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      A tug of war over a house they each want. One will win, but will they both lose their hearts?

      

      Keniel Singh, a bi-racial by-blow of the former Earl of Huntington is unknown to his three brothers. He was born to Chloe Singh, a Jamaican artist who had a brief affair with the former Earl of Huntington when he was there to check on one of his plantations.

      

      On her deathbed she tells Keniel of his heritage and encourages him to find his family. He sets out for London and is soon employed at The Rose Room, while his brothers, the owners, do not know who he is.

      

      Miss Laura Benson is an almost spinster who champions children on the London streets. She’s in need of a new home to lease for an orphanage she manages. She finds the perfect house, but Mr. Keniel Singh is also viewing the property and he plans to purchase it.

      

      Keniel is attracted to the spirited, beautiful woman, but holds back, sure she would never consider a relationship with him because of his heritage. However, to keep her in his life, he refuses to break the contract for the house. Instead, he offers to help her find another one.

      

      Laura is equally attracted to the man, but his refusal to allow her the house that she deems perfect for the children, and manages a gambling house patronized by the very men who carelessly produce these cast-off children warns her to keep her heart close.
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        September 1892

      

      

      The Earl of Huntington accepted the missive from his butler and placed it on his desk. His eyes continued to return to the letter, not recognizing the seal, but noticing it came from Jamaica. With a shrug, he picked it up, opened it and began to read.

      He frowned, then read it again.

      Four times he read it, and the words did not change.

      The paper informed him that he had another—previously unknown—brother. Not only was this an amazing discovery, but it seemed this newly discovered brother had been working at the Rose Room, the gaming club Hunt and his two brothers owned, for well over a year.

      Club Manager, Keniel Singh, was their half-brother.

      He leaned back in his chair as the information made him light-headed. Unbeknownst to him and his two brothers, Driscoll and Dante, their father had not sired three sons, two legitimate, one not, but four sons. Two legitimate and two not.

      He grinned and shook his head and read the words for a fifth time. He liked Keniel. The half-Jamaican, half-British man was a hard worker, dependable, charming, and intelligent. The question was, in all the time he'd been employed at the Rose Room, why hadn't he told his employers he was a Rose brother?

      Hunt tucked the letter into his pocket, shrugged into his jacket and left the house. It was time for a visit to the Rose Room.

      

      Newly married, Lydia and Dante Rose sat together in the club's dining room on the office floor, holding hands.

      "And how is it the two of you eat your meals with hanging onto each other's hands all the time?" Keniel entered the room and shook his head. "Watching all you Rose brothers panting after your wives is making me itchy." He moved to the sideboard, filling his plate with eggs, sausages, and toast.

      "Ah, afraid you will succumb to the Rose brothers spell?"

      Keniel whipped his head around. "What does that mean?"

      Dante was surprised at how unnerved the man seemed. He shrugged. "Nothing in particular. It just appears the Rose men are falling like dominoes."

      Keniel turned back to the sideboard. "I am not a Rose man," he mumbled.

      Driscoll entered, carrying one of his ledgers. "Ah! When did Keniel decide to join us in the dining room? I thought he felt it beneath him?" Driscoll laughed.

      "I believe he finally realized he belonged here with us."

      The manager sat down after placing his plate on the table in front of him. "You do all know I speak English quite well—albeit with an accent—and also have well-functioning ears. I can hear everything you're saying."

      "Oh, I apologize," Dante said with a chuckle. "I didn't realize you were here since this is the exclusive dining room that you’ve said repeatedly was not the place for you to eat since you are merely a lowly employee."

      Keniel dug into his food and ignored the jab. He had said more than once he didn't belong here, even though he was the club manager, because he wasn't one of them.

      Except he was.

      And the time was growing near when he had to tell them. In fact, he felt quite dishonest holding back that information since he walked into the club the year before and asked for a job.

      'Twas on his mother's deathbed in Jamaica that Keniel learned his father's identity. She had never spoken of him, and Keniel had never pushed her. He only knew his father was a white man.

      Mary Singh held her son's hand and told him the Earl of Huntington, who had owned the banana plantation Keniel had worked at since he'd been a lad of sixteen years, was his father. "I never told him about you because I feared he would take you from me. He would raise you in England, and I would never see you again."

      Truth be known, the information didn't do much for him. To him the earl was merely a man who'd had an affair with his beautiful half-Jamaican and half-Indian mother while he'd been visiting Jamaica, overseeing the switch from sugar to bananas for his plantation.

      The earl had visited his plantation a few times over the years, not aware of his son. The earl's family later sold the plantation when the man died, but Keniel continued to work for the new owner.

      All the information she revealed that day would have remained in his mind, except Mary begged him to find his family in England. She knew there were other sons because the earl had spoken of them.

      "Your father is dead, but you must make yourself known to your brothers, Keniel. When I am gone, you will have no one. Please swear to me you will do this one thing for me."

      He'd held her hand, calloused from years of work. Not domestic work, but artistry. His mother was an artist of many forms--painting, quilting, pottery, tatting, and more--which had caused her fingers to stiffen over the years.

      "Muma, I have been twenty and four years without anyone except you. I don't need to travel to England to find a family who will no doubt not be happy to find they have a connection to a mixed-blood brother."

      She squeezed his hand. "Your father was an honorable man. I am sure his sons are the same. Please promise you will honor my request."

      How could a man deny his mother one last request before she died? It was true, they always only had each other. She was the only child of an only child, so there were no aunts, uncles, or cousins. He couldn't deny her, so he bent and kissed her cheek. "Yes, Muma, I will find them. I promise."

      She sighed and closed her eyes.  Less than a week later, he stood next to the gaping hole in the ground where his precious mother was to be buried. Her funeral had been well attended since she'd had many friends.

      Within days--still numb from her death and revelation about his family--he resigned from his job as plantation manager, packed his personal belongings and arranged for the rest to be shipped once he was settled. He took the money he'd saved over the years and, instead of spending it on transport, obtained a job on a merchant ship headed to Liverpool.

      It was a long, arduous crossing, the work hard and the sea rough, but he felt a sense of rightness once he stepped onto English soil. Although he'd been born and raised in Jamaica, he felt a connection to this country as well.

      He pulled himself back from his wandering thoughts as Dante and Driscoll continued to banter back and forth while Keniel finished his breakfast, which the meal was called, even though it was afternoon. The club would open in a couple of hours, but there was much to be done before that time.

      Keniel looked up as Hunt, the oldest of the Rose brothers, entered the dining room. He'd always admired Hunt. As Keniel's mother had suggested, Hunt, as well as his two brothers, Driscoll and Dante, were honorable men. They'd treated him well and he already felt a brotherly bond between them.

      Keniel glanced at Hunt and sucked in a breath at the way the man stared at him. No one else seemed to notice, so Keniel laid his napkin at his place and stood. "I will leave you now, gentlemen, and Mrs. Rose." He nodded at Lydia. "I have work to do."

      Hunt stepped forward and placed his hand on Keniel's shoulder. "Sit back down, if you please."

      Hunt crossed his arms over his chest and continued to stare at Keniel. Finally, he said in a soft voice. "Is there something you want to tell us, Mr. Singh?"
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      Miss Laura Benson glanced between the advert in the newspaper she'd diligently circled with a pen and the building matching the address, and her heart sank. This house would never do, either.

      As head of the committee to find new lodgings for nearly a dozen orphans, she'd not been very successful. The place the little ones lived in now was about to be torn down. The committee had managed to raise enough money to lease a new house, with hopes that continued fundraising would keep the babies safe and secure.

      It frustrated her that the city had no regard for these poor children, most of whom were cast-offs of members of the nobility who were happy to indulge in debauchery, but then showed no regard for the results. Some of the women tried to keep their children, but when one's job was servicing men, children did not fit into the lifestyle. They were pushed off onto willing relatives, but most times merely left on the steps of foundling homes.

      Their home held infants. It was more expensive than having older children since little ones were time consuming. Each of the four women who sponsored the home contributed what they could, but outside funding sources were a necessity.

      Laura sighed and crumpled up the newspaper. The building looked as though it would collapse at any time. Also, the neighborhood was worse than the one the orphanage currently occupied, and that was not a good area to begin with.

      She turned and signaled to the same hackney in which she'd just arrived. "Please take me back to Mayfair."

      The man tugged on the brim of his hat, and she climbed into the vehicle. Another disappointment. She would have to report to the other ladies in the morning at their weekly meeting.

      She leaned against the back of the seat and looked out the window. They passed the Rose Room, an elite gaming club. She snorted. Members in those types of clubs were the very men who turned their backs on their own children born on the wrong side of the blanket. It was the patrons of places like that who should be contributing to their cause. She made a mental note to investigate that club as well as others and demand they step up and do the right thing. After all, they were making a fine living off the men who behaved in such a despicable manner.

      Tomorrow she would make a note of several men's clubs and gaming hells and begin her campaign to secure additional funds from those who created the problem. If they could spend money to drink and gamble, they could spend money for nappies and food.
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        * * *

      

      Although Keniel knew precisely what Hunt was talking about, he shrugged. "I have no idea what you think I need to tell you."

      Hunt dragged out a chair, turned it around and straddled it, still studying Keniel, but not in an angry way. More confused. Keniel took a deep breath and cursed himself once again for not having a conversation with these men before now.

      After he arrived, he'd spent the first couple of weeks touring London, seeing for himself things he'd learned in school about the place. He asked around and found where the Earl of Huntington's house was.

      That had been a shock. It was apparent the Huntington title was a wealthy one. Or so it appeared. He'd also learned that many of the old families held onto their possessions while owing everyone in town. A few well-placed questions told him his brothers were not of that ilk. Their bills were paid on time, and they were admired and thought to be honorable. Dante Rose, however, did have a reputation with the ladies.

      Once he'd gained enough nerve to approach the club, he first visited as a potential member and spent the time studying the business and how Driscoll and Dante ran the club. He'd learned that Hunt was a partner but didn't spend as much time there as the other two since he was considered a silent partner, having financed the initial purchase of the club.

      Now he looked his oldest brother in the eye. "All right. It appears you know precisely what you expect me to say, so there is no point in playing games. Just be aware that I had every intention of eventually speaking of this, and I apologize for not doing so before now."

      Driscoll frowned and looked between him and Hunt. "What the devil is going on, Hunt?"

      Hunt nodded in Keniel's direction. "Why don't you tell them, brother?”
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      Keniel stared at Hunt, then directed his attention to Driscoll and Dante who viewed him with confusion. He stood and walked to the sideboard, then back to the table, but didn't take his seat.

      "Before I even start, I want you to know," he turned to Hunt, "I had every intention of telling all of you, but at first I attempted to get settled and get a feel for all of this." He waved his arm around. "I had no idea what you would think of my claim and how you would react to it. Your existence and our connection were unknown to me until a year or so ago."

      He took his seat again and ran his palm over his short hair and down his face. He looked at Driscoll and Dante. "As Hunt obviously already knows, I am your brother."

      Stunned silence followed as the three men to whom he had an unknown-to-them blood connection stared at him.

      "Brother?" Dante said, taking Lydia's hand.

      Hunt rested his arms on the back of the chair and directed his attention to Keniel. "I received a letter today from a Mr. Paul Davis, who said he was a friend of your mother and wanted to thank me for accepting you and allowing you to work at the club. He wrote that he had his doubts that revealing yourself to us as a brother was a good idea, but from what he'd learned through your letters to him, it had all worked out quite well."

      Keniel slumped in his chair. "I never told him that I revealed my connection, just that I was working here. I guess he assumed the rest."

      Dante stood and paced the length of the room, his hands on his hips. He stopped behind Hunt's chair. "As far as I'm concerned, I have no problem accepting you, since I am another 'wrong side of the blanket' son, but I do want to hear the story."

      His voice low, Keniel began the tale of his mother's revelations on her deathbed and how he agreed to her request, quit his job, packed up and traveled to London.

      Driscoll shook his head. "This is a shock."

      "Indeed," Hunt added. "However, before we move forward on this and what it means to us as a family, I will need some proof."

      Keniel gave a curt nod. "Of course. If you didn't, I probably would not be happy to call you brother. My mother provided me with my birth certificate. Even though I used her surname as mine throughout my life, the birth certificate plainly states my father is The Right Honorable, the Earl of Huntington."

      "How do we know that is true, even if it is on the birth certificate?" Dante asked.

      Keniel fished in his pocket for a ring that he'd carried all his life. He placed it in his palm and held it out to them. "My father gave this to my mother as a token of his affection."

      Hunt sucked in a breath. "That ring bears the Huntington crest. There are only seven or eight of them in existence."

      Keniel carefully watched the faces of the three men he wanted very much to accept him as they looked back and forth between the ring, and him. In the year or so he'd been employed by the Rose brothers, he knew them to be caring, loyal, dependable, and hard workers. They were fair and generous employers, well-liked by club members and staff.

      He'd never had siblings and always felt the loss of being an only child. No more so than when his mother passed away and he was the only family member to mourn her.

      Driscoll made the first move. He stuck his hand out. "Welcome to the family, brother."

      Keniel had to hold back tears, not wanting to appear weak in front of these men. Then he saw Dante blinking furiously and knew he was not the only one affected by this conversation.

      Slaps on the back, bear hugs, a kiss on the cheek from Lydia which caused Dante to frown, followed Driscoll's move.

      "I think this calls for a celebration. Diana and I will host a dinner to introduce you to Society and acknowledge you as our brother."

      Keniel shook his head. "I don't think that's a good idea."

      "Why?"

      He grinned, trying to put some levity into what he thought might become a problem. "I'm sure you haven't noticed, but I don't look like the rest of the family."

      Hunt shrugged. "And?"

      "And as much as I appreciate—you do not know how much—your acceptance, I don't think that gesture will extend to your friends."

      Driscoll shook his head. "Then they aren't friends. I have never felt comfortable among society, even though I was next in line for Hunt's title before his son was born. They don't particularly care for me, and I don't care for them."

      Dante chimed in. "As a by-blow I've never had a strong position in society, but since my wife is a member of the peerage, I've had to attend some of their events. Do they like me? Accept me? I don't know and frankly don't care." He glanced down at Lydia. "Sorry, sweetheart, but you know how I feel regarding that part of the world."

      She smiled up at him.

      Hunt headed to the door. "I will speak with Diana and see how soon she can arrange a dinner." He pointed his finger at Keniel. "I expect you to be there."

      Keniel capitulated and grinned at his eldest brother. "Yes, my lord."

      Dante clapped his hand on Keniel's shoulder. "Now that we know who you are, you can expect Hunt to take over his big brother role. It makes him happy, so we allow it."
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      Laura smiled brightly as she looked at the outside of the townhouse. This was perfect! Although not the top neighborhood in London, it was certainly respectable and safe. That was the important factor in selecting a new home.

      Even more so was the rent on the house. The agent had told her the residence had been for sale for well over a year, but with no acceptable offers he had advised the owner to lease it out.

      The key clutched in her hand she made her way up the steps to the front door. Hopefully, the inside was as suitable as the outside. The door easily opened, and she stepped into the entrance hall.

      Dust motes flew in the stream of sunshine, a sign that the residence had been unoccupied for some time. She flapped her hand in the air and strolled the length of the corridor.

      On the right side was a spacious room with floor to ceiling windows that was meant to be the drawing room. No doubt this had been the showcase for the family who lived there, with their best possessions displayed for all to see as soon as they entered.

      On the other side of the staircase was a smaller space, that perhaps was a music room, or possibly a front parlor. Shelves, still lined with books in the room behind the music room was no doubt the library. The very end of the corridor and two steps down was the scullery and kitchen.

      Laura was quite pleased. She went up the stairs to the first floor. Four bedrooms and a washroom would easily sleep their orphans. The second floor held a nursery with an attached nanny room.

      She spun around in the nursery, smiling. The little ones would have a pleasant, cheerful place to live with an attendant close by and the floor below could hold a few older children who could help with the little ones.

      Grinning at her luck, she hurried down the stairs, anxious to travel to the leasing agent's office and sign the papers. The other committee members would be thrilled that their search had ended.

      Just as her foot landed on the last stair, the front door opened.

      A man stepped into the entrance hall. He took one look at her and removed his hat. "I beg your pardon, miss, I do not wish to intrude, but am here to view the property." After a hesitation, he added, "I am Mr. Keniel Singh."

      He was tall, well-built, and handsome, with skin a lovely golden brown. But what held her attention more than anything were his deep hazel eyes staring at her with a clear question. His melodious accent had his words rolling over her like warm honey.

      She shook herself and smiled. "I am here to view the property as well, Mr. Singh. I am Miss Laura Benson." She didn't extend her hand, not sure if it was proper with a man to whom she hadn't had a formal introduction. "But I can tell you that I have decided to lease the house, so I'm afraid you are too late."

      His brows rose. "Indeed? However, I just left the property agent who told me the residence was still for sale."

      "Sale?"

      "Yes, Miss Benson. I am looking to purchase a townhouse."

      She shook her head. "No. The property is no longer for sale. It is now available for leasing." She offered him a tight smile. "And I have decided to lease it." She moved to go around him. "So, if you will excuse me, I shall be on my way to sign the lease."

      He offered her a bow and stepped aside for her to pass.

      "Have a good day, Mr. Singh."

      "You as well, Miss Benson." The door closed behind her, and she hurried down the steps. If Mr. Singh was interested in the house, she had to get to the leasing agent's office first and sign the papers.

      She tapped her finger on her knee the entire ride to the office. She'd finally found the perfect house for their orphans, and she was not going to lose it to someone else. Mr. Keniel Singh could just go find another house to purchase.

      Not waiting for the driver to jump down and open the carriage door for her, she hopped out and hurried into the office, almost losing her balance in her urgency. She raced up to the desk in the center of the room. "I wish to sign the lease for the house on Markham Street."

      The young man behind the desk looked up at her, his eyes wide. "Oh, my goodness, Miss Benson, you startled me."

      "I am sorry. But I want to sign the lease." When he continued to stare at her, she said, "Now." Remembering her manners, she softened her expression and added, "Please."

      "I am afraid you cannot sign the lease right now, Miss Benson. Mr. Farnsworth, who is the agent for that property, is away from the office."

      She placed her palms on the desk and leaned over, apparently with such vigor that the young man reared back. "When will he return?"

      He swallowed. "I am not sure."

      Laura stood up straight and tugged on her jacket sleeves. "Very well. I shall wait." She turned on her heel, her skirts swishing behind her, and settled on an old wooden chair against the wall.

      Mr. Singh would not snatch her house out from under her. As soon as Mr. Farnsworth returned, she would grab him by the collar and insist he produce the lease so she could sign it.

      Near to forty minutes later, the door to the office opened and Laura jumped up, a bright smile on her face, expecting to see Mr. Farnsworth.

      Her eyes narrowed when she spotted Mr. Keniel Singh standing in the doorway, his hat in his hand, smiling at her. "Good day, Miss Benson. I did not expect to see you again so soon."
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      Keniel couldn't help grinning at the expression on Miss Benson's face. She was a pretty little thing, of medium height, possessing a well-formed body, dark brown hair, and eyes the color of chocolate—eyes which were now glaring at him. "Mr. Farnsworth is not here, but I assume you've come to tell him that you do not wish to purchase the townhouse?"

      "Not at all." He took the seat next to her and turned in her direction. "I find the house is perfect for my needs."

      Her jaw tightened. "It is perfect for my needs."

      The young man behind the desk was doing his best to ignore them, but he kept taking furtive glances in their direction when he was not looking at the front door, most likely hoping Mr. Farnsworth would appear and deal with the two combatants in the room.

      "I am sure there are lovely homes out there that would suit you quite well, Mr. Singh." Miss Benson smoothed out her skirt and placed her folded hands in her lap. She raised her cute little chin and glared at him.

      Ah. She remembered his name. That was promising. "Yes, there are. I just found one, in fact."

      All pretense at civility vanished. She leaned toward him. "I intend to lease that house. I was here first." She turned to the young man behind the desk. "Wasn't I?"

      The clerk gulped, obviously not wishing to get involved in the dispute. "I didn't notice, actually."

      Miss Benson stood. "How dare you! That is not true. I have been here for almost an hour." She pointed at Keniel. "He just walked in."

      She settled back down and checked the timepiece pinned to her dress. "Yes. Almost an hour."

      Another fifteen minutes passed, with Miss Benson checking her timepiece regularly, when the door opened and a lad of perhaps twelve years came in and approached the desk. He handed the young man behind the desk a note, tugged on his cap and left the room.

      The clerk opened the missive, and his eyes grew wide. Clearing his throat, he said, not looking up, "It appears Mr. Farnsworth will not be returning today. Something has arisen that he must deal with. He asked that anyone waiting for him return in the morning."

      Miss Benson hopped up again and crossed her arms under her breasts and glared at the young man. "This is unacceptable. I wish to finish up this matter today."

      The young man tugged on his necktie. "I am sorry, Miss Benson, but there is nothing I can do. Is it possible for you to return in the morning?"

      She stuck her nose in the air. "Very well. I shall be here first thing in the morning. What time do you open?"

      "Eight o'clock, Miss Benson."

      "Thank you." Her chin in the air she turned on her heel, pulled her skirts close to her as she passed Keniel and sailed out the door.

      Keniel approached the man at the desk. "If Mr. Farnsworth returns before you close up for the night, please leave word that I am interested in purchasing the townhouse."

      He might have felt a bit guilty at undermining a young woman, but he desperately needed to get out of his flat which was overrun with boxes and barrels, and with his long work hours he didn't have much time to continue the search.

      
      Unfortunately, he was destined to be disappointed since the townhouse had already been purchased by the time he returned the next morning. Frustrated, he returned the day after and accepted information from the lad at the desk about another townhouse. The paper clutched in his hand, he set off to view that residence.

      The neighborhood was not as nice as the former one, but certainly acceptable. The view from outside was promising, so he made his way up the steps and opened the door with the key provided by the office.

      "Good morning, Miss Benson." He was pleased to see the young lady from two days ago coming down the stairs from the first floor.

      "Mr. Singh." She acknowledged his presence and whipped by him to stroll down the corridor, looking in all the rooms.

      Once again, he was taken with her lovely looks. Today she wore a lemon-yellow walking suit with a hat perched on her head with netting tying the bonnet under her chin.

      Instead of following her like a puppy dog, he took the stairs two at a time to reach the first floor. After viewing the rooms, he made his way back down just as Miss Benson was arriving at the entrance.

      He offered a warm smile, not wanting her to leave so fast. "I assume you were not the person who secured the other townhouse?"

      "No." She flicked invisible lint from her sleeve. "And shall I assume you were not that person either?"

      "Correct." He looked around. "What do you think of this one?"

      She narrowed her eyes as if he were planning a trap. "It seems adequate."

      "You do know that this one is also for sale as well as leasing?"

      "No matter. Perhaps I shall offer to purchase it, instead of leasing." She moved around him and placed her hand on the latch. "Good day to you, Mr. Singh. Good luck in your search."

      And with those parting words she was out the door.

      As if two days before had been a rehearsal for this day, once he entered the property manager's office, Miss Benson sat on the same chair, tapping her foot. She glared at him as he took the seat next to her. "I intend to lease the townhouse."

      "I intend to purchase it."

      "I was here first."

      She continued to glare at him, but he could not return the look. He found the entire situation comical. He fought to keep from laughing as she took in deep breaths and blew them out.

      After about twenty minutes the door opened, and Mr. Farnsworth walked in. Miss Benson jumped from her seat as if pushed from behind. "Mr. Farnsworth, I wish to lease the townhouse on Broad Street." She threw a smug look in Keniel's direction.

      Keniel leaned back in his seat and grinned at the startled look on the man's face. He straightened and viewed her over the top of his spectacles. "Broad Street, eh?"

      She nodded. "Yes. I would like to sign the papers right away." More foot tapping.

      "Well, miss, I'm afraid that one is gone. Sold it last night." He moved to go around her, but she stepped in front of him.

      "Wait." Her shoulders slumped. "I desperately need a townhouse. Do you have more for lease?"

      Mr. Farnsworth rubbed his bearded chin. "I have a meeting with an owner shortly, so if you will return in about two hours I might have another one for you."

      "In a respectable neighborhood?"

      "Yes. I do not offer properties in neighborhoods other than respectable. However, I must warn you that this owner may also prefer to sell the property rather than lease it." He continued toward the wooden and glass door that most likely was his office. "Now if you will excuse me, I shall see you in a couple of hours."

      Keniel rose and approached Miss Benson. "Miss Benson?"

      "What?" she snapped.

      He held his palms up in surrender. "Since it appears the property we just viewed is gone and the next one might be available for sale as opposed to leasing, perhaps you will join me for tea, and we can discuss it between us?" He held his breath, waiting for her to snarl at him and flounce off, which he hoped she wouldn't do.

      However, much to his surprise and delight, she straightened to her full height, which made it to his eyebrows, and said, "Yes, I agree, Mr. Singh. It is best if we get this worked out between us so we can settle the matter and stop chasing each other all over London."

      He held in his laugh at her words but offered his arm and she accepted. A sigh of relief came from the direction of the young man seated at the desk as they passed through the door.

      Keniel glanced down the street at his vehicle. "I have my carriage with me. How did you arrive?"

      "I rented a hackney."

      He nodded. "Very well. Then allow me to escort you to my carriage." He considered whether she would agree to ride alone with him in his vehicle, but again she surprised him with a definite "That would be fine."

      "Do you have a preference to where we have tea?"

      "I do."

      He laughed to himself. Miss Benson seemed like a woman who always knew what she preferred and what she did not.

      "There is a tea shop, Louisa's Tea Kettle, three streets from here that I have visited numerous times."

      "Then Louisa's Tea Kettle it shall be." He led her to his carriage and helped her in, after giving the driver the name of the shop where they were headed.

      It was a silent ride, which suited him. He was afraid if they started their 'discussion' in the carriage they might never reach the tea shop. For whatever reason, he wanted to spend time with this woman. She intrigued him.

      His contact with the fairer sex had been limited since he'd arrived in London. As his work at the club kept him busy most evenings, and the sort of women who were allowed into the club didn't appeal to him, it did not leave him a great deal of time to socialize.

      He'd made some friends at the gentlemen's clubs Dante had introduced him to. They were nice men, but Keniel wasn't quite sure they would accept their sisters or daughters taking up with a half Jamaican, half British man. He'd hoped one day to find the woman for him and settle down with a home and family.

      He'd always wanted a complete family, mother, father, and several children. All the things he never had, as much as he loved his mother and the excellent upbringing she'd given him.

      There was just so little time to do that, however. He glanced across the way at Miss Benson. She was the sort of woman he found quite appealing. Not just her looks and figure which were more than acceptable, but her fighting spirit. In some ways she reminded him of his mother. Strong, honorable, and smart.

      The carriage came
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