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      Hyde Park, early October, 1838

      On such a brisk and bleak day as this, George Grandby, Viscount Hexham, might have forgone the afternoon ride in the park. The one that usually took place every spring day at five o’clock in the afternoon and featured a parade of aristocrats either riding on the backs of their favorite mounts, riding in their showiest of equipage, or simply walking.

      In the autumn months, far fewer participated, and on days such as this, he was sure the park would be abandoned.

      But his twin sister, Angelica, insisted they go. “This will be one of the last opportunities to see everyone before they leave town,” she argued.

      Tempted to tell her that “everyone” would rather be at home close to a fireplace or in their clubs, George instead held his tongue for a moment. Sometimes it was easier to simply let his twin sister have her way.

      Usually, in fact.

      Parliament was due to end its sessions within a week, and then all the aristocrats who had country estates or mansions in other parts of England would depart the capital, including the two of them and their parents, the Earl and Countess of Torrington.

      They wouldn’t return to London until the spring, so perhaps it would be a last chance to at least see those who dared to brave the weather in favor of a ride in the park.

      “I am quite sure it’s going to rain,” George said as he inhaled, sure he smelled it in the air around them.

      Angelica, about to allow a Worthington House groom to assist her onto her horse, glanced up to find blue skies above. However, a bank of ugly gray clouds to the west threatened to overtake the blue. “Then we shan’t ride long,” she reasoned, stepping onto the mounting block next to her bay stallion, Hermes. She placed a foot into the side saddle’s stirrup and was soon seated, the hem of her hunter green riding habit artfully displayed in an arc along the side of the horse. Her dark green kid gloves weren’t especially warm, but she could always tuck her fingers beneath the hem of her velvet jacket should they get cold.

      Her brother had already directed his black Irish walker toward Stanhope Gate, and Angelica and her mount were soon abreast of him. “Race you to Rotten Row,” she challenged, and then before he could respond, she had Hermes galloping to the gate.

      “Angel!” he scolded. But his walker, Ares, was anxious to rejoin his stable mate, so George allowed him the rein. They passed dozens of bare elms and maples, the trees having shed their leaves the week before, when the chill autumn evenings had grown colder than usual.

      By the time they were on the crushed granite path that led past the east bank of the Serpentine, George had caught up to Angelica.

      “What’s your hurry?” he asked, his voice raised so he could be heard over the sound of the horses’ hooves.

      “I hope to see Lady Anne,” Angelica replied as she gently slowed her mount.

      George followed suit. “Who?”

      Angelica laughed. “Lord Trenton’s daughter, of course. She is leaving for Staffordshire in the morning, and I won’t see her again until the spring.”

      Allowing a sound of disappointment at learning why they were heading to Rotten Row, George gave a shake of his head. “What is she? Twelve years old?” he asked. “How is it you even know her?”

      Angelica regarded her brother with a look of surprise. “Lady Anne is nearly eighteen years old and will finally be making her come-out in the spring,” she explained. “And I know her because she was friends with one of my classmates at Warwick’s,” she added. “I think we got on so well because our fathers are both earls, and because we both have brothers intent on making our lives miserable.”

      Warwick’s referred to Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School in Glasshouse Street. Although it was popular with daughters of bankers and rich tradesmen, a few daughters of aristocrats attended as well. Their burly footmen would stand outside the classrooms, guarding the entrances and riding with them in the carriages that took them to and from the venerable school.

      Those who attended Warwick’s agreed it was far more enjoyable than the schooling they received from no-nonsense nuns at seminaries. Angelica had managed only one year at a seminary and then begged her father to allow her to attend Warwick’s.

      He, of course, allowed her whatever she wanted.

      To a point.

      She had learned long ago just how far she could get with her requests. I can spoil you rotten until you have everything you want, and then you’ll run out of things to want and have to be satisfied with what you have, he had said when she was but ten years of age.

      She hadn’t understood his comment then, but over time, she slowly came to realize he spoke the truth.

      There was no use wanting something only to discover the having wasn’t nearly as satisfying.

      These days, she only asked for what she really wanted. He obliged her, but she knew it was only because he could afford to do so. Had he become impoverished as so many lower aristocrats had with this past year’s devastating crop failures, he would have denied her.

      Ignoring the comment about making her life miserable, George said, “I cannot believe Lady Anne is nearly eighteen.”

      Her brother’s comment brought Angelica out of her reverie. “And I cannot believe Gabe the Younger has not introduced you to her,” she countered, referring to Anne’s oldest brother.

      “As a matter of fact, he did, but it was... years ago. Probably when she was twelve,” he murmured. His recollection of the girl included his surprise at how tall she was and the fact that she looked rather angelic—curly blonde hair surrounding a porcelain complexion highlighted by bright blue eyes and bow lips.

      The twins had made it to the edge of Rotten Row, and Angelica allowed a sigh of disappointment. Apparently the impending rain and chill in the air had most of the ton ensconced in their homes, for only a dozen or so carriages lumbered along in a haphazard line. “Well, just a quick ride then,” she said as they slowed their mounts to a walk.

      Waving or speaking briefly to those who passed going the other direction, the twins quickly made it to the end of the line of carriages and horses. Turning their mounts to complete the circuit, George surveyed the equipage that had been behind them.

      His gaze fell on the nearest curricle, and his heart seemed to stop.

      The air around him crackled.

      The hair on his head felt as if it wished to stand on end, as did the hairs on his forearms.

      Time slowed to a stop.

      He held his breath.

      The most beautiful girl he had ever seen was staring at him, an expression of delight displayed beneath her dainty blue hat and halo of blonde curls.

      Angelica had already directed her horse to walk alongside the young lady’s curricle, and she was speaking to her as if they were long-lost friends.

      George struggled to take a breath.

      “Hexham,” his sister called out, in a voice suggesting she was scolding him. She waited for him to join her before continuing. “May I have the pleasure of introducing you to Lady Anne?” She turned her attention back to the curricle and the two who occupied it. “Lady Anne, this is my brother, George Grandby, Viscount Hexham,” she said as she held out a gloved hand in his direction.

