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To my dear friend and sister in all but
blood, Nancy Robak, until we see each other again at the Lord’s
table


Chapter One

To Hannah Alexander,
people existed to be painted. Every wise old crone with a youthful
twinkle in her eye, every stout gentleman of military bearing,
every wide-eyed child with an endearing smile was a moment to be
captured, recreated, embellished until the essence of them shone
from her canvas for all to see. When she looked at those around
her, she saw them frozen in a moment of perfection that illuminated
their souls.

The farmer carrying a lamb home on his
shoulders at sunset was the Good Shepherd. The girl flirting with
the farmer’s son outside church on Sunday was Aphrodite Taunting
Hephaestus. The other teachers at the Barnsley School for Young
Ladies gossiping about their charges’ parents were The Three
Witches from Macbeth. She thought she would be completely
happy if only she could spend her days with her paint box and
easel. And now, after years of dreaming, it had looked as if she
might actually attain that happiness.

If only Miss Martingale hadn’t insisted that
she play chaperone first!

She should have known something was wrong
when she’d received a summons to the headmistress’s office. Miss
Martingale rarely addressed her subordinates unless something dire
had happened. She could only hope that she had received no
complaints against her teaching. She was aware that often she held
control of her students by the slimmest of threads. She had never
mastered the technique that so many of the other teachers used,
namely of intimidating her pupils with her authority. At five feet,
four inches, she did not tower over any of them. To make matters
worse, she was cursed with a clear-skinned, oval face; lustrous
black hair; and large doe-like eyes that seemed to encourage
condescending smiles rather than strict obedience. Her nose was
short and pert, and her mouth tended far too often to smile. No,
she had not been the most awe-inspiring of teachers, although her
students did seem to learn their lessons, and more than one parent
had complimented her on the girls’ knowledge of art.

But it seemed that Miss Martingale had had
other thoughts besides Hannah’s performance on her mind.

“Priscilla Tate’s aunt, Lady Brentfield, has
graciously invited her niece and three friends for Easter holiday,”
she had proclaimed without roundaboutation before Hannah could so
much as take a seat in the hard-backed chair in front of the desk
that spanned the rear of the room. “I need you to chaperone.”

Hannah had felt herself pale but had forced
her dutiful smile to remain in place. She had always been able to
reasonably discuss things with her employer. Surely Miss Martingale
would not send her off simply to gratify the whims of four
students.

“But I know nothing about deportment, Miss
Martingale,” she pointed out. “As you know, I was raised quietly in
the country.”

The large, dark-haired woman shrugged. “That
is not important. Lady Brentfield can be counted on to enforce the
social niceties. I need someone to chaperone them in the carriage
on the ride to and from the estate, and Lady Brentfield has
requested that we provide someone to assist her in monitoring the
girls’ activities when she is unavailable. A woman as busy as Lady
Brentfield cannot be expected to watch them every minute.”

So, Hannah was just supposed to be a
nebulous body, at the beck and call of the socially astute Lady
Brentfield. If the assignment had had any appeal before, it had
none now. Hannah had only met Lady Brentfield a few times when the
woman had visited the school, usually when she was fetching or
returning Priscilla from some event.

But Hannah knew that her ladyship was a
powerful influence. Miss Martingale gloated over any little
kindness from the lady, and many of the teachers watched from the
upper windows of the school to catch a glimpse of the latest styles
her ladyship wore. Hannah could not imagine anything more
mortifying than having to flutter about in the wake of this
fashionable lady, her own lack of polish and ignorance of the upper
class showing with each movement.

“Lady Brentfield will surely want someone
with whom the girls are comfortable,” she protested. “I barely know
Priscilla and her friends.”

“That is as it should be,” Miss Martingale
said with a regal incline of her broad head. “You know my policy
that students and teachers should not fraternize. I have observed
that you keep a distance from your students, which I applaud. I
have also observed that they tend to ignore your commands. This
trip will give you an opportunity to practice your disciplinary
skills.”

Practicing her disciplinary skills was the
last thing on Hannah’s mind, as was spending a week in close
company with her students. The distance Miss Martingale had noted
was there for a reason. She was trying to hide the fact that her
students scared her not a little. The oldest was only three years
her junior, after all. Her fear was easy to hide when she could
focus on art, but she was sure they’d see right through her if she
was forced to interact with them socially. Besides, spending a week
at the Brentfield estate would delay her most recent
commission.

“But I’ve just agreed to paint Squire
Pentercast and his family,” she explained to Miss Martingale,
hoping the mention of the local landowner would inspire sufficient
respect to allow her to remain at the school. “I’m sure one of the
other teachers would love to go.”

“Most have arranged to go home to their
families,” Miss Martingale replied, her considerable bulk beginning
to tremble, most likely in indignation that Hannah continued to
question her judgment. “And I cannot spare Miss Pritchett; she is
needed to finish the preparations for the graduation ceremony.
Besides, Lady Brentfield was most emphatic about the type of
teacher she wanted: quiet, unassuming, dutiful. I was certain you
fit that description.”

Nearly every teacher at the Barnsley School
fit that description, but Hannah could see by the steel in Miss
Martingale’s eyes that further argument was useless. She considered
for a moment tendering her resignation right that moment, but she
needed her final two weeks of salary and all of her commission
money if she was to have enough to live in London.

She had been planning the move for years,
traveling to the metropolis to become a portrait painter. For so
long it had seemed outside her grips. She had no formal training,
after all. But just three months ago, the Earl of Prestwick had
inquired whether the school’s art teacher would be willing to
attempt a portrait of the dowager countess. It was well known about
Barnsley and the surrounding villages that Lady Prestwick was a
gentle, retiring soul, easily frightened by the world around her.
She was seldom seen outside the gates of her fine estate. Hannah
had been more than willing to paint the beautiful countess, who put
her in mind of Elaine in the legends of King Arthur. Elaine had
pined away for her love of Lancelot, and it seemed to Hannah Lady
Prestwick’s sad smiles mirrored a similar melancholy. The resulting
painting had been heralded by the earl and the local gentry alike
as a fine work of art.

Since then, Squire Pentercast’s lovely wife
had requested that Hannah undertake a painting of their family. In
addition, one of the more influential of the parents, the Duke of
Emerson, whose daughter Lady Emily was one of Hannah’s favorite and
most promising students, had suggested that she paint him on his
return from Vienna. As the squire’s wife was well known in social
circles, and the duke was a famous diplomat, Hannah was assured of
at least the beginnings of a promising career. It was more than she
had ever hoped for. She had planned to finish her painting of the
Pentercasts by Easter and put in her notice to Miss Martingale
shortly thereafter. With the money from her two commissions and
what she had saved working at the school for the last three years,
she would have enough to live frugally in London for a year,
building her reputation and her clientele. For the first time in
her life, her dreams were within her grasp.

