert that his mother was ill, and he told me not to tell anyone, not even you, but that was over a month ago.” She shook her head, her face filled with despondency. “Now I’m without money and burdened with a child I cannot look after.”

Eleanor understood the maid’s concern. When Charles learned that she was carrying a child, he would throw her out immediately, spouting concerns for being burdened with the results of a woman with loose morals. 

The truth was the woman would never survive in the world with a bastard child. She would gain no employment in such a condition, and with no money, she would have no means on which to live. 

“But you can.”

Eleanor stared at the woman. “What do you mean?”

“I cannot provide for this child,” Anne said, looking down at her stomach. “But you need a child to make your husband happy and to heal the hole in your heart with the loss of your own.”

Eleanor closed her eyes. The pain of losing her child had led to many sleepless nights and to her drinking as heavily as a village drunk. “Charles would never allow it,” she said finally. “Society would…”

“Never know. You can keep up your ruse, and I will leave today to somewhere safe. When the time grows near, make an excuse to leave.”

The idea was tempting. “I…do not know.”

“This child is a gift. One I cannot support, but you can. It is a gift from my heart that can heal yours.”

Eleanor nodded, the thought of gaining her lost child more appealing with each passing moment. “You could never tell a soul. If Robert were to return and find you with no child…”

“He will not ever hear it from me,” Anne insisted. “It is your child, if you will have it.”

It was a risky endeavor, and Eleanor knew that if Charles or anyone were to learn of it, the lives of the child and Eleanor’s other daughters would be ruined. However, God’s hand had to be in this, for He had sent her a replacement child. “I will do this,” she said with finality before wrapping her arms around the woman. “I promise I will love the child as my own.”

“I have no doubt you will, my lady,” Anne replied. “I ask just one thing.”

“Yes?”

“In the years to come, if the time ever arises, let the child know that I loved him or her and that I only wanted what was best.”

Eleanor smiled. “I promise,” she whispered. “Tonight, you will leave for a cottage we have on our property that is currently not in use. You will be safe there, for no one ventures there.”

“I will collect my things,” Anne said with another embrace and then a quick curtsy.

After the woman left the room, Eleanor returned to the table where she had placed her glass. Her heart had been filled with pain with the death of her child, but for the first time in a month, that pain began to subside, and it had not been wine that had brought her relief.

***

The cottage sat alone amongst a thick covering of trees as Eleanor stepped from the carriage. Her usual driver had not been used on this journey, but rather it was the young butler, Forbes. He seemed much more trustworthy, and she was in no condition to take the carriage on her own, or so she appeared with the large pillow under her dress. 

A gentle breeze blew Eleanor’s hair as Forbes closed the door of the carriage. Besides Anne, who was inside the cottage, only the butler knew her identity, and it was of the utmost importance that she had his trust. Not even the midwife knew who she was.

“This journey to my mother’s,” Eleanor said, holding her hand against the padded bulge, “is of no concern to anyone except my husband. And the stop at this home…”

“Is none of my concern,” Forbes replied. “I know of many ladies who often visit cousins and other relatives, and some do not have the same means as they.” The butler dipped his head. “In fact, I do not recall even stopping anywhere save your mother’s house.”

Relieved, Eleanor nodded and turned to walk toward the cottage when the door burst open and a girl of perhaps ten rushed outside. 

“Miss! It’s happenin’”

Eleanor hurried down the path and she heard Anne’s groans from outside. The butler was no fool, and she hoped he would ask no questions. All she could do was trust him.

The cottage had a small kitchen, a sitting room, and two small bedrooms. Why Charles bought the place, she did not know, nor did she care. Her only concern at the moment was the woman hunched over the splayed legs of the woman who had once been her lady’s maid.

“You are here,” Anne said, sweat dripping from her brow and her breathing heavy. 

Eleanor rushed to the woman’s side and took her hand. “I am.”

“I am so glad you came.” Anne leaned back into the pillows and closed her eyes. 

“You knew I would,” Eleanor said with a smile.

Anne gripped her hand with a sudden gasp. Soon, Eleanor was speaking encouraging words. She had birthed two girls already, so she knew what Anne was enduring, but it did not make it any easier to watch. 

“You are doing well,” Eleanor said. 

Anne cried out, held her breath, and then grunted. Then the most beautiful of things happened. The wail of a child filled the room, a sound that rang in Eleanor’s heart. The midwife placed the babe on Anne’s bare stomach, and Anne squeezed Eleanor’s hand.

“You have done well,” Eleanor whispered as she sat on the edge of the bed and kissed Anne’s forehead. 

“It is a girl,” the midwife said as she took the baby and washed her in warm water before swaddling her, her head full of dark hair the only part of the babe to be seen.

Eleanor took the baby in her arms. “She is beautiful,” she said. 

When she looked up at Anne, the woman lay with her eyes closed. “She is,” Anne said. “And I know she’ll be happy and well-loved, and I couldn’t wish more for her.”

With a smile, Eleanor began to rock the lively bundle, and the baby calmed. “She will be my daughter, treated as an equal to her older sisters. I promise she will find happiness in life.”

Anne gave her a weak smile. “I have no doubt you’ll make her very happy.”

The woman could not have said anything truer. Eleanor already loved the child as if she was her own. “Her name is Juliet, and I will do everything I can for her.” She took Anne’s hand. “You have given me the most wondrous of gifts, and I will never forget you for it.” She handed her a purse. “This is everything I have saved.” When Anne attempted to push the purse away, Eleanor gave the maid a firm glare. “No, you must take it. You will need money until you find a new position. I wish you would come back to Scarlett Hall, but I understand how difficult that would be for you.”

“I don’t know where I’ll go next, but this will help. Thank you.”

Eleanor remained at Anne’s side, the bond between them bringing them that much closer, until the hour grew late and Anne glanced toward the window. “You should go; it won’t be safe if you travel after dark.” She grabbed Eleanor’s hand. “I’ll never forget you.”

With a firm squeeze of her hand, Eleanor replied, “And I shall never forget you, my dear friend.” She leaned over and kissed the woman on the cheek before heading toward the door. 

Stopping with her hand on the doorknob, she glanced back and the two exchanged a smile, one that would remain in Eleanor’s heart forever, for she never saw her friend again.

***

The days became weeks, the weeks became a month, and a letter arrived announcing that Charles was to arrive in three days.

With Juliet cradled in her arms, Eleanor kissed the soft tuft of dark hair on her daughter’s head. “You are the most beautiful gift I have ever received,” she whispered. “And you will always have a special place in my heart.”

Footsteps from the hallway made her look up. Charles entered the room, a wide grin on his face. “My child!” he exclaimed as he hurried to her side. He gave Eleanor a small kiss and knelt beside her, and her love for him grew. She pulled back the blanket so he could see the baby. “She has my hair color,” he said with pride. “And my eyes!”

“She is her father’s child,” she replied. “Do you wish to hold her?”

He nodded and took Juliet into his arms, the child gurgling with clear pleasure. “Juliet. Named after my mother,” he said. “This child is special; do you not feel it?”

“Yes, she most certainly is,” Eleanor said as she pulled herself up from the chair to stand at his side. She placed a hand on his arm and gazed down at their daughter. “I know she has filled a special place in my heart.” 

And the words could not have been truer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

“That is why you have always had, and always will, have a special place in my heart.”

Juliet stood in shock doing everything she could to comprehend what her mother had just revealed. Who was she? She was no longer the person she thought she was all her life, a woman of better blood, the child of title who came from an affluent lineage generations long.

Now, however, she was the daughter of servants—a man who was once a gardener and a lady’s maid. She looked up at the woman she had called Mother all her life and could not find words to think let alone speak. All she felt was shame and humiliation. How could anyone love her now?

Yet, the woman who birthed her, had she not had Juliet’s own interests at heart? Juliet would never have lived the life she had as the daughter of a woman of the working class. Where would she be now if her real mother had not made such a decision?

“I know this is overwhelming to hear, but you must understand that you are my daughter. Nothing will ever change that.”

With surprise, Juliet looked at her mother. “I…you still love me although I now know the truth?” 