      George didn’t even notice that one of his acquaintances, Gabe Wellingham, oldest son of the Earl of Trenton, was driving the curricle. “It’s very g...good to meet you, my lady,” he managed to get out, wondering why it was he stuttered.

      “And you as well,” Anne replied with a nod. “As I recall, we were introduced many years ago. May I call you Hexham?”

      George stared at her, the sound of her voice positively angelic. The voice had sounded through lips the color of summer berries. Her cheeks nearly matched, their blush heightened by the chill in the air.

      But it was her eyes that had him mesmerized. They were blue. The shade of blue found in cornflowers. “Of course, my lady,” he replied, about to add that she could call him anything she wanted to.

      He would come running.

      Kneel before her.

      Do her bidding.

      He could only imagine what his reward might be.

      Perhaps she would allow him to kiss her. The thought of capturing the berry-colored lips with his own had him imagining far more he could do with the comely blonde. Especially after he removed all the clothes from her body and from his.

      George suddenly wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of his days in a bed with Anne Wellingham. Spend them pleasuring her in every conceivable manner, making love to her morning and night. Coaxing her to come at the very moment his body could hold back no more and he allowed his own release.

      As if his thoughts had been overheard and deemed inappropriate by Zeus, a bolt of lightning lit the darkening sky. The scent of ozone filled George’s nostrils. Thunder rolled above him.

      And then the ugly gray clouds, pregnant with rain, gave birth.

      “Hexham! I’ll see you at White’s!” Gabe called out as he slapped the ribbons over the backs of the matched grays that pulled his curricle. The equipage jerked into motion and sped off.

      Despite the downpour that had water streaming from the brim of his top hat, George managed to keep his eyes locked onto Lady Anne’s until she was well past him.

      Reluctantly, he turned his attention onto his sister, who regarded him with a smirk that suggested she had enjoyed his moment of fascination with the gorgeous Lady Anne.

      “That was the Lady Anne you were speaking of earlier?” he asked, ignoring the rain that poured down around them.

      “Indeed,” Angelica replied, her gaze taking in the quick exits of the other riders and vehicles that raced to the main gate. “We should be going,” she added, when George still didn’t make a move.

      His horse took matters into its own hooves, and began a quick trot back the way they had come.

      Angelica allowed her stallion to follow, and then urged it to move faster.

      There would no doubt be mud splattered along her habit’s hem and on her back, but she knew she would be drenched to the skin if she didn’t get to cover soon.

      Meanwhile, George seemed lost in thought as she passed him at a gallop.

      She didn’t look back as Hermes flew over the crushed granite and out to Park Lane through Stanhope Gate. A few minutes later, and she was allowing the groom to help her down from her mount.

      A quick glance in the direction of the park had her shaking her head, drops of cold water dribbling down her cheeks and neck.

      George hadn’t picked up the pace one bit, his horse merely trotting along.

      Fool, she thought. And then she allowed a brilliant smile.

      A fool in love.
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            A FATHER PLOTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mid-November, 1838, Torrington Park near Hexham

      “There you are,” Adele, Countess of Torrington, remarked once she’d found her husband in his study. She leaned against the door jamb, her arms crossed beneath her generous bosom. “I thought you might want a spot of tea. Or some coffee.”

      Milton looked up from his desk and gave her a grin. “I haven’t exactly been hiding, my love,” he replied. He held a quill in one hand and was regarding a note he’d just written. “Just finishing up a letter.”

      “Correspondence about the earldom?” she guessed, an eyebrow arching up with her query. At eight-and-fifty, her blonde hair was streaked with gray, but her elegant features remained youthful.

      “About the Wadsworth earldom, actually,” he replied. Nearing seven-and-sixty, Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, was still handsome despite the white hair that had replaced his dark waves just the year before. A pair of wire-rimmed spectacles were perched on the end of his nose.

      Adele angled her head to one side. “Anything amiss?”

      He took a deep breath. “At the moment, yes. Four daughters, all about to have their come-outs in the next few years,” he replied with a smirk. “I am happy we had just the one.”

      “Oh, poor Sylvia,” Adele replied with a shake of her head, referring to the countess and the mother of the four girls he mentioned. She knew the countess preferred living at the Wadsworth estate in Suffolk, so the family was rarely in London.

      “You mean, poor Wadsworth,” her husband countered. “Entire wardrobes and dowries for four daughters? His earldom is barely solvent as it is.” He didn’t add that there wasn’t yet a single son to inherit the earldom, which meant it would probably go to Wadsworth’s younger brother.

      “Oh, dear. What will he do?” Adele knew what Wadsworth’s father had done, and she surely didn’t want Sylvia to have to endure what the Dowager Countess of Wadsworth—the current Viscountess Lancaster—had to suffer when she had been married to the late earl.

      Tempted to tell her the plan, Milton instead inhaled slowly. “I think Wadsworth and I have worked out a solution that will benefit us both,” he said, as he signed his name to the letter. “In the meantime, I’m thinking I’d like you all to myself for Christmas this year.”

      Adele’s eyes widened. She was used to hearing similar comments from her horny husband when they were home at Worthington House in Mayfair, but never this time of the year. Not when they were at Torrington Park in Northumberland. Not when there was a foot of snow and the possibility of family sleigh rides to Hexham every day. Not when Christmas was still over a month away. They’d only just made the trip from London five weeks ago. “But, what do you intend to do with our children?”

      “Our twenty-one-year-old twins can go back to London. ’Bout time we kicked them out of the nest, don’t you think?”

      Blinking, Adele looked as if she was about to faint. “Milton!”

      “George needs to meet with the solicitor and prepare for Parliament in March. Angel needs to learn how to run a household,” he said as he stood up to join her. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her into a hug. “They can live at the house in Mayfair,” he said just before he nibbled on her ear and then sprinkled kisses along her jawline. “And we may or may not join them in the spring.”

      His lips covered hers, and he thrilled when she moaned and one of her hands moved to his head, her fingers spearing his silken hair. Meanwhile, his hands had moved down to cup the globes of her bottom, pulling her firmly against the front of his tightening breeches.

      When he finally ended the kiss and straightened, he added, “George can act as chaperone for Angel. What say you?”

      Her eyes darting to one side, Adele blinked a couple of times. “Who are George and Angel?” she whispered, although a grin teased the edge of her lips.

      Milton shut the door to the study and kissed her again, rather glad there was a comfortable sofa only a few feet away.

      It was another hour before they rang for tea.
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            TWINS ON A TRAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Late November, 1838, somewhere in Yorkshire

      The gentle sway and measured clacks she felt beneath her half-booted feet would usually send Lady Angelica into a state of blissful sleep. Only the occasional sound of a steam whistle or the abrupt stop of the train car might jolt her from her nap.

      On the latter occasions, she could count on her twin brother, George, to catch her should she be dislodged from the leather-covered seat and sent pitching forward.

      She rather doubted he could be counted on for such a chivalrous act on this day, though. From the time they had boarded the train in Northumberland, George’s attention had been directed out the window to his right. Seated across from him, Angelica sensed he wished to say something of importance but couldn’t seem to muster the courage.

      Or perhaps just the words.

      “You have kept me on pins and needles for at least an hour—”

      “We only left the station a few minutes ago,” George interrupted, a clear indication he wasn’t woolgathering as he was staring out the window. “Besides, I thought you would be asleep by now.”

      “I’m not yet bored,” she replied. “Are you nervous?”

      George furrowed a brow. “About what?”

      Angelica gave him a quelling glance. “Parliament, of course.” She knew part of the reason they were making their way back to London was so that he could accept a writ of acceleration and take a seat in the House of Lords in the spring. When their father, Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, announced that at the age of six-and-sixty he no longer needed to attend sessions of Parliament, George hinted it was because the Whigs had won the general election the year before.

      My work is done, Angelica could imagine Father saying.

      Angelica had resisted the urge to remind the earl he was really seven-and-sixty. She was his favorite daughter—his only daughter, really—and she wanted to remain in his good graces.

      “I am not nervous,” George stated. “But I wish to be prepared. Besides, I have to meet with the solicitor and...” He sighed, “See to another matter.”

      The mention of the solicitor had Angelica’s thoughts going to their fortunes.

      Her fortune, for she had recently reached the age her father had deemed appropriate for her to claim her inheritance. She hadn’t yet done so, mostly because she hadn’t yet decided what she wanted to do with it.

      Her mother, Adele Slater Worthington Torrington, had a fortune because of her first husband’s involvement with the early steamships.

      Her father’s fortune was because the earldom always did well financially, but also because Milton’s cousin, Gregory, was a master at making money. The man seemed to know exactly which ventures to invest his funds in, or he helped create what he knew should exist.

      In fact, part of the money that had been used to build the very train and tracks on which they now traveled had been from Gregory’s investment. There were other new railways that also benefitted, including the Great Western Railway, the Newcastle and Carlisle Railway, and the London and Birmingham Railway, which had all opened earlier that year.

      Claiming his children would share equally in his good fortune meant Gregory’s estate would be split eleven ways, but even so, every one of Angelica’s ten first cousins, once removed, and their mother, Christiana, would one day be rich.

      Angelica would be rich, too, but mostly because she and her twin brother were the only children of Milton and Adele.

      Although the bulk of the Torrington family fortune would end up with George, Angelica didn’t begrudge him his right. He was the one who was going to have to take over the Torrington earldom, after all. See to the business of running it—he already was, to some extent—and acting for all intents and purposes as if he were already the earl and not just an honorary viscount.

      Since the current Countess of Torrington had no intention of leaving her husband to go back to London for the Season—despite being married for two-and-twenty years, her parents were still hopelessly and embarrassingly in love with one another—Angelica had agreed she would take on the duties of hostess for her brother while they were in the capital.

      Given the Season wasn’t going to start for several months, she was stunned when George announced just two nights ago and during the dessert course that she and he were leaving the Torrington ancestral home near Hexham to spend a few months in the capital before the rest of the aristocracy descended on London.

      “But... why?” she had asked, incredulous. They had spent every Christmas Day at Torrington Park for their entire lives.

      “I will explain it all on the way,” George replied, uncharacteristically silent for the rest of the meal. Then he and their father had disappeared into the billiard room to enjoy their port and a game or two before bed.

      “What is this about?” she had asked her mother.

      Adele had replied with a slight shrug. “A surprise of sorts. I wasn’t let in on it, though, but your father has obviously been scheming with your brother.”

      “And you let them?” She remembered her alarm at hearing her brother and father had planned something together—the two weren’t particularly close.

      Dimpling, her mother had leaned forward and said, “Any time those two are together is a good thing.”

      Which was true. Angelica had always been her father’s favorite, because he had wanted a daughter before an heir. Having twins meant he got what he wanted and what he needed all at once.

      Afraid her husband would ignore George, Adele had seen to providing extra attention to her only son. She often wondered if Milton didn’t know how to behave with a son because his own father hadn’t spent much time with him before he died. Milton had inherited the Torrington earldom when he was but sixteen years old.

      Then Adele had leaned over and added, “Especially since they’re working on a surprise.”

      Angelica had relaxed at hearing those words, if only because her father’s surprises were always the best.

      

      Angelica had been patient. She hadn’t asked but that one question of her brother since his announcement. But now that nearly every gown, slipper and frippery she owned was packed into trunks and they were on the train to London, she wanted answers.

      “What’s this early trip to London all about?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            A HOMECOMING OVER TEA

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Mayfair

      Sarah Wellingham, Countess of Trenton, stared out the front window of the richly-appointed Trenton House in Curzon Street and sighed. Just outside, two footmen were seeing to unloading several trunks from a traveling coach, and behind her, a maid had just set down a tea tray.

      Her daughter, Anne, would see to pouring, eager to practice the steps so that she would be ready to host callers when she had a household of her own.

      The moment Anne’s older brother, Gabe, entered the front parlor, Sarah turned and her gloomy disposition dissipated. She allowed a brilliant smile. “I am so happy to see you,” she said as Gabe quickly approached and kissed her on the cheek. She in turn pulled him close and hugged him hard.

      Taken aback by her greeting, Gabe’s blue eyes darted to one side. “You as well, Mother,” he replied as he pulled away. “It’s only been... a few weeks since I last saw you,” he added.

