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CHAPTER ONE
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Kensington, London. May 1812.

‘Aunt Kate. Aunt Kate! Rosie just bit me on my finger!’

Oh, no, thought Kate Summerby. That loud squeal of protest from the garden meant that her sister Monica’s six-year-old twins were squabbling yet again. Kate rose wearily from the parlour floor, where she had been scrubbing spots of vivid yellow paint from the rug.

Which, she reminded herself, is entirely your own silly fault for suggesting they paint pictures for their mama.

Kate had sent Elijah and Rosie into the garden to play while she attempted to clean up the mess. ‘Peacefully, please, children!’ she’d instructed. But now it sounded as if a full-scale battle was going on, and by the time she reached them, the twins were hurling lumps of wet soil at one another and hurling insults as well.

‘You’re stupid, Elijah!’ yelled Rosie.

‘So are you.’

‘I shall tell our mother!’

‘I don’t care.’

Kate was bracing herself to intervene when one of the lumps of earth landed on her dress.

She was twenty-six years old, well past the usual age for a woman to marry, and she wasn’t over-concerned about the clothes she wore. But as the children stared at her, partly aghast at the mess on her gown and partly longing to burst into giggles, she thought, ‘Is this going to be my life for ever?’

Her mother had died long ago, and her father, a baronet, was fond enough of his two daughters but had always made it plain that he was eager to see them married off. Kate’s older sister, Monica, had delighted him by marrying a rich and eligible London businessman, but when Kate reluctantly agreed to enter Society at the late age of twenty, her father’s hopes of a repeat of Monica’s success were doomed to failure.

Why? It was partly because Monica had glossy chestnut hair, blue eyes and a lush figure that went in and out in all the right places. Kate, on the other hand, was slim, had pale hair that refused to curl and green eyes that just didn’t attract compliments like Monica’s did. All of which she could probably have coped with, because she had never been vain.

But when the time came for her first Society ball, she was dreading it—because she could not dance.

Once, she had been like other girls who dreamed of wearing beautiful dresses and someday meeting a handsome man with whom they would live happily ever after. But ten years ago, just after Kate’s mother died, an illness had kept her confined to her bed for months, and the doctors doubted she would ever walk again.

Kate did her best to prove them wrong. Each day she took a few more steps around her father’s garden and gradually she grew stronger, but she still tended to limp if she was tired, and dancing was a nightmare. When she began attending private parties in preparation for her Season, she was terrified of stumbling over even the simplest moves.

Even so, her father was adamant she should formally enter Society, and Monica supported him. ‘We must,’ Monica declared, ‘find you a husband, Kate!’

So Kate finally agreed to her first Season, and she was not a success. Word quickly got round that she did not dance, so she sat with the wallflowers for most of the time, and the only men who approached her were either elderly or made it insultingly plain they were merely after her dowry.

Then, one night, the son of a Viscount came over to talk to her. He said he wasn’t interested in dancing and sat by her side, complimenting her on her appearance and telling her he found her company refreshing. The other debutantes looked on in jealous disbelief, because he was one of the most eligible bachelors in town. Kate too was astonished, but when he approached her again at the next party, and the next, she began to look forward more and more to meeting him, taking care over her hair and clothes.

Her foolish hopes rose, and one night, at a particularly lavish party, he suggested they go out into the garden to watch the fireworks that were the climax of the evening’s entertainment. But once outside he grabbed her and kissed her, a harsh, almost brutal kiss that she had hated. Then he had raised one hand in the air, in a gesture of triumph.

Too late, Kate saw the gesture was intended for his friends who had followed them outside. ‘I’m the winner,’ he had called to them. ‘Pay up, gentlemen, please!’

Gradually, sickeningly, she had realised that those men had all laid bets on who could kiss the wallflower—and he had won. That was when she decided her Season was over. Hiding her humiliation behind a mask of indifference, she said to her father and sister, ‘No more.’

She continued to live with her father in Bayswater. Nearly all her former friends were married by then and starting to have children; they were busy with their own lives and Kate had quietly endured her solitude because it was preferable in her opinion to being thrust into Society once more. Then, just over a year ago, her father met a rich widow from Norfolk and decided to marry her. But his wife-to-be insisted he come to live with her at her home near Norwich, so he set about selling his Bayswater house—and where did that leave Kate?

