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Chapter 1



Val accepted his elegant, ebony walking cane from his portly butler, Priddy, then stepped from his residence with a satisfied air. Deciding he would walk the few blocks to the important part of townBond Streethe had not ordered his carriage, preferring to savor the sights and sounds of the city. He set off in that direction with a firm stride and a jaunty swing of his cane.

It was good to be back in London, no matter that the city would be a trifle thin of company just yet. With the Christmas season past and Parliament soon to sit, the peerage and gentry would slowly return to their imposing town houses and rented quarters for the Season to come.

It had been good yet somewhat sad to see his best friend, Lord Norwood, succumb to the bonds of matrimony. Following the marriage of Blaise and Hyacinthe, now the dashing Viscountess Norwood, Val had wandered off to his own property, ostensibly for a bit of shooting, but really for a period of quiet and reflection.

His shoulder, injured when Hyacinthe had shot him while mistaking him for a villain, had healed nicely. His valet, reliable old Rosbert, had earned himself a raise for his excellent care during the recovery period. The elderly housekeeper at Latham Hall had known better than to offer her services, aware her master disliked being fussed over by some ministering female.

Reflecting on his friends obvious happiness, Val wondered. Was it time for him to settle down at long last? The heir to an immense fortune and a family name of somewhat ancient stature, he supposed it was inevitable. After all, every fellow met his fate sooner or later. As a noted Corinthianone of those men of great style and tonhe had a certain standard to uphold. Val resolved to survey the latest crop of marriageable misses at Almacks with a less jaundiced eye, with a view to finding a young woman to gracefully fill the position of Lady Latham. While he had no elevated peerage, many women would not look amiss at the title of baron, particularly when it came with abundant funds. And thanks to prudent investments and careful management, he was extremely well to grass.

All went well with his morning until he chanced to meet Lady Marshton while strolling along Bond Street. She looked straight through hima cut direct! He could scarce credit the matter. A cut direct? Incredible! He had never been so insulted. If it had not been that her ladyship had a daughter making her come-out this year, he would have thought little of the matter, but no mother snubbed an eligible peer of any age under those circumstances.

Suddenly uneasy, Val sauntered along, pausing to study the contents of various windows while casting glances at those passing by. Had he been away too long? What could have happened to change his position in Society? Furthermore, something he knew nothing about. He caught sight of another woman he knew slightly. She had a niece she intended to sponsor this Season, if his memory served him right.

Mrs. Bottomley, how charming to see you again. I trust you are looking forward to the coming Season with pleasure? Val smiled just the proper amount, bowing to the lady with just the right degree of propriety.

Indeed, Lord Latham, the good lady replied with a distinct frostiness that had not been present when they last met. She looked a trifle flustered, as though torn between her recollection of his title and wealth and something else that appeared most unpleasant, judging by her troubled manner.

And you anticipate a lively time of it with your charming niece? Val felt frustrated that he simply could not come out and ask the woman what was amiss. His very bones told him something was wrong here.

Indeed, my lord. Miss Pringle is a well-behaved young woman with a lovely face and an excellent dowry to match, who ought to do well for herself. Mrs. Bottomley fiddled with the strings of her reticule, then took a deep breath.Excuse me, sir, for I must hurry along. So many things to tend to these days, you know.

Val watched her nod politely, then almost fly away from him as though he had suddenly sprouted a sign proclaiming him afflicted with the plague.

With a frown settling over his handsome brow, he sauntered along the street in the general direction of his club. Something was afoot here and he intended to find out what. Swinging his cane to and fro with a casual air, he made his way directly to Whites.

Once inside those hallowed halls, he inquired of the porter as to whether his particular friends were about. When assured that at least one of them should be present, he marched up the stairs, intent on his mission, ignoring the fine portraits that frowned down upon him.

He checked the room, noting that while there were acquaintances, there were none who were close to him, who might reveal the truthwhatever that might be. A feeling of dread crept over him. What had happened?

He was greeted with jolly smiles and obvious enthusiasm by those he knew fairly well. Knowing grins and chuckles were sent his way, with muttered comments about ones youthful follies finding one out, he heard to his utter bewilderment.

Ferdy. Where in the blasted world was Ferdy Andrews? Val was about to query a mutual friend when an older gentleman, a gamester who would bet on any likely prospect, accosted him.

Well, well, Latham, Lord Dakin said with a decided twinkle in his gray eyes, I must say I admire your dash and daring. Not many chaps have your audacity, young fellow. Good to see the new generation aint all milk and water, eh? The bets are out, yknow. Odds as to whether or not your credit will survive this. My money is on you, my boy. Dont let me down, you hear? He bestowed a jovial punch to Vals shoulder, chuckled in an almost suggestive manner, then strolled off to confront another member over a wager involving the matter of a flock of geese and a carriage.

Another fellow entered the room, and clapped Val on the back while uttering much the same sentiment.

Utterly baffled and vaguely alarmed, Val found a secluded seat by one of the front windows, ordered a bottle of wine, then sipped from his glass as soon as the waiter had poured out the claret for him. He stared pensively at the carriages passing the club and then off to the bustle of Piccadilly Street. What had occurred while he was away?

If Ferdy was not to be found, Val would have to solve the mystery on his own. But it would be a help to have his good friend at his side, someone who might have a clue regarding the mystery. That is, if he was still his good friend!