      Although she never looked as if she aged, he noted a few gray strands in the honey blonde hair that was rolled into an elegant bun atop her head. A gold filigree bracelet dotted with sapphires encircled the wrist at the base of her right hand. His father had given it to her as a means to remind her she was a countess when they wed, and now it was worn from years of wear.

      “I did not expect to miss you as much as I did,” she replied, another sigh escaping as she studied her oldest son.

      At three-and-twenty, Gabe had matured into a younger version of his father, complete with the blond curls and blue eyes that had Sarah remembering when the young man had been conceived.

      She had almost felt ashamed of herself that evening, but the sovereigns she had accepted from the new Earl of Trenton for a tumble and a few minutes of conversation were much needed at the time.

      She often wondered what life would have been like if Gabriel Wellingham had not returned to The Spread Eagle Inn to seek her help in his pursuit of a wife. What life would have been like if he hadn’t discovered he had fathered a bastard son during their first encounter.

      She would no doubt still be managing the coaching inn, much as she had continued to oversee its operation well after she agreed to wed the earl.

      Helping Gabriel Wellingham run the Trenton earldom proved much the same as running a business, which she continued to do between the births of two more babies.

      Legitimate children.

      Gabe’s younger brother, William, was away at university and would one day inherit the earldom. His sister would finally be making her come-out during the upcoming Season.

      Anne was already scheduled to be presented before Queen Victoria, the reason the family had returned to London earlier than they would have otherwise. A court gown had to be created by a modiste, and reports from other mothers of young ladies had Sarah realizing the project might take more than a month to accomplish.

      If only the gown could be worn to a ball or two after the court presentation! Unfortunately, the queen required a court gown that would have been suitable to wear to a ball in the century prior, which meant the gown they would be ordering later that week would be worn once and then packed away in a trunk and stored in the attic.

      Perhaps it might make an appearance as a costume during a house party or a masquerade ball.

      Such a waste!

      “If you remember, I was not pleased about leaving you behind when we left for Trenton Manor,” Sarah said as she stepped back and regarded Gabe. “You hadn’t been home from university for very long when we returned to Wolverhampton.”

      Gabe had finished his Ancient Greek studies at Cambridge and then, because he refused to live a life of leisure, he had accepted a position at the British Museum as an archivist, cataloguing artifacts that were shipped from the Continent on a daily basis. As a result, he was only in residence at Trenton House for breakfasts and dinners and to sleep.

      “I would have been home sooner today, but a kyathos arrived from Vulci today. Part of the same purchase that brought us an exquisite black-figured hydria last week. I had to unpack and catalogue it, which I was honored to do, of course,” he explained. “I am the first to see it before it goes on display.”

      Sarah noted the excitement in his eyes as he talked about his work, happy he had found a calling suitable for a man in his situation. “Remind me again what a kyathos is?”

      Gabe dipped his head and then formed his hands into a bowl shape. “A red-figured pottery.”

      “Oh,” Sarah acknowledged with a nod. “Did you get enough to eat?” she asked, continuing her perusal of her oldest son.

      He stifled the urge to laugh. “Yes, Mother. In fact, I think the cook continued to make meals as if you were all still here,” he complained as he patted his mid-section. Despite his words, he still displayed the physique of an active young man. “I have been forced to ride in the park at least once a day, and I’ve taken up fencing at Angelo’s Academy in St. James Street,” he added with a grin.

      The family had been in town for the Little Season, and all but Gabe had returned to Wolverhampton when sessions of Parliament ended in early November.

      Intending to stay in Trenton Manor near Bilston until Parliament resumed in the spring, Sarah’s husband, Gabriel, surprised them all when he announced he wished to spend Christmas in London. “We may as well, given Anne’s appointment with the queen. William can join us when his term is finished,” he had said when they were discussing where to celebrate Christmas.

      “Besides, this may be our last opportunity to spend the holiday together.”

      When Sarah questioned his comment, he reminded her that one or more of their children might be married before the following Christmas.

      “London is not as quiet as one would expect in the winter,” Gabe said as he led Sarah to her usual seat—a floral upholstered chair facing the brick fireplace. He waited for her to be seated before he took a chair across from his sister.

      “There are entertainments?” Anne asked as she handed a cup of tea to her mother.

      Gabe nodded. “The theatre, of course. The old Royal Sussex is now The Marleybone, and the Haymarket Theatre Royal is now featuring comedies exclusively.”

      Anne handed Gabe a cup of tea. “Where might one find marriage-minded men during the winter months?” she asked, her manner serious despite the glint in her eye.

      Blinking, Gabe let out a guffaw, nearly spilling his tea. “Is there such a thing as a marriage-minded man?”

      “Gabe!” Sarah scolded, although she might have at one time given the same response. She couldn’t help but grin.

      At that moment, Gabriel Wellingham, Earl of Trenton, strode into the parlor and then halted next to the chair in which Sarah was seated. “Rotten Row in the afternoons if it’s not too chilly. Shopping in Jermyn Street, a soirée or two,” he stated, in answer to his daughter’s query. “The National Gallery in Trafalgar Square is open now, and Almack’s will open again in late January,” he added, before he bent and kissed Sarah on the cheek. “Excuse my tardiness,” he whispered.

      Sarah couldn’t help the frisson that darted through her when his lips touched her ear. “You can make it up to me later,” she replied, a dimple appearing in one cheek.

      “Oh, I intend to,” he countered with a grin. In a louder voice, he said, “I have managed to read all my correspondence, but only found invitations for two winter balls and a musicale. I expect we’ll receive more once word makes its way down Park Lane that we have returned to London.”

      Despite his seven-and-forty years, Trenton’s once cherubic face still appeared youthful, and his blond curls barely showed a hint of gray. Although he had napped in the traveling coach most of the morning with Sarah’s head tucked into the small of his shoulder as his cheek rested atop her blonde coiffure, the overcast skies had him feeling more tired than usual.

      “Would you like tea, Father?”