Monica had the answer. By then, she had settled in a leafy mansion in Kensington with her husband and they had five-year-old twins. ‘You must come to us, Kate!’ Monica had eagerly proclaimed.

So Kate moved in, but very quickly realised she was expected to look after the twins all day while Monica attended her various social engagements. This afternoon, for example, while the twins were creating mayhem, Monica had gone to a tea party with the ladies of Kensington. ‘After all,’ Monica liked to say, ‘I do need to uphold my husband’s position in the neighbourhood.’

Kate always did her best with the children, but they were exhausting. She’d quickly learned from Monica’s staff that her sister had hired a succession of nursery maids, but none of them had lasted long—and as far as Kate was concerned, things had lately got worse because her brother-in-law, Edward Terrance, kept making sly advances whenever he caught her alone. He was a vain man whom she really could not abide, and she was near the end of her tether. Indeed, today as she stared at the mud on her dress and the stubborn paint stains on the rug, she said aloud, ‘This cannot go on. I must do something. I must find myself a job!’

Yes. Perhaps as a governess or housekeeper? Then at least she might be paid a proper salary. She did receive an allowance from her father, but Monica took most of it—‘For your bed and board, of course,’ Monica always said cheerfully.

With a sigh, Kate glanced out into the garden again. The twins had resumed their bickering, and she was just deciding to leave them to it and change her gown, when the household’s footman approached.

‘Letter for you,’ he said, thrusting it at her and ambling off. Kate stared after him. Even the staff here didn’t bother to be polite to her.

She took the letter into the parlour and put on her spectacles. Quite honestly she was surprised to receive it, since so few people corresponded with her. But after scanning the first few lines, she gave a gasp of surprise, removed her spectacles to polish them, then put them on again and studied the writing more carefully.

Dear Miss Summerby, the letter began.


I represent the legal firm of Lloyd and Freeman. I am writing to inform you that you have been named as a beneficiary in the will of Miss Jemima Honeywood, lately of Clematis Villa, near Brighton…



‘Oh, my goodness,’ Kate exclaimed. She carried the letter to the window where the light was better. ‘This must be a mistake!’ But it didn’t appear to be a mistake. It was indeed a letter from a lawyer, and in it he told her that she had inherited a house in Brighton, where long ago she had spent the happiest times of her life.

She read it again then folded it up and summoned the twins inside. They were so grubby that, despite their squeals of protest, she asked Harriet, the young housemaid, to give them a bath. Poor Harriet looked dismayed but said bravely, ‘I’ll do my best, Miss Kate.’

Then Kate sat down again with a strong cup of tea.

Jemima Honeywood was her mother’s sister, and when Kate was a girl, she had often gone with her mother to stay there. Monica went rarely because she preferred London, but Kate treasured her memories of those visits. They had ended ten years ago when her mother died and no letters came from her aunt, even though Kate wrote often to her. And yet Jemima couldn’t have forgotten her—the news from her solicitor made that all too clear!

Kate wandered out into her sister’s garden, still stunned by it all. I should have gone to Brighton to see her, she berated herself. But she’d had no money for the journey, and she hadn’t even known if her aunt wished to see her anymore…

‘Kate. Kate! Where are you?’

It was her sister, back from her tea party. Kate, still clutching the lawyer’s letter, went back into the parlour and within moments Monica joined her.

‘I have had such a busy afternoon!’ Monica exclaimed as she untied the ribbons of her expensive bonnet. ‘It really was quite exhausting. So many friends to catch up with…’ She looked around. ‘Where are the twins?’

‘Harriet is giving them a bath upstairs,’ said Kate.

‘Harriet! Then no doubt pandemonium will ensue. And what have you been doing all afternoon?’

Kate braced herself. ‘Actually, I’ve had a letter. Quite a surprising one.’

She handed it over, and moments later, Monica’s brow darkened. ‘This is impossible,’ she said. ‘Or some kind of joke.’

Kate met her glare steadily. ‘I don’t think so. The letter looks quite genuine to me, and I’ve heard of the firm of solicitors.’

‘But it’s ridiculously unfair! Why on earth should our aunt Jemima leave her house to you and nothing to me?’

‘Believe me, Monica, I’m just as surprised as you. Of course I shall visit Mr Freeman at his office as soon as possible and find out as much as I can. I’m sorry none of us were able to attend Aunt Jemima’s funeral. She was a lovely lady.’

‘I know you were fond of her long ago, but she was an oddity, Kate! Living by herself, in that funny old house on the hillside. You surely can’t want to follow her example. Besides, you’d be moving away from London, away from your family!’

At that moment Kate heard the sound of the twins arguing upstairs and poor Harriet’s desperate efforts to make peace. So she said absolutely nothing, and Monica, having rung the bell for some tea, was still protesting about the ludicrousness of the legacy when her husband arrived home from his office.

‘Edward,’ declared Monica, ‘Kate cannot possibly go to Brighton. Show him the letter, Kate! Aunt Jemima lived a most peculiar life and Kate must not follow her example. Kate, I hope you will realise the sense in what I’m saying? How could you, a single woman, live in that house alone?’

‘Aunt Jemima did.’

‘She was thirty years older than you! And anyway—’

Monica’s tirade was interrupted by a series of renewed shrieks from the twins upstairs, and moments later Harriet burst in with her dress and apron absolutely soaked. ‘Ma’am,’ she said to Monica, ‘ma’am, I’ve managed to get the children dressed. But while I was looking for fresh towels, they’ve been throwing the bath water everywhere.’

‘Then mop it up,’ scolded Monica. ‘Heavens, Harriet, have you no control over them?’

Poor Harriet looked utterly crestfallen. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am. But they really are a handful.’

Edward spoke up suddenly. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘Harriet, you’re dismissed. You always were incompetent anyway.’

Harriet looked terrified. ‘You—you mean I’ve lost my job, sir?’

‘Indeed I do. Pack your things, girl.’

‘But sir, I haven’t a reference…’

Suddenly Kate went to stand at Harriet’s side and took her hand. ‘Harriet,’ she said, ‘you don’t need a reference because I shall employ you.’ She looked at Monica and Edward. ‘You see? I shan’t be alone. I would like Harriet to come with me when I go to live in Brighton.’

Harriet looked at her, wide-eyed. ‘Do you mean it, miss? Really? You’re going to Brighton?’

‘I mean it. You will join me, won’t you?’

‘Of course, miss!’

Monica was speechless. Edward’s eyes were on Kate, forcing her to remember how only the other night he’d tried to catch her by the waist until she had pushed him away as hard as she could.

‘Well, Kate,’ said Edward now, ‘I think we had better consult your father on this, because your sister is right. This will not do.’

Kate met his gaze firmly. ‘Our father won’t mind what I do because he’s happily settled in Norfolk. Of course I will let him know of my decision, but at my age, Edward, I don’t need his approval any more than yours. If what this letter says is correct, I shall gladly accept the legacy, and I shall go to live in Clematis Villa as soon as I can—with Harriet, of course.’

Harriet still looked stunned. Monica was stony-faced. ‘So you are resigning yourself to life as a spinster?’

Kate looked first at her, then at Edward. ‘I believe,’ she said, ‘that there are worse fates.’





The very next morning, she took a cab to the office of Lloyd and Freeman in Chancery Lane, where Mr Freeman greeted her warmly.

‘Miss Summerby,’ he said, ‘let me begin by offering my condolences on the loss of your aunt. But on a cheerier note, I’m pleased to tell you that, as well as the house, there is enough money for you to live there in reasonable comfort. I trust the news of the legacy is a welcome surprise?’

‘It is a shock,’ she told him. ‘And Mr Freeman, it almost feels like a mistake. I visited my aunt often as a girl, but I haven’t seen or heard from her, for many years.’

‘Then this must be quite a surprise. How do your family feel about your inheritance?’

‘My sister warns me that I will be condemning myself to a lonely life, but I don’t agree. I have no objection to peace and quiet, and I will have the comfort of living in a beautiful house.’

He beamed. ‘Exactly! Clematis Villa is delightful, as you know. I can see you are an intelligent and capable young lady, and if you feel it is time for a change in your life, then my advice is to grasp this opportunity. You’ll find the house in good order, because your aunt’s handyman, Joseph, has always looked after it well. Do you remember him?’

‘Joseph! Of course I do! He lives nearby with his wife, Tilly…’ A sudden doubt struck her. ‘I hope Joseph will stay on and work for me?’

‘I’m quite sure he will. You see, I asked him.’

Kate gave a sigh of relief. Perfect.

Just then there was a knock on the door and a clerk entered. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, sir, but you have a client waiting.’

The lawyer rose. ‘I’ll be back in a few moments, Miss Summerby. Meanwhile, here are the documents relating to your inheritance. You might like to study the details while I’m seeing my client.’

Kate accepted the documents and she rose too. ‘It’s all right, Mr Freeman,’ she said. ‘I shall take these with me, but I’m sure everything is in order. I shall go and live at Clematis Villa as soon as possible.’

She wanted to dance for joy as she headed down Chancery Lane to the nearest cab stand, but she couldn’t dance, as everyone knew, so she hummed a tune to herself instead. Unfortunately though, she almost collided with a group of extravagantly dressed young men swaggering towards her. They made no effort to give way, forcing her to press herself against the wall as they went past.

It was as if they hadn’t seen her. She stood there, trembling a little, because they reminded her of the way she’d been treated during her Season. They reminded her of the Viscount’s son, for though she had kept the hurt of his betrayal to herself, it was always a little too near the surface.

She began to walk on again, but she was limping slightly now and her ankle was painful by the time she arrived at the cab stand. When she finally reached Kensington, her sister was waiting for her.

‘Well?’ said Monica. She looked tense.

Kate removed her old grey cloak. ‘It is all settled,’ she answered calmly. ‘Clematis Villa is indeed mine. I shall start making immediate arrangements to go there.’

‘I have never understood you, Kate! No one has. Why you abandoned your Season so abruptly is beyond belief, and if you leave here, the twins will miss you dreadfully. We all shall!’

‘I am sure,’ Kate said, ‘that you’ll be able to hire someone who is perfectly satisfactory, except that you’ll have to pay them a salary, of course. Excuse me, Monica. I must go to my room and start making plans.’

Kate reminded herself as she climbed the stairs that soon, she would be living in her aunt’s lovely old house, not far from the sea. She would be safe at Clematis Villa. Safe from men like her brother-in-law, safe from the callous young noblemen of London. Free to live her life as she wished, with all her childish fantasies of romance and balls cast aside for good.

What could possibly go wrong?




CHAPTER TWO
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Two weeks later, Kate and Harriet arrived at Clematis Villa in the early evening, but although Mr Freeman had assured her that Joseph would be looking out for them, there was no sign of him. Kate was a little cast down. She guessed it was because their coach had needed a wheel changing on the way. By the time they’d hired a cab in Brighton to bring them up to the house, it was far later than she’d expected.

Harriet was openly fretting. ‘Should we go and find Joseph? You said he lived nearby, Miss Kate.’

Kate shook her head. ‘No need. I have a key, and we have brought everything we want for a comfortable night.’

Her anxiety lifted a little as she walked up the path to the front door. The house was as pretty as she remembered, with its half-timbered walls and diamond-paned windows—tall arched ones on the ground floor and small ones upstairs that peeped out from under the gabled roof. To the side of the building was a stone-built stable, with an old-fashioned gig standing close by. Kate drew closer to the stable and to her delight, an old grey pony peered inquisitively from his stall.

‘This is my aunt’s pony, Rupert,’ Kate explained to Harriet, who had come to join her. Kate fondled his shaggy mane and Rupert nuzzled her arm. ‘I do believe he remembers me!’

It was clear that Joseph was still taking care of everything well. The nearby rose beds glowed with colour, and from the herb plot came the musky aromas of thyme and rosemary. So much to explore again, thought Kate. So many happy times to remember.

During the journey, Harriet had asked her how she intended to occupy her time, and when Kate offered vague words about gardening or walking in the hills, Harriet’s face had fallen. ‘But miss, won’t you want to see something of Brighton society? I’ve heard that lots of fine ladies and gents flock there in the summer. Surely you’d like to join in the fun?’

Fun? thought Kate. To sit by oneself at a party? To be sniggered at, or worse still, pitied? ‘I’m quite happy to avoid the town’s summer entertainments. But I shall enjoy the scenery, and the peace and quiet.’

‘I’ll enjoy the peace too,’ said Harriet, ‘but Rosie and Elijah were upset that you were leaving, weren’t they?’

That was true. They’d hugged her hard before she left, and Kate had hugged them back. Poor things, it wasn’t their fault they’d been so spoiled. Meanwhile, there was still an hour or two of daylight for them to explore the house and garden, but she was struggling a little getting the front door unlocked, and Harriet had wandered off to admire the nearby roses.

All of a sudden, though, Kate heard her squeal, and she turned quickly. ‘Harriet! What is it?’

She wondered if Harriet had been pricked by a rose thorn or even stung by a bee, but no: Harriet appeared to have picked something up and was looking at it dubiously. ‘Miss,’ she said at last, ‘it’s a lady’s garter.’

What? Kate went to see for herself.

Yes, it was indeed a garter. It was pink, it was lacy and it had little red heart-shaped buttons sewn on it. Harriet was watching her uneasily, but Kate found herself smothering a chuckle.

You don’t know what awaits you there, had been Monica’s parting words. You have no idea what our Aunt Jemima has been up to these last few years. Well, perhaps her aunt might have had some fun before she died. Kate sincerely hoped so.

Once more she wrestled with the key until at last the door opened, and she stepped inside to realise, with much relief, that nothing had changed. There were still bowls of dried lavender on the windowsills, the same old but comfortable furniture stood in every room and the framed samplers that her aunt had loved to embroider decorated the walls.

For a moment she felt a wave of loss. If only her mother and Jemima were still here. But then Harriet touched her arm. ‘It’s lovely, Miss Kate. Just like you said.’

Kate swallowed down the lump in her throat. ‘Indeed. Let’s bring our luggage in, shall we? Then while it’s still daylight, I would love to go out and explore.’

‘I’ll come with you. I’ll do whatever you want, Miss Kate.’

‘And you mustn’t keep calling me “Miss Kate”. We are friends, remember?’

‘Yes, Miss Kate.’

‘But I just said… Oh, never mind.’

They brought in their scanty luggage then went outside again. Though the house was less than half a mile from Brighton’s centre, it was beautifully secluded, surrounded as it was by acres of her aunt’s wooded garden. Much of it was in a delicious state of semi-wildness, and Kate remembered every twisting path between the trees, every leafy dell where, in summer, spikes of red and white foxgloves thrust up towards the light. She knew too the little hill you could climb, from where there were views of the gentle hills of the South Downs and the azure expanse of the sea.

With Harriet at her side, she set off through the woods along a track that she knew would take her to an open area of grassland known as The Pasture, which Jemima let a local farmer use for grazing his sheep. Kate had explained this to Harriet, who had eagerly gone on ahead, but all of a sudden she was running back. ‘Kate!’ she called. ‘There’s some sort of party, at the big house. And there are men, splashing around in the lake!’

Kate felt an unpleasant jolt of alarm. ‘Harriet, whatever are you talking about? What big house? What lake?’

Harriet pointed and set off again, while Kate, her anxiety rising, did her best to hurry after her. Through the tangle of bushes, she could already see lights shining and hear music and laughter. How could this be, on her aunt’s land? Whatever was happening?

She reached the edge of the woods and halted in disbelief.

Where once sheep had peacefully grazed, there were manicured lawns lit by dozens of outdoor lamps. Overlooking it all was a vast white mansion with liveried footmen standing on either side of the pillared entrance serving drinks. Music from a string orchestra floated out through the open windows and dozens of people in fine clothes wandered around with glasses in their hands.

Kate thought, I must be dreaming. This cannot be real.

But it was real all right. Instead of grazing sheep, partygoers wandered between ornate stone statues and down to a large ornamental lake. Most of the women were dressed in attire more suited to the precincts of Covent Garden than the countryside, and those standing closest to the lake were shrieking with merriment, because a man was stripping off his yellow velvet coat and his shirt before striding into the water clad only in his boots and breeches.

Harriet clutched Kate’s arm. ‘Oh, my,’ she whispered.

That lake was deep, and once the water was up to the man’s broad shoulders he submerged himself completely, causing more gasps from the onlookers. But moments later he reappeared and returned to the shallows with water dripping from his thick brown hair and strongly-muscled torso. Bowing to those who applauded, he brandished a gold necklace and there were roars of approval.

‘Next! Next!’ the crowd was chanting, and one of the women instantly unfastened a bracelet from her wrist and threw it into the lake. Another man tugged off his coat and waded in, but Kate found herself still riveted by the man who had just emerged.

He had gone up to a black-haired woman waiting there and was placing the gold necklace around her neck, murmuring something that made the woman laugh. Kate couldn’t see his face, but she could see that his strong shoulders tapered down to slim hips that were quite scandalously outlined by his wet, skintight breeches. A tattoo of a dragon curled down his spine, and Harriet was gasping. ‘Oh, my goodness. Such a sight, Miss Kate. He looks like a pirate!’

Kate couldn’t reply. Her throat had gone dry, because now the woman was coaxing the man away from the lamplight and towards the trees, exactly where she and Harriet stood.

Kate’s heart was thumping. The couple had come to a halt a few yards away and she prayed they might turn back, but no—they’d stopped but only so the man could clasp the woman closer to his bare chest and kiss her fiercely while she clung to him with equal ardour. ‘Dan,’ she was saying as she ran her hands over his muscled shoulders. ‘Darling Dan, I want more of you. Much more—’

Suddenly she squealed. She pointed. She said to the man, ‘My God. Who on earth are they?’

For she had seen Kate and Harriet, and once her shock had subsided, she began to giggle. ‘Dan,’ she declared. ‘I do believe we have two curious young ladies here. Poor creatures, maybe they want to join in the fun.’ Her bold eyes were full of mockery as she gazed at Kate. ‘Is that right, darling? Jealous, are you? Would you like to learn what a real man wants?’

The man wasn’t laughing though. In fact, he looked very angry. He was staring at Kate, and since he was six foot tall at least, she had to lift her eyes from his spectacular chest to his face. But that was just as disturbing, because in his hooded blue gaze she saw a warning. Beware.

He drawled at last, ‘Who in the name of all that’s holy are you? And what do you think you’re doing here?’

Dear God, this was like her London Season but worse, because she thought she had escaped that nightmare world. She drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t much compared to his, and summoned all the defiance she was capable of. ‘My name is Kate Summerby,’ she declared, ‘and I think, sir, that I should be asking you who you are. What have you done to my aunt’s land? How dare you desecrate her property like this?’

The woman beside him gasped, and because her gown was cut so low, it looked as if her breasts might escape the confines of her bodice any minute. ‘Goodness,’ she said to Kate. ‘Wherever have you sprung from? Surely you know that all this—’ she gestured towards the house and the lawns ‘—belongs to the Earl of Rivington?’ She laid her hand possessively on the man’s strong arm and Kate was stunned.

An Earl? She was trying to think of an appropriate response, but the Earl, whose mouth had curled in a kind of bored weariness, was first to speak. He said to Kate, ‘If you are truly Miss Honeywood’s niece, then you should have kept up with the facts. I bought this land from your aunt last summer, with the specific intention of building this house. You are, I think, accusing me of breaking the law. But I should point out, Miss Kate Summerby, that you are the lawbreaker, not me, and you and your companion have no right whatsoever to be here!’




CHAPTER THREE
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Daniel Carstairs, the Fourth Earl of Rivington, had been drinking champagne with his house guests since lunchtime. They were all men born to wealth and privilege, and during the two weeks they’d been here they had gone into the town most nights to drink at the inns and play cards for high stakes at Raggett’s club. Dan had told himself he was having fun, though in the dark hours of the night, he wasn’t at all sure that he was. But when some of his friends had suggested he hold a party, Dan had agreed.

More staff were hired, champagne and refreshments were ordered and there was no shortage of extra guests to invite because many of the London ton had already flocked here for the summer. They weren’t short of female company either, because several of the men had invited the kind of women who came to parties like this with the intention of having fun rather than hunting marriage proposals.

The one called Bea, with her black hair and knowing eyes, had singled out Dan from the start. ‘My goodness,’ she’d said when she arrived, ‘aren’t you the handsome one? But you look sad. I can soon change all that.’

He wasn’t sad, Dan wanted to tell her. He was angry. Furious, in fact.

He was twenty-eight years old, and he led the kind of life people expected of a man of high rank. No one had ever imagined he would
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