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        The Earl of Griffith

      

      

      

      Sorrow and Regrets…

      Lady Helen was a young, naïve girl when she gave up everything for a charismatic Irishman and eloped. Finding herself a widow after a few short years, she is disillusioned with love and raising a three-year-old daughter alone. Her homecoming will be bittersweet as she faces her family, asking forgiveness for the lies and the worry she has caused. But her first encounter in England isn’t with a family member. Helen’s brother has sent a handsome Welshman to fetch her, and he soon charms both her and her daughter.

      

      An unexpected ray of sunshine…

      Conway, Earl of Griffith assumed his title and Welsh estate at birth. His world is gray, full of responsibility, and lonely. Griffith agrees to help a friend by escorting his sister from Bristol to London. At first sight, Lady Helen illuminates his dull world, and her daughter adds laughter to his life. But he senses the woman’s haunted eyes are not only from grief and wonders what secrets she holds close to her heart. As his affection turns to love, Griff must find a way to convince the beautiful widow that love is worth another chance.

      

      A sweet Regency romance.
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        April 1816

        The Irish Sea

      

      

      

      Helen lifted her head to the biting winds of the Irish Sea. Rory’s warmth soaked into her back as the sails popped and snapped, the ship tossing on the angry waves. She smiled as her new husband’s arms held her tight, watching the port of Holyhead and Wales fade from sight.

      “So, I spent my last coin on the cabin. We’ll be alone tonight. No steerage class for Mrs. O’Neill,” he whispered into her ear.

      Mrs. O’Neill. She was thrilled each time she heard the name. Turning around, Helen wrapped her arms around his neck, letting her hood fall to her shoulders. “I love you, Roarik O’Neill.”

      “But am I worth losing yer family for?” He nuzzled her neck, and she closed her eyes with a sigh.

      “You are exactly what I wanted,” she reminded him, snuggling closer. “My father’s ire will cool, eventually. Mama will make sure of it.”

      Her words sounded more confident than she felt. The Earl of Stanfeld would be livid when he found out his youngest daughter had eloped at sixteen with an Irish bastard of a duke. Helen had pleaded with her father.

      

      “He’s half English, Papa. His father is a peer of the realm.” She clutched his sleeve, her eyes sparkling with tears.

      “You are much too young. Your mother wants you to have a Season next year. I don’t understand the urgency of a union unless—”

      “Papa, how could you think such a thing?”

      “How could you think I would allow you to marry the man? He’s baseborn and not even acknowledged, you little nodcock. The man wants whatever money you can provide for his ‘cause’ and will stoop to any level to finance it.” Lord Stanfeld paced the library. “He’s involved with the Radicals in Dublin. A toady of O’Connell who only wants to make a name for himself.”

      “But—”

      “He doesn’t have a farthing of his own, Helen! Do you want to raise your children in some Irish hovel?” Her father jabbed a finger at her. “Over my dead body.”

      

      It didn’t matter. She was in love with a man who cared more for her than a title or duty to the family name. Rory was nothing like her father, a man who viewed the world in black and white and saw only the practical side of life. Her husband was passionate, with no obligations to an old family name. Helen wanted to be someone’s priority, not a broodmare to produce an heir.

      She had saved her pin money for a year and stashed away the small amounts for “something special.” Though she’d only known Rory a few months when he’d proposed, Helen had accepted immediately, thankful for the pile of guineas hidden in her wardrobe. After selling some of her jewelry and other items she’d never need, there had been  enough to get started in a nice townhouse, with dailies perhaps for cooking and cleaning.Rory had warned her that it would be hard at first. She wouldn’t have the luxuries she was used to. But they loved each other. It was enough, wasn’t it?

      The ship dipped and rose, a sprawling gray and white wave splashing against the hull. “I think that private room sounds like a good idea.” Helen shivered as she thought of the wedding night to come. The thought of lying with a man for the first time, this man, both terrified and thrilled her.

      He took her hand and placed it in the crook of his elbow. “My lady, yer chamber of marital bliss awaits.” His hazel eyes sparkled, the familiar smile still causing her stomach to tumble.
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        * * *

      

      “O’Neill! Here, O’Neill!” yelled someone on the crowded dock. A pair of men in dull brown wool jackets and pants waved in their direction.

      “There they are, love. Joseph and Colin, my friends I told ye about.” Rory waved back at his cronies, a grin transforming his face from handsome to boyish. “They’re excited to meet ye.”

      They made their way through the crowd, down the ship’s plank. Helen carried two bags, and Rory hoisted the trunk on his shoulder. She admired his upper arms straining against the thin coat as he dodged other men with barrels over their backs or lugging more trunks. Helen finally gave up trying to walk by Rory’s side and stepped behind him, gripping the back of his coat as they picked their way across the docks. Introductions were made, and she was immediately relieved of her bags.