      Trenton took the chair opposite of Sarah and said, “I would, indeed. And that Dutch biscuit, too.” He glanced at the three who sat around the low table, well aware they were as affected by the gray skies as he was. “As for marriage-minded men, we might discover one or two in the park. I know we’re all weary from travel, but when we are finished here, would you agree to a ride?”

      “Won’t it be dark soon?” Anne asked as she held out a cup for him, dimpling when she realized he had overheard her query.

      Trenton dared a glance out the front window and then to the mantle clock. “Well, not for a couple of hours. Perhaps just a quick tour down Park Lane and back? Maybe stop up the street and pay a call at Lily’s house?” he suggested. “Let her know we’re back in town?”

      His illegitimate sister, Lily, was married to William Overby, a broker from Wellingham Imports. They lived in a townhouse not far from Trenton House with their five children.

      “Oh, yes. I’d love to see my newest nephew,” Anne said with some excitement. “And a drive down Park Lane would be invigorating if we rode in the barouche.”

      Trenton allowed a grin, remembering how both of Lily’s daughters looked as if they could be Anne’s younger twins. Despite William Overby’s darker hair, all of the couple’s children were blonde and blue-eyed like their mother.

      “Gabe tells me there’s been more work done at Bradford Hall,” Anne said, her comment directed to her father.

      “There’s definitely a tall structure there,” Gabe offered, “As if there’s been a turret added onto the house. But since I don’t pass by there on my way to the museum, it’s been some time since I last saw it. Not sure if it was finished at the time, nor do I know if anyone has moved into the house.”

      “You three should go,” Sarah said as she helped herself to a lemon biscuit. “I still have to read my correspondence,” she added, not wanting to admit she was avoiding the cold. Despite having worn boots in the traveling coach, her feet still felt chilled.

      “It would be good to see who might be in residence,” Anne agreed. “For paying calls.”

      “And to discover if there are any marriage-minded men living there,” Gabe teased.

      “That, too,” Anne replied, not the least bit embarrassed by her brother’s comment.

      This would be her first Season, but she was determined it would be her last.
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            A PLAN IS REVEALED

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, back on the train

      George angled his head to one side and inhaled slowly. “This will be your last Season. You’ve already reached your majority,” he stated, his gaze going from the window to Angelica.

      The comment was made in a manner suggesting he didn’t agree with his father on the matter of her majority. He thought she should be five-and-twenty while their father had insisted she could lay claim to her fortune when she was but one-and-twenty. Although she could do so—she and George had just had their twenty-first birthdays in September—Angelica had decided to wait until the end of this next Season.

      Angelica arched a brow, not liking how his statement made it sound—as if there wouldn’t be any more Seasons after this one. “And?” she prompted.

      “You haven’t a single marriage prospect.”

      Her mouth dropping open in a most unladylike manner, Angelica was about to wallop him with her reticule. Given everything she had stuffed into it that morning, she was quite sure she could knock him out cold with a single, well-placed swing. “What of it?” she hissed. Her eyes widened when she considered what her father’s surprise might be.

      A husband.

      She blinked and struggled to breathe. “Oh, don’t you dare,” she whispered hoarsely. “I cannot believe you would do this,” she added as a gloved hand went to her chest, as if she might need to hold herself up.

      She couldn’t believe her father would do this. She couldn’t believe George would be a party to an arranged marriage!

      George furrowed his brows together. “Angel,” he scolded. “Whatever has you looking as if you’re about to faint? And don’t you dare—”

      “I will faint if that’s what it takes to abuse you of the idea of—”

      “Angel!” he repeated as he leaned forward. If she fainted, she would require a vinaigrette, and he was quite sure she didn’t have one in her overstuffed reticule. There wouldn’t have been room for it.

      He knew her lady’s maid was in the next compartment, sitting across from his valet.

      Or perhaps sitting on his valet.

      The two had married the week before and were still enjoying the bloom of early matrimonial bliss.

      Mary Banks was the first-born daughter of his mother’s lady’s maid, Alice, and their father’s valet, Alonyius Banks. Mary had met John Fitzhugh, the born-and-London bred son of one of his uncle’s servants, when the family had gathered at Slater House for a huge dinner. That was the night before the Torringtons departed for Northumberland and Torrington Park.

      George was sure he felt sparks in the air that night. A sort of electric thrum that had several family members ceasing their conversations to watch in wonder as two people who were destined to be together regarded one another for the very first time.

      The women gathered in the Great Hall of Slater House in Mayfair immediately knew something momentous was happening. The men were a bit obtuse, if only because several were anxious to make their way to the study to begin an afternoon of imbibing Uncle Donald’s scotch.

      Not particularly interested in drinking scotch so early in the day, George had hung back and watched the proceedings in a state of curiosity. The memory of the thrum that had permeated the air had stuck with George ever since.

      He wanted that same sort of reaction to occur when he spotted his intended for the very first time. He wanted to desire his future wife.

      He wanted the sparks. The air charged as if a thunderstorm was about to loose its power. A sort of assurance that the woman who caused such a stir in the air might do the same for him for the rest of his life.

      Perhaps it had, he thought as he remembered a day in the park the month prior.

      The memory had him considering that his sister might want the same. To desire the man she would eventually marry.

      Would she desire the man Father had in mind for her?

      There was only one way to find out, but since she hadn’t yet met the man—and neither had he—George was trying to decide how he might arrange an introduction when it became apparent he was about to be walloped by his twin sister’s reticule.

      And he knew he would suffer a terrible blow should her aim be spot-on. The damn thing may as well have been a hammer, given how much was stuffed into it and its weight.

      Having taken a direct hit from Angelica’s reticule in the past—she could only take so much teasing before she took action—George managed to duck at exactly the right moment.

      Angelica’s reticule sailed within inches of his perfectly coifed Brutus-styled hair and hit the wall of the compartment with a resounding thunk.

      “Father only wishes you to meet the man,” George said quickly. “There is absolutely no requirement in place that you accept a...” George ducked as the reticule once again passed within inches of him, this time about to break a nose of which he was rather proud. No bump and no hook meant he might actually remain handsome until he reached his forties. “... A proposal,” he finished at the same moment Angelica let out a growl of frustration.

      “Some duke’s whelp, I suppose?” she ground out.