The notion that something might have happened to mar an association of many years standing so concerned Val that he left his wine unfinished and strode from the room and down the stairs, fully aware that a good number of amused glances followed him. Whatever had occurred must be such that it entertained the men while angering the women. To Vals experienced mind that not only spelled trouble, it spelled feminine troublethe very worst sort.

Since he had walked this morning, he hailed a hackney of reasonable quality and ordered the jarvey to convey him to Curzon Street and Ferdys chambers at the Albany, that elegant establishment for bachelors.

While the horses clip-clopped over the cobbles, Val tried to recall if there was a woman alive who had any claim on him, and could think of none. He had no present mistress, was extremely prudent in his brief liaisons, and in short, was not vulnerable in that sphere. So what could have happened?

Paying the man handsomely for his speedy trip, Val entered the building and marched up the stairs to find his good friend.

He was found to be home. Ferdys man grudgingly allowed Val to enter the pleasingly arranged chambers. Ferdy lounged in his very masculine sitting room, reading the morning paper. He lowered it to give Val a troubled look, then set the paper aside, rising to greet his old friend.

Val. There was a distinct pause before Ferdy continued in a restrained manner. So you are back. I trust all is well with you? How was shooting this year?

Ferdy, usually the most easygoing of all the chaps Val knew, was now obviously ill at ease.

Cut line, Ferdy. Else I shall believe I am sunk beyond all hope of redemption. What is going on? Lady Marshton gives me the cut direct. Mrs. Bottomley nearly freezes me with hauteurand her with a niece to present this Season. Val ignored the table where wine bottles sat invitingly and paced about the room with angry strides.

Well. .. Ferdy hedged.

Old Dakin called me daring and dashing and that new fellowwhats his nameclapped me on the back as though I had won some sort of prizein a contest Id not entered. And why are bets being placed regarding my retaining my credit with Society? Val stopped in his tracks and fixed his friend with a hard stare. Tell me all you know.

Ferdy strolled across the room to look absently out of the window. Then he turned around to give Val an apologetic grin. Its the woman, you see. While it aint unusual for a fellow to keep his doxy in London, I dont know of a one who will parade his by-blows in Hyde Park.

Val felt as though the air had been punched from his chest. By-blows? What are you talking about, man?

That pretty little minx who takes her twins for a walk in the park every day. Boys the spitting image of you, Val. Pity hes not yours legally, yknow. Fine-looking lad. Ferdy paused a moment to reflect. Girl looks more like her mama. Then he frowned again. But, Val, it aint the done thing, to have your doxy walking the children in the park with all the other proper governesses and nannies. The women are all upset, I can tell you. He grinned at his friend and added, I must say, I dont know where youve hidden this paragon, Val. Shes a beauty, make no mistake on that. Wont talk to anyone and thats the rub. No one can learn a thing about her.

Val sank down on a chair that most fortunately was close to hand, a dazed expression momentarily crossing his face before he gathered his wits about him. I am not the least aware of any by-blows, twins or otherwise. I have never been one much for chasing petticoatsyou know that. The few mistresses I have had over the years have been most discreet. I imagine that were one of them to produce an offspring, I would be petitioned for its keeping posthaste. I assure you that has not been the case. Whoever they may be, those twins are not mine!

Ferdy gave a sigh of relief, then frowned. Well, if thats the situation, who is she? I tell you, Val, there is something smoky about this business.

Indeed! We had best get to the bottom of this mystery before my name is totally destroyed. I came to London with the intent of finding myself a proper wife and this will scarcely lend me any credit.

You, leg-shackled? That will set the ton on its ear. Ferdy crossed from the window to ease himself down into the facing chair, no small feat given the tight fit of his pantaloons. But how could there be a child who is your spitting image without being related to you?

Its a mystery to me. You say this paragon of doxies parades her charges in the park every afternoon? Val glanced at his pocket watch, then rose. What do you say we have a spot of nuncheon, then make every effort to locate this young woman. You did say she is young?

Ferdy gave a reflective smile and sighed. Not only young but dashed attractive. He stabbed a finger in Vals direction, adding, Everyone says you are one lucky chap to have found a mistress who is so loyal. Shell not so much as look at another man, much less speak to one. Prim as a pin. You are certain she is not in your keeping? For I must say you are the envy of half the ton, my friendthe male half, that is.

And I appear to have angered the female half, Val countered, with no amusement in his voice. The worst of it is that I have not the faintest notion of whom this woman might be! This is not a good thing when I intend to find myself a suitable wife. He rose and made his way toward the door, glancing back to see if Ferdy was following him.

I will believe that when I see it, Ferdy muttered before joining Val in exodus from the Albany chambers. They ignored a hackney, preferring to speculate about the identity of the paragon who had turned Vals life upside down, while strolling back toward the club where they intended to eat.

During their light meal, it was decided that Val would haunt the area of the park where the young woman appeared with the children in tow.

Once I have a chance to see her, I can decide whether or not I know who she is and how best to proceed, Val explained, his dark eyes exchanging a knowing look with Ferdy.

I must say that Im glad to know the tots arent yours, Ferdy said, after a sip of his wine. Hate to think of a chit trying to rear them on her own. With a quick frown he added, Come to think on it, they are dressed right well and she is garbed all the crackrespectable, if you know what I mean. You dont suppose she might be, well, someone you met at a house party and er, entertained while in your cups, or something of that sort?