All she had to do was survive this trip to
Brentfield.

“I tell you it will be a week to end all
weeks,” Priscilla Tate declared as they settled into the carriage
her aunt had sent for them, a shiny black with silver
accouterments. The silver and black emblem on the side had told
Hannah that those must be the Brentfield colors. She had tried not
to be concerned that the emblem on the Brentfield crest was a wild
cat rending a stag in twain.

Now Priscilla positively preened as the
coach set off from the school. With the girl’s golden blonde hair
and emerald eyes, she was by far the loveliest of the graduating
class. She was also one of the least popular, for all her
considerable family connections. Priscilla had a way of lording her
beauty and accomplishments over her classmates. Hannah had long ago
begun to think of her as Hera Among the Lesser Goddesses.

“Your aunt is beyond generous!” This from
Daphne Courdebas, the most athletic of the graduates. Everything
about Daphne was long and lean, from her limbs to her light brown
hair. And all of it had a tendency to tangle unmercifully in her
unbridled enthusiasm for life. Amazon in Training, Hannah
thought.

“And her still in mourning! How kind!”
Ariadne Courdebas put in. At a year younger than her sister,
Ariadne could easily have been from another family entirely. She
was round and baby-faced, with lank brown hair, great vapid blue
eyes, and a mind that latched onto every inch of printed material
it could find, from plays to poetry and all types of facts.
Recently it had been medical treatises, which had sent the girl to
the nurse a dozen times over the last month over some imagined
disease. It was amazing how truly distress could be mirrored on
that round face, like Lot’s Wife on Looking Back at Sodom.

“She’s no doubt destitute in sorrow from the
loss of her husband and stepson,” put in Lady Emily Southwell.
The Priestess of Delphi, Hannah thought, her artist’s mind
painting the picture. Lady Emily would have made such a marvelous
seer. Her deep-set brown eyes, black frizzy hair, sallow
complexion, and pinched nose were perfectly matched to her dismal
view of the world. She even wore the dark colors and austere
tailoring, like the brown silk gown that was nearly as depressing
as Hannah’s stiff black bombazine uniform. Nonetheless, Lady Emily
was the only one of Hannah’s students who had shown the least
promise as an artist at the Barnsley School for Young Ladies.
Hannah was sure that it was her own recognition of Lady Emily’s
promise, as well as Hannah’s talent, that had resulted in Lady
Emily’s father, the Duke of Emerson, suggesting that Hannah paint
him as well.

“The new earl will prove compensation,”
Priscilla predicted with an arched look.

Lady Emily leaned closer. “Even after their
mysterious deaths? I heard the rumors.”

Surely this was unseemly conversation for
four young ladies. “Girls,” Hannah started.

They ignored her.

“Rumors?” Ariadne asked, sitting up
straighter where she was squished between her sister and Lady
Emily. “What sorts of rumors?”

Lady Emily’s look darkened. “The previous
earl and his heir were killed in a coaching accident eight months
ago. I heard Farmer Hale telling Cook when he brought the milk that
he heard from one of the tenants of the estate that it was no
accident. When the grooms investigated, they found the carriage had
been tampered with. Charles Talent, Earl of Brentfield, and his son
Nathan, Viscount Hawkins, were murdered.”

“Girls,” Hannah said more forcefully, a
tingle running through her.

Ariadne gasped. “Were there no
investigations? Did no one come forward with evidence?”

Priscilla tossed her curls. “There was no
need for evidence. It’s all a Banbury tale, I promise you. Lord
Brentfield and his son were well liked, and there was no one in
line to inherit. There wasn’t even another heir in England. When
the solicitors traced the family lineage, the fellow they found to
inherit was so far removed that he couldn’t possibly have planned a
murder. He’s a Yank, of all things.”

The other three girls looked so suitably
amazed by this fact that Hannah was able to turn their conversation
onto another tact.

But as the short journey wore on, the girls
grew more restive.

“We shall all be crushed inside this
carriage,” Lady Emily promised after they had bumped some distance
from Barnsley. “He’ll roll it on the next curve, you wait and
see.”

“Lord Brentfield’s coachman seems quite
competent,” Hannah assured her, only to bite her lip as the
carriage hit another rut.

“I think I shall be sick,” moaned Ariadne
Courdebas beside Lady Emily. Her gloved hands hovered in front of
her trembling lips, and Hannah felt her own stomach lurch just
looking at the girl’s pale face. To her relief and the girl’s
embarrassment, all that erupted was a ladylike hiccup. Ariadne’s
face turned a healthy pink that matched her pink pelisse.

“I think you’re simply excited,” Daphne
exclaimed on the other side of her, bouncing so vigorously with
each bump that she set the blue silk ribbons on her pelisse
fluttering. She enthusiastically poked her sister in her
well-padded ribs, sending Ariadne into Lady Emily and Lady Emily
into the equally well-padded wall of the coach. Lady Emily glared,
and Ariadne clutched her side as if she’d been kicked by a horse.
Hannah sighed and uttered a prayer for patience.

“Well, you should be excited,” Priscilla
said with a sniff where she sat beside Hannah. “If it hadn’t been
for the countess’s invitation, you’d all be cooling your heels at
the school during Easter holiday.”

All three girls colored at the reminder.

“It was very kind of her ladyship to invite
all of us,” Hannah told Priscilla, determined to put on a pleasant
face. “I’m sure a week at Brentfield will be most educational.”

Emily grunted, Ariadne grimaced, and Daphne
nodded in agreement. Priscilla eyed Hannah thoughtfully.

“You say educational as if we were the ones
to be educated, Miss Alexander,” she replied, smoothing down the
skirts of her lavender wool traveling dress. “You might find you’ll
learn something as well. I don’t suppose you ever went out much in
Society before you became a spinster.”

It took all of Hannah’s strength not to
return the unkind remark with one of her own. She was aware that
she was on the shelf, but somehow the reminder rankled. Her own
mother, widowed at a young age, had tried to raise Hannah and her
younger brother Steffen as their knighted father would have wished,
but it was clear from the outset that Steffen must receive the
schooling and training to make his way in the world. Hannah, it was
hoped, would marry a country squire and raise children. But Hannah
had fallen in love, with her painting. Given the choice of marrying
an elderly vicar like her grandfather or finding a post, she had
elected to apply for the position of mistress of art at a school in
far-away Somerset. Hannah was probably the most surprised of anyone
when she had been given the job.

“I’m sure we’ll all learn something,” she
replied to Priscilla, hoping her slight frown would reinforce her
meaning that Priscilla had things to learn as well, such as
manners. As usual, the subtle look was lost on the girl.