      George blinked, shocked at how ornery his sister could sound when given the chance. She would never behave like this in public.

      He hoped.

      “No,” he replied with a shake of his head. His brows furrowed when he considered the young man’s lineage. “Although he might be distantly related to one.”

      He caught the reticule in both hands before it impacted his cheek. Had it hit him, he was sure he would have a shiner. George considered how long he might have had to wait for the bruise to abate before he could make an appearance at White’s. It was that or take up bare-knuckle fighting at Jackson’s Boxing Saloon. Then he would have a good excuse for sporting a black eye.

      “Really, Angel. There are times I think our father should have named you ‘Kate’,” he murmured under his breath, thinking she was acting like the Bard’s perfect shrew.

      Then he saw how tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Angel,” he whispered in alarm, setting aside the reticule so he could move to her side of the compartment and gather her into his arms. “You’re taking this far too seriously,” he murmured once Angelica had her cheek resting in the small of his shoulder. “Father merely wanted you to consider this knight—”

      “A knight?” Angelica repeated as she lifted her head from his shoulder.

      “I know. It was a surprise to me as well, but... Father wants you to be happy. He doesn’t care if you marry beneath your station if it means you end up with a man worthy of you.”

      Angelica wiped the tears from one cheek with a gloved hand and sniffled. “Do you know this knight?”

      George’s eyes darted toward the window. “I know of him. I haven’t yet met him.”

      Angelica blinked, sensing evasion in his answer. “How much do you know?”

      Her brother shrugged one shoulder. “The earldom has properties in Suffolk. A well-respected family. Excellent lineage.”

      Frowning, Angelica straightened. “You make him sound like a contender for the Derby,” she murmured.

      “I believe his brother has one of those, too,” George replied. “He had a nag last year that won a couple of the races.”

      Angelica punched him in the arm, which had George letting out an ‘ouch’ before he slid sideways on the leather squabs.

      “Where is this meeting to take place?” Angelica asked as she straightened and dabbed her hanky beneath her eyes.

      Deciding he was safe from her reticule—it was still on the seat opposite—George straightened in the squabs and said, “I was thinking of hosting a dinner party at Worthington House. Invite a few of my fellow lords and him so that we can ruminate on the upcoming session.”

      Angelica furrowed a brow. “With their wives in attendance, surely.”

      George held his breath a moment. “Well, we could,” he hedged, “except that none of my... well, that is to say, I am not acquainted well enough with those who are old enough to have taken a wife to invite them,” he stammered. “And besides, all the married aristocrats are spending the holiday at their estates in the country.”

      Blinking, Angelica dared a glance out the window and decided the sudden dreariness beyond the glass matched her mood just then. It had been snowing when they left Hexham. “Not a single wife? No other person of my sex will be there?” she queried in disbelief.

      Goodness. Was this to be her lot in London? Hosting entertainments at her childhood home that would only be attended by men?

      On the one hand, she would be the talk of the town! Other hostesses would either display their jealousy with whispered murmurs in Mayfair parlors or beg to know her secret. Having only one brother who wasn’t yet married was the trick, of course.

      At that thought, Angelica reconsidered the situation. Would it really be so bad to be the only woman at the table? Why, if one of the gentlemen grew bored with talk of politics, surely he would turn his attention on her and ask her opinion of something.

      What did she think of the London and Greenwich Railway, for example? She made a mental note to ask George to take her on it one day.

      Or what was her opinion of the recent marriage act that established civil marriage? She wasn’t sure what she thought of a wedding taking place anywhere but in a church, but the thought of marrying in a folly had a slight grin appearing at the edge of her lips.

      Wouldn’t a wedding within the columns of a folly surrounded by pink and white rhododendrons be ever so beautiful? The air sweet with the scent of their blooms and birdsong providing the music?

      Angelica gave a shake of her head.

      Father would insist she marry in St. George’s, she was sure. Which meant she could end up marrying at any time of the year.

      Christmas, she thought with a sigh. With snow falling, and the scents of fresh-cut evergreens and a yule log burning in the large fireplace. Her bouquet of flowers could include holly and their bright red berries.

      Cold winter nights wouldn’t seem so cold if she was nestled in the arms of an attentive husband.

      That’s the way her parents slept.

      She knew this only because she had sneaked into her father’s bedchamber several times as a child during thunderstorms and discovered them together. Given the lack of space on the bed, she had simply curled up into a chair and then woke up when her father was carrying her back to the nursery in the morning.

      The memory from her youth had her giving a start.

      She loved being carried like that, the familiar scent of her father’s cologne surrounding her as she buried her head in the warmth of his robe.

      Whomever she married probably wouldn’t carry her like that. Well, perhaps he would carry her over the threshold when they entered his home for the first time after the wedding.

      A finger snapped in front of her and she gave a start. “What is it?”

      George rolled his eyes. “I said you should invite some of your friends,” he said, obviously perturbed she hadn’t been paying attention. “Cousin Emily is still in Chiswick. The Norwick twins should still be in town. Even out the numbers. It’s what Mother would do.”

      “I suppose,” she murmured.

      “We make it clear that this is just an evening to share a meal and mayhap to play cards. Maybe have some music? I’m quite sure the new butler has seen to keeping the piano-forté tuned.”

      Winslow, the former under-butler, had replaced Bernard earlier that year, and although he was thorough in his duties, Winslow was freer in sharing the gossip he learned from the other servants.

      The thought of a dining room full of young, unmarried aristocrats had Angelica wondering where all the chaperones would be expected to sit. Worthington House’s dining room could easily accommodate four-and-twenty guests, but would the maids be expected to sit in chairs lined up against the long wall? “How many gentlemen are you considering?” she asked.

      “Six. Eight at the most,” George replied. He was about to name them off when he noticed how Angelica was staring at him. “What is it?”

      “Is that all?” she asked. “You had me thinking the dining room would be full,” she accused. “Eight gentlemen is reasonable, although I rather doubt I can find eight friends still in London this time of the year. Most have gone home for Christmastide and won’t be back in town until the Season starts.”

      “Well, we don’t require an even number,” George murmured. “But I would hope you weren’t the only one of your sex at the table.”

      Angelica allowed a shrug. “How is it you will find eight gentlemen who are still in London?”

      George displayed a smirk. “Bachelors, all,” he replied. “I think most have rooms at The Albany or own townhouses in Green Street,” he went on, and then added, “Where they prefer to stay over the holiday because the alternative would be to spend it in the company of an elderly aunt or cousin in some snowbound manor house far from any entertainments.”

      “George!” Angelica said in a scolding voice. Her brows suddenly furrowed. “Is that what you think of our parents? That they’re... elderly?”

      “They are,” he replied with a shrug. At her look of alarm, he added, “They are a half-generation older than the parents of our contemporaries.”

      Angelica sighed, knowing he spoke the truth. Their mother had been eight-and-thirty when she gave birth to them. “This... knight. Does he have a name?” she asked, deciding she may as well learn what she must of the man her father thought a suitable husband for her.

      George sighed. “Sir Benjamin. His ancestral home is in Suffolk, but he has recently taken up residence in London.”

      Blinking, Angelica mentally reviewed the names of the men she remembered from her dance cards. She didn’t recognize the name Benjamin. “Why haven’t I met him?”

      His eyes darting to one side, George shrugged and said, “Hasn’t spent time in London. Been living in Cambridge, I think. His father was an earl, and when he died, this man’s older brother inherited.”

      Angelica furrowed a brow. “How did the second son of an earl become a knight?” she asked, almost to herself, imagining that some derring-do in a war might have been involved. As to which war, she could only think of the war where Greece gained its independence. Or perhaps Sir Benjamin had fought in the Anglo-Burmese War.

      “He did something to impress the king, I should think.”

      “How old do you suppose he is?”

      “Five-and-thirty,” he guessed.

      “You’re joking,” she replied, her eyes wide. “He’s practically old enough to be...” She stopped her complaint, noting how one of George’s brows had arched up.

      Was he daring her to continue the comment?

      At least this Sir Benjamin was half their father’s age. “He was born in this century, at least,” she conceded.

      George gave a one-shouldered shrug. “True, and he’s apparently very intelligent. Completely opposite of his father, if what our father said is true.”

      Angelica furrowed a brow. “Oh?”

      Once again allowing a shrug, George replied, “I cannot put voice to the reason, for I would be subjecting you to inappropriate words and images.”

      Her eyes widening before a grin touched the edge of her lips, Angelica guessed, “His father was an ass?”

      George’s eyes rolled and he cleared his throat, deciding he couldn’t admonish her for her unladylike guess. “Exactly.”

      Edmund, Sixth Earl of Wadsworth, had been far worse than an ass, practically abandoning his family in favor of spending time with his mistresses.

      “Is his brother—the current earl—is he of similar disposition?”

      “The exact opposite. Responsible to a fault, except when it comes to the most important duty.”

      Frowning, Angelica straightened in the squabs. “He doesn’t attend Parliament?” she guessed.

      George shook his head. “He hasn’t yet produced an heir.”

      Blinking, Angelica angled her head to one side. “Then... why does Father want me to meet this man’s brother when the earl is obviously the one in need of a wife?”

      Wincing, George took a moment to decide how to respond. “Oh, he has a wife,” he finally said. “And four daughters.”

      Angelica hissed, immediately feeling sorry for the man’s wife. She would no doubt be the one blamed for a nursery empty of any heirs. “Would I have met the countess?” she asked.

      “Doubtful,” her brother responded. “She and the four daughters prefer to spend the majority of the year in Suffolk. Meanwhile, the earl has managed to restore his earldom to its former glory, but now he will have to come up with dowries. Given that the past two springs have been some of the coldest on record and crop yields were so poor, he may have trouble in that regard.”

      Her eyes widened in sudden understanding. “Our Father must think he won’t sire an heir, and that the earldom will then go to Sir Benjamin should the earl die first.”

      George nodded. “Which means you would eventually become a countess.”

      Angelica blinked, awed by her father’s plan. She regarded her brother a moment, trying to decide if she wanted to be married to a man who might one day inherit an earldom. Her mother had made being a countess look easy, but she’d had years of practice. Adele was the daughter of a marquess. The sister of a marquess. She had been the wife of a wealthy man prior to her marriage to the Earl of Torrington. Playing hostess and acting as a helpmate—and bedmate—was easy for Adele Torrington.

      Will I find it as easy? Angelica wondered.

      “Whether you do or you don’t become the countess, your son will be the next earl,” George stated.

      Angelica straightened, now fully understanding just how important her role would be in such a union.

      When she caught George regarding her, as if he was expecting more questions, she obliged him. “Oxford or Cambridge?” At his advanced age, the knight would have already finished his education.

      George screwed up his face. “I’ve no idea,” he replied, a look of surprise appearing. “I’m obviously too young to have attended school with him, and I neglected to ask Father what he knew of his education.” He furrowed a brow. “But I suspect Cambridge, since that’s where he was apparently living before moving to London.”

      Angelica remembered how she missed George when he attended Oxford. She had been attending finishing school at a seminary for one of those years, and then begged her father to allow her to attend Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School in London just so she could continue to live at Worthington House in Mayfair.

      Of course the Earl of Torrington agreed—he gave her everything she wanted and more.

      The only daughter of an earl at the finishing school, Angelica enjoyed the company of other young women her age without having to live within the strict confines of a school run by nuns. And since she attended at the same time as a viscount’s daughter and a baron’s daughter, their protection was supplied by a burly bodyguard who stood watch whilst they attended classes. Then he escorted them to their waiting carriages when classes ended each day.

      Oh, how she missed those days!

      The daughter of a viscount was now betrothed to an earl’s son, and the baron’s daughter was married to a wealthy tradesman—one of Angelica and George’s cousins, in fact—and was already expecting her second child!

      “What if during this dinner party I happen to find one of your other friends more appealing than the knight?”

      George blinked, not having thought of that possibility. He had assumed Angelica would simply do as Father wished. “Well, I suppose it will all depend on if they find you appealing,” he countered, which also applied to the knight, now that he gave it more thought.

      He quickly slid sideways on the seat, but still wasn’t far enough away to avoid her right-hand punch into his upper arm. “Ouch!” he complained, his opposite hand coming up to rub the spot. “Dammit, Angel. Father should have named you after the devil’s daughter,” he complained, not bothering to apologize for his use of the word ‘devil’. Or ‘dammit’.

      “Have you already disabused your friends of the idea of marriage to me?” she asked, obviously annoyed.

      George furrowed a brow, obviously offended. “I have not,” he replied. “You may find this a surprise, dear Sister, but you are not the center of all that is London, nor my life, for that matter.”

      “And yet, you will have your say as to whom I shall marry,” Angelica countered.

      “I will,” he agreed with a nod. “But not to the degree Father has. Or did.” He stared at her a moment. “There are times I wish we weren’t cousins to the Grandby brood,” he added, referring to the ten children of Gregory and Christiana Grandby. “Or I would have you marrying Thomas.”

      Angelica considered her cousin Thomas for a moment, understanding why George would say such a thing. At three-and-thirty, Thomas was most like his father in terms of his business sense. He would no doubt carry on managing Gregory’s investments and take on clients of his own, which meant he could afford to keep a wife in the very best of houses, clothes, and company. He already owned one of the largest estate homes west of London. “He will be a catch for any woman,” Angelica agreed with a nod. “And he is handsome.”

      George blinked, letting out a sound of disgust. “I did not need to hear that,” he responded.

      “He looks just like you,” she argued, and then let out a giggle.

      “His hair is not nearly so light as mine,” George argued, but he glanced away when a flush colored his face bright red. “You think me handsome?” he asked in a whisper.

      Continuing her giggling, Angelica finally allowed a long sigh. “It matters not what I think, but rather what Lady Anne thinks, I expect,” she countered.

      His eyes rounding, George regarded his sister with alarm. “Anne Wellingham? Trenton’s daughter? Whatever has you thinking—?”

      “I saw how you looked at her the last time we were in Hyde Park. Do not deny it. And if you don’t make a move to court her soon, you will lose her to some rich tradesman in Wolverhampton. Or Alistair Comber’s oldest. Or the heir to the Everly earldom.”

      For a moment, hope filled George Grandby’s chest. And then reason returned to squelch the sensation. “Nonsense,” he replied, his manner rather surly. “She’s probably been betrothed since the day she was born.” His stern expression slowly softened, as if he were reconsidering his words.

      He remembered that day in Hyde Park. When he and Angelica were on horseback, and Lady Anne was riding with her older brother, Gabe, in a curricle led by a pair of gray horses.

      George had never been caught staring at a curly blonde young lady before—there were so many in the Beau Monde—but there was something about Lady Anne’s cornflower blue eyes and quick smile that had him doing so.

      There had also been that sudden tightening in his loins, the crackling air around them, a flash of lightning, and the boom of thunder above that suggested he had best get his mount moving more quickly lest he get soaked by the storm that threatened. And yet, he had remained in place, as if Ares’ hooves had been rooted into the road.

      “She’s the daughter of an earl. Cousin to our cousins,” Angelica reminded him, remembering how the blue-eyed, curly-blonde-haired young lady had captured her brother’s eye that day in the park. “She isn’t betrothed to anyone, but she is finally making her come-out this Season.”

      Angelica was sure she had felt a change in the air around them that day in the park, a sort of charged atmosphere that had her hair lifting from their roots in an attempt to escape the elaborate coiffure Mary had created earlier that morning. She had expected fireworks to appear in the sky above them at any moment. Angels to begin singing.

      Instead, a bolt of lightning flashed and thunder rolled over the park, suggesting the angels were playing ninepin and wouldn’t be singing anytime soon. The impending shower had most scattering to their respective homes. A moment later, and the downpour had everyone else heading for home as fast as possible.

      Her own eyes widened. “She is probably back in London by now. She wrote last week that they were returning so she could be fitted for a presentation gown.” Her face screwed up in mock pain. “Poor thing has to go before the queen in January,” she murmured, remembering her own presentation for Queen Adelaide.

      Her gown wasn’t as hideous as some since she had simply borrowed her mother’s court gown. The gold netting over sky blue satin was perfectly elegant, but then a stomacher and dozens of blue bows and a series of furbelows along the hem had set it back another century. To make matters worse, the neckline had to be heightened considerably. Queen Adelaide had been a bit of a prude and eschewed broad expanses of décolletage—for herself as well as those in her court.

      “Lady Anne is probably at Trenton House in Curzon Street right now. I can invite her—”

      “Would you do that?” George asked, with perhaps too much enthusiasm.

      Angelica blinked, rather shocked to see the quick change in her brother’s demeanor. “Yes, of course,” she whispered. “You should invite Alexander, too, just to provide a solid contrast,” she suggested, her teasing voice hiding the fact that she thought the heir to the Everly earldom might be someone she should be considering as a husband.

      Alexander’s mother was a duke’s daughter and half-Greek. Given his father’s dark hair and sapphire eyes, Alexander had no choice but to be incredibly gorgeous. Even if he spent the morning meal espousing the qualities of some rare plant or animal, Angelica thought just staring at him while she ate her coddled eggs and toast would make for a good beginning to any day.

      Why, she might even learn something important.

      Besides that, all their children would be handsome. And probably clever, too. Which meant she might be the least intelligent member of the household.

      Perhaps she shouldn’t consider Alexander.

      George shook his head. “I have no intention of giving anyone else any sort of edge when it comes to Lady Anne,” he stated, the words at odds with his earlier assertion that she was probably already betrothed. “But if he is in town, I will invite Alex.”

      Angelica blinked. “So... you are quite serious about her,” she accused. She stared at her brother a moment. He hadn’t said a word about the young lady during their six weeks at Torrington Park. “Have you told Father?”

      George dipped his head. “I spoke with Mother.”

      “Mother?” Angelica straightened in her seat, her gaze darting to the window as she contemplated just how serious her brother must have been about Lady Anne.

      “Yes, of course,” he replied, ignoring her look of disbelief. “I know it’s hard to believe, but Father isn’t a godfather to every young lady in the ton,” he argued, a reference to the number of young women
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