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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            FIRST IMPRESSIONS ON A MONDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      April 23, 1810

      Michael Cunningham, the second son of a viscount, was minding his own business as he strode toward The Ship. He intended to take a room at Shipley’s only inn, the establishment promising a clean room and hot meals for the few days he would be in the Horsham District of Sussex.

      Although his family’s small estate, Cunningham Park, was just south of Horsham, he thought the daily trip to Shipley would take too much time away from his opportunity to meet with Harold Waterford. Sir Richard Waggoner had taken a risk in arranging for him to meet with the businessman, and Michael didn’t want to disappoint either of the gentlemen by not being available on an hour’s notice.

      So it was a surprise and a bit of an annoyance when his attention was suddenly diverted. A young lady’s scream, followed by a drawn out cry of “No!” stopped him in his tracks.

      Michael glanced around, realizing almost at once that the sound had come from behind the inn. Hurrying around the whitewashed stucco building, he spied the source of the scream. A young woman, her back pressed against the inn’s carriage house, was pinned in place by a taller young man, his bent arm pressed across her throat. Dressed in trousers and a wool shirt, he looked like he belonged at the edge of the flock of sheep that were grazing just east of town. But this wolf had his lamb at a distinct disadvantage, and Michael was quick to act on the lamb’s behalf.

      “Now, see here,” he shouted, reaching out to grab the attacker’s shoulder. He instead ended up with a handful of shirt, lifting it so the man was suddenly off his feet and facing him.

      “Wh ..?”

      Before the predator had completely turned to see who it was that had him pulled away from his prey, Michael’s skills as a pugilist took over. His right fist struck the man’s jaw, and then Michael let go of the shirt. Dazed from the blow, the young man stumbled backwards and landed on his bum, his nose dripping blood while one hand reached up to his cheek.

      “The young lady said, ‘no’!” Michael yelled, uncurling his fist and stretching his fingers to determine that, thank the gods, none were broken. He needed that hand to take notes whilst in his meetings these next few days. “You go near her again, and I’ll see to it every bone in your body is broken,” he vowed.

      His eyes wide as saucers, the young man nodded. “Yes, sir,” he mumbled, his hand still rubbing his cheek.

      Michael’s attention turned to the young lady whose back was still against the wall, her arms stretched straight and one palm pressed flat against the stucco while the other was curled into a fist around the strings of a  reticule. Although her bodice was a bit askew, and her face had a look of astonishment, she seemed in one piece.

      At least she hadn’t had a fit of the vapours and fainted on him.

      “Are you ... hurt?” he asked, careful to keep the tone of his voice as neutral as possible. He didn’t want the girl as frightened of him as she was of the man who was scampering backwards like a crab toward his escape.

      

      For the first time in several seconds, Olivia Waterford let out the breath she’d been holding. She was sure Eli Blaylock was about to kiss her. Perhaps about to have his way with her, although she still wasn’t quite sure what that would have entailed. Ruination, certainly!

      Her green eyes, still quite wide, took in her rescuer. Tall— at least six feet, she surmised—dark-haired and broad of shoulder, he had a rectangular face defined by a rather square jaw and straight eyebrows. Under those brows were blue eyes, eyes that had seemed full of mischief when he confronted her attacker but were now regarding her with a great deal of concern.

      His broad nose was a bit crooked, but not so much that it looked out of place. And his lips made it rather difficult for her to remember what it was that had just come out of them only a moment ago. Kissable lips, she thought, just as she remembered how they were described in a novel she had finished reading only the week before.

      Olivia blinked in an attempt to remember what it was he had asked.

      

      “My lady, are you unhurt?” Michael asked then, moving closer so he might determine if she really was about to faint.

      Don’t faint, whatever you do, don’t faint.

      He glanced down to her hands, noticed how one was flat against the carriage house wall while the other held onto a reticule and what looked like a terribly wrinkled hanky. One knuckle on her fourth finger was red; he reached out and carefully pried her hand away from the wall, lifting the finger so he could examine it.

      The knuckle was bleeding from a deep scratch. He wondered if she had attempted to defend herself or had merely scraped it on the stucco. “You’re bleeding,” he murmured, before placing his lips over her finger. Sucking on the wound for a moment, an action that seemed to bring the young lady back to awareness, Michael tasted the iron tang of blood before he pulled away to examine the wound again.

      He noticed how long and slender her fingers were, how pale and beautiful her hand was, despite there being no gloves in sight. Her fingernails were perfect ovals, trimmed short but not bitten off.