Her mother responded by throwing her arms around Juliet. “My sweet child, I love you more than you will ever know. Although I am not the woman who gave birth to you, I hope you love me as your mother as I have loved you as if you were my own child.”

Juliet sobbed into the woman’s shoulder. How could she consider this woman as someone other than her mother? “You are my mother, and I am thankful that you raised me. I hold no anger to my…birth mother. I understand why she did what she did.”

Her mother held her at arm’s length. “She loved you, you know.”

“What was she like?”

Pushing back a strand of Juliet’s hair, she smiled. “She was beautiful, strong, and raging with a fire much like yours. It is from her you get your spiritedness.”

Although a thousand questions swam in her mind, those concerning Robert rose to the top.

“How did Robert,” she was not ready to think of him as her father, “learn of all this?” 

Her mother sighed. “The last time he was here, he explained that he found work two years ago, and Anne happened to be a lady’s maid there. She had fallen gravely ill, and it was on her deathbed that she revealed the truth.”

“But why would she do that? She had promised!”

“I do not know,” her mother replied. “She always saw the good in people, so perhaps she thought he had a change of heart. He may have manipulated her into believing so.”

Juliet nodded, but anger rose to push down her shock. “So, this man came in search of his daughter, but rather than introducing himself to me, he used the information to blackmail you. He attempted to ruin not only you but my sisters, as well.”

“Yes,” her mother replied. “I am afraid that is the truth of it. I wanted to protect you from him, for I knew how twisted the man’s lies could be.”

Juliet studied the woman. Her mother was strong, a woman who rarely cried, at least not where others could witness it. Yet, her eyes were red and filled with tears, and Juliet knew much of her distress came from what that man had done to her—or at least attempted to do. 

“What will you do concerning him?” She would not use his name; he was unworthy of such courtesy! 

“I will continue to pay him. There is nothing more I can do.”

Juliet walked over and poured them each a drink. Taking a long sip from her glass, her mind began to race. Her true father was alive, but the man had attempted to pit her against the woman she knew as her mother. The thought of her mother suffering because of him made her anger turn into rage.

“You cannot pay the man forever,” Juliet said finally. “His price will only increase until he has run you…run all of us…into the ground.”

Her mother gave a contemptuous chuckle. “It already has caused us a considerable amount of trouble. The man is mad. He has asked for my hand in marriage—has demanded it.”

Juliet shook her head. “His greed runs deep,” she whispered. A new thought came to mind. “I now realize I have been fooled in more ways than one.” She sighed. “I have been investing in his business, as has Annabel and some of our friends. I have fallen for his lies and led them right into it.”

“Investing?”

“He approached me first…” She explained everything, including Robert’s plan to open new shops. “I cannot believe I fell for his lies.” A new sense of shame came over her as she realized she would now lose everything she had given him, as would the others who had trusted her.

“He is a gifted storyteller,” her mother said. “A palterer of the highest caliber.”

Juliet clicked her tongue. “Wooing women into his bed,” she murmured. “To trick a lady into handing over her savings.” She looked at her mother, a sadness overwhelming her. “I see now from where my ability to tell stories come. Of all the attributes I could have received from him…It sickens me.”

Her mother hurried over to her and embraced her once more. “Your stories have always been delightful. If you use them for good, there is no harm in their telling.”

Juliet snorted. “Like him, I have only used them for my own benefit. Mother, do you believe he has any good in him?”

Her mother’s frown was answer enough. “Even after nineteen years, the man has not changed, so I would hazard to suspect that he does not.”

Juliet nodded, downed the remainder of her brandy in one gulp and placed the glass on the cart. “I will see if there is,” she said firmly. “I love you, Mother, and if I have ever disappointed you in any way, I am sorry.”

Her mother smiled. “You could never disappoint me.” She kissed Juliet’s cheek. “I love you. Tomorrow, if you wish, we may talk more about this, especially any questions you have concerning your mother, if you would like.”

Juliet nodded again. “I would like that.” She kissed her mother. “Good night.”

“Good night, my dear.”

Juliet left the room and headed toward the main staircase. From the bottom step, she gazed upwards. How many times had she come down those stairs in a new dress, her hair perfectly styled and her jewelry in place, believing she was better than most? Although her true parents were not of title or wealth, it did not matter, for her heart had changed. She had already begun viewing those around her as equals, and although the news she learned this night numbed her, she felt a sense of joy. It was nothing like other women, for she had two mothers. And although she had never met the woman who had given birth to her, she loved her all the same.

***

That night, Juliet lay beneath the blanket thinking of her past. She thought of the mother she never knew, a woman who had chosen to see her daughter have the best life had to offer. What a loving gesture! 

Yet, her father was different. How had he become so evil? As far as she was concerned, her mother, the woman who had raised her as her own, was in trouble, and it was up to Juliet to confront him and convince him to stop the blackmailing.

A light tap on the door made Juliet start. “Come in,” she called out in a loud whisper. 

Annabel entered, closing the door with a soft click behind her. The girl had been quiet all day, and Juliet had been so upset over her own situation, she felt a twinge of guilt for not checking in on her before coming to bed, especially after her complaints about her stomach aching her. Annabel did not fall ill often, and Juliet certainly hoped she was not ill now.

“May I join you?” Annabel asked. 

Juliet laughed and pulled down the blanket. “You never have to ask!” Annabel climbed in beside her. “Can you not sleep?”

Annabel shook her head as she reached under the pillow to take out the bottle of brandy Juliet always had hidden there. Juliet laughed when the girl drank straight from the bottle.

“I wish to tell you something,” Juliet said. What would Annabel think when she learned the truth about her?

“As do I,” Annabel whispered. “But I am afraid you will be angry with me.” She lifted the bottle to lips once more, and Juliet began to worry. Her cousin was not ill, but something was most definitely wrong.

“Tell me. I promise not to be angry with you. You could never anger me.”

Annabel nodded and looked down at her hands. “When Robert sent you to run to collect the stationary, I remained to work on the ledgers.”

“Yes, I remember. What of it?”

“He told me…” She looked up at Juliet, and the fear in her eyes made Juliet push back against the pillows. “He told me he had a surprise for me, for my birthday.”

Juliet attempted to calm her racing heart. “And what did he do?”

Annabel’s eyes welled with tears. “He kissed me.”

“He what!” Juliet asked, coming close to vaulting from the bed. She had to take a calming breath. “I am sorry, for shouting. What happened after?”

“When I told him I didn’t want it, he grew angry. He told me that unless I wanted to lose my investment and not have you angry at me, I would have to allow him to kiss me whenever he wanted.” The last came as a sob, and Juliet pulled her cousin in close. “I am so sorry!”

“You did nothing wrong,” Juliet said, the now familiar anger rising within her. “I am not angry at you.”

“You are not?” Annabel asked in clear surprise.

“Not at all.” Juliet wiped the tears from Annabel’s cheeks. “In two days, I will speak with Robert. And I promise you, he will never bother you again.” Annabel smiled, and Juliet gave her another hug.

That man had ruined countless lives through lies, blackmail and now coercion. Well, he had hurt her precious Annabel, her cousin and her best friend. “No one hurts my family, especially my Annabel.”

Annabel sniffled. “Thank you. I wish I was as strong as you.”

Juliet snorted. “I am not strong,” she said, taking the bottle and downing a large gulp. “Not like you.”

Annabel smiled and wiped at her eyes. “Thank you.”

Juliet’s heart went out to the young woman who, after enduring what her parents put her through, had been forced to suffer the forwardness of a man such as Robert. A man who was her father. “Let us speak of happier things to lift our spirits,” she said. She would do whatever she could to keep Annabel’s spirits high. 

“Like what?” 

“Like what we are going to do next season when all the gentlemen of the ton are fighting over you,” Juliet said with a wide grin, making Annabel laugh. “I still believe I should sell you at an auction.”

Annabel slapped Juliet’s arm, but she was laughing as much as Juliet. “You are terrible!” When the laughter had died down, she said, “I must admit, I am excited for the parties.”