“I don’t see how,” Ariadne muttered.
“Priscilla’s already admitted that there won’t be any young
men.”

Hannah shook her head at their obsession.
“Come now, Ariadne. There is more to life than flirtations.”

At that, they all protested at once, forcing
her to hold up her hands in mock surrender.

“But Miss Alexander, how are we to practice
for the Season?” Ariadne cried. “We have only a few weeks left
before we are presented, and Miss Martingale has yet to allow us a
single male on whom to practice our wiles.”

“And I’m sick of playing the boy every time
we practice waltzing,” Daphne put in.

“And I of playing the boy while everyone
tries their insipid conversations,” Lady Emily grumbled.

Priscilla made a face, somehow managing to
look charming at the same time. “There you go complaining again.
Isn’t a week in the country better than staying alone at
school?”

“Easy for you to say,” Lady Emily muttered.
“You have a beau waiting for you at Brentfield.”

Ariadne clapped her hands over her mouth as
if she’d been the one to spill the secret.

“You weren’t supposed to tell!” Daphne
scolded.

Hannah glanced around at the three worried
faces and Priscilla, who preened once again. She had a sudden
vision of a strapping farmer’s son riding up on a stallion and
sweeping the fair Priscilla off to Gretna Green the moment the
coach stopped at Brentfield: Hades Carrying Off Persephone. The
elopement would surely be followed by the outraged Lady Brentfield
demanding Hannah’s resignation. Worse, her reputation would be
ruined--she might never get another commission.

“Beau?” she ventured, almost afraid to hear
the answer.

Priscilla’s eyes glowed. “My aunt the
countess is arranging for me to marry the new earl.”

Hannah gaped. “But he’s your cousin, and he
must be years older than you are.”

“He isn’t my cousin,” Priscilla maintained.
“He is a distant cousin of the previous earl, who was my aunt’s
second husband. My father is related to her first husband. And he
isn’t so terribly old. He’s younger than Mother.”

Hannah opened her mouth to comment, then
thought better of it. She could not imagine why a man would want to
marry a near-child he hadn’t even met. It was certainly natural,
she supposed, that he felt some duty toward the widowed Lady
Brentfield, but he hardly had to marry her niece.

The description of the chaperone Lady
Brentfield had requested suddenly struck Hannah anew. Her ladyship
had wanted someone quiet, unassuming, dutiful. Priscilla’s
confession proved what Lady Brentfield was seeking: someone who
would keep the other girls occupied and provide no competition to
the beauteous Priscilla, either in looks or in trying to ingratiate
herself with the new earl. Hannah, more interested in her art than
Society, was a perfect choice. She wondered whether Miss Martingale
had known, or whether Hannah had truly been the only teacher
available.

“You see, Miss Alexander,” Ariadne grumbled.
“It’s just as I said. She’ll spend all her time billing and cooing,
and the rest of us will be bored to flinders.”

“Lady Brentfield is far too good a hostess,
I’m sure, to invite you to no good purpose,” Hannah replied, hoping
she was right. “She must have all sorts of diversions planned for
your visit.”

Lady Emily looked unconvinced, but Ariadne
and Daphne brightened. As graceful as a bird, Priscilla waved a
languid hand at the passing scenery.

“You will find out soon enough,” she told
them. “We are about to enter the estate.”

Daphne and Ariadne scrambled over Lady Emily
for a view out the carriage window. Only Priscilla sat back in her
seat, arms crossed under her breasts. Hannah, however, could not
resist a look out her own side of the carriage.

Since leaving the school shortly after Palm
Sunday services, they had circled the west end of the Mendip Hills,
passing by the village of Wenwood and running over the River Wen.
Shortly thereafter, they had passed through vineyards, vines
greening with spring. Now a two-story stone gatehouse hove into
view. The carriage slowed. An elderly man clambered out of the
house and set about opening huge wrought-iron gates topped by balls
of gold. As the gates swung open against stone columns, the horses
sprang through. The man offered the girls a deep bow.

Hannah knew she should sit back in her seat
and not gawk like her charges, but she had never seen such
grandeur. Majestic oaks crowded on their left, and an emerald
meadow dotted with jonquils swept away on the right. The meadow led
up to the placid waters of a reflecting pond, which mirrored the
front of a rose brick great house. The drive led up over a white
stone bridge arching the stream that fed the pond and onto a
circular patch of white gravel encircled by a shorter wrought-iron
fence with gold balls on each post. A gate from the drive opened to
a garden-edged path that led up to the porticoed porch of
Brentfield.

Hannah stared. The wings of the house led
off in each direction, three floors full of huge, multipaned
windows edged in white. Liveried footman as smartly dressed as the
house strode out to assist the girls in alighting. Grooms sprang
forward to hold the horses. The girls crowded past her, giggling
and chattering. Hannah was so mesmerized that she didn’t even
realize they had all left until a footman peered into the coach and
started at the sight of her.

“Can I help you down, miss?” he asked.
Hannah blinked, then offered him her hand. Her half boots crunched
against the snow-white gravel. She gazed upward, holding her straw
bonnet to her head with one gloved hand, staring at the three
golden urns that topped the pedimented porch.

“They tell me,” said a warm male voice,
“that the house was designed to mimic Kensington Palace.”

“I was thinking of Olympus, actually,”
Hannah replied. She glanced at what she had thought was another
footman and froze. Standing beside her was a gentleman who took her
breath away. A Modern David in the Field, her artist’s mind
supplied, noting the tweed trousers and jacket. She wondered
whether she’d brought enough brown with her to capture the warmth
of his thick, straight hair. She’d need red for highlights too, or
perhaps gold. No, she’d paint his eyes first, a deep, soft blue
that would change, she would wager, with what he wore. And she
would have to find a way to immortalize that welcoming smile,
tilting more at one corner as if her wide-eyed stare amused
him.

And she was staring, she realized, although
she couldn’t seem to help herself. She wanted to commit every
detail to memory, as she did before painting a subject. She wanted
to remember that his lower lip was more full than his upper lip,
and both were a seashell pink. There were a dozen other things she
needed to catch if she was to capture the man on canvas.

“Are you all right?” he asked when she
remained silent in study.

He spoke with an accent, a twang that
softened his speech. She had heard French, German, and Gaelic at
the school, but she did not think this accent was a result of their
influence.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she managed. She glanced
about and found that the footmen were tossing down the luggage from
the top of the carriage and the boot. The man beside her appeared
invisible to the servants, who bustled past with loaded arms. He
was equally invisible to the groomsmen who held the horses. None of
them met his gaze as he glanced about. She wondered suddenly
whether her bemused brain had conjured him, like a fairy from a
mushroom circle, to grant her wish to paint. But no fairy she had
ever read about dressed like a shepherd.