      “Ye didn’t tell us she was a beauty,” said the dark-haired Joseph.

      “Are ye sure she’s English?” asked Colin, nodding at Helen’s ruby-red hair.

      “I’m half English. My mother is a Scot,” she told them with a laugh.

      “Now I like ye even better,” said Colin, his own red hair barely tamed beneath a wool cap. Then he turned to Rory. “There have been some happenin’s while ye were gone. I hope ye had a grand time because it’s time to get back to work.”

      Helen followed the three men away from the ships and took her first good look at her new home. With a start, she realized there would be no carriage to pick them up. The streets were crowded like London, though the buildings were not as tall. After walking for close to an hour, they turned down a narrow street. The rows of houses all looked the same, with a layer of grime covering the steps and brick. They climbed several flights of creaking stairs, and she fought the urge to cover her nose from the sour smell that seemed to permeate the halls. Her feet were tired, and she was ready for a hot bath, a meal, and a clean bed. And time with her husband to get to know her new surroundings.

      Reaching a door chipped with paint and marked with a black 6, Rory pulled out a key. To her surprise, Colin and Joseph followed them inside. They seemed very comfortable in the apartment, knowing where to put the bags, then making themselves at home at the table in the small kitchen.

      “Now, I’m sorry, love. But I’ve got some business to take care of tonight.” He tapped her nose with his knuckle and grinned at her. “Then we’ll continue where we left off this morning.”

      Her cheeks burned with the memory of their intimacy. She was truly a woman. “I’ll unpack, then. How shall I arrange for a bath?”

      Her husband’s chortle took her by surprise. “Ye’re a missus, now. We left the grand Lady Helen behind in London, remember?”

      “Are you saying a missus does not bathe?” she quipped, looking down at her muslin gown stained with street muck. “You won’t love me for long if I begin to smell like the alleys we passed on the way here.”

      “Not to worry. I’ll haul water for ye twice a month. Ye’ll stay sweet enough,” he said with a quick kiss on her mouth. “Make yerself at home, and I’ll be done shortly.”

      It was close to dawn when Rory joined her in bed. Helen had lain awake for hours, listening to the deep rumbles of the men, occasional shouts, and bursts of laughter. They haven’t seen each other in two months, she told herself.

      But the kitchen conversations, as she began to call them, happened every evening. Helen found herself acting as a serving maid and feeding all three men most nights. Occasionally, others would join them. Fortunately, most meals—meat and bread—were bought already prepared and baked, and she eventually learned to appreciate the versatile potato. She didn’t particularly enjoy the work, but it kept her occupied and was better than the alternative. If Rory and his comrades weren’t in her kitchen, then they were gone until dawn somewhere else. She hated being alone more than she hated cooking.

      Helen wondered exactly what her husband’s business was. Rory was always evasive when she asked for more details. He had told her he was employed by a Mr. O’Connell as a driver and messenger. That he kept odd hours. He had also taken her purse of coins and “deposited” it for safekeeping.

      After six months, Helen realized she was never going to live in a townhome with a daily to help her. She was the only servant who would be cooking and cleaning. The money she’d so carefully saved was gone. She suspected it had gone to “The Cause” that dominated Rory’s life.

      “Now, love, to be sure, we’re doin’ so well here,” he would croon in his soft, low brogue. “We won’t be needin’ any strangers in and out every day. And I’m so proud of how well ye’re copin’ with yer new surroundings.” Then he would kiss her, take her to the bedroom, and make her forget all her carefully worded arguments.

      Helen laid her hand on her stomach, cradling the restless babe inside her. Her father would have been pleased to know she was so fertile, she thought ironically. Disappointment threatened her composure, but she blinked back the tears. Rory and the others would be home soon, and she needed to get the potatoes on to boil.

      She shuffled from the tiny bedroom, no longer hearing the creaking beneath her, through the modest sitting room with a rag rug and two wooden rockers, and into the small side area called the kitchen because it had a stove for heat. Scooping coal from the bucket, she poked the fire to life again. Then she sank into a sturdy but nicked-up chair and sobbed.

      Rory’s first priority was not her, but his beloved Ireland. He cared for her, but now she understood that marriage to an earl’s daughter allowed him a certain respectability with the local magistrates. Because of his titled English wife, they would assume he accepted the British monarchy and its stipulations. But if her husband had to choose, the rights of his fellow Irishmen would come first. After all her careful plans and promises to herself, she’d married a man just like her father.
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        Late June 1820

        Dublin, Ireland

      

      

      
      Helen sat up in bed. The furious pounding began again. Her hand slid across the cold sheet next to her. Rory hadn’t come home. Maeve began to cry, and she scooped up the three-year-old in her arms. The loud tattoo continued as she tried to get one arm into her robe, switched Maeve to her other side, and finished pushing her other fist through the scratchy wool sleeve.

      “I’m coming,” she called in a shaky voice, patting her daughter’s back in an attempt to calm her. Her chest tightened with each step. Something was wrong. She felt it in her bones.

      Pulling open the door, she found Joseph’s wife with her fist in the air, ready to knock once again. Her brown eyes were wide with worry, her hat tilting precariously on her mop of umber waves. “Helen, ye must get packed. There has been a terrible… accident, and ye must be away or—”

      “Where’s Rory?” Her heart pounded at her friend’s hesitation. “Where’s my husband?” she screamed, now in a full panic. Maeve began to cry again.

      “Shush, now. He’s dead. Ye must listen to me!” Maire grabbed Helen’s shoulders and shook her lightly. “There was an argument in the pub. A pack of Loyalists heckling the Nationalists. Rory tried to break up a fight, then took it outside. When The Force arrived to restore order, yer husband accidentally shot one of the Peelers. Another Peeler shot Rory in the back when he tried to flee the scene.”

      The Peace Preservation Force—begun by Sir Robert Peel, the previous Chief Secretary for Ireland—consisted of officers and a magistrate who acted as a traveling militia to deal with and trouble. The Peelers, as they became known, were dispatched to squash any rioting or unrest. Murdering a Peeler was a serious offense and could be interpreted as treason. Especially by a well-known Nationalist, such as her husband.

      Dead? She bounced Maeve, soothing the child’s cries and following Maire to the bedroom. Her only friend reached under the bed, pulled out a traveling bag and a small trunk, and set it on the rumpled sheets.

      “Give me Maeve and pack what ye’ll be needin’ for a few weeks, including yer tickets for England. I’ll explain in the hack.” Maire reached for the whimpering girl. “I’ll gather some food for my little darlin’.”

      Twenty minutes later, Helen sat in a filthy, rented hack, trying not to take a deep breath. The stale smell of vomit permeated the air, and her eyes stung from unshed tears. She had to be strong for her daughter.

      “Explain to me why I must leave. I’m now a”—her voice caught as she struggled to maintain her composure in front of Maeve—“widow with a child and no money. I’m not even involved with his doings.”

      “Rory was known as one of the leaders of the Nationalists in Dublin. The authorities don’t know he’s dead yet. Joseph managed to get him away from the fray, but it was too late. He died within an hour of escape.” Maire squeezed Helen’s hand. “My Joey says they’ll come after ye. They’ll want to make an example of Rory, dead or alive.”

      “What could they possibly do to me?” Her head was spinning. A dead husband, a crying babe, and midnight conspiracies. What had her life become?

      “Put ye in goal for interrogation. Ye have no family here to protect ye. Maeve will be taken from ye.” Again, Maire squeezed her hand. “I know ye were plannin’ to go home for yer brother’s wedding. We’ll exchange the tickets ye bought for a ship in Cork. There may be eyes at the Dublin port.”

      Everything was happening so quickly. If it weren’t for the jarring hackney ride, Helen would think it was all a bad dream. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d known it would come to this someday. Her passionate husband would have never settled for growing old peacefully.

      What had been her last words to him? Had they been loving or dismissing? Both seemed to come out of her mouth in equal amounts lately. Tears burned the back of her eyes once more. She leaned her head against the cracked leather of the cab and swallowed back her fear. Maeve was her main concern. Her precious, blue-eyed girl with the midnight curls of her father. Helen’s own father had died a year after her elopement. Another man Maeve would never know.

      She hugged the plump body now softly snoring against her chest. At least Helen had a father during her childhood. Who would step into that role for Maeve? Her brother, Gideon? The burning in her eyes began again. NO! There was no time for grief now. Later. She’d think about this tomorrow.

      “What is our destination now?” she asked Maire.

      With a relieved sigh, her friend began, “First, we’ll stop at a coach inn just outside of town. I’ve a bit of coin for anything ye need before boarding. I assume yer brother will care for ye once ye reach the English shore.”

      “I must send a letter to Lord Stanfeld,” she said, wondering what Gideon would think when she came without Rory. She smoothed her skirt with a shaky hand. “He thinks our family is arriving at Holyhead and going straight to Scotland for the wedding. I need to relay my new port of arrival and request an escort of some kind.”

      Maire nodded. “Aye, now ye’re thinkin’. That’s my girl. Ye can post yer letter from the inn.” She pulled a sugar cube from her pocket and handed it to Maeve to suck on. The girl made a happy mewling sound and began gnawing on the sweet. “I’ll stay with ye until Cork and make sure ye board with
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