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CHAPTER 1




ENGLAND, 1840















	


Lady Charlotte Dalrumple, Miss Pamela Lockhart,

and Miss Hannah Setterington

Are sick and tired of having their successful

endeavors

rewarded with dismissal

Invite you to visit

The Distinguished Academy of Governesses

Born of their determination to seize control

of their lives by

offering the finest in governesses, companions

and instructors to fill any need

Serving fashionable society since March 1, 1840

yesterday












ENGLAND, 1839

ADORNA, VISCOUNTESS RUSKIN, LOOKED AT THE ORnate lettering on the calling card in her gloved hand, then up at the tall limestone townhouse. In London's overcast March sunlight, the place looked respectable, if slightly shabby, and while this neighborhood had been fashionable in the days of Adorna's youth thirty years before, many of England's best families still lived along this street. That information allowed her hope.

Tucking the calling card into her pocketbook, she mounted the steps and rang the bell. At once the door opened.

A butler stood there, a proper butler of the old school in a powdered wig and knee breeches. He summed her up in a single, comprehensive glance. His summation produced a bow so obsequious his corset creaked, and in an accent that was almost more upper class than young Queen Victoria's, he said, "How may I help you, madam?"

"I am Viscountess Ruskin."

From his expression, she knew he recognized her name, although whether for her wealth, her connections or her notoriety, she didn't know. Nor did she care. Adorna had long ago grown into her role as the most beautiful woman in England.

Taking a step back to allow her entrance, he said, "My lady Ruskin, we at Miss Setterington's Distinguished Academy of Governesses are honored."

As she stepped inside, she smiled at him with the admiration she showed every man, regardless of his rank or age. "And you are?"

A dark flush started beneath his cravat and dyed his cheeks and forehead, but his demeanor never changed. "I am Cusheon, my lady."

"Cusheon. What a lovely name."

The creaky old butler's lips lifted ever so slightly. "Thank you, my lady."

"There's that smile. I knew you had one." Adorna enjoyed coaxing cheer out of the sourest puss. "Cusheon, I've come to speak to the proprietors of this establishment."

He snapped his fingers and a towheaded serving boy ran forward to accept her hat and coat. With her thumb, she rubbed a smudge off his chin. "You look very much like my son at your age," she said. "Right down to the flour."

"I've been helping Cook with the baking," the lad said.

"Wynter used to do that, too," she confirmed, and reluctantly let him go. So many changes had occurred in her life lately. Changes were good, of course. Of course they were.

"Miss Hannah Setterington is currently assisting a countess," Cusheon said, "but if you would allow me, I will see if they have concluded their business."

"Thank you. That is most acceptable." While the butler made his stately way across the foyer, she assessed her surroundings. Although the tables were old-fashioned, everything here sparkled with polish and smelled of beeswax. Impressive. Very well tended. She relaxed infinitesimally.

The butler rapped on massive double doors and, at a call from within, entered. He returned almost at once. "Miss Hannah Setterington and the countess have concluded their business. If my lady would come this way?"

As they neared the office, an elderly woman, stooped, heavily veiled and wrapped against March's chill, stepped into the foyer on the arm of a tall woman. In a creaking voice, the countess said, "Miss Setterington, I am delighted with the companion you found me. You may be assured of my continued patronage."

This was Miss Setterington? Startled, Adorna studied the young woman in black bombazine. She hadn't expected the proprietress to be so lacking in years, yet Miss Setterington's easy manner bespoke experience in dealing with the peevish and crotchety. Indeed, she patted the gloved hand on her arm as she handed the countess over to Cusheon. "Thank you, my lady. We are always anxious to be of service." With a smile and a curtsy, she turned to Adorna. "And we are anxious to be of service to you, too, my lady. If you would come into the office"

Adorna studied the old woman as she hobbled past, then followed Miss Setterington into a well-appointed library. A fire burned in the fireplace, the Aubusson carpets were clean if well worn and oiled leather books filled the shelves. "I thought I knew every titled person in England," Adorna said, "but I don't remember that countess."