“You’re the chaperone from the Barnsley
School?” he asked politely.

He was making conversation, and she was
gawking again. She forced a smile. “Yes. I’m the school’s art
teacher.”

A light sprang to his eyes, making her catch
her breath anew. “You’re an artist? What medium?”

“Oil painting,” she replied a little
surprised at his interest. “Although I like charcoal as well. There
is a way of shadowing that gives the subject depth.” Realizing she
sounded as if she were lecturing, she blushed.

“Do you prefer landscapes, objects, or
people?” he prompted eagerly.

“People,” she answered.

“Classical or portrait?” he quizzed.

She was beginning to feel like the student
for once. “Classical,” she responded before she could think better
of it. Then, knowing how scandalous that confession was, she
quickly corrected herself. “That is, I hope to one day paint
portraits.”

“Have you studied, then?” he asked. “Would
you know a classical piece if you saw one?”

Was this some kind of interview? She seemed
to remember being asked such questions when she had arrived at the
Barnsley School.

“I am self-taught,” she told him proudly.
“My family did not have the funds to send me to school. But I can
assure you I know the Masters.”

He grinned. “Then maybe I could show you a
few of the Brentfield pieces.”

She looked him askance, still trying to
determine why he was so interested. She had met few who were
interested in her painting, even among those she painted. “Are you
an artist, too?”

His smile deepened. “I’ve been called that a
few times. But I work in leather, not paper or canvas.” He held out
his hands, which she saw were stained brown. His smile faded.
“Although my badge of honor looks like it’s wearing off. The mark
of a gentleman, I guess.”

Even with his gentle voice and accent, he
made it sound as if being marked as a gentleman was a shameful
thing. He shook himself and offered her a smile that was a pale
copy of his original. “I’d love to see your work. And I do have a
project that I’d like your help on. You’ll be staying until Easter,
I hope?”

“As long as the girls need me,” Hannah
replied. Belatedly, she glanced up the drive after her charges. Not
a single girl was in sight. She rolled her eyes at her own
ineptitude. Her first assignment as a chaperone, and she hadn’t
even escorted them into the house!

A tall, elderly dark-skinned gentleman in
tan knee breeches, navy coat, and the undisguisable air of command,
was making his way toward them. Othello Coming to His
People, her bemused brain suggested.

“I’m in trouble now,” her companion
murmured. “Derelict in duty once again.” He heaved a sigh, but the
twinkle in his eye told her he was hardly sorry.

“You’re needed inside,” the older man
intoned with a nod. Hannah wondered why the Tenants would have use
for their own in-house leather craftsman, but she felt a shiver of
pleasure that she would be able to see him again during her visit.
Perhaps she might find a moment to help him with his work here.

The older man turned to her with a bow.
“You’d be the Miss Alexander for whom the young ladies are
searching?”

“She’s still beside the carriage, so they
can’t be searching very hard,” her David quipped. “Now, don’t
glare, Asheram. You wouldn’t want to reduce me to a quivering pulp
in front of Miss Alexander, would you?”

“Perish the thought,” the man replied.

“Good. Earn your keep and introduce me the
way you tell me these Brits insist on.”

The older gentleman rolled his wide-set
eyes. “If you would be so kind as to tell me your first name, Miss
Alexander?”

Her David leaned forward as eagerly as when
he had asked about her painting and set her blushing again.
“Hannah,” she murmured.

“Miss Hannah Alexander,” the man said
solemnly. “May I present David Tenant, Earl of Brentfield?”


Chapter Two

David watched as the
adorable little woman gasped and blanched. His grin faded as he
thought for a moment she might actually faint. He caught her arm as
she swayed, but she snatched it back, staring at him as fixedly as
she had when he had first encountered her on returning from his
walk. Then he had found it flattering. Now he felt downright
alarmed.

“Miss Alexander, welcome to Brentfield,” he
tried, bowing lower than was probably socially acceptable.
“Shoulders for a peer,” Asheram had explained during one of their
many tutorial sessions on the boat over, “chest for a better, and
waist for royalty.” Well, Miss Alexander was a princess in his
book. And she was by far the most interesting person he had met
since arriving in Brentfield. With any luck, she would be able to
help him confirm his suspicions about the missing art
treasures.

His gallantry only served to make Asheram
narrow his dark eyes and the lady tremble. She dropped a curtsey
deeper than his bow, and he wondered if that made him the
Archbishop of Canterbury. “My lord, you are too kind. Please
forgive my impertinence. I didn’t know who you were. I promise not
to be so encroaching in the future.”

David sighed. All he needed was another
doting follower. Of course, it couldn’t be any worse to the way the
dowager Lady Brentfield was treating him.

It took a great deal to anger him. Those who
had known him during his youth and apprenticeship in Boston would
have called him even-tempered, jovial, every man’s friend. Those
who had in turn been apprenticed to his leather shop had been known
to term him generous, broad-minded, and fair. The fine ladies of
Boston praised his carved and colored works of fine leather, and
smiled and dimpled at his rakish compliments, telling their friends
what a charming and handsome fellow David Tenant was. One month in
the company of Sylvia Tenant, the widow of the former Earl of
Brentfield, and he found himself wondering whether he was capable
of murder.

It wasn’t that he misunderstood her. From
the moment he had arrived at Brentfield to claim his inheritance a
month ago, she had been working in the most obvious ways to ensnare
him. She had started by following him about with the simplistic
adoration she seemed to think men found pleasing, introducing him
to the aged estate and telling him how much he was needed to return
it to its former glory. He could see that the place did indeed need
work. Some of the plaster in the little-used rooms was peeling, and
he was afraid the dampness that was the apparent cause had resulted
in structural damages as well. There were any of a dozen things he
needed to do to determine the core of the problem and fix upon a
solution, but he found it impossible to move with the lovely widow
hanging on his arm. In an effort to keep her occupied, he had
commented that she needed a purpose and set her to work
inventorying linens. Only later did Asheram, his steward and
friend, inform him that one did not set countesses to such a
task.

However, her ladyship was not to be
deterred. She had then tried flirting outrageously with him, to the
point where he was embarrassed to be in the same room with her.
Hoping to kindly refuse her, he had lightheartedly asked whether
she might be catching the croup, as her voice was decidedly husky
and she seemed to have something in her eyes by the way she kept
perpetually batting them. When she had stomped from the room in a
fit of pique, he had begged Asheram to find them a suitable
chaperone. He was beginning to realize that if he spent too many
nights alone in this house with the woman, someone might suggest
that he marry her. But the elderly female relative to whom Asheram
had written never arrived. David had been forced to move his things
to the more dilapidated east wing, putting over a city block
between them.

Still, she had refused to give up. Playing
the widow grieving over the deaths of her late husband the previous
earl and his only son from an earlier marriage had given her
several opportunities to sob on his shoulders and press her head
against his chest. She had sighed long and bitterly over the fate
of widows who were inadvertently left out of their husbands’ wills.
He had patted her on the back, set her on her feet, and assured her
she would be well taken care of. Unfortunately, she did not seem to
believe him.

He supposed the woman was attractive in her
own way. Beneath the powder, rouge, and kohl, she did seem to
possess some natural beauty. She was perhaps five to seven years
older than he was, yet her golden blonde hair was thick and wavy,
her eyes a startling blue. She was forced to wear the black for her
late husband, but the dark silk gowns were designed with tucks,
ribbons, and laces, all calculated to bring attention to her
considerable curves. He did his best to give those curves as little
attention as possible.

But the lady before him was another matter,
a petite package designed to call to him. He tried to tease her out
of this sudden fear.

“If by not encroaching you mean you’ll treat
me with the same stuffiness everyone else does, I’ll cheerfully put
you back on that coach and send you home.”

“My lord!” she cried.

Asheram cleared his throat, and David
returned his glare with a wink.

“His lordship is inordinately fond of
joking, Miss Alexander,” his friend explained in his calm, deep
voice. “I’m sure you’ll give the young ladies good service while
you’re here. If there’s anything I can do to make your stay easier
or more enjoyable, you have only to ask. Now, I must insist you
join us in the rotunda. Lady Brentfield is expecting us.”

David could have cared less what her
ladyship expected, but Miss Alexander was biting her lip and
looking even more worried. He offered her his arm and was relieved
when she accepted it. She had long-fingered hands, artist’s hands,
he thought, and her touch on his sleeve was light but firm, for all
she looked like she wanted to tremble. He felt oddly chivalrous as
they followed Asheram to the front door.

He sincerely hoped she wouldn’t retreat into
formalities as she had implied. Funny, but Boston society was often
cited as the most formal in America. He’d worked for the wealthy,
who for all their delight in his work would refuse to acknowledge
him outside his shop, let alone invite him to dinner. In his own
circle of merchants and artisans, things had been less codified. A
man was judged on his intelligence, his character, and his skills.
David had never been found wanting in any area. Yet here, just
because of a thin and distant bloodline, he was expected to behave
as if he had been elevated to the status of demigod. It was
downright blasphemous, and he refused to do it.

Still, he found himself wanting a chance to
get to know the woman who walked beside him. From the moment she’d
looked up at him, those eyes had caught his attention. Wide-spaced
in her pale oval face, they were almond shaped and a deep warm
brown finer than any coffee brought from Jamaica. Inside the bonnet
she wore, her hair appeared to be darker as her eyes. She had a
pert nose and a generous mouth. Kissable, his assistant in Boston
would have called it. The stiff black traveling dress failed to
hide her womanly curves. And best of all, like him, she knew what
it meant to use her art to earn her keep.

A footman opened the door for them, and
Asheram ushered them into pandemonium. When David had first
arrived, he’d been amazed that the marble-floored rotunda of the
entryway to Brentfield was bigger than his entire workshop in
Boston. Now it surprised him that four young ladies, three passing
footmen, two maids, her ladyship, and some luggage could make the
place actually feel crowded.

“Ladies, ladies,” Asheram declared, voice
ringing to the domed ceiling three stories above. “If I may have
your attention. His lordship would like to say a few words.”

His lordship would have liked nothing less.
However, David resigned himself to playing the part.

He hadn’t realized he was going to play host
to four girls not yet out of the schoolroom until Lady Brentfield
had approached him two nights ago. He’d been gazing out the
floor-to-ceiling windows, looking to the northwest across the
fields that ringed the great house when he’d felt her gaze on his
back. Her ladyship could not possibly comprehend his fascination
with the acre upon acre of rolling Somerset farmland he had
inherited. He had never been out of Boston in his life, never been
able to see beyond the end of the street he was on. Here he could
literally see for miles. He found he never tired of the view. Her
ladyship, he suspected, would say that no gentleman should take
such an inordinate interest in his lands, beyond knowing that they
provided amply for his upkeep.

But he was no gentleman, despite all her
attempts to make him into her perception of an earl. Ever since he
had appeared at the broad oak doors of the estate, head barred,
carpet bag in hand, she had dropped hints, made suggestions, and
gently tried to nudge him toward her ideal. He had resisted,
feeling as if the woman were trying to take away some substantial
part of him. As a result, he was still dressed in tweed jacket and
trousers with a knotted scarf at his throat like some farmer from
the field, even though she had insisted he allow a tailor from
Wells to build him a new wardrobe befitting his station. He still
spoke with what she considered the rough twang of a Colonial, when
he could have availed himself of the diction teacher she had
recommended. Worst of all to her mind, he knew, he still insisted
on walking about the estate daily when he had a perfectly good
stable and her offer to teach him to ride.

“Then you are determined to stay here this
Season?” she had asked with a suitably regretful sigh.

David had looked at her at last and found
that she had artfully arranged herself across one of the blue sofas
the immense withdrawing room possessed. Seeing the knowing look in
those kohl-rimmed eyes, he found himself thankful that her
seduction attempt earlier had failed. Thank God, Asheram had
interrupted him and thank God David had been strong enough to
resist her blatant pleas to follow her back to her room. The woman
thoroughly frustrated him. Sometimes she seemed determined to
become his lover, and other times he wondered whether he had
anything to do with this lust of hers to remain the reigning
Countess of Brentfield.

He knew by reviewing the many portraits of
Tenants past that he bore some family resemblance to her late
husband. He was tall, with dark hair and blue eyes. He had the
Tenant nose, long, slender at the bridge and wider at the tip,
although he certainly hoped his own mouth was more expressive than
the ones in the paintings. He’d like to think he looked more amused
than foreboding, although with her ladyship, perhaps foreboding
wasn’t such a bad idea.

“Yes, I’m staying,” he answered her, once
again refusing to use her title. She took a deep breath as if to
steady herself, and he wondered what she found in his manner to
annoy this time. Let’s see, she had already lectured him that day
on his demeanor (which was too familiar with underlings), his
choice of reading material (novels, apparently, were for women
only), and his vocal projections (which she continued to maintain
were too gentle to inspire the servants, although the household
staff did his bidding more quickly than he had seen them do hers).
According to her ladyship, an earl should command, he should sneer,
he should bring the world to its knees with only a look. It all
sounded like so much nonsense to him.

“But don’t feel you have to stay here with
me,” he felt compelled to add in the face of her disapproval. “I
know you want to return to London. I’d prefer to remain until
Asheram and I finish the projects we’ve started.” He carefully
avoided any mention of what those projects entailed. He was not
about to tell her that his friend’s inventory of the Brentfield
estate had indicated that several priceless works of art were
missing. He honestly didn’t think she was behind the thefts, but he
wasn’t taking any chances until he knew more.

“But you must be confirmed in your title,”
she protested earnestly. “You must take your place in Parliament.
You must make your bows in Society. Do you wish to appear a
rustic?”

He shrugged. “I am a rustic. How many
earls do you know who made their living carving leather in
Boston?”

She could not help wincing at the mention of
his plebeian background, and he found himself grinning at her. To
his mind, it was a kind of honor to rise to the top of one’s
profession at the early age of thirty and two. Her ladyship and the
solicitor who had come to fetch him in America seemed to have other
ideas.

“You could show them how much you’ve learned
by coming to London with me,” she insisted. He watched as she
obviously considered which face and emotion would most sway him:
should she hang her head pathetically, or perhaps sniff in true
regret? He felt his grin growing even as her eyes widened. She
realized he knew her game. She gave up the pretense and tossed her
head instead.

“Now,” he countered, “how can I run off to
London when you’ve been telling me how much the estate needs a firm
hand?”

He had her there. She could hardly
contradict her earlier complaints that the place was falling apart
without a man to run it.

“You’ve done so much since you arrived,” she
hedged. “Surely Haversham can manage in your absence.”

David gritted his teeth in annoyance as she
once again butchered his friend’s last name. “It’s Asheram, your
ladyship, Mr. Asheram,” he reminded her. “And I wouldn’t go
anywhere without him.” Regaining his equilibrium with difficulty,
he winked at his friend, who stood sentinel beside the double doors
to the room. “What about it, Ash? Do you have a great desire to see
London?”

“Not at the moment,” the older man intoned
in his deep thoughtful voice. “I spent entirely enough time there
caring for the Earl of Kent before he died.”

Her ladyship rolled her eyes, and David knew
she did not believe the story that Asheram had recently retired as
a confidante to British aristocracy. As far as David knew, the
story was perfectly true. Asheram’s English was far superior to
David’s, and the man’s wide-spaced dark eyes were too knowing for a
British butler. He carried himself more like a warrior than a
servant. He certainly dressed well, and he even knew how to tie a
cravat. Yet her ladyship persisted in treating him as if he were an
escaped slave David had rescued from an American plantation.

“There you have it, your ladyship,” David
concluded. “Asheram and I will be staying here for some time. I’m
sure you’ll enjoy your trip to London.” He started to turn away
from her, but she called out to keep his attention.

“Oh, but my lord, I regret that I must leave
you alone.” She sighed as if to prove it. “But my niece Priscilla
Tate is being presented this year. I promised her mother that I
would be her guide. My connections are so much better than her
parents’. And they know I dote on the girl. I will have to go up
for the Season, shortly after Easter. However, I would not feel
right if I did not provide you with some company before then.
Anticipating your desires, I have invited a few people over for the
week until Easter.”

David knew he should be annoyed with her
cavalier attitude toward what was now his home, but having guests
could only keep her ladyship occupied and away from him. David
spread his hands. “Not at all. I’m sure you’ll have a fine
time.”

“If I may ask,” Asheram put in, “how many
guests is her ladyship considering and when will they arrive?”

She scowled at him. Of anyone on the estate,
she had not been able to understand his friend’s role in the
household. David respected Asheram’s knowledge of how the
aristocracy managed and had been more than willing to let the man
review the papers on Brentfield. His friend had already identified
a number of discrepancies between what was supposed to be inherited
and what was actually in evidence. He had also uncovered
information that indicated that the previous earl and his son might
not have died accidentally, as David had been told. To David’s
mind, Asheram had every right to ask after guests, as he would
probably be making the arrangements. Her ladyship apparently
realized this as well, for she sighed again.

“I invited my niece. I wanted to spend some
time with her before we start the Season. And she requested to
bring some of the girls from her school, three, I believe. Their
fathers are all influential.”

David could not find it in himself to be as
impressed as she would have no doubt liked. She obviously decided
it was not worth the effort to pursue that train of thought. “The
school will of course send one of its staff as a chaperone to
assist me,” she continued. “You need not worry about her. They
should arrive by the end of the week.”

David eyed her thoughtfully. “Is that all?
Somehow I thought you’d want something bigger.”

She plucked at the silk skirt of her
mourning gown. “It is too early for that, I fear. No, Priscilla’s
company will be sufficient. A young lady on the verge of stepping
out into Society is so lovely and untried, with a fresh outlook on
life. Do you not think so, my lord?” She watched him closely, and
David wondered what she was hinting at this time. She was certainly
not a young maiden in first bloom, and he had no intention of
trying to convince her she was.

“I only hope,” he replied, “that your niece
won’t be disappointed by this quiet country life.”

“Priscilla adores the country,” she
cheerfully replied, and he wondered whether that could be true if
she was so close to her London-loving aunt. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy
her company as much as I do. She plays the piano with the skill of
an artist, and her singing would stop the birds in envy.” Again she
watched him, but this time he refused to acknowledge the bait. He
found it difficult to believe she had stopped throwing herself at
him only to throw her niece instead. He purposefully returned his
gaze to the landscape.

“You will honor us with your attendance at
our events, won’t you, my lord?” she asked with the perfect note of
humble anticipation.

“If I must,” he had told the view, knowing
he sounded rude. “Although I don’t think your niece and her friends
will have much interest in me.”

“On the contrary, my lord,” she had replied
and he had heard the smile in her voice. “I’m sure each of the
girls will be delighted to make your acquaintance.”

Now, he wasn’t so sure. They were certainly
all staring at him. Reluctantly releasing Miss Alexander, he bowed
again.

“Ladies, welcome to Brentfield. I saw that
the blossoms were opening on the estate today, but I see the
loveliest blooms were here waiting for me.”

Two of the girls, a blonde and a brunette
who stood side-by-side, simpered and giggled. The dark-haired one
opposite them managed a disdainful half smile. The blonde siren
batted her lashes at him. Her ladyship glowered, but oddly enough
her gaze seemed to be fixed on Miss Alexander, not on him for a
change. Miss Alexander looked as if she were going to be ill.

“Allow me to introduce you,” her ladyship
said, stepping to his side unbidden. She inserted herself so
forcibly that Miss Alexander had no choice but to step back out of
the way. David wondered if her ladyship would ever learn that he
did not particularly need her help.

“Girls, this is David, soon to be confirmed
as the Earl of Brentfield. My lord, this is Lady Emily Southwell,
youngest daughter of His Grace the Duke of Emerson.” The
dark-haired girl curtseyed. He bowed.

“I hope this is a pleasant visit,” she
muttered, tone implying she sincerely doubted it.

“And these are Miss Courdebas and Miss
Ariadne Courdebas, daughters of Viscount Rollings.”

The two who stood together bobbed, and he
bowed again. “Very pleased to make your acquaintance, my lord,” the
taller of the two gushed. “And may I say you don’t look American at
all.”

“I left my bear skins and bone rattle
upstairs,” he replied with a wink. She looked interested, but her
sister paled, grabbing her back out of reach as if he were carrying
some disease. Asheram scowled at him.

“And of course, my dear niece, Priscilla.”
The siren glided forward, dipping into a flawless curtsey. “My
lord,” she said huskily, “we’re so glad you came to
Brentfield.”

The tone was warm but the words implied that
it was he who was the visitor. He bowed. “Miss Tate. Your aunt has
told me a great deal about you.”

The lanky brunette snickered.

Her ladyship did not spare her a glance. “My
dears, there are lovely rooms awaiting you in the west wing near my
chambers. I thought perhaps you’d like to tidy up before dinner. We
keep country hours here at Brentfield. Dinner will be at six.
Haversham?”

Asheram visibly sighed as she turned his
Ethiopian name into English once again. David had to admit that the
woman was focused on what she wanted, often to the exclusion of all
else and anyone else. He coughed, and she deigned to glance at
him.

“I believe you’ve forgotten Miss Alexander,”
he put in.

Miss Alexander curled in on herself as if
she wished he’d forgotten her too. Asheram motioned the maids and
footman to escort the girls, who flounced out of the rotunda with
animated giggles. Miss Alexander curtsied and started after them,
but her ladyship’s voice stopped her.

“Just a minute. Who are you, exactly?”

Miss Alexander curtsied again, eyes
respectfully lowered. “Miss Alexander, from the Barnsley
School.”

“The school chaperone?” her ladyship
frowned. David could only wonder at her animosity. Had he done the
poor thing a disservice by keeping her from the girls?

“I’m the art teacher,” she gently corrected.
“Miss Martingale requested that I accompany the girls as you
requested.”

Her ladyship coolly appraised the woman.
“You are not what I had expected.”

David looked again at the woman who had
captured his attention, standing stiffly now as if she expected to
be taken off and hung for some crime. His mind flashed to the
shiny, overdone beauty of her ladyship and her niece. He felt
himself smiling. No, Miss Alexander was clearly not what her
ladyship had expected. Miss Alexander was entirely too pretty. And
he had compounded the problem by paying attention to her.

“I’m sorry if my conduct is not up to your
ladyship’s standards,” she replied with far more composure than
David thought she was feeling. “I shall try to be a good chaperone
while we are here.”

“I don’t see that you need to be a chaperone
at all,” her ladyship replied. “I find my niece’s company more
refreshing than I had thought. I’m sure I will want to spend every
minute in her company, so I will not need help after all. And I
doubt very much that they will have time for art lessons during
their visit.” She turned to Ash. “Have the carriage brought around
to return Miss Alexander to the school, immediately. I’m sure we
should not impose upon her time.”

Miss Alexander didn’t seem to know whether
to be pleased or dismayed by this turn of events. Head turning in
her bonnet, she glanced first to her ladyship and then to David. By
far the shortest in the room, David thought she must have felt
surrounded. It seemed only natural to come to her rescue.

“I bet we aren’t much of an imposition,” he
put in. “Miss Alexander seems the type to be devoted to her work.
If we find her a nice sunny corner to paint in, she ought to be
happy here at Brentfield, and then she can be ready to escort the
girls back to the school when they are done visiting.”

Her ladyship’s eyes narrowed, and he hoped
he hadn’t sounded as eager as he felt to have the lovely art
teacher stay.

Asheram had obviously heard his tone for he
stepped forward to offer a solution. “Didn’t you express a desire
to be painted, Lady Brentfield? Perhaps Miss Alexander could be
persuaded to try.”

Miss Alexander’s eyes widened, even as her
ladyship sputtered. “Certainly not! I was referring to a real
portrait painter, not an amateur!”

David made ready to jump into the fray
again, but to his surprise, Miss Alexander spoke up. “Lady
Brentfield might be interested in knowing that I’ve painted Lady
Prestwick.”

So, she wouldn’t defend herself, but she
would defend her work. It was much like his own philosophy.

“Lady Prestwick,” her ladyship sneered, “was
once a governess.”

“Perhaps that’s why she was so kind and
patient,” Hannah replied. “His Grace the Duke of Emerson has agreed
to sit for me when he returns from Vienna, and I delayed painting
Squire Pentercast and his family to make this trip.”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to
disappoint the Pentercasts,” her ladyship proclaimed triumphantly.
“Please, Miss Alexander, feel free to return to your work.”

Miss Alexander squared her shoulders, and
David could feel her relief at being dismissed. She had work to do,
he could understand that, work that was most likely far more
important than playing nursemaid to a set of untried young ladies.
But he and Asheram had been trying in vain to understand what was
happening to the Brentfield art treasures, and this woman might
hold the key.

“I think she should stay,” he
proclaimed.

She jumped.

The countess frowned at him. “Why?”

They were all staring at him as if he’d lost
his wits. Even Asheram wore a frown, as if trying to understand
David’s thoughts.

“I want to be painted,” he told them for
want of anything better to say.

Miss Alexander blinked.

Her ladyship’s frown deepened. “You cannot
be serious. And if you are, we will have Lawrence or Fuseli visit
this summer.” Her very tone dismissed the subject. David had no
idea who she had cited, but he imagined they must be famous
painters in England. He had no intention of sitting for hours in
front of another stiff-necked Brit.

“Why wait?” he countered. “I’m in the mood
now. What do you say, Miss Alexander?”

She opened her mouth, and her ladyship
started speaking before the poor thing could say a word.

“No, now that I think on it, my lord, you
are quite right. We must keep her. I will need her. La, what was I
thinking that I will have time to be with four vivacious girls when
I must help you with the estate? Please forgive me, Miss Alexander.
It has been a long time since I entertained. Not since my dear
Charles died.” A handkerchief appeared in her ladyship’s hand, and
she daubed at her eyes while sniffing. David wondered whether she
had ever considered going on the stage.

“Perhaps we should let Miss Alexander make
the decision,” Asheram said. Her ladyship’s hand froze in mid-daub.
David found himself holding his breath.

She glanced about at them all, then held
David’s gaze. “Lord Brentfield,” she said in her quiet voice, “I’m
sure her ladyship can find you a suitable painter. I would like to
return to the school as soon as possible; however, I promised Miss
Martingale, the head mistress, that I would ensure her students are
well cared for and well educated. If Lady Brentfield needs me, I
will remain.”

It was the second time she had looked
directly into his eyes, and he found himself captivated. “You don’t
have to convince me, Miss Alexander. I never wanted you to leave in
the first place.”

His honesty set her ladyship to sputtering
and Miss Alexander to blushing.

“With that settled,” Asheram said, “I
believe we have a room ready for Miss Alexander. If you’ll follow
me.”

“I hope,” her ladyship managed with acid
tones, “that you will not dawdle in the servant’s quarters. I’ll
need you shortly with the girls.”

She had obviously meant it as a parting shot
calculated to remind the woman of her place, but David’s temper
flared. He had never liked bullies, especially those who kicked
someone when they were down.

“Asheram,” he barked, “can’t we do better
than that?”

Asheram glanced from her ladyship’s
determined pout to David, whose mouth was probably just as set. “My
lord,” he started.

David met his gaze, and Asheram stood
taller. Turning to the art teacher beside him, he bowed. “There are
a number of rooms in the west wing, Miss Alexander, that should
allow you to be closer to your charges.”

“All of them occupied,” her ladyship
announced, daring anyone to disagree with her.

“Try the east wing then,” David smiled. “I’m
the only one in it, and it gets downright lonely at times.”

Her ladyship gasped, and Miss Alexander
stared at him.

“You wouldn’t!” her ladyship cried. “You
couldn’t! My lord, even you have to see the
impropriety.”

“All I see is that I’m a poor host if I put
my guests up in the rafters,” David replied doggedly.

Her ladyship stamped her foot. “I will not
stand for such goings on! There are impressionable girls in this
house! Miss Alexander, you claim to want to be their chaperone. Can
you possibly condone sleeping alone, near a man who isn’t related
to you?”

Hannah raised her head and looked the woman
in the eye for the first time. “I’m sure his lordship could be
counted on to be a gentleman.”

“I’m always a gentleman,” David replied,
eyeing Lady Brentfield, “as her ladyship has good cause to
know.”

Now it was the countess’s turn to blush.

David bowed to Hannah. “Miss Alexander, you
will be safe in this house, wherever you choose to sleep.”

Asheram cleared his throat, a clear
indication that David had overstepped his bounds once again. That
was the problem with this earl business--in some areas he could do
anything he wanted; in others he had to walk a dangerously narrow
path. So far, he simply hadn’t gotten the hang of it.

“Miss Alexander,” his man intoned, “if
you’ll follow me. I think we may have one more room in the west
wing.”

David could not help grinning in triumph. “I
look forward to dinner,” he called after them.

Her ladyship flounced out of the room in
high dudgeon.

All in all, David thought, it hadn’t been a
bad beginning.

 



Chapter Three

A short time later,
Hannah could only stare at the lavish room to which Mr. Asheram had
led her. The mahogany-framed box bed reached to the low gilt-edged
ceiling. The hangings flowed with rose, ivory, and jade. The
matching carpet under her feet was thicker than the comforter on
her bed at the school and easily ten times as big. With the bed,
the twin wardrobes, the dressing table, the set of dressers,
several occasional tables, a writing table and chair, a chaise
lounge, and a quartet of chairs near the white marble fireplace,
the room held nearly as many furnishings as in her mother’s entire
home in Banbury. It was a room fit for a countess, not a portrait
painter and certainly not the mistress of art from the Barnsley
School for Young Ladies. She could not shake the feeling that she
had somehow connived her way into such wealth.

It was quite clear to Hannah that the astute
Lady Brentfield had immediately seen how useless Hannah would be as
a chaperone. There was no other explanation for the woman’s instant
antipathy. And she had good cause to be annoyed. Hannah hadn’t even
managed to lead the girls into the house! She had conversed with a
peer of the realm as if he were a shepherd! Small wonder her
ladyship had decided that Hannah should be sent packing.

She should have been relieved at the
dismissal. She could have returned to the school, painted the
Pentercasts as she had originally planned. But it rankled that she
had not been able to manage the girls. And Miss Martingale would
have been furious that Hannah had proven so inept. The head
mistress would see it as a reflection on the school, Hannah was
sure. She might dismiss Hannah out of hand. That would surely
reflect on Hannah’s ability to gain commissions.

So, given the most nebulous of second
chances, Hannah had stayed. The countess had confessed she might
actually find a need for Hannah’s services. Lord Brentfield had
mentioned she might be useful in some project of his, although she
did not believe that he truly desired her to paint his portrait. He
had only been trying to find a way out of a difficult situation.
Like it or not, she was back to where she had started on this
adventure and felt even less happy about it.

A little blonde-haired maid in a dress as
black and stiff as Hannah’s was busy lighting a fire. “Shall I help
you change, miss?” she asked, rising.

“Change?” Hannah murmured, glancing about
the room again. The only way she would ever feel comfortable in
this room was if she were miraculously changed. She did not think
that was going to happen any time soon.

“Change for dinner,” the maid explained.
“All the young ladies be changing.”

“Oh, yes, the young ladies.” Hannah managed
to bring her wayward mind back to her duty. That was why she had
agreed to stay, wasn’t it? Her reaction had nothing to do with a
need to prove herself after Lady Brentfield’s criticism of her
work. It certainly had nothing to do with a sudden desire to
impress the earl. “I should see about the girls,” she murmured. She
turned to leave and bumped into Mr. Asheram.

“Miss Tate, the Misses Courdebas, and Lady
Emily are fine,” he assured her. “They’re all in their respective
rooms deciding what they will wear to dinner. I imagine it will
take them some time to reach so momentous a decision.”

Despite her concerns, Hannah couldn’t help
but smile. “Knowing them, it will indeed.”

“If you won’t be needing Clare, I’ll send
her on.”

Hannah shook her head, and he waved the maid
away. He started to follow, then stopped, eyeing her.

“Is the room to your liking, Miss
Alexander?” he asked.

Hannah glanced about again at the immense
room, guilt washing over her anew. “It’s beautiful.”

“But not what you were expecting,” he
guessed. “Be assured you are welcome to it. I hope nothing her
ladyship said disturbed you.”

Everything Lady Brentfield had said
disturbed her. Hannah knew she must behave perfectly as a chaperone
from that moment on. And she had to forget she was a painter, for a
time. She could not let her pride in her work cause her to insult
her ladyship. “I was not as respectful as I should have been,” she
admitted
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