They talked late into the night, and although Juliet laughed and shared her stories, her mind continuously returned to Robert. The man who had ruined lives had to be stopped, and she, Juliet, would be the one to do it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Juliet studied herself in the mirror. After several hours of donning and throwing aside all of the dresses and gowns she owned, she settled on a borrowed dress from Annabel, white to represent purity. Her hair was styled just so, and she wore the gold bracelet Lord Parsons had gifted her. Yes, it was the perfect ensemble. 

The day promised to be glorious with a clear blue sky and bright sunshine. Spring had arrived, leaving the last days of winter behind. There was no other way to view the day than as absolutely perfect in every way. 

The woman who stared back at her was much changed. She was no longer a woman of beauty, but rather a woman of strength. It was a trait Isabel and her mother had shared and one she had always desired. Now she understood what that strength entailed and what one must do in order to use it.

“You look wonderful,” Annabel said, joining Juliet in the mirror’s reflection. Then she frowned. “But I believe your bosom is much too exposed; it appears as if your breasts will pop out at any moment.”

Annabel was right. The dress was much too tight for Juliet’s more opulent frame, but the result was what she had hoped to achieve. She dabbed a bit of perfume on her decolletage and wrists and took a step back to reassess her reflection. 

“Are you attempting to,” Annabel swallowed visibly, “entice the man?” Juliet had not told her cousin as of yet that Robert was her father, and she had no plans to do so until she had implemented her plan.

Juliet smiled. “Not at all. I am a lady of the ton, am I not?” Annabel nodded. “Today, I simply feel as if I should stand out, so everyone recognizes me. Let us just say that I wish to be seen.” 

Annabel laughed. “Then you have done it well. You do look beautiful; as if you are to attend the most magnificent of balls. I doubt anyone will mistake you for anyone other than yourself.”

“Perfect,” Juliet muttered as she patted her hair one last time. “Come, we have much to do today.” She took a wrap from her wardrobe and placed it over her shoulders. She wanted every villager to see her attire but preferred her mother not take notice. The woman would march her back to her room and demand she change, thus ruining Juliet’s plans, and she could not have that!

They made their way down the hall to the foyer. Daniel stood beside her mother at the door, his head bowed as her mother spoke. Juliet watched from the landing above them, wishing she could hear the words, but her mother spoke too quietly, even in a room that echoed most sounds.

Juliet squared her shoulders and descended the stairs. Daniel glanced up, and his smile warmed her heart. The love she had feared gone shone brightly on his face.

“Mother,” Juliet said. “Daniel.” It was difficult for her to keep the formal tone in her voice, but with her mother standing there, she had to force herself to do so.”

Her mother turned to Juliet. “Daniel has informed me that he will be leaving a week from Saturday.”

Juliet stiffened but said nothing. 

“You may say your farewells.”

Juliet nodded. She wished she could be alone, but her mother and Annabel walked to the edge of the room and stopped. Well, she could do nothing about it, so she turned back to Daniel, her heart in her throat.

“Will you go north?” Juliet whispered, hoping her voice was as quiet as her mother’s had been. She preferred their conversation to remain private, even if the were not left alone. 

“Yes.”

“You will be safe, I trust.” 

Daniel shifted on his feet. “I think so.”

Juliet glanced at her mother, who continued her vigil. “I love you, and I am sorry we cannot be together.”

“Just know I’ll never stop loving you,” Daniel replied. “Goodbye, Juliet.”

She blinked back tears. “Goodbye.” Without thought, she threw her arms around him; she needed one last embrace. Although her heart ached, she found peace in his arms and knew somehow that feeling would never leave her. She wished to weep, to sob, but she would not. She would create her own future despite what others put in her way.

When Daniel was gone, Juliet turned to her mother and cousin. “I have something important to do, but I will be back soon.” 

Her mother nodded. “Be careful.”

“I will,” Juliet replied. She held out her hand to her cousin. “I am ready.” 

 

***

The carriage stopped in front of an inn that had a small cafe. Juliet kissed Annabel on the cheek. “I would like to speak to Robert alone, if I may. Go inside and have some tea and cakes. I will be back to join you soon.”

Annabel nodded. It was not an uncommon request, so her cousin asked no questions before entering the tiny establishment.

Juliet made her way to the cobbler’s just as she had done so often before. This time, however, she did so alone and with a plan in mind. On her way, she made every effort to smile and greet every passerby. Many she knew by name, and most, if not all, knew her, as well. Today, her status of the ton would serve her as it had never served her before.

When she arrived at Robert’s shop, she peered through the window. A couple she did not recognize stood near the counter, an oddity in itself, and after the man gave Robert several notes, they left the shop.

Juliet entered the shop. Once she had thought the place full of joy dabbled with a bit of mystery. Now, however, she saw the falsity of it all. 

“Ah, Juliet,” Robert said, a wide smile on his face as he leaned against the counter in that leisurely manner she had once considered endearing. “It is an honor to have such a lady in my shop. As it always is.”

“You are too kind,” Juliet said, forcing a smile as she walked toward him. “May I ask a favor?”

“Of course! What can I do for you?”

“It is this wrap.” She removed the shawl from her shoulders. “I am afraid I paid much more than Mother would approve of. Would you be willing to hide it in your bedroom for me until I can come for it at a later time?” She folded it twice and placed it in his hands. “It is from India and worth a small fortune.” She had to fight back a laugh when his face lit up. “Yet, I fear Mother will learn of it, and I am simply unwilling to let it go.”

“I’ll do it now,” he said with a grin before slipping through the white door behind the counter. He left the door open enough for her to see him place it on his bed, and when he returned, she sighed.

“I do not have money for you today, I am afraid,” she said. “However, I do have this.” She removed the bracelet. “Will it be adequate?”

His eyes bulged as he took it from her. “I believe this will do just fine,” he said, placing it in his coat pocket. “As a matter of fact, if you want to increase your investment, I would be happy to accept other pieces you might have on hand. At this rate, we will have shops all across England!” He seemed extremely pleased.

“How wonderful!” Juliet exclaimed.

He closed the ledger he had open before him on the counter. “And your mother? Did you do as I suggested?”

Juliet shook her head. She had to force her fisted hands into the folds of her skirts and summon every bit of strength and control she could muster in order to keep calm. What she wished to do was beat the man across the head and scream as loudly as she could! “I was unable to speak to her,” Juliet said. “For the woman has been dead for some time.”

Robert blinked. “Dead?”

Juliet’s jaw tightened. “Of course.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “There are no shops, are there…Father?”

To Juliet’s surprise, Robert barked a laugh. “Eleanor told you, did she? It is true concerning your mother. I came across her some two years ago.” The man did not even have the decency to attempt to appear mournful!

“Oh? And her dying wish was for you to know me and use what you knew to blackmail my mother?”

Robert snorted. “Eleanor has more wealth than any woman should possess. You have led a comfortable life full of leisure while I suffered. I simply want what I deserve.”

“You suffer because you love no one but yourself,” Juliet spat. “It is how I was. However, you can change! You can begin by returning the money to the women you have tricked into investing. Then you will stop hurting my mother.”

“She is not your mother,” he said, his lip curling. “She is merely the woman who raised you.”

“Which is far more than you have done! She is a woman of honor and strength; not a coward like you.”

Robert formed a fist and leaned forward, and Juliet thought the man would strike her. “You think you’re better than everyone,” he said through clenched teeth, “but you’re nothing more than the child of a gardener and a lady’s maid. Servant blood, the lowest of all.”

Juliet refused to withdraw, her anger was that strong. “You are right. I once thought the same about the blood that flows through me, but it is not the truth. It is the heart that matters.”

Robert laughed as he straightened. “There’s nothing more to say on this matter.”

“Are you saying you are unwilling to do as I ask? You will deny your daughter’s request?”

“You might be my daughter by blood, but I don’t care about you, not in the way you want. Nothing matters but my money.” He jutted his chin. “Now, if you will leave me be, I have work to do.”

As he turned to move behind the counter, Juliet realized that no good existed in this man.

“Annabel,” Juliet hissed, and Robert stopped. “How dare you kiss her and then try to coerce her into more!”

Robert gave a wry smile. “It is what I do,” he said with a shrug. “Tell your mother I will see her Tuesday. Do make sure Annabel returns.”