Ferdy, Val groaned, you pain me. Do not even think of such a thing. I might have my share of the grape, but never so much that I do not know what Im about. The last house party I attended was so proper that not a soul could complain, other than of boredom.

With Ferdys prodding, Val launched into the tale and soon had his friend chuckling over Vals description of the dry-as-dust affair.

They managed to leave the club without being accosted by any more of the amiable gentlemen intent upon finding out the identity and location of Vals supposed doxy.

Think it will rain? Ferdy said with a glance at the lowering sky.

It wouldnt be so cruel, Val said without much conviction. The London weather was notoriously nasty in late February. While snowdrops and daffodils might be nodding their heads in various gardens, a fellow could expect a chilly rain to dampen his day with distressing frequency.

Having taken a hackney to the edge of the park, they began their prowl of the paths that ran across the greens and along Rotten Row. Carriages had begun to roll along the way, although the ladies were bundled up warmly, and hurried when they saw the area thin of company. The few on horseback were intent on their exercise and ignored the two men who marched along the paths.

At long last, Val turned to his good friend. I begin to think you have fabricated this creature of whole cloth, Ferdy, old boy.

Cant understand it, Ferdy said with a rueful shake of his head. Shes been here every day that Ive come here the past two weeks. He frowned, then brightened. Maybe something happened to her or the children.

I had no notion you were such a fiend, Ferdy, to wish my nemesis ill. Val bowed to two older women who sailed past in a landau, who in turn cast him speculative looks.

What do you suppose they were thinking? Ferdy mused as the carriage disappeared from the park.

I have the idea that they were trying to decide if the tale offered by their husbands was true or if the gentlemen were making it up, Val said in disgust. Look, tis beginning to rain in earnest. We had best find a hackney before we are drenched and catch our death. They hurried to find an available carriage and were shortly on their way across town.

Discouraged but not deterred, Val dropped Ferdy off at the Albany before continuing on to his home. He needed to think and plan his strategy. Clearly if there really was a young woman in London who took twins for walks in the parkone of whom appeared to resemble Valhe needed to uncover the truth of their identities.

Val would have chalked the entire matter up to momentary madness were it not for the number of people who had, one way or another, demonstrated that the woman existed. As he saw it, what he had to do was locate her first, then tackle the matter of the children.

Deciding the best procedure was to brazen it out rather than hide in his house, Val took himself off for the evening, determined to enlist Sally Jerseys help in learning how extensive the damage to his good name might be.

* * * *

He had attributed the scarceness of invitations to the lack of people in town, and that those who were here were not aware of his presence as yet. He was quickly disabused of that notion.

Sally, I appreciate your invitation, he murmured to his hostess when he had a chance to speak with her off to one side of her drawing room.

And so you ought. I mean to show the tabbies they should not judge until the true facts are known. Exactly who is she, Lord Latham? Lady Jersey bestowed a curious look on Val while remaining a discreet distance from him, quite as though he was dangerous.

I am wounded, Val protested. Since when have I been reduced to Lord Latham?

Since you became a dangerous rake, a man a woman dare not trust, Sally said with a flirtatious wave of her fan and a sly smile.

Of all the utter rot, Val muttered, then apologized for his language. According to Ferdy, there is a female in London who walks a young lad in the park who resembles me somewhat. I have no idea whom she might bealthough I certainly intend to find out. I do not claim to have a monopoly on brown hair and brown eyes nor a slim build and I declare that I have no childrenbaseborn or otherwise, he concluded with a wry grin.

Well that is a comfort to all the hopeful mamas in town with chits to present to Society. Do you intend to visit Almacks when we resume our little Wednesday evening affairs? Her expression was calculating, as though she dared him to cross some invisible line of her devising.

If you permit, madam. I am not so foolish as to think I am invulnerable. Val bowed to her in admiration of her ploy.

Oh, Sally cooed, I do adore a vulnerable rake. That is the most attractive male alivefar more interesting than a Corinthian. She batted her long lashes at Val, amusement lighting her face.

Every man. no matter how strong or powerful, becomes a trifle vulnerable when under the spell of a beautiful woman, Val murmured.

I shall help you, she declared quietly. I can spread the tale of your innocence, you know, and I shall. I daresay there is not a gossip in town who is not eager to listen to anything I have to offer in the line of a delicious tidbit. And this is quite the loveliest bit of gossip.

Val couldnt suppress a true grin at this bit of understatement. Sallys love of gossip was legendary. He could not have found a better partner to spread his account of mistaken identity as a father of twins.

I mean to find out who this young woman is. I find the assault on my good name intolerable, he added with a shared look of understanding. Both members of the ton knew only too well how fragile that thing called reputation was, and how easily it could be destroyed by vicious rumors and wicked tongues.

I wish you the best of luck, mon ami. Aware that to spend another minute in conference with her shocking guest would court the sort of gossip not to be desired. Sally tapped Vals shoulder with her fan, bestowed on him a somewhat enigmatic smile, then wandered off to tend to her other guests.

Val watched her move gracefully through the throng of the very upper crust of English society. Did it really matter if he lost entree to this group? Was it truly important that he be able to mingle with these aristocrats? Indeed it was, he decided after a moments reflection. It was the life he was born to and he knew no other. His entire future depended upon making a suitable alliance with a young woman of impeccable virtue and proper originsthe precise opposite, clearly, of the woman in the park.

* * * *

Across London, the young woman in question sat at the bedside of a rather small lad with tousled brown hair and fevered brown eyes. He gave an impressive sneeze and reached for the proffered square of linen so as to blow his nose.