      He imagined a ring at the base of that finger. A sapphire would look most becoming, he thought, with a diamond or two on either side. And then he chided himself. Why am I thinking about jewelry? he wondered, the thought nearly bringing a grimace to his face.

      Once he determined that the injured knuckle had stopped bleeding, he dared a glance at his patient’s face. She was younger than he’d first thought, but quite pretty, with mahogany hair caught up in a bun at the back of her head. Her smoky green eyes were tilted up at the outer corners, giving her a slightly exotic look despite her youthful cheeks and pert nose. But those lips—reddened a bit from her attacker’s attempt at a kiss—were full and sensual.

      Kissable lips, he thought, and was about to find out for himself when he remembered he had just rescued her from such an assault. He took a step back.

      

      Staring at her rescuer, Olivia forced her mouth closed. She dared a glance beyond the man. At least the yard was still abandoned; no one had witnessed Eli’s attempt on her virtue nor this man’s unusual ministrations with regard to her finger.

      She turned her attention to where his lips had just been and arched an eyebrow. Her knuckle, where it had intersected one of Eli’s teeth when she attempted the same move this man had accomplished with a good deal more ease, was no longer bleeding.

      A shiver passed through her as she relived the sensation of his lips against her skin, of how his warm hand had held hers with so much care. Was the man a doctor? she wondered. Well, whoever he was, he was giving her that look again, as if he expected her to say something.

      “It appears I am now,” Olivia answered finally, her eyes lifting to meet his. “And to whom shall I address my gratitude?” she asked.

      Michael let out the breath he had been holding for that moment. “Forgive me.” He removed his hat and bowed. “Michael Cunningham, at your service,” he said formally.

      Giving him a smile, Olivia pushed herself away from the carriage house wall and curtsied. So this is Mr. Cunningham! Her father had made mention they would be hosting the man for a few days—something having to do with a business venture he was considering.

      Mr. Cunningham was certainly younger than she expected, given her father’s typical business associates. “Miss Olivia,” she replied finally, deciding to withhold her family name. She wanted to see if he appeared surprised when he finally learned she was the Harold Waterford’s daughter. She reached out with her hand to shake his.

      The man intercepted her hand with his own gloved hand and raised it to his lips. He kissed the back of her knuckles before she quite realized what was happening and had to still the sound of a gasp when the renewed dart of pleasure shot up her arm.

      Either he was a gentleman or a bounder. She wasn’t sure which just yet.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said with a nod as he let go of her hand.

      Olivia found that her hand suddenly felt leaden without his support. “And yours. Thank you, truly, for what you did.” She looked toward where Eli had crawled off, disappointed that the boy had escaped.

      In fairness to the would-be rake, Eli had been dared by his friends to kiss her. His first attempt the week before had ended when she’d managed to get a knee shoved up into his groin before he could get her against any wall.

      His second attempt had been interrupted by his mother’s shouts—the woman had no doubt been a Welsh milkmaid in her younger years.

      This attempt, though, had been carefully calculated and timed for when she exited the mercantile with a package in one arm and her reticule and gloves in the other. She’d been unable to use her fists until she dropped her parcel, and by then, Eli had her in the inn’s yard and halfway to the wall.

      “You’re welcome, of course,” Michael replied before tearing his eyes away from Olivia. He glanced about the yard, rather surprised that no one else had joined them to determine the fate of the young lady. Certainly someone else had heard her cries.

      “Mr. MacFadyen is at the mercantile. To pick up his weekly order,” Olivia said, realizing her rescuer was probably wondering why no one had come out of the inn at the sound of her scream.

      The comment reminded her about her package. She glanced about, trying to remember just where she had dropped her book. Somehow her reticule and gloves were still clutched in her uninjured hand. My poor gloves, she thought as she realized how tightly she’d been holding them.

      Furrowing his brows, Michael regarded the young lady for a moment. “I take it Mr. MacFadyen is the ... proprietor?” he half-asked, trying to remember the name of the family that was supposed to be in residence.

      Olivia shrugged as she regarded her gloves. “He runs the pub portion of the inn on behalf of the owners,” she explained, as she moved away from the carriage house wall and walked toward the front of the inn. “Which is why Eli chose this particular place to try to ... kiss me,” she explained, affording Michael a sideways nod. She spotted her bonnet and hurried towards it, surprised when Michael beat her to it and had it in hand before she could even reach the spot in the small lawn where it had landed. “Thank you,” she added as she regarded the hopelessly crushed hat.