Juliet closed her eyes for a moment. It was time to implement the plan she had hoped to avoid. It had been her hope the man would take the one last opportunity to change, but it was clear it would never happen. Somehow, she was glad he did not, for what she would do would give her great pleasure. 

“I am a storyteller,” she said. 

Robert stopped at the doorway to the back room and turned, a look of disinterest on his features.

“It is a gift I seem to have inherited from you.”

The man grinned and tilted his head as if what she said honored him.

“Like you, it has served me well in the past. However, unlike you, I will not use it for my own advantage any longer, but instead, I will use it for those I love.”

“What are you rambling about?” Robert said, the disinterest now replaced by annoyance.

Juliet leaned down and pulled off her boot, smiled, and threw it in an arc over the counter where it landed with a thud.

“What are you doing?” Robert shouted, his eyes wide. “Have you gone mad?”

In an unhurried manner, she pulled two pins from her carefully coiffed hair. “My precious Annabel is the closest friend a woman could ever have.” She pulled at several strands of her hair to loosen them. “You will never hurt her again.” 

“Juliet, what…” He shook his head.

Ignoring him, she grabbed her right sleeve near the shoulder and pulled hard, the soft fabric tearing at the seam so the sleeve hung at her elbow. “My mother, she is the woman you call Eleanor, has sacrificed everything for me.” Thoughts of her mother hurt and scared brought forth the tears she needed so much at the moment. “And you sought to destroy her and my family. Well, I will do anything to protect them!” She reached for the opening of her dress and gave a sharp pull. “Anything!”

“No!” Robert shouted as Juliet turned, one foot bereft of a boot and her dress hanging in tatters on her body. “Come back here now!”

Pulling the door open, Juliet ran out into the busy street and screamed with all her might, putting all her frustrations into that scream as tears flowed down her cheeks. “Help me! Someone! Please, help me!”

Men and women gasped and hurried to her, and she crossed one arm over her chest as she wiped tears from her face with the other.

“Miss Juliet,” one man said, his voice filled with concern, “what’s wrong?”

“That man!” she shouted, pointing at Robert standing in the doorway to the shop. “He tried to take my virtue!”

Shouts of anger erupted, and two men in dark coats grabbed Robert by the arms. Robert fought them, shouting his innocence, but he was no match for them.

“He ripped my gold bracelet from my wrist as he attempted to undress me!”

“She’s a liar!” Robert shouted.

The crowd grew angrier, and one of the men reached into Robert’s pocket and produced the bracelet. “What’s this then?” he demanded.

“My bracelet!” Juliet cried.

Another man came running out of the shop, her boot in one hand and her wrap in the other. “Look what I found! The shawl was on his bed!” 

Juliet sobbed as she made a point of looking down at her bootless foot. A woman wrapped an arm around her protectively. “It’s all right, Miss. We’ll see justice’s served, we will.”

“She’s a liar!” Robert cried again as the men led him away. “She’s my daughter!”

“And I’m the King’s uncle!” shouted one of them men while another said, “If that’s true, then you’re even sicker than I thought!”

The woman wrapped the shawl around Juliet just as Annabel pushed through the crowd. She threw her arms around Juliet. “What happened? Are you all right? did he hurt you?”

Juliet shook her head. “I am fine,” she whispered, her heart now settling. 

“Do not worry, you are safe now.”

“Yes,” Juliet replied, her anger now replaced with relief—and perhaps a bit of joy. “We are all safe now.”

***

Juliet came through the door of Scarlett Hall, her dress in tatters and hair disheveled but in better spirits than she had experienced in days. She spoke with several people in the village, including one Lord Ezra Montague whose brother was a magistrate, and he assured her that Robert would be met with swift punishment. What that entailed, Juliet did not know, nor did she care. Her family was safe and that was all that mattered. 

Dozens had witnessed the fiasco, had heard her cries, and seen the evidence; she doubted the man would ever return. If he did, he would be shamed out of the village by everyone there.

When Annabel asked what had transpired, Juliet simply told her cousin that one day she would explain, but that day was not today, and the girl did not ask again.

Now they stood in the foyer, and Juliet gave Annabel a nod before turning and walking down to the study where she found her mother gazing out the window.

Juliet cleared her throat. “Mother.”

Her mother turned, but when she laid eyes on Juliet she gasped and rushed to her side. “What happened?” 

“I confronted the man who is my father,” she said quietly.

Her mother touched Juliet’s hair. “Your hair, your dress…surely he did not try with his own…” Her words trailed off and her eyes went wide.

“Daughter?” Juliet asked tersely. “No. However, you and I are the only two who know he did not make such an attempt on his daughter. According to the dozens of witnesses, a lady of the ton was accosted by him in his shop and was able to escape.”

“I do not understand,” her mother said, the shock clear on her face. “What happened to him?”

“He was taken away,” Juliet replied matter-of-factly. “Far away where neither you nor any member of my family must endure his threats any longer. You have nothing about which to worry, Mother. You are now safe.” She explained everything that had happened, including her attempt to give him the opportunity to choose a different path. 

Her mother listened without interruption, and when Juliet finished, she pulled Juliet into her arms. “Why did you do this?”

Juliet gave her a wide grin. “You have done everything to keep me safe and happy, and I wanted to do the same.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

Nearly a week had passed since Juliet confronted Robert, and surprisingly things had quickly returned to normal at Scarlett Hall. The servants continued their work, Juliet and Annabel spoke of their future, and Juliet still had yet to speak to Daniel. He would soon be leaving to begin a new life, and that thought still brought sadness to her heart. She wished more than anything to be with him.

Yet, that was not meant to be. Juliet had come to a new understanding, a respect not only for herself, but for the wishes of her mother. Therefore, it meant that Juliet would soon be required to accept an offer of marriage from Lord Parsons. She did not wish to wed the man, but after all her mother had done for her, Juliet could not decline.

The morning was still early as Juliet made her way to the dining room for breakfast and was surprised to find Forbes helping her mother with her coat.

“Are you leaving?” Juliet asked as she descended the stairs.

Her mother glanced up at Juliet and smiled. “I am.” 

The woman offered no further explanation, and Juliet looked at the butler. The man gave no more indication than her mother as to her intentions. 

“But Mother, it is Tuesday. You have never left the house on a Tuesday.”

Her mother smiled. “I will meet you at the carriage,” she told Forbes, who replied with a bow before leaving through the front door. When the man was gone, her mother said, “I have been doing a lot of thinking over the last week. Thinking of days past and habits that I have. Habits that made it easy for someone to arrive unannounced to find me at home alone.” She pursed her lips at this but did not mention the name of the man of whom she spoke. “Upon reflection, I decided it would be a nice change to see what the world is like on a Tuesday.”

“I think that is a brilliant idea,” Juliet said. “May Annabel and I remain here for the day, then?” The last thing Juliet wanted was to have people fawning over her after the incident at the cobbler’s shop. She almost laughed at this; how many times in the past had she wanted nothing more than to have everyone fawning over her?

“I see no reason why you cannot.” Her mother placed a hand on Juliet’s arm. “And do not worry about the gossipmongers. Give them at least another week, and the rumors of that man will calm. Someone else will do something…unconventional…and you will be completely forgotten.”

“I know,” Juliet said with a weak smile as she held the door open for her mother.

After closing the door, Juliet wondered how she would spend the day. She had no one on which to call, and even if she dared to speak to Daniel, she could not, for he had gone into the village with the other servants.

The fleeting memory of her and Annabel—and Daniel—going riding brought a smile to her lips. Although there was a chill in the air, a short ride would be pleasant. 

She went to her room and donned one of her riding dresses and an older pair of riding boots. She had burned the boots Robert had given her as soon as she had returned to the house; the sooner the man was a distant memory, the better. 

The door opened and Juliet smiled as Annabel entered the room. “I am going riding. Would you like to join me?”

“I would rather not,” Annabel replied. “It is much too cold and I noticed storm clouds on the horizon.”

Juliet embraced her cousin. “I will not be long. When I return, we will discuss the dozens of men who will wish to marry you come next season.”

Annabel giggled at this, and Juliet made her way downstairs. She donned her coat and headed outside.