I am very sick, Anthony said, with not a little satisfaction. I am much sicker than Doro.

Indeed you are, love. And sick little boys need to drink their broth and sleep, his Cousin Phoebe reminded him.

We cannot walk in the park tomorrow, he said with a woeful shake of his head. I am too sick.

The weather is dreadful, so you will not miss a thing, Phoebe said with a half smile, knowing Anthony was determined to reap as much attention as possible from his cold. Not that it couldnt yet turn nasty, but at present he needed rest and chicken broth.

I do not like to miss our walks. Do you think the man with the monkey will be there tomorrow?

Not in the rain, love. Besides, I would not walk in the park without you, not even if Doro could go with me. And I would not dream of taking her out in this chill. No, we will have to wait for you to be all better first, Phoebe assured her charge, caressing his head lightly with a gentle touch.

I will try hard, Anthony promised, looking not the least like a peer of the land, the Viscount Waring, but rather a little boy who just needed a bit of loving and care.

Once she had soothed him to sleep, Phoebe left a nursemaid to keep watch, and returned to the drawing room to find her hostess, the twins charming and not-very-elderly great-aunt, the Dowager Lady Latham.

And how does little Anthony fare? Lady Latham demanded when Phoebe had joined her.

He is not seriously ill, but one never knows about a cold. Without warning it can turn into a putrid sore throat, or even pneumonia. I promised him that I would not walk in the park without him tomorrow. Indeed, if the rain continues that will be no hardship. Phoebe stood by the window of the large, attractive room, staring out into the falling rain seen by the light of the torches across the street. A gust of wind spattered raindrops against the windowpane and she shivered, wrapping her arms about her waist.

Here, put on this shawl, her ladyship commanded with concern. It will never do for you to take ill as well. And Dorothea? Is her cold better?

Indeed, maam. Doro rarely takes ill and recovers with a rapidity that irritates Anthony no end. Phoebe smiled and then crossed the room to take a chair by the fire where Lady Latham sat, accepting the fine cashmere shawl with gratitude.

It is a good thing you wrote me of your difficulties regarding the childrens inheritance, her ladyship said with a nod of her head. I am come to think all solicitors are nincompoops. Fancy frightening you like thatmaking you believe all their funds would be cut off unless you found a husband. What utter nonsense. And just how do they think widows cope with raising a family once their husband is buried?

As to that, I do not know. I confess the missive was most intimidating. I thought perhaps your word might carry far more weight than mine. Phoebe exchanged a wry look with the older and wiser woman.

The most sensible thing my nephew George ever did was to appoint you the guardian of his children. Never mind that you are the only one they have, you have cared for them since they were born. I know how Camilla and George liked to go haring about hither and yon. I would wager that you saw more of Doro and Anthony than their parents ever did.

Phoebe shifted uneasily in her chair. What you say may be true, my lady, but they did love their children very much.

So much so that they had to tear off to some silly party and be shot coming home by some miserable highwayman. Bah! Lady Latham declared. She stretched out an arthritic hand to the fire, obviously enjoying the warmth.

Would you like to soak your hand in a lovely herbal bath I know about? It would take but a few moments to find the herbs and it is a most soothing feeling. Phoebe jumped up, intent on changing the subject for the moment and wishing to perform a kindness to the woman who had done so much to help Phoebe in her distress.

You will spoil me so that I shant wish to ever let you go back to the country, her ladyship grumbled, but nodded her agreement to the notion nevertheless.

When Phoebe returned with a fragrant basin of steaming water and herbs, her ladyship found to her amazement that the soak felt quite wonderful and sighed with pleasure at the relief offered.

I shall make you a lotion which I can massage into your hand. I think you will see a slight improvement if you do this regularly, although I cannot promise anything, Phoebe said while keeping a careful eye on the basin and her ladyship.

Which is more than the doctors do. Those quacks offer ridiculous nostrums at outrageous costs, while promising the moon in return. What they want is the moon in their pocket! her ladyship complained.

Yes, maam, Phoebe said, concealing a smile behind a quickly raised hand.

What do you intend to do now that I have managed to straighten out that fool solicitor? I will not have you leaving so soon. You have just barely arrived. I insist you remain until summer. There is much for the children to see and do in the city, you know. There is the Tower, and the animals at the Exeter Change, and the museums, not to forget the occasional balloon ascension in the park.

The children would dearly love to see as much as they could, Phoebe said wistfully, thinking that the children would benefit from any sort of cultural activity, having been confined to the country all their young lives.

And what about you, young woman? her ladyship demanded when Phoebe leaned over to check the temperature of the water. I would see you do a bit of socializing as well. In fact, as soon as Anthony is feeling more the thing, I believe we ought to attend the theatre.

The children would enjoy a pantomime, Phoebe said with a grin.

They will see one. I was thinking more of you. To my way of thinking, you deserve a bit of pleasure. And a few new gowns. Tell me, does the money allotted you in compensation for caring for the children permit a decent wardrobe? You look more like a governess than a lady.

Accepting Lady Lathams interest as giving her the right to ask outrageous questions, Phoebe answered her with more truth than usual when queried about her status.

I have been given no compensation, my lady. But please understand, I care for the twins because I love them, and who else would tend to them if I failed them?

What? No compensation? That is the outside of enough! With her good hand her ladyship reached for a small bell and rang it with an indignant shake. When her butler entered. Lady Latham said, Send for that old fool of a solicitor, Smedley. There is a wrong that needs to be corrected at once. Oh, and send for Madame Clotilde as well. We will need her immediately if we are to be in time.

But, dear maam, Phoebe protested.

If there is anything I detest it is a young woman in drab gray who looks depressingly proper. When Madam and I are done with you, you will be a new woman. Just see if you wont. Her ladyship withdrew her hand from the soak, blotted it in the towel proffered by Phoebe, and looked much like a puppy that has managed to tree a cat.

Oh, dear, Phoebe said, sitting down abruptly. What next?




Chapter 2



It rained for days, that misty, cold, dreary sort of rain that chills one to the bone. Though Phoebe scarcely noticed the state of the weather. What with a meeting with Mr. Popham, the elderly solicitor who permitted Aunt Annisas Lady Latham asked Phoebe call herto browbeat him unmercifully and the confrontation with Madame Clotilde and tending a fretful Anthony, her days were full to overflowing.

The solicitora grayish, thin man who could easily disappear into the mist given a chanceultimately agreed it was most unfair to expect Phoebe to care for the children without some sort of fund for expenses. He had muttered something about the estate, the proper allocation of funds, and other legal sounding things. All objections were swept aside by the force of Lady Lathams displeasure.

For, good sir, she exclaimed, as guardian and cousin of Viscount Waring, she must present a proper picture to Society. She can scarce do so without a farthing to her name. Which was an exaggeration Phoebe said later, since she had a modest stipend from her father.

I agree, madam, Mr. Popham finally said with a sigh. I shall see to a generous allowance for Miss Thorpe immediately. Looking sadly harried, he discreetly blotted his brow with a square of white cambric when Lady Latham turned her attention elsewhere for a few moments.

When her ladyship returned her sharp gaze to the solicitor, he almost seemed to shrink. Phoebe silently admitted she would hate to do any sort of bargaining or business with her ladyship. Her powers of reasoning were formidable indeed.

See to it that there is enough for good clothing for Miss Thorpe, not to mention those little necessities that set the well-bred lady apart from the ordinary miss, Lady Latham insisted.

Indeed, Madam. I would never think of being niggardly in my arrangements for Miss Thorpe, he replied with quiet dignity. He left shortly thereafter, looking immensely relieved to be spared additional scoldings and orders.

Once those arrangements were settled, it only wanted for Madame Clotilde to make her appearance.

Phoebe almost chuckled when the fashionably, yet quite judiciously, gowned woman with the most improbable shade of red hair swept into the morning room where Phoebe and her ladyship sat reading the newspapers. She was trailed by two assistants bearing boxes of pins, stacks of fabric samples, and books of designs.

Apparently, Aunt Annis had sufficient standing to be able to summon a premier mantuamaker to her home on a moments notice. Phoebe wondered precisely what that message sent to Madame Clotilde had contained.

Well, I can see I shall have an excellent form upon which to work my magic, the little French womanif she was indeed that nationalitydeclared after inspecting Phoebe from every angle. The soft black curls, large blue eyes, and such creamy skinah, that makes my task easier, Madame declared with her hands clasped before her. Not too tall, slender and shapely ... you will take the ton by storm.

When Phoebe insisted she had no desire to take the ton or anything else by storm. Lady Latham overrode her protest and commanded they proceed. The following two hours were extremely wearing. Later, Phoebe left the morning room feeling as though she had done battle, and knew a bit of sympathy for Mr. Popham. She suspected it was a bit like having a very large dray wagon run you downoverwhelming.

Caring for a fretful little boy was a distinct pleasure after the time spent selecting colors and fabrics and styles that Phoebe declared too fashionable and thought too expensive. She entered his room with distinct relief.

Am I not getting better soon? Anthony demanded in a near-whine when Phoebe settled by his bed.

Why do we not have Doro join us for a game? Phoebe countered. The rain is quite dreadful, you know, and she is near bored to tears with being alone. Do you suppose we might entertain her?

Intrigued with the notion that he might help amuse his youngerby twenty minutessister, Anthony loftily assured Phoebe that her proposal would be just the ticket.

The trio happily settled into an afternoon of games, with much gleeful laughter from the winner and big sighs from the loser, who most often happened to be Phoebe.

Phoebe cherished these times of warmth and closeness, particularly since she had been so worried these last months that Mr. Popham would take the children from her care and place them with strangers. She could thank Lady Latham that is. Aunt Annisfor that reprieve.

* * * *

Bloody rain, Val muttered before resuming his pacing across the Turkey carpet that covered his study floor. His dark brown eyes revealed vexation, and he ran impatient fingers through the thick, dark hair that was now in total disarray. His garb had less than its usual elegance.

Finding the mystery woman elusive? a sympathetic Ferdy inquired.

I roamed the park this morning, as I have every morning since I last spoke with you, and finally decided that only a fool would be out in this weather.

And you doubt shes a fool. Ferdy settled back into the sturdy wing chair by the fireplace, relishing the warmth and comfort on the unpleasant day.

Well, it was a mere drizzle when I left the house, Val said, with a touch of defensiveness. There were a goodly number of nannies marching along with well-covered tots in tow.

Cheer up, the rain cannot last forever, Ferdy offered by way of consolation. What do you say we toddle off to Whitesunless. he said with hope, you would rather eat here. He leaned forward as though to rise.

Knowing that his friend far preferred the quiet of the town house and the ministrations of Vals first-rate cook, he gave Ferdy a wry grin. I am being a gudgeon. I suspect I have become obsessed with that woman, whoever she might be. As a matter of fact, I ordered our dinner when you arrived.

Good fellow, Ferdy murmured, settling back against the softly cushioned chair with satisfaction.

You havent learned anything more about her and those twins, have you? Val inquired with deceptive casualness. The entire matter was beginning to drive him around the bend. As he had admitted to Ferdy, he was becoming obsessed with herand he hadnt even the faintest idea what she looked like!

Not a thing, Ferdy admitted.

It would help if I could describe her more clearly. You said she is pretty. Could you be more specific? Heaven knows you can describe the newest opera dancer down to the measurement of her ankle.

Ferdy grinned at this acknowledgment of his capabilities, then thought for a few moments. Like I said, she gives the impression of a pretty woman. Hair is always covered by a bonnet, so that aint a clue. Never looks at a chap, so I cant say to her eye color. Nice skin, though, Ferdy said in reflection.

Do you have any notion how many females there are in this city with nice skin? Val said with derision.

You did ask, Ferdy pointed out mildly. He placed his hands over his somewhat ample stomach and gave Val a righteous look. Aint as though anyone else has offered to help you.

Val gave his friend a contrite look and ceased his pacing. Dropping into the chair opposite Ferdy, he contemplated the nicely blazing fire. There has to be someone who knows of her. Blast it allshe cannot live in the air, she must have a home.

I gather you tried the agencies?

Every one of them. The first time I said I was looking for a woman and her twins, I garnered such a look as to put me in a temper. The next time I inquired for a friend of my sisters.

But you do not have a sister. Ferdy reminded him with a puzzled look.

I know that. It made the query seem less suspect, Val said, with more patience than he had shown to the agency man.

At that point Priddy entered the cozy room to inform the gentlemen that dinner was served.

Val and Ferdy promptlyFerdy was always prompt to mealsrose and went along to where the table was nicely set for two gentlemen to dine in comfort and pleasure.

It would be wrong to think of Ferdy as fat, for he was never that. He was bigthere was no other word for him. Sandy hair flopped over a broad brow above kind hazel eyes set in a usually genial faceall of a large size. His perfectly fitting coats took far more fabric to make than the average, and he towered over the tailor who had the making of them. His mere size was sufficient to prevent any sprouts of nobility from challenging him to anythingnot that he was inclined that direction, being of a most easygoing nature.

They chatted easily the remainder of the meal, then decided that it was dashed dull to sit around the house.

I promised Mrs. Bottomley Id attend the little party she is giving her niece, to more or less introduce her around. Sally Jerseys gossip proved effectiveat least for her. Wont give a ball for a niece, it seems. Shall we head that direction?

Why not? Ferdy said, while casting a longing look at the last piece of Madeira cake that reposed on the sideboard.

After you finish your cake, of course, Val concluded with an understanding smile.

Good, Ferdy said, helping himself to the cake and gesturing toward his cup. The butler, knowing Ferdy well, was ready with the coffeepot and filled the cup to the brim.

And tomorrow I shall be stationed in the park at an early hour. Pray it does not rain, Val said fervently.

Ive a cousin who is a bishop. We might ask him.

To look for the woman? Val said, quite confused by this turn of conversation.

No, to pray it stops raining, Ferdy replied, then rose from the table with a satisfied air and not a crumb of cake remaining on his plate.

* * * *

I would rather have cake, if you please, Anthony said politely.

If you wish to venture outside come the morning you had best eat your potatoes and fish, Phoebe said to the disgusted boy.

I would rather have cake, he repeated firmly.

So would I, Phoebe said in a reasonable tone, but one cannot always have what one wishes.

What do you wish for. Cousin Phoebe? little Doro inquired between nibbles of her buttered potatoes.

Oh, nicer weather and our walks in the park.

I will pray for sunshine, Doro offered, quite certain she would be heard.

You do that, love. Now, what fascinating thing shall we do before bedtime? Phoebe saw to the last bite of fish into her charges mouths, then gestured to the maid to bring in the pudding.

Great-aunt Latham bought us a game today. May we learn it? Doro said in her sweet little voice.

Oh, jolly good. Ill wager I can beat you. Cousin Phoebe.

You are so good at games, I have no doubt but what you will, love. Phoebe smiled fondly at the children, who were near as like being her own.

So here you are, Lady Latham said from the doorway of the nursery. Once your new clothes are delivered, there will be an end to this sort of thing.

Indeed not, maam. If I cannot spend time with the twins, the other affairs will have to go. Doro and Anthony come first.

Not even a parent is that devoted, her ladyship observed. You owe it to yourself and to them to get out a bit now and again. I would not want you to end up an embittered old maid. After all, they will grow up before you know it and then where will you be? Lady Latham said with perfect logic.

The quietly spoken words unsettled Phoebe. Had she so wrapped herself up in the children that she was in danger of losing her own identity?

Allow me to spend the days with them and I will be happy to attend you come the evenings, Phoebe said at last.

Well, if you desire to wander in the park come the day, see to it that you have a maid along. I should hate to have anyone think you less than you are.

And what am I, dear maam? Phoebe inquired with a trace of amusement.

You are a young lady, and do not forget it. With that final pronouncement, Phoebe was left to join the children in a rousing game of Mother Goose and the Golden Egg, played on a board before the fire. Since there were any number of penalties and much gleeful laughter, Phoebe was able to put aside her disturbing thoughts until she went to her bed.

Then they surfaced again. Was she giving the children too much attention, spoiling them? She did not think it possible, but perhaps it was.

When the morning dawned bright and clear, she forgot her worries of the night before. Nothing would do but for all to be dressed in warm clothing and to head for the park as soon as was reasonable.

Doro danced at Phoebes side along the path that led toward the Serpentine River. Anthony raced here and there, eager to examine everything he saw. Frequently they paused to exclaim over some discovery and admire the amazing items uncoveredlike the empty shell of a birds egg and a very large black bug that Doro decided was horrid while Anthony declared it smashing.

Phoebe held tightly to Doros little hand, glancing around her and noting the park was thin of company this morning. The Season was upon them and most likely there were more demanding things to be done. She pitied the maid who had been ordered to go along with the trio, the girl looked chilled and bored.

Oh, ducks, Doro cried with delight, freeing her hand to caper along the path until she stood at a safe distance from the waters edge.

Phoebe undid the paper parcel of old bread and offered the contents to the children. Soon the twins were happily engrossed in dividing bits and pieces of bread among the collection of ducks.

That one is very greedy. Cousin Phoebe, Doro observed after a particularly pushy duck had driven her to take a step backward.

Ducks are like that at times, I expect. They like not having to ferret out their own food.

Anthony stamped his feet at the obnoxious duck and, with a triumphant whoop of delight, drove it back into the water.

Be careful, love, Phoebe admonished.

Some distance away, the little scene was closely watched by a fascinated Val. This had to be his quarrya young, neatly dressed woman accompanied by a pair of twins. She seemed to be genuinely caring for the children, laughing and watching over her charges with more solicitude than the nannies and maids he had observed elsewhere in the park in the past few days.

When she turned and he was able to see her face, he was agreeably surprised to note that she possessed a pretty countenance, with a dainty nose, rosy cheeks, and a pleasing mouth that appeared to be made for laughing. She seemed to do quite a bit of that.

While he strolled a bit closer, he surreptitiously studied her garments. She wore simple, yet well-made clothing of obvious quality. And, he admitted reluctantly, she did not have the look nor the demeanor of a doxy. His theory on that appeared to be all wet.

The piping voices of the delighted children turned his attention to them. The little girl glanced his way and he could detect a faint resemblance to the woman. The boy kept his back to Val, so it was impossible to determine whether or not there was the strong resemblance that had been asserted.

Suddenly the lad turned and Val found himself quite stunned. At Latham Hall there was a painting done of himself at about the same age and this child might have posed for it, so alike were they. Val took back every unkind thought he had nurtured about those who had twitted him. They had every right to be suspicious about the boys paternity.

Why had this boy been kept hidden from him? Val knew he had never seen this young woman before in his life, yet there was no denying the incredible similarity between himself and the lad. So ... how did one account for the likeness?

He pretended an interest in watching the antics of the ducks while continuing to edge closer. How could he strike up an acquaintance with the trio? He dismissed the proper-looking maid who huddled some distance away as being of no importance. There had to be something he could do. He reflected it was rather amusing that a gentleman of the tona noted Corinthian and member of the peerage, in factaccustomed to having women seek him out, should be in this predicament.

Look, Cousin Phoebe, cried the lad, this duck likes me. I should like to have it for a pet!

Phoebe? Not at all an unusual name, Val thought, but he knew he had never spent time with a woman by that name. But the boy called her Cousin. Cousin? That made it even more curious and opened the door to an alarming number of possibilities. It meant that the mother was someone else! How dreadful.

I fear that her ladyship would not approve of that, Anthony. A kitten or puppy is more the acceptable pet.

May I have a puppy, then? Please Cousin Phoebe? the lad wheedled.

We shall see.

That means no, the little girl observed sagely. Cousin Phoebe always says that when we ask for something we ought not have.

The woman laughed, a remarkably delightful sound that reminded Val of music.

I fear you have caught me out, young lady, the woman said. I expect we had best save the puppy for when we return home. She offered the lad a comforting pat on the arm and smiled at the little girl in such a way that Val felt a tightening in his throat. He decided that she couldnt be a harpy, given her fetching ways.

You promise I may have a puppy then? the boy artfully begged, obviously determined to nail down this auspicious opportunity before it was lost.

What sort? their cousin asked.

A beagle, the lad replied promptly, clearly having given the matter some thought.

Well, Ive no doubt that might be arranged. She handed the children the last of the bread, then watched the ducks press closer.

That nasty duck is here again. Cousin Phoebe, the girl complained.

Shoo, cried Cousin Phoebe, to Vals amusement. She took her umbrella and waved it about, irritating the bird, who cleverly dodged it in hope of more bread.

Determined to lure the bird away from his sister, the boy charged forward with a fat crumbwith disastrous results. He fell into the Serpentine and rapidly disappeared beneath the surface of the muddy water!

The splash stirred Val into action. Stripping off his coat and tossing it aside, he ran forward and plunged into the Serpentine. Finding the lad wasnt quite as simple as he expected. The boy had floundered about and sunk to the bottom in what seemed like seconds. The ducks had roiled up the waterwhich was already quite muddyso that Val couldnt see a thing.

On the shore the little girl and the Cousin Phoebe creature cried in alarm while Val made another attempt, this time with success.

He hauled up the dripping, bedraggled child from the mud, and carried him to where the others anxiously waited.

Glancing quickly at the little girl, he turned to the woman and tried to keep his voice calm. Here, let me put him on his stomach. We have to force out as much water as possible, else hell suffer from all that hes swallowed. The woman and girl stood back, allowing Val to gently pummel the boy, encouraging the removal of all the filthy water.

When the child had coughed up an alarming amount of liquid and was more himself, Val sat back on his heels and shivered while he watched the boy closely to see how hed fare.

Here, sir, your coat, the woman named Phoebe said with clear concern in her voice. Though I fear you may ruin it if you put it on. But I most heartily thank you for saving Anthony from a watery grave. I had no idea the water was that deep so close to shore. She dropped to her knees beside the child, her concern for the lad overriding any interest she might have otherwise shown in the stranger who had appeared so suddenly.

I suspect it varies a good deal, Val said while stuffing his arms into the sleeves of his coat and giving thanks that he had not adopted the extremely tight fit favored by so many of the masculine members of the ton.

Anthony has been ill, sir, observed the girl.

Permit me to present Dorothea, sir. And this is her twin, Anthony. We are very grateful to you. Miss Phoebe had wrapped a thick shawl about the boy and now hushed him to silence when he would talk. And, indeed, the boy has been most ill. I can only hope that he does not suffer a reversal from this wetting.

Even if he had saved the childs life, good manners did not permit them to introduce themselvesmores the pity. Val thought. He studied the boy, then looked at her, wondering what it would take to find out more about her.

It was at that moment that she looked at Val, really looked at him. He found her reaction amusing.

Oh, my, she said in amazement. I declare, you two look alike. She picked up the tightly wrapped boy and clutched him to her while staring at Val.

Yes, I noticed that, Val said wryly.

Phoebe whoever-she-was merely looked amused rather than alarmed or horrified, as he thought might have been the case. She gave him a quick smile, then turned her attention to the boy.

Well, the important thing at the moment is to take Anthony home and see that he has a hot bath and dry clothing. And if I may say so, that is what you need as well, good sir, Phoebe concluded, distracted with worry.

She was quite lovely, he decided. Several lustrous black curls had escaped from the confines of her bonnet, and she had entrancing blue eyes that crinkled in the most delightful way when she smiled. In all, she was a pretty, graceful creature. And when she had clutched the boy to her, a part of Val could not fail to note that she was nicely endowed as well. Her charming figure certainly qualified her for the role of a doxyalthough her speech proclaimed her in possession of a good education, and her manner was exceedingly well-bred.

He wanted to learn more about her. Could I not assist you? Surely the boy is heavy for you to carry. You need help, Val insisted.

The maid went for assistance immediately, sir. But I am most grateful for your offer when you must be chilled to the bone. Phoebe paused, turning her head to look along the road that paralleled Rotten Row. Ah, here comes the carriage now. She gave Val an anxious smile when he gently took the boy from her, moving toward the carriage.

If you would be so kind as to help me place him inside, I would appreciate it. And then, if I may repeat myself, you really need to return to your lodgings at once. I am greatly indebted to you and I would not wish you to suffer in return for your noble deed.

Her earlier amusement had fled and was replaced by her real concern for the boy. The morning sun scarcely warmed him, and the lad trembled with the aftereffects of his cold bath.

I trust we shall meet again, good lady, Val persisted, hoping she might reveal something. I should like to call to find out how the boy does.

She isnt a lady, she is our Cousin Phoebe, Doro said, quite diverted with the handsome gentleman who was eyeing her cousin with avid interest.

But which Cousin Phoebe, that is the question, Val said, determined to learn more if possible. While she would do nothing so improper, one of the children might reveal her last name.

Theres only one like her, the lad piped up.

I am certain Anthony will be fine, sir. There is no need for you to concern yourself, although it is most kind of you. Dismissal rang clear in Cousin Phoebes voice.

Then the maid, who had silently stood waiting for some signal, clambered into the hackney and closed the door. Val shivered as the vehicle bearing the trio disappeared from view.

Val suspected that the boy was right. Certainly he had never encountered anyone quite like Phoebe in all his days.

A violent shiver and the approach of several men on horseback reminded Val of his condition. Fortunately, another hackney approached and he hailed it with relief.

You be the gentleman who-needs a ride home? the jarvey queried.

I am, Val confirmed, surprised the maid would have the forethought to send another carriage after him. Or had Phoebe paused in her hurry home to consider his state? He preferred to think that Miss Phoebe of the black curls and delightful blue eyes had thought of him.

At least he hoped it was Miss Phoebe. Armed only with her first name, he was little better off than before. But he had met the chit and she was not at all what he had expected. He was determined to discover more about her.

* * * *

Once home, he bathed and changed clothing with dispatch, then sat by his fireside while contemplating what little he had learned. It had taken a ruined set of clothes and the loss of a favored pair of boots to find out that Ferdy was right, that one of the twins was a dead ringer for himself and that the young woman who seemed to be in charge of them was a very pretty miss.

But he would wager all of his considerable fortune that she was no doxy. But if not that, what was she and where could he find her? And what could explain the boys eerie resemblance to himself? He would not rest until he knew more about Miss Phoebefor, as the boy said, there was only one like her.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   








Ops/images/img1.jpg
The Contrary
Corinthian

Emily
Hendrickson