      “Allow me,” Michael countered, using the fist from one hand and fingers of his other to pop the straw back into shape. He regarded the bonnet inside and out before holding it out for her inspection. “It’s not perfect, but ...”

      “It’ll do!” Olivia interrupted, amazed that the man was able to restore the bonnet to a wearable state. She allowed him to place the bonnet on her head, adjust it, and tie the ribbons while she pulled her wrinkled gloves onto her hands. “Thank you again, Mr. Cunningham,” she added, resisting the urge to add that he would make a good lady’s maid. No need to embarrass the man. Especially since her mother was expecting him for dinner that evening.

      “You’re most welcome, Miss Olivia,” he replied. Michael noted her increasing consternation. “Is there something ... else ... missing?” he asked finally.

      Olivia sighed. “My book,” she answered impatiently. “I dropped it when I tried to punch Eli.”

      

      His eyebrows nearly rising into his hairline, Michael had to resist the urge to laugh. So, she had tried to defend herself. He held out his arm, intending for her to take it so he could escort her off the inn’s lawn and onto the lane that led back toward the mercantile. He couldn’t help but notice her hesitancy, but she placed a gloved hand on his arm.

      “A fan of Minerva Press, are you?” he teased. He wondered if she would blush at his words, wondered if her complexion would turn a glorious pink whenever she was the least bit embarrassed.

      He was not disappointed.

      Despite her bonnet, he could see the flush of pink bloom on her cheeks. “I rather prefer more ... serious material,” she replied quickly, her head dipping a bit. “As to Minerva Press novels, my sister has been known to bring some of those books home on occasion,” she added, a dimple appearing in one cheek.

      “Is she ... older?” he asked, hearing a hint of derision in Olivia’s comment. He wondered if Olivia found Minerva Press novels really so objectionable or if there was some sibling rivalry involved.

      “A couple of years,” Olivia answered carefully, before adding, “and quite out of place here in Sussex. I imagine she’ll be headed to London before she’s reached her majority. Although she has had some local boys come to court her, she is quite sure she wants a match to a more sophisticated gentleman.”

      Michael nodded his understanding. “And, no doubt, a man with a bit of blunt,” he commented, wanting Olivia to think he didn’t have much, which, come to think of it, was one of the reasons he had come to Shipley to pursue a business venture with Harold Waterford. Another had to do with how that business venture might become a boon for the local economy. “Is it large?” Michael asked suddenly. “The book, I mean,” he added and then wondered why he had made the clarification.

      Olivia shrugged as she scanned the area. “Somewhat. Rather thick, really, and wrapped in brown paper.”

      Even before she’d completed her description, Michael noticed the parcel on the edge of the dirt road. Some of the paper wrapping had torn away, and the book’s cover was a bit scuffed, but the spine seemed intact.

      He reached down to retrieve it at the same time as Olivia, so her bonnet nearly collided with his head.

      “Oh,” she managed to get out when she lost her balance and fell against his body as he stood.

      His fast reflexes had her captured in one arm as he held onto the book with his other. Olivia’s body was suddenly pressed against the front of his, her upturned face within inches of his own. A most becoming pink blush suddenly colored her face, and it took every bit of Michael’s restraint not to kiss her right then and there.

      What is wrong with me? he wondered suddenly. She cannot be more than ... sixteen or seventeen years of age! “Pardon, milady,” he murmured before he removed his arm from her waist.

      

      Olivia continued to stare up at him, wondering if the man might want to kiss her. I certainly would not object, she decided. He looked as if he might, as if he was deciding whether or not he should; he had angled his face as he lowered his lips to hers. But then his arm suddenly fell away from her waist and he straightened.

      Olivia had never before felt such disappointment.

      “Oh, I am such a dubber,” she whispered hoarsely. “It is I who should beg your pardon.”

      

      Michael regarded her with mischievous eyes before he shook his head and turned his attention to the book. The Flora of England. The title was so unexpected, he had to use his gloved hand to uncover the book completely to ensure he had read it correctly. An eyebrow furrowed as he turned his attention back to ... what had she said her name was? Olivia.

      Noting his surprise at her choice of reading material, Olivia swallowed. “I like to read. I thought it would be ...  interesting,” she said with a slight shrug, her face coloring up again.

      “You are educated, then?” Michael half-questioned, a quizzical expression on his face. He didn’t try to hide his surprise. Girls raised in the country were rarely taught anything beyond simple reading and mathematics.