The sky was indeed gray, and a light breeze blew, but the chill in the air was not terrible. Juliet took in her surroundings. Scarlett Hall was the only home she had ever known, but when her mother accepted the request from Lord Parsons, Juliet would no longer live her. However, it was not the chill or the fact she would leave Scarlett Hall that made her shiver; rather, it was the thought of never seeing Daniel again.

Shaking her head, she made her way to the stables. As she reached for the door, someone called her name. What she hoped was that it would be Daniel calling out to her, but when she turned, it was to see Lord Parsons riding up to her on his white stallion.

“I returned late yesterday and learned you were attacked,” he said, clear anger in his eyes. “Is this a rumor?”

“No, it is not a rumor,” Juliet replied. She had many things on her mind, and speaking with Lord Parsons was not what she wished to do. “What are you doing here?”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Open the stables so I am able to put away my horse.” The words were a clear command, and Juliet considered telling the man to see to it himself. However, she had promised to honor her mother’s wishes, so she did as he bade. 

As Lord Parsons dismounted, Juliet asked, this time in a more conversational tone, “What brings you here? Mother is not here today, but Annabel is in the house.”

The man did not respond right away, ignoring her as he led his horse to one of the empty stalls. He then came to stand before her. “The woman I care about was attacked. Of course I would come over as soon as I heard.”

“Thank you, but I assure you I am well.”

He placed his hands on her arms, and her stomach clenched. “I must ask you something, and the truth is imperative.”

“Truth?” she asked. “Concerning what?”

“The friend who told me what happened. He said you appeared to be in a state of near undress. I must know; did anything happen?”

“You already know something happened,” Juliet said, digging fingernails into her palms to keep from lashing out.

He cleared his throat as if he was uncomfortable. “What I would like to know is, did he…did the man…”

Juliet raised her brows. “Do you mean did he compromise my virtue?” When the baron nodded, anger blazed inside her. “Would it be a problem if my virtue had been compromised?”

He tightened his grip on her arm. “Do not play games with me,” he said in a low tone. “What did he do?” The man’s breath was hot, and Juliet’s heartbeat increased.

“He tore my clothes and tried to have his way with me,” she said, surprised at the calmness in her voice. “He did not have his way with me.”

Lord Parsons took a deep breath of relief. “I am glad, for I worried that he had. I assured my friend that you were well and unspoilt, and it is good to hear my assumptions were correct.” He lifted his hand to her face, and she had to fight to keep herself from taking a step back. “How could a man marry a woman who had been used in such a manner? Even a woman as beautiful as you.”

Juliet knew more than ever the man would never care for her, not entirely, for he cared only for himself. Before she could respond, his lips were pressed against hers. 

Juliet pushed against his chest. “Lord Parsons! I am not a woman to be kissed in such a manner!”

The man’s face reddened. “Yet you kiss a stable hand?” he hissed. “Or tantalize a shopkeeper?”

She stared at him incredulously. “Tantalize?” 

“Indeed. I heard the dress you wore was meant to entice a man. I will not have my future wife displaying herself like a harlot. Do I make myself clear?”

“How dare you!” Juliet gasped in anger. “You do not know what I…”

“I know that I will have your hand soon, and this behavior will not be accepted once you are my wife.” He grabbed her wrist. “I shall speak to your mother about this.”

“You are hurting me!” she said as she attempted to pull from his grip.

Then her eyes widened when another voice spoke.

“Let go of her!”

***

All worry and fear evaporated in Juliet, and her heart swelled with joy at seeing the man she loved. 

Daniel marched toward them, his stride long, his head held high. She had never seen him so self-assured, and it only made him all the more alluring.

“You again,” Lord Parsons growled. “Have you not learned that, as an ignorant stable boy, you have no right to interfere with matters of the ton?” The man brought his hand back, meaning to strike Daniel, but the stable hand grasped Lord Parsons by the wrist. He appeared at his leisure as he held the baron, and the man gaped at Daniel with a mixture of shock and anger. 

“Yes, I’m an ignorant stable boy,” Daniel stated with eyes narrowed, “from a long line of servants centuries deep. But I would never raise my hand to a lady.”

Lord Parsons pulled back his arm—or Daniel released him, Juliet was unsure which—but the baron did not hesitate in throwing another punch.

Daniel ducked just in time, and when he rose again, his fist connected with Lord Parson’s jaw, sending the man reeling backwards. “You may ridicule me all you’d like, and maybe you’ll marry Juliet, but if you ever hurt her again, I’ll come and find you.”

Lord Parsons rose, dabbing blood from his lip. “You fool! I will inform the magistrates what you have done!” He glanced at Juliet, a gleam in his eyes. “And Lady Lambert will be very disappointed. You will be very sorry you were ever born.”

Juliet gasped. The man could make more trouble than Daniel could ever imagine.

However, Daniel did not appear concerned in the least. “What? Tell the magistrates you were bested by a boy?” he said with a laugh. Then he shrugged. “If you want to be ridiculed by everyone in Rumsbury, then by all means tell the magistrates.” He glanced at Juliet and winked. “And her mother? Maybe you’d like to explain what you’re doing here and the reason I struck you. What will she think of that?”

Lord Parsons glared at Daniel a moment longer before a look of defeat replaced his arrogant expression. He turned to Juliet. “You I shall see as planned,” he said with a finger pointed at her. “I will not forget this.” He stalked to his horse and moments later, he was gone.

Juliet turned to the man she loved. What she wanted to do was throw herself into his arms, but she had hurt him enough. “I do not know what to say. You risked much by intervening.”

“I mightn’t be able to marry you, but that won’t stop me from loving you.”

She was uncertain if it was his words or a reaction to what had happened, but soon she was sobbing in his arms as he spoke soothing words to her.

“I love you so,” she said when her sobbing calmed and he released her. “No matter what happens, I will always love you.” She glanced around them, a sudden thought coming to her. “What are you doing here? It is Tuesday; I thought you would be with the other servants.”

He shrugged. “They go to buy supplies. I’m leaving soon, so I don’t need anything more, and I didn’t feel like going into the village.” They stood in silence for several moments, and then he said, “I wouldn’t worry about Lord Parsons. He won’t speak a word to Lady Lambert of what happened. He has too much to lose; especially his sterling reputation.” His grin had an impudent look to it, and Juliet could not help but giggle.  

“I suppose it would be best if I did not inform Mother,” she said. “It would only cause a new rift between us, and I certainly do not need to make more trouble. I shall keep what happened a secret.”

Daniel glanced around. “I should leave. If Lady Lambert returns and finds us speaking together, it won’t bode well for either of us.”

Juliet nodded. “May I ask one favor?”

“For you, anything you wish.”

Juliet felt a twinge in her heart upon hearing the words he had said to her so often before, and knowing it would be the last brought on a sense of melancholy. 

“I came here to ready my horse. Would you ready her for me one last time?”

“With honor,” he said with a deep bow, making them both smile. He retrieved her saddle and began preparing the horse. It was a feat she had seen him do numerous times before, and now she realized how much it meant to her. How she had taken it for granted for so long!

When the horse was ready, Juliet walked up to him. “I am unsure what to say…”

“Then let’s do what we’ve always done,” he replied, rewarding her with one of his small smiles. “Miss Juliet, there’s no woman as beautiful as you. My only wish is to help you onto your horse.”

Juliet gave a small laugh, but her heart was clenched in her chest. “You may,” she said with a feigned jut to her chin. “Even if you are only a stable boy.”

Daniel took Juliet’s hand and helped her mount the horse. Without releasing his hand, she stared down at him, a thousand words on her tongue. However, as she looked at him, she said only two words. Two words that summed up everything the man had done for her. 

“Thank you.”

Daniel smiled and gave a small nod, as if he understood everything behind those words.

“And I thank you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

Light spring rain pelted against the window in the study as Eleanor looked out at the tree where her children spent a goodly amount of their childhood. She had been blessed with the most beautiful of daughters, especially her sweet Juliet. 

Although she had many memories of this particular daughter, Eleanor thought of another woman, a lady’s maid and a dear friend, a woman who gave a part of her soul—her own child—in order to heal the pain Eleanor had endured. And Juliet had done just that. The girl had grown into a woman of heart and mind, which had always been Eleanor’s greatest desire.

“Mother? I am ready.”

Eleanor turned to Juliet and nodded. The time had arrived for them to leave for the home of Lord Parsons, and upon seeing her daughter, her heart swelled with love. Juliet wore a green dress with tiny white daisies and white gloves. Her hair was curled and pulled back with a white ribbon. She made such a lovely woman, and she would surely make any husband happy to have her on his arm.

“You look beautiful,” Eleanor said. “Lord Parsons shall be a fortunate man to marry you.” Juliet nodded but said nothing, which surprised Eleanor. “You will not argue?” 

“I only wish to make you happy,” Juliet replied. “I will no longer fight or argue over your wishes. I may not love the man, but I will conduct myself as the lady you have brought me up to be.”

Eleanor could not stop the knot that formed in her throat but said nothing. What could she say?

The door opened and Forbes entered. “Lady Lambert,” he said with a diffident bow, “he is here.”

Eleanor nodded. “Allow him to enter.”

Forbes bowed once more, moved aside, and the stable boy entered the room. 

“Daniel?” Juliet asked with a gasp.

The young man smiled at Juliet, and Eleanor could not help but see the love they shared. A love so great it was as if a fire burned between them. 

“You leave tomorrow morning, is that correct?” Eleanor asked Daniel.

“Yes, my lady,” the man replied, his hands gripping his hat. “I leave with the sunrise.”

“You understand that I could never allow you to leave with my Juliet?”

Daniel nodded. “Yes, I understand.”

Juliet shook her head. “Mother, please, do not make it worse!”

Eleanor ignored her daughter. “I was curious as to why you refused to allow Juliet to leave with you.” She narrowed her eyes. “And do not lie. Was it because she has no money of her own?”

Daniel’s eyes widened. “No. That’s not the reason.”

“Then why would a man who has romantic feelings for a woman not allow her to leave with him? Surely that is the action of a man who does not love her?”

Daniel raised his head and gave Eleanor a defiant glare. “I love Juliet,” he said firmly. “More than I thought was possible. That’s why I wouldn’t allow her to go with me.”

“Mother, please!” Juliet said, her voice breaking. “I beg of you, do not put him through this.”

Once again, Eleanor ignored Juliet. “Explain yourself,” she demanded.

Daniel sighed. “When I was but a young boy and came to work here, I knew where I stood. Juliet taught me that, although title and wealth separate us, love could unite us and destroy the chasm. But like you, my lady, I want the best for Juliet. And like her, I want to honor your wishes by staying away from her. I don’t regret it,” his voice croaked and he cleared his throat, “I only regret that the blood that runs through me is not noble. If it was, we could…”

“Thank you,” Eleanor said, interrupting the man. “May your journey be safe.”

Daniel nodded before giving a glance of longing at Juliet and leaving the room. 

Eleanor returned to the window, unable to face Juliet, who choked back sobs that tore at Eleanor’s heart. Her thoughts went back to Anne and the promise Eleanor had made to the maid. I promise she will find happiness in life.

“I could never allow you to leave with him,” she said without turning to look at her daughter, “for it would break my heart.

“I know this, Mother,” Juliet said between sobs.

“It would crush me to wake up tomorrow morning and find you gone.” She turned, took a step to the desk, and opened a drawer. “To come into this study and find this box gone,” she removed an ornate wooden box and placed it on the desk, “which contains the title and directions to the cottage where you were born.”

“Mother?”

“It would break my heart,” Eleanor said as she walked over to stand before Juliet, “to know that the ton would whisper rumors of you running away in the night to marry a stable hand, rumors that would persist for years to come—or until another scandal took its place.”

“I do not understand…”

Eleanor placed a hand on the side of her beautiful daughter’s face. “And it would break my heart not seeing you for some time. However, although my heart would be crushed and my spirit bruised, it would never stop me from loving you.” She kissed Juliet’s forehead. “Goodbye, my sweet daughter.”

***

Tears rolled down Juliet’s cheeks at her mother’s words. “Oh, Mother!” she said as she threw her arms around the woman. “I do not understand! Why…?”

“A letter in the box,” her mother whispered, “explains everything. Forbes has sent a rider to deliver word to Lord Parsons that I have fallen ill. Now, I must go to my room, and you must prepare for what you must.”

Juliet nodded. “I love you, Mother.”

“And I love you more than you can ever imagine.” She pushed back a strand of Juliet’s hair, kissed her cheek, and left the room.

Juliet hurried over to the box and pulled out the contents. Indeed, there was a land deed to a cottage made out in Daniel’s name. Beside it was a piece of parchment with the location of the cottage and several pound notes. Juliet was stunned at it all; however, it was the letter that warmed Juliet’s heart.

 

My Dearest Juliet,

 

You have always been a raging fire, and I believe the love you and Daniel share will burn brighter if you are together. I will never admit that I allowed this, and I know you will never tell anyone the truth. 

 

As to why I did this? It is simple. It is a promise I made to an old friend, one who gave me the greatest gift I have ever received. 

 

You.

 

Juliet wiped tears from her eyes, placed the contents of the box in the pocket of her dress, and hurried down the hallway. Once outside, she ran, joy and love carrying her feet, to the stables, calling out for Daniel.

The stable door opened, Daniel rushing out with a frightened look on his face. “Juliet?” he asked in shock. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

She threw herself into his arms. “Nothing,” she said as she held the man close. “Everything is perfect.”

“What’s happened?” he asked, although he did nothing to release his hold on her.

“Dreams,” she whispered. “My dreams, your dreams, they will all come true.” Then, as she had done in the past, she kissed the man she loved, and he returned the kiss with a matching hunger as the fire banked between them. There had been a gap between a lady and a stable boy that no amount of wealth could have joined. Yet, it was not wealth that had done so. In fact, it was love, a love so beautiful and pure Juliet now understood who she truly was and the lady she needed to be.

A lady of heart and mind who gave Daniel the strength he needed to learn to read and to realize that he was a far better man than he could ever have imagined. It was that same love that, as the two walked together hand in hand to the stable, Juliet knew would keep them together. Forever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

With just a small carpetbag containing two dresses and a few other essential items, Juliet left her bedroom for what would be the last time. She stared at the door for several moments, drinking in the memories, when a door down the hallway creaked open.

“Juliet?”

Taking a deep breath, Juliet set the bag on the floor and turned to her cousin, who wore a confused expression. “Hello, Annabel,” she said, attempting to keep her voice level. It was not an easy feat. “I am leaving—with Daniel—but I am afraid I cannot take you with me.” The words tore at her heart, but they had to be said.

“But I do not understand,” Annabel said, her voice choked. “I thought Daniel agreed…”

Juliet took Annabel’s hand. “That is not the reason. Our circumstances have changed. However, I promise to write to you, and if you ever need me, I will return as quickly as I can.”

Annabel threw her arms around Juliet. “I will miss you,” she whispered. “But I am happy for you.”

“And I will miss you,” Juliet said, kissing her cousin’s cheek. “Mother will take care of you. You will always be safe here. You do believe me, do you not?”

Annabel nodded. “I do. I have nothing to fear.”

Juliet smiled and picked up the bag. “Now, go back to bed before I change my mind and sell you to a gentleman of the ton.” This made them both giggle, each covering her mouth to stifle the sound. 

“Do write to me.”

“I said I would,” Juliet said, feigning annoyance. 

Annabel hugged her once more before returning to her room and closing the door behind her. 

Juliet stared at the door for several moments before heaving a heavy sigh and making her way down the hallway. How she wished she could take her cousin with her, but what kind of life would one such as Annabel live in a tiny cottage? It had been unfair of Juliet to offer to take the girl, for her cousin had a wondrous life ahead of her; Juliet’s mother would see to that.

At the bottom of the stairs, Forbes stood waiting, his tall imposing figure giving her pause. Would he attempt to stop her from leaving? Cause a scene and wake the entire household in the process?

“Miss Juliet,” he said in his deep baritone. “I will miss you.”

Juliet stared at him in shock. “You know?”

The man nodded. “Do not worry; I will not tell. However, I could not allow you to leave without first saying goodbye.”

Juliet embraced the man. “Thank you, Forbes. I will miss you. I do ask one thing, not for myself but for Mother.”

“Whatever you request, I will do.”

“Please be certain she is happy.”

Forbes smiled. “Rest assured that there is nothing I will not do to see your mother happy,” he said. 

He turned to open the door for her, and she stepped out onto the stoop. The future was frightening—as well as full of excitement. From this day forth, life would be much different from the life she had known, and she could not wait to live it.

As she made her way to the stables, the door opened and Daniel exited, leading two horses—one her Penelope—saddled and already laden with several bags. The first light of day broke across the horizon as she gazed at Daniel’s smile.

“Allow me,” he said, taking her carpetbag and tying it behind her saddle. When he turned and gazed down at her, she wondered if she would be able to remain standing. “I love you, Juliet. Are you sure this is what you want?”

She turned and looked up at Scarlett Hall. “This house is so magnificent that I once desired one like it for myself. Now, however, I have come to realize that it was not the many rooms and the size of the place that made it great, but rather the love inside.”

He put his fingers under her chin and turned her to face him. “I couldn’t agree more,” he whispered. “It’s a gift no money could ever buy. Don’t you think it’s a wonderful gift?”

The world seemed to disappear as Juliet stared into the eyes of the man she loved. “Yes,” she replied readily. “Such a wondrous gift.”

She took Penelope’s reins from Daniel, and he helped her mount. As they moved toward the drive, she glanced at the front of the house and was surprised to see a lone figure standing on the stoop, a heavy wrap on her shoulders. She was not the woman who gave birth to her, but Juliet admired and loved her more than anyone would ever understand. 

Her mother raised a hand, and Juliet did the same, keeping it raised until the woman, and Scarlett Hall, disappeared from sight.

With a sigh, Juliet rode beside Daniel, off to their new life. Together.

***

They traveled four days, riding through the countryside and speaking of their future and their marriage. 

“I am surprised,” Juliet said, attempting to suppress a grin, “that you would wish for four children.”

“Is that too many?” he asked, concern filling his tone. “I suppose you only want two.”

Juliet pretended to think for a moment. “I hope for a dozen,” she said with a firm nod. His jaw dropped, and she added with a laugh, “One for each month of the year.”

He gave her a chuckle. “You, Miss Juliet, are nothing like other ladies.” She raised a brow at him, and his eyes widened. “That is…you’re far more beautiful in every way.”

She smiled. “And you, are the most handsome.” Then she turned up her nose and pursed her lips. “However, you are a pitiful horseman.”

Before allowing him to respond, she heeled Penelope, who launched forward, Daniel shouting with frustration from behind. With tears of happiness in her eyes, she laughed as he raced his horse beside hers. 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do with you,” he chided playfully.

“I have a wonderful idea,” she replied, glancing over at him. “Marry me!” She urged Penelope to go faster.

“I plan on doing just that!” he shouted back at her as his larger and heavier Irish Hunter overtook Penelope.

She giggled; he had only won the race because she allowed him to do so. Although, she would never admit it. 

They slowed their mounts as the road curved, passing several small cottages with sheep dotting the land. Then Juliet saw the most precious of cottages, whitewashed with a heavy thatch roof and door and window frames painted red. Behind it sat a small stable.

“Is that our new home?” she asked, looking at the directions her mother had left for her. “I did not expect it to be so wonderful!”

They dismounted beside a tree, where they tethered the horses, and hand in hand, they walked to the front door. Juliet closed her eyes and brought to mind the story her mother had told her, imagining the woman standing at this door so many years before.

“Juliet?” Daniel asked, his voice filled with concern. “Are you all right?”

She opened her eyes and turned to him. One day she would tell him the story of her birth, but today was not that day. Today, they would be making new memories, not reminiscing on the past. “I am wonderful,” she replied, taking his hand and pulling him to the door. “Come! Let us explore our new home!”

The house was more than they could have ever wanted and more. It had a small kitchen, a sitting room, and two small bedrooms. “It is perfect.”

Daniel was looking around as if in shock. “This house is grand,” he said. “Far better than I thought…” He looked down at her. “It’s perfect.”

“It is,” she replied. “It is a home in which a woman once lived, a woman who had dreams for her daughter.”

“Is that true?” Daniel asked as he glanced around again.

“Yes. She dreamed her daughter would be happy, and her dream, much like my own, has come true.”

***

Mrs. Juliet Haskins, formally Miss Juliet Lambert, was doing amazing things with her life. For one, she was keeping house. How one actually did such a thing was beyond her, for most often she simply moved the furniture from one place to another. She swept and mopped the floors, cooked meals—not wonderful meals to be sure, but at least after two months of marriage she no longer served food so blackened it was inedible—and washed dishes afterward. 

Despite her unfamiliarity with the life in which she now found herself, she could not have been happier. 

The sound of hoofbeats came to her ear, and she smiled as she watched her husband ride up the drive. Daniel had found work in a stable at a manor not far from their home, and he enjoyed his work as much as he did while at Scarlett Hall, or so he had said. With the wide smile he wore every day when returning home, Juliet had no doubt he spoke the truth. 

Daniel dismounted, his cheeks covered in rough stubble and his dark hair falling over his brow. However, it was his handsome smile that she adored above all else.

“I was told a lady lives here,” he said as he walked toward her. “A lady who enjoys adventure and is like no other lady in existence. Is this true?”

“It is true,” Juliet replied with a laugh. “For I am she. And who, may I ask, are you?”

“Some call me a stable boy, but that is only partly true.” He put his hands around her waist and pulled her close. “For I am a man in love with the most beautiful woman in all of England.” He lowered his head and kissed her. The kiss had passion and urgency, and she returned it with the same exuberance as he gave. 

 

 

When the kiss broke, he kept his hold on her, not allowing her to move away—not that she tried. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “that woman wrote me a letter.”

Juliet frowned. “Letter?”

He smiled, reached into his coat pocket, and produced a folded piece of parchment. He unfolded it and began to read: 

 

My Dearest Daniel,

 

I know in my heart that, one day, you shall be able to read this letter, and if, for some reason, I am not there with you, know that I am truly proud of you. 

 

Please know that you hold a special place in my heart and that nothing can ever keep us apart.

 

With love,

Juliet

 

“You were right, Juliet,” he said, pulling her close once again. “Nothing can keep us apart.”

She placed her arms around his neck. “Nothing,” she agreed. “And it is our love that will always keep us together.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Three

 

Scarlett Hall June 1806

 

As their horses came to a stop outside the familiar stable beside Scarlett Hall, Juliet stared up at the grand house. She and Daniel had received the letter of invitation three weeks prior, and she would not miss Hannah’s wedding reception for the world.

The new stable hand, a boy several years younger than Daniel, came to take their horses. 

“It has been only two months,” Juliet said as she and Daniel made their way to the house, “but it seems like years.”

“Do you miss it?” Daniel asked, and she did not miss the twinge of concern behind his words.

“I could lie and say that I do not. However, I love our home more.”

Daniel smiled. “I’m glad.”

The door opened, and Nathaniel came bounding down the steps. “Juliet!” he shouted before lifting her from the ground and twirling her around in his arms. “I am so happy to see you!”

Juliet laughed. “As I am you,” she replied. The boy had grown much since she had last seen him. “You remember Daniel?”

Nathaniel nodded. “I do.” He put out his hand, and after some hesitation, Daniel shook it firmly. “It is good to see you again.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Daniel replied quietly.

Nathaniel raised his brows. “You are my brother-in-law. You have no reason to be so formal. My name is Nathanial, not ‘my lord’.”

Daniel’s cheeks reddened, but he nodded. “As you wish, Nathaniel.” He stumbled over the name, but Juliet’s brother did not seem to notice. 

When Juliet’s mother joined them, Juliet threw her arms around the woman. “I have missed you so,” she whispered as tears filled her eyes.

“Not more than I have missed you,” her mother replied. She took a step back and placed her hand in Juliet’s. “You look happy.” She wiped the tears from Juliet’s cheeks and laughed. “Are you happy?”

“I am,” Juliet replied, and she could not have been more truthful. When she turned to her husband, she was surprised to see him looking at the ground.

Her mother stood before him. “It is good to see you, as well,” she said and then surprised Juliet by embracing him. “Please, both of you, come in.”

They followed her mother into the house and glanced around the foyer. “Where are my sisters?”

“In the garden,” her mother replied. “Daniel, would you like to join Nathaniel in the drawing room for some tea? James and John are there, as well.”

“That would be nice, my lady,” he replied with a bow.

Her mother chuckled. “I thought my son set matters straight about your formality of speech. If you are able to address to a baron by his Christian name, would it not be better if you refer to your mother-in-law as Mother? If you are comfortable with doing so, of course.”

Daniel smiled. “I would like that…Mother.” He was now a bright red to his ears.

“Come, Daniel,” Nathaniel said with the impatience of youth. “We can discuss interesting things. Such as horses.”

With a smile, Daniel followed Nathaniel down the hall.

Juliet turned to her mother. “Have you told the others about…me?” Her mother shook her head. “Then, I wish to be the one to explain, if I may.”

“Very well, if that is what you wish. However, I believe they will love you regardless.”

Juliet nodded and made her way to the garden. Her heart was overcome with joy as she watched her sisters beneath the large tree.

Isabel’s white dress fluttered around her, her face and posture as noble as ever, appearing the grand duchess that she was. Hannah laughed in her blue muslin, her smile wider than Juliet had ever seen it. Gone was the timid wallflower, now replaced by a woman in love. 

Then Juliet’s eyes fell on her Annabel, her favorite, in a yellow dress and a hat with a matching yellow ribbon, who sat doubled over with laughter at something one of the others had said. They were Juliet’s family, yet she had to explain to them that she was not a true Lambert, which terrified her more than anything she had ever confronted in her life. It scared her even more than when she confronted Robert Mullens, a man who was her father but not.

“Juliet!” Annabel sprang from the ground and rushed to her. Before Juliet could respond, the others were racing toward her, as well, and she was greeted with embraces from each woman.

“Hannah, you are married!” Juliet said with a shake of her head. “I did not believe you ever would.”

Hannah laughed. “Nor did I,” she replied. “However, I found love and simply had no choice in the matter.” She gave Juliet a wide grin. “I understand that you have, as well.”

Juliet nodded. “We are in love, and it is wonderful.” She turned to their cousin. “Now we only have Annabel left to find someone special.” This brought about nods of agreement. Then Juliet took a deep breath. “We made a bond here beneath this tree, and now I wish to share a secret.” Her heart pounded harder than it ever had in the past. 

“Of course,” Isabel said, her face filled with concern. “Our secrets are safe here.”

“Let us sit.” Once everyone was seated in a circle, Juliet collected every ounce of courage and said, “In the past, I told stories that stretched the truth.” When Isabel’s eyebrow raised, she added, “Oh, very well, some were outright fabrications. However, I swear that what I have to tell you now is the truth.” She took a steadying breath. “It began here in Scarlet Hall nearly nineteen years ago, a lady’s maid became with child…”

She did not know for how long she spoke, but she told them everything. Of her mother and father. Of how the woman she had known as her mother had come to taking on a child that was not her own. Of how she confronted Robert that day in his shop and her reasons for doing so. The only piece she kept from them was their mother’s part in Juliet’s leaving with Daniel, for she had a promise to keep, even if it meant keeping it from her sisters.

When she finished, she stared at a blade of grass that she had knotted together with another, uncertain if she felt shame or relief. It would all depend on her sisters’ reaction to her story. “And now you know the truth. That I am not truly your sister, for I do not share your blood. I am sorry to have broken our bond.”

Hannah snorted. “That could never happen,” she said with a derisive sniff. “You are my sister.”

“And you are mine,” Annabel said. “Nothing will ever change that.”

Juliet sniffled and turned to Isabel, and saw a single tear roll down her sister’s cheek. “Isabel?” she whispered, fearing the worst. Isabel was strong and wise, and if she believed Juliet was no longer her sister, it would crush her.

“Juliet is right in her fear,” Isabel said. “For sisters are bound by both spirit and blood.”

Juliet nodded and her heart sank. She had been rejected, the one thing she feared more than anything. However, she did not blame Isabel, for what her sister said was true. She was not one of their sisters.

Isabel removed a pin from her bodice, grabbed Juliet’s hand and held it open with the palm up. “This is going to sting.” She ran the point of the pin across the palms of each of Juliet’s hands and a thin line of blood appeared. 

One by one, each woman took the pin and cut their palms, including Isabel, and when they finished, the took the hands of the women on either side, forming a circle. 

“The bond we made before is now made stronger,” Isabel said. “We are now all sisters bound together in blood and spirit, and nothing can break that bond.”

Juliet did nothing to stop the tears from streaming down her cheeks as she nodded her agreement. Then they gave each other an embrace.

“Thank you,” Juliet said, dabbing at the thin lines of blood on her hand. “Thank you for everything you have always done for me.”

Isabel hugged her. “You are my sister, and I love you. There is nothing I would not do for you.”

The embrace broke, and Juliet smiled when she saw Daniel standing beside one of the hedges. 

“Ladies,” Juliet said as she motioned for Daniel to join her, “I would like you to meet my husband, Mr. Daniel Haskins.”

As her sisters congratulated them, Juliet could do nothing more than smile. Thoughts of the past made an attempt to enter her mind, but she pushed them away. The past was over, and now she and her sisters, save Annabel, were married, their lives their own and their futures before them.

And as Daniel turned his smile upon her, she knew that their future was brighter than ever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

Eleanor Lambert looked out the window, just as she had for many years. Her daughters were once again reunited beneath their tree in the garden, and her heart was finally happy. The past year had been full of heartache, misery, and vile acts that had threatened to destroy the lives of her children. However, those days were gone, and for the first time in a very long time, Eleanor felt at peace.

Faint footsteps made her turn, and Forbes came to stand behind her. 

“Look at them,” she whispered. “They are happy. It is what I have always wanted.”

“You have done well,” the butler replied, his hand coming to rest on her shoulder. “Your strength is what guided them and brought them hope, even in the darkest of days.”

Eleanor nodded and she reached up and patted his hand. “It is you who I have turned to many times,” she said. She turned to face him. “Thank you.”

As he had done many times before, Forbes simply nodded.

“Did you learn of his fate?” She did not need to name Robert for him to know of whom she spoke.

“He was imprisoned for ten years,” Forbes replied.

She winced. Only ten years? 

“It does not matter. If the man is released and returns here…” He allowed the words to trail off, but she felt his grip tighten on her shoulder. 

She had no doubt what he would do.

“Thank you,” she repeated. She knew she could never say the words enough to cover all he had done for her.

He took a step back and gave her a diffident bow. Then he produced a letter. “This came for you. It is from Lord and Lady Lambert.”

“Annabel’s parents?” she asked in surprise. She took the letter and quickly opened it. Her eyes darted across the page, and with each word, her anger grew. “They mean to have Lord Agar court her!” she said with shock. “The man is older than I by ten years, and a scoundrel to boot!”

“What will you do?”

Eleanor folded the letter and put it in the pocket of her dress. “I will not have her suffer,” she said, returning her gaze to the happy group beneath the tree. “Not my Annabel, and not with that man.”

“Eleanor, you cannot interfere. It will only cause…”

She turned and glared at the butler. “I will do what I see fit,” she snapped, her hand tapping the pocket of her dress to assure herself the ring was still there beneath the letter. It was. With relief, she softened her tone. “Will you help me?”

“You need not ask,” he replied. “You know I will.”

The butler walked away, and Eleanor returned her gaze to her daughters. Daniel had joined them, and Nathaniel was walking toward them, as well. 

Her eyes fell on Annabel and she pursed her lips. She would do whatever it took to keep the girl safe, regardless of what her brother and sister-in-law thought!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author's Note

Author’s Note

 

 

I hope you have enjoyed the Secrets of Scarlett Hall thus far, beginning with Isabel’s Story in Whispers of Light, followed by that of Hannah, Echoes of the Heart. Then we learn more about Juliet in Voices of Shadows. 

More secrets are revealed in the next installment of the Secrets of Scarlett Hall Series, Silent Dreams, which will recount Annabel’s story of finding love.
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