"Lady Temperly travels abroad extensively," Miss Setterington answered. "That was why she had difficulty finding a companion. So many young people today want to stay only in England."

"Lady Temperly." The name was familiar. "No, I don't think I've ever had the pleasure." Although it seemed Adorna had recently heard gossip about her. But she didn't have time to worry about the elderly Lady Temperly. Her own personal crisis beckoned.

Miss Setterington offered a chair set before a delicate walnut writing desk, and Adorna settled into it. The desk, too, was old-fashioned, well crafted and well tended, with a bottle of ink, a penknife and a pile of well-made pens. Files of every sort stood in stacks on its surface. As Miss Setterington rounded the desk to her chair, Adorna cocked her head to read the notations. Marchioness Winokur, proclaimed one. Baroness Rand, read another. The knowledge that she was not the first to utilize the Distinguished Academy for Governesses offered comfort. "I rely on your discretion, of course, Miss Setterington."

Miss Setterington seated herself in a delicate chair and reached for an empty file. "Of course, my lady."

"I need a governess." When Miss Setterington would have spoken, Adorna held up her hand. "Not just any governess. I find myself in quite an unusual situation, and the woman I would hire must be of strong moral fiber and unyielding determination."

"That would be Lady Charlotte Dalrumple," Miss Setterington replied instantly.

Adorna studied Miss Setterington, wondering if she was a fool.

"You doubt me, my lady, for my seemingly thoughtless reply," Miss Setterington continued, "but if I were to espouse two phrases to describe Lady Charlotte Dalrumple, they would be the phrases you chose. I suspect you have heard of her through the success of her pupils. In the nine years she has been a governess, she has taken six incorrigible pupils and prepared them for their debuts. Surely you heard how young Lord Marchant wished only for dissipation and fought the necessity of taking his bow before the queen?"

"Oh, yes!" Adorna had indeed heard the tale, and for the first time in two weeks, hope blossomed in her bosom. "Was that Lady Charlotte Dalrumple? Miss Priss, I believe he called his governess."

"Her other references are impeccable as well." Dipping a quill pen in the ink, Miss Setterington lettered Viscountess Ruskin on a folder. "Miss Adler was one of her students, as well as Lady Cromble."

Adorna's brief hope died. "Lady Charlotte polishes young ladies and gentlemen for their debuts. Mythat isthose I wish her to teach aren't adolescents."

"She no longer wishes to confine herself to the training of adolescents."

"Why?"

"She is upstairs. We'll call her for an interview and you may ask her." Picking up the bell on her desk, Miss Setterington rang it. Cusheon came at once, and she asked both for Lady Charlotte Dalrumple and for tea.

When he had disappeared, Adorna smiled with a great deal of charm and ill-concealed curiosity. "As we tarry, Miss Setterington, you could tell me about the founding of the Distinguished Academy for Governesses."

Miss Setterington, Adorna noted, smoothly covered an expression ofwas it alarm?by rising to her feet. "I would like nothing better, but perhaps we could make ourselves more comfortable as we wait for our tea."

As Adorna chose a chair on one side of the fire, Miss Setterington arranged a small table between them. "This is cozier," she pronounced, and sat opposite Adorna. "We called it the Governess School." She folded her hands in her lap and smiled with such satisfaction Adorna thought she must have misread her previous uneasiness. "It is a venture between Lady Charlotte Dalrumple, Miss Pamela Lockhart and myself."

Adorna gestured toward the desk with its folders. "You have a great many clients for so new a business."

"Yes, between us we have years of experience."

Adorna blinked. Miss Setterington hadn't really replied to Adorna's comment.

Yet Miss Setterington swept on. "We will place governesses, companions to the elderly and dance, pianoforte and needlework instructors. As we grow, we'll train our teachers ourselves. Soon, when the ton has a need, they will automatically think of the Governess School."

The idea seemed so fresh, yet so logical, Adorna marveled that no one had ever thought of it before. "Such commerce seems a difficult venture for three ladies. Had you not thought of approaching a man to lend a hand?"

Miss Setterington's smile slipped. "We are all unmarried, and you know how people gossip."

Adorna had been the center of gossip her whole life. "I do indeed."

"Such a masculine influence would be interpreted incorrectly, I fear," Miss Setterington continued. "No, we will succeed on our own."

"You remind me a great deal of my aunt Jane. She is a famous artist and refuses to countenance the gossip of narrow-minded people."

Miss Setterington smoothed her skirt. "Perhaps, then, we worry for nothing."

"Oh, no. Your venture has already been misinterpreted. My friends said a great many unkind things when we received the calling card."

Miss Setterington leveled her brown eyes on Adorna. "Unkind?"

Adorna touched her chin as she tried to remember. "Unthinkable, unbelievable, absurd, they said." She removed her gloves in preparation for tea. "But my friends have grown to be a bunch of old wheyfaces."

Miss Setterington's eyes danced. "Have they?"

"To hear them talk now, one would never think they once dampened their gowns and waltzed the night away." Adorna smiled as she remembered the scandalous evenings of her debut. "To tell the truth, if I weren't so desperate, I would have done the proper thing and sought a recommendation for a governess from among my friends."

"We're glad you did not," Miss Setterington assured her.

So was Adorna. She harbored no illusions that anyone, no matter how dear a friend, could keep this delicate situation a secret.

Miss Setterington recalled her from her abstraction. "Here is the tea, carried by Lady Charlotte herself."

Lady Charlotte Dalrumple. Adorna could scarcely believe it as she observed the young lady enter the room burdened by a heavy silver tray.

Miss Setterington had described Lady Charlotte as having strong moral fiber and unyielding determination.

She didn't look big enough to contain either of those virtues. She, too, was young, surely not more than twenty-two, and dainty, with a curvaceous bosom and a waist a man could span between his hands. Her face could only be described as sweet, with lips too generous for anything but kissing. Her hair was a shocking copper which captured the fire's glow within its strands, but the length of it had been parted in the middle and smoothed away from her face to nestle in a net of black cord that effectively subdued the brilliance. And no matter how much effort Lady Charlotte put into repressing her naturally vibrant coloring, that dimple in her chin voided any attempt at severity.

Only after she had placed the tray, laden with small cakes and a variety of biscuits, on the table and turned her cool green eyes on Adorna did Adorna realize why Miss Setterington had recommended her.

Lady Charlotte was cold, untouched by human affection or need, and she would do her duty unswayed by appeals for mercy or arrogant demands for explanations.

Yes. She might do.

"Lady Ruskin, a pleasure to meet you."

Her low voice was perfectly modulated, and her curtsy, Adorna noted, was a precise illustration of what a curtsy should be. She remained erect, awaiting Adorna's permission to sit, and as Adorna studied that upright figure, she discovered in herself a wayward longing to leave Lady Charlotte standing indefinitely.

She didn't, but extended her hand, wanting to touch the lady's skin and see if the frigidity extended through her flesh. Lady Charlotte's handshake was firm and warm, and when Adorna held on to her hand the extended contact did not shake her composure.

Little did, Adorna suspected. "Sit down, Lady Charlotte. Let us have tea."

Lady Charlotte sat, but with such rigidity Adorna would have sworn her spine never touched the back of the chair.

While Miss Setterington poured, Adorna said, "Miss Setterington said you had nine years' experience, yet you seem too young to have worked for so long."

"I began my career at seventeen. Miss Setterington has my references on file for your inspection."

So Lady Charlotte was twenty-six. Older than she looked, young and beautiful, yet strong and resolute. Yes, yes, she really might do. Adorna said, "I have been told you are the famous Miss Priss who has prepared debutantes to take their bow in society. Thus I find myself wondering if you would wish to take on my grandchildren. Robbie is ten, and Leila is eight. If you prefer working with adolescents"

"Ten and eight. Robbie and Leila. What lovely names." Lady Charlotte smiled, and for the first time Adorna observed a softening. Then the chill settled over Lady Charlotte once more. "To answer your question, my lady, I'm weary of my unsettled lifestyle. I'm an organized, disciplined woman. I wish to live an organized, disciplined lifestyle. Why must I go from place to place, teaching young men and women the intricacies of dancing, table manners, flirting and pianoforte, only to have my astounding successes awarded with dismissal when they have no further need of me? I am not saying your grandchildren will not learn those skills, my lady, but only that I will start with them sooner and have the chance to teach other things, too. Reading, geography, languagesbut the boy will have a tutor."

"Not yet." Adorna accepted her tea and confessed the least of her problems. "My grandchildren have lived abroad all their lives."

"Abroad?" Lady Charlotte arched her brows.

Adorna ignored the delicate inquiry as to the place. "They are, I'm afraidsavages."

Miss Setterington looked startled at such an ungrandmotherly statement, but Lady Charlotte said, "Of course they must be. The lack of a stabilizing English influence will have worked against them. As the eldest, I suppose the son is the worst."

"Actually, no. Leila is" Adorna thought of that wild child and words failed her.

Lady Charlotte nodded. "The demands on a girl in the ton are much more extensive, while the freedoms are much curtailed. She's probably rebellious."

Her insights astounded Adorna, and Adorna began to see how this Lady Charlotte had tamed and trained so many defiant youths. "Rebellious. Yes. And angry, I think, to have left her home."

"Is there something she liked to do there she could do here that would help with her adjustment?"

"She rode horses, apparently very well, but not sidesaddle, and she will not allow us to seat her without her legs astride. She says it is a stupid position."

Charlotte nibbled at her lip. "How about the boy? What does he like to do?"

"He likes to throw knives." Adorna pleated her skirt. "Into my imported French wallpaper."

"Why?" Miss Setterington asked, looking properly appalled.

"Because the decorative roses made a proper good target."

To Charlotte's credit, she didn't show a flicker of amusement. "He's good with a knife, then."

"Excellent," Adorna said gloomily. "As their governess, Lady Charlotte, you'll be in charge of explaining our ways to the children, helping them adjust, teaching them manners and, as you said, reading and geography, and"Adorna took a breath"all must be done quickly."

Lady Charlotte sipped her tea, her little finger crooked at the perfect angle. "How quickly?"

"Before the end of the season, I am to host a reception for the Sereminian royal family during their official visit to England, and the royal children will participate. Therefore, my grandchildren must participate."

Miss Setterington's teacup rattled as she set it down. "That's three months."

"So it is." Lady Charlotte set down her cup, also, but it did not rattle. "So let me understand you, Lady Ruskin. If I train your grandchildren to behave like civilized Englishpeople in three months, your plan is to keep me on as their governess until Leila makes her bow."

"That is correct."

"That's ten years."

"So it is, but this first three months will irrevocably try your patience."

The slightest of a patronizing smile touched Lady Charlotte's lips. "With all due respect, Lady Ruskin, I believe I am capable of handling two small children."

Adorna knew she ought to tell the rest. She ought to. But really, Lady Charlotte would find out soon enough, Adorna needed her too muchand besides, Lady Charlotte's vainglorious smile made Adorna itch to remove it.

Adorna knew how to salve her guilty conscience, and she did so by offering a magnificent salary.

In this matter, Miss Setterington proved her worth, asking for a finder's fee which took Adorna's breath away.

"This guarantees your complete discretion?" Adorna asked.

"This guarantees everything."

Adorna rose, and the other women rose with her. "Lady Charlotte, I'll send a carriage for you at eleven. We go to Surrey, so we shall arrive by late afternoon."

Adorna had not thought it possible, yet Lady Charlotte stiffened more.

But she said only, "I look forward to the journey, my lady." And she curtsied as Adorna took her leave.



Charlotte and Hannah stood silent and listening as Lady Ruskin's footsteps crossed the foyer. They waited as Cusheon fetched her wrap and bowed her out the front door. Even after the door shut behind her, they lingered, wanting to make sure she had truly gone. Then

Hannah released a whoop. Wrapping her arms around Charlotte's stiff back, she danced her across the room in an excess of joy.

Charlotte laughed, a creaking and seldom-used reflex, and let Hannah whirl her around.

From the back of the house, they heard the patter of running feet, and Lady Temperly burst in. But while this Lady Temperly wore the same heavy clothing, she held the veil in her hand, and her face was that of a young and handsome woman. "Did we do it?"

"We've done it. We've done it!" Hannah sang.

"She hired Charlotte? She's going to pay the placement fee?"

"Yes, Pamela, she did and she is." Charlotte still smiled. "A hundred pounds! Hannah never even flinched when she asked for it."

Miss Pamela Lockhart tossed the veil in the air and joined in the dance.

Still sober and proper, Cusheon entered and when they halted, out of breath, he said, "If madams are ready, I would be happy to pour the celebratory toast."

"Yes, oh, thank you, Cusheon." Hannah's brown eyes sparkled as the old butler dusted off the bottle of brandy, opened it and poured them each a ladylike measure. "Please take some yourself. We never could have done this without your help."

Bowing, Cusheon complied. "Thank you, madam, but you know Cook and I are most hopeful your venture will succeed. At our ages it would be difficult to find another position."

"We will succeed. I know it," Pamela said.

"I know it, too, madam." Cusheon lifted his glass to them, then took a drink and slipped out.

They imitated Cusheon, lifting their glasses.

"Here's to the real Lady Temperly," Hannah said. "God rest her generous soul."

"Here, here." Charlotte took a sip and grimaced. "I hate brandy."

"Drink it anyway," Hannah said. "It builds blood."

Pamela laughed at Hannah. "That's an old wives' tale, and you are neither old nor a wife."

Now Hannah grimaced.

Charlotte's gaze grew troubled as it swept Pamela's deceptive garb, and she picked up the veil and fingered it. "Are you sure this artifice was necessary?"

Among the three friends, Charlotte was always a stickler for absolute truthfulness. Hannah and Pamela exchanged glances, then together went to work on once again convincing Charlotte they had done the right thing.

Pamela began. "You know we agreed on this. We simply gave the illusion of success to ease any uneasiness our first client may have experienced."

"We're starting a new venture, and we must succeed or we'll lose this townhouse." Hannah gestured around her. "Lady Temperly left it to me, but there's no money. Do you want me to have to sell from lack of funds?"

"No, but"

"We have seized our good fortune." Hannah wrapped her arm around Charlotte's shoulder and walked with her toward the fire. "In this house, we have a place to train and place other women who have need of a position. As proprietresses of the Distinguished Academy of Governesses, we pass on our knowledge and entice the ton into paying us a placement fee for our students."

Charlotte sank into the chair. "But we're not who we say we are."

"We are, too. You are Lady Charlotte Dalrumple, also known as Miss Priss for your mastery in teaching adolescents the proprieties. She is Miss Hannah Setterington, companion to the much-traveled Lady Temperly until her death a mere month ago." Pamela struck a pose. "And I am Miss Pamela Lockhartor will be once I'm out of these clothes."

Charlotte still looked doubtful.

"Charlotte, I have ten years of experience with children," Pamela said earnestly. "Hannah really was Lady Temperly's companion. We have the qualifications to do what we plan to do."

"Once we find employment for ourselves and build up a few fees, we'll be able to help other women who, like us, have nowhere to go when the term of their employment is finished." Hannah knew that would clinch the argument for Charlotte. It clinched the argument for all of them. "Such a small deception as we visited on Lady Ruskin is worth that, surely."

"Yes." Charlotte squared her shoulders. "When this business is established, everyone will benefit."

"That's right. And I'm sure your megrims are because" Hannah broke off.

Pamela couldn't leave it at that. "Because why?"

Taking a gulp of the despised brandy, Charlotte said, "Because my new position is in Surrey."

"Oh, no." Pamela sat down hard on the footstool. "Of all the places in England!"

"It's of no importance," Charlotte said, although they all knew it was. "As always, I will do my duty, and all will be well."







    

CHAPTER 2




COOL, FRESH AIR BLEW INTO CHARLOTTE'S FACE AS THE open carriage bounced down the turnpike, and she inhaled the scents of Surrey's North Downs. Surrey smelled like roses climbing an ancient trellis, like laughter and comfort, like winters spent riding her hobbyhorse, like summer afternoons lolling on a branch of her favorite walnut tree reading. Like home.

Charlotte had hoped never to breathe the scents of Surrey again.

"Is this your first trip to the North Downs, my lady?"

Charlotte turned to her new employer and suffered a pang, just one, of envy. Without being told, Charlotte knew men still fought over the widowed Lady Ruskin. A stylish hat perched atop her blond hair, her voice dipped and rose in husky gentility and her complexion would have done honor to a much younger woman. Her large blue eyes were guileless, and she had been the most amiable of companions on the two-hour trip down from London. Yet Charlotte found it hard to believe she had two grandchildren in need of a governess.

And without railing against fateCharlotte considered railing against fate a waste of timeshe wondered what god had guided Adorna into the newly founded school with a position tailor-made for Charlotte herself. "I was raised not far from here, my lady," she said steadily.

"You are a relative of the Dalrumples of Porterbridge Hall, then."

The curiosity was inevitable, Charlotte knew, yet the truth tasted bitter on her tongue. "The Earl of Porterbridge is my uncle."

Lady Ruskin nodded. "I thought you must be that Lady Charlotte Dalrumple." Picking up Charlotte's gloved hand in her own, she squeezed it. "Your father, God rest his soul, was the earl before. My husband knew him and called him a gentleman of distinction."

To hear her father spoken of, and in such a kindly manner, gave Charlotte a wrench which she hastily covered. "It's pleasant to be back after so many years." Nine years, to be exact, since the occasion of Charlotte's disastrous and decisive seventeenth birthday.

"Yes, Surrey is pleasant, and so close to London. Ruskin and I purchased the estate not long after our son was born so he could be raised in a healthy country atmosphere. Austinpark Manor is a quiet spot."

As she spoke, a brougham barreled around the bend toward them. Their coachman swerved to avoid a collision, slamming Lady Ruskin into the side of their carriage and Charlotte into Lady Ruskin. Charlotte's trunk, hooked to the back, swayed dangerously outward, and Charlotte's precious carpetbag banged against her ankles. The brougham raced on. As they passed, Charlotte heard through the open window a woman's high, scolding voice.

Skeets pulled the horses off the turnpike onto the grassy shoulder and turned to Lady Ruskin. "Beg yer pardon, m'lady. Be ye hurt?"

Charlotte, too, murmured her regrets as she untangled herself from Lady Ruskin's fringed shawl.

"Nonsense, don't apologize, either of you." Lady Ruskin's melodious voice turned tart, and she gestured to Skeets to go on. As the carriage jolted back onto the turnpike, she said, "Some people have more money than sense. Although truly, my lady, such incidents are rare in this neighborhood."

"If it would please you, Lady Ruskin, I seldom use my title. Call me Charlotte in private, and Miss Dalrumple in front of the children."

Lady Ruskin's eyes warmed, and she took Charlotte's gloved hand in her own. "Thank you, my dear. And you shall call me Adorna, because everyone does."

That was not at all what Charlotte meant to happen, although she suspected that in Lady Ruskin's vicinity, matters seldom happened as they should. "My lady, while I appreciate the invitation and the kindness that it represents, such a liberty would be misinterpreted as a lack of respect on my part, or even insolence."

"In private, then."

"Not in front of the children"

"Not in front of the children, either, although I fear they will never comprehend the complexities of English society." Adorna sighed, a lift and fall of her generous bosom. Her spring-green brocade gown nipped in at her narrow waist and her crinolines spread wide, overlapping the smoke-gray of Charlotte's plain gown. "They were raised, you see, in El Bahar."

"El Bahar," Charlotte repeated in awe. The country existed east of Egypt and south of Turkey, and evoked images of camels trudging across the undulating sand, of Bedouins and Arabian nights. She couldn't imagine English children raised in such an environment, and for the first time she understood Adorna's use of the word "savages" to describe her grandchildren. "How did they get there? And how did they get home?"

"Rather, ask how my son Wynter got there."

She looked so forlorn Charlotte ached to comfort her. So Adorna had lost her son. What a tragedy. Then the unusual name struck Charlotte. "Wynter?"

A mental portrait rose before her, one she had not brought to mind since she'd left Porterbridge Hall. The lad Wynter at a country dance, tall and blond, so handsome the girls swooned. Aunt Piper had scornfully proclaimed, He imagines himself a young blond Byron. Looking back, Charlotte rather thought he had, for a hank of blond hair hung over his forehead, his odd, dark lashes and brows had set him apart from the crowd of obnoxious adolescents and his brown eyes had been alternating fierce and brooding. Twelve-year-old Charlotte had fallen desperately in love with him, but separated from her by the distance of two years, he hadn't noticed her, and she hadn't seen him again.

"Wynteris your son?" Charlotte asked.

Adorna looked delighted. "Did you know him?"

"I suspect I once met him, yes. But I thought he had"

"Run away. So he did. He took his father's death badly," she said. "Viscount Ruskin, you know, was my elder by many years."

Vaguely Charlotte recalled the gossip. Viscount Ruskin had been a shrewd man of business, just the type the aristocracy scorned. But in his old age, he had done a great favor for the crown and the king, assuming such an old man would not beget children, gave him a title. A title when Viscount Ruskin promptly passed on to his son by marrying the beautiful, aristocratic, youthful Adorna.

Viscount Ruskin had been ninety at the time of his death, his marriage a perpetual scandalyet Ruskin and Adorna had been so wealthy no one dared snub them.

"And although my husband lived a full and happy life, he left us on the day after Wynter's fifteenth birthday. Wynter was so angry at losing him. He had a fight with some other boys after the funeral."

Charlotte remembered that, too. Her cousin Orford, as weaselly a creature as had ever lived, had come home bloodied but smirking, and he had snickered when Wynter had disappeared.

Adorna turned to look out the side of the carriage. "The next day Wynter was gone."

Charlotte could see only the wing of her bonnet, but she heard the pain of loss in Adorna's voice.

"He went looking for adventure." The bonnet shook from side to side as Adorna contemplated her son's foolishness. "He certainly found it. After many escapades, he was sold as a slave to some lowly caravan leader."

Charlotte didn't know whether she wanted to laugh or swoon. That young, brooding Adonis had been a slave? She paid little attention as another carriage raced past them. "Dear heavens, my lady, did you know what had happened to him?"

"Adorna," she corrected absently. "Not at all. Stewarthe is my husband's cousin's sontraced him to Arabia, then lost him. Years passed with no word, but I knew he wasn't dead."

Another carriage raced past them, and although Charlotte paid it little heed, Adorna's brow wrinkled in concern.

Then she turned her wide blue eyes toward Charlotte. "Aunt Jane says I'm a romantic, but I know that when someone you love dies, you sense the tearing of the curtain between this world and the next. Charlotte, I suppose you agree with my aunt."

"No. No, I don't agree with your aunt." Charlotte's parents had died not far from this very spot, and for a moment Charlotte was a bewildered eleven-year-old again, hiding under her bed at Porterbridge Hall, flinching with each flash of lightning.

"I didn't expect to like you." Adorna placed her hand on Charlotte's shoulder. "I feared you would be rather stiff and haughty, but beneath that you're quite sensitive, aren't you?"

Though Charlotte had been sensitive when she was young, she didn't consider herself sensitive anymore. "I believe the word you seek is 'sensible.' "

Adorna smiled and nodded, but before Charlotte could speak again, she saw beyond Adorna a landmark she recognized, the crossroads marker for Wesford Village.

Wesford Village. Charlotte had hoped that Adorna's home would be at the far end of the North Downs, away from Porterbridge Hall, Uncle Shelby, Aunt Piper and her cousins. Fate, however, had ruled against her.

And ifno, when!the gentry discovered Lady Charlotte Dalrumple had returnedah, that would put the cat among the pigeons.

Adorna look around and saw the signpost, and assured Charlotte, "Austinpark Manor is just ahead, so you needn't worry you shall be totally cut off from civilization."

"Such a thought would never cross my mind."

Adorna lavished a smile on her, the kind of smile that would make pudding of the average male and produced in Charlotte the uncomfortable sensation of having been transparent. "Of course not, dear. You are the type of female who finds frivolity unnecessary."

"Ithat's true." So true, but Adorna made a simple virtue soundtedious. "But my ladyAdornayou must tell me what happened to your son, how your grandchildren were returned to you. The children must be devastated by their loss."

Adorna shook her head. "They devastate; they are not devastated."

The children weren't devastated by their father's death? Charlotte's long-forgotten romanticism surfaced. Perhaps the children had been orphans for a long time, wandering the desert

Just ahead, a carriage turned onto the road, and the coachman whipped up the horses. They drove past in a breakneck hurry.

Charlotte recognized the crest on the carriageas if she could ever forget it!and her face went stiff.

Adorna craned her neck to see who was within. "How odd! That was Lord and Lady Howard."

Charlotte managed to answer, "So it was."

Adorna patted her hand. "Of course. I remember. How dreadful for you. But they were coming from Austinpark Manor, and it looked as if she were striking him with her hat! No one should be at the house except" Her eyes rounded in horror, and she clutched the lace at her throat. "Tell me he didn't invite anyone to visit while I was gone."

"Who?"

"He wouldn't dare. I gave him specific instructions"

"What?"

Adorna leaned forward and said urgently, "Skeets, hurry!"

The carriage turned between two gateposts onto a country lane. Skeets obediently urged the horses past a large and handsome gatehouse. Gravel sprayed from beneath the wheels. Adorna clutched the side of the carriage in her white-gloved hand and strained to see forward.

Charlotte was missing a very important piece of information, but what it was she could not imagine. They rolled past magnificent old trees lining the road. She caught azure glimpses of a serene lake in the distance, a marble pavilion, a trellised garden alight with bobbing flowers of gold, lavender and pink. And finally, as they rounded a curve, she saw the aged mellow blend of brick and stone of Austinpark Manor. The house blended into its surroundings, hugging the earth and rising to the skies in a celebration of man's elegance. The classic style had been popular one hundred years before; Charlotte wondered what noble family had built it, and lost it, and why.

Then another carriage rolled toward them, and Adorna exclaimed, "That's Mr. Morden and his wife, and you know what a stickler for propriety she is! Oh, I hope he hasn't ruined everything."

The house disappeared behind a grove of trees, then when their open carriage rounded the curve, the house reappeared just ahead.

On the portico stood a man.

Even from a distance, Charlotte could tell he was tall and broad-shouldered, a monument to masculine strength. Or perhaps he could be better called an affront to English civilization.

As they drove closer, she noted that his hands, clenched in fists on his hips, were massive. His shoulders stretched broad, and the muscles on his chest couldn't be concealed by his white shirt and sober black waistcoat. His trousers did not conceal his potency; rather, they emphasized it with a trim cut that provided the concept of straining seams and popping buttons.

He gave the impression of a man who had staked a claim, yet Charlotte didn't understand how. Surely this was Adorna's new husband, although she hadn't mentioned one, or a relative. Perhaps Stewart, the distant relative Adorna had mentioned.

But Charlotte couldn't pull her attention from the brute's hair.

Barbarously long, his locks blew in the breeze and they were blond. The same blond as Adorna's.

As the carriage pulled to a halt, the man smiled. He started forward. And Charlotte saw what she hadn't seen before. His poor disguise of refinement was not complete.

His feet were bare.

It couldn't be, yet Charlotte had to ask, "Who is he?"

"My son." Adorna glared at him as she waited for Skeets to place the step and assist her down. "My son Wynter, back from the grave to plague me."









End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/9780061795282.png
NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Saweday My Prince

CHRISTINA
TODD

“TREAT YOURSELF
TO A FABULOUS
BOOK™

Jilf Barnett

ules of
urrender





OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