      Swallowing hard, as if she regretted leaving him with the impression she was educated, Olivia nodded. “It is my father’s intention that I should be,” she replied then, worried the man would think her a bluestocking. She glanced around, realizing she needed to be on her way home.

      “Indeed?” Michael replied, wondering who her father might be. “And your ... siblings?”  He began walking, noting the direction in which she was going matched where he’d left his gig and horse.

      Olivia shrugged. “All of us, really, but my sister is not as inclined to it as I am. Eloisa would rather shop for ribbons and frippery and look at fashion plates,” she explained with a shrug. “My father is of the mind that men have no right to complain about chit-chat if they have not properly educated their daughters so they might speak on topics other than gossip and Paris fashions.”

      Michael considered the comment for a moment. It was true that too many young women were uneducated, and those fathers who could afford to send their girls to finishing schools or hire a governess only wanted to see them learn French, elocution, and how to play piano-forté or do needlework.

      “Is your intention to ... to employ your education somehow?” he asked then, suppressing the urge to remove her bonnet and pull the pins from her hair. There was a passing thought of how she might look in a thin night rail with her mahogany hair down past her shoulders and her rose-tipped breasts showing through the translucent fabric. He tried to erase the image as soon as it formed, his cock suddenly hardening at the carnal thought.

      Olivia shrugged again. “If I am not married by the time I am one-and-twenty, then I shall become a governess.”

      Of all the professions a woman could claim in England, and there weren’t many, governess was not the one Michael expected this young lady to mention. “A governess?” he repeated, not bothering to hide his surprise. Despite her apparent reading habit, the girl did not seem the least bit a bluestocking, nor did he imagine she would still be unmarried by the time she was of legal age.

      There were obviously men of his age in Shipley who looked upon her with favor—besides the one who had accosted her—and who would no doubt line up at her father’s door when it was time for her coming out. And they’ll probably be lined up behind me, he reasoned, a bit startled by the thought. “You are quite serious?” he asked then, his brows furrowed.

      Olivia paused in mid-step, as if she was surprised a man would question her choice of profession. “Is there something wrong with wanting to provide for myself?” she asked, her posture reinforcing her defensiveness.

      Michael took a breath to answer and then let it out without saying anything, his head shaking just a bit.

      “I do not wish to be a burden to my family,” she added. At his sudden snort and the grin that changed his serious expression to one of delight, Olivia allowed a tentative smile.

      “I assure you, Miss Olivia, you will never be a burden to your family,” Michael said with a shake of his head.

      Olivia regarded her rescuer with a small smile. “I really must be on my way now, Mr. Cunningham,” she said as she curtsied. She reached out, intending to take her book from Michael.

      “May I offer you a ride, Miss Olivia?” he offered, pointing in the direction of his conveyance. Olivia’s gaze followed his line of sight, and her eyes widened when she witnessed a rather large Cleveland Bay pulling a gig in their direction, even though there was no one at the reins.

      Shaking her head in amusement when the horse came to a halt just as it reached them, she glanced over at Michael and allowed a smile. “Well, seeing as how my father is expecting you, and my mother is planning to host you for dinner and has seen to it a bedchamber has been made ready for you, I suppose I could offer my services as a guide to our home,” she finally answered, wondering if Michael would show his surprise at her identity. She was not disappointed to find him regarding her with a look of astonishment.

      “You are Olivia Waterford?”

      “At your service,” Olivia replied, giving him another curtsy. With that, she turned and climbed into the gig, rather satisfied that she was the first in her family to meet Michael Cunningham. It wasn’t often her father invited someone other than Sir Richard to their home, and neither he nor the others were as young and handsome as this man.

      Michael walked to her side of the gig and held out the book so she could take it. “You might have given me your entire name when you introduced yourself earlier,” he murmured, as if he was scolding her.

      From his manner, Olivia realized he found the situation amusing. “Except that I am not in the habit of introducing myself to strangers,” she countered as Michael climbed up and took the reins.

      “Even if they have saved you from a rake?” Michael teased.

      “Even then,” Olivia murmured. The horse was suddenly moving, covering the half-mile to Waterford Hall in a few minutes.

      Although the Waterford estate home wasn’t particularly large, it was on par with the other country manor houses dotting the Sussex countryside, its Portland stone exterior half-covered in ivy. A large garden extended from the back of the house and along one side, while an expanse of parkland made the front of the estate look as if an aristocratic family lived there during their summers away from London. Given its half-mile distance from Shipley, the nearest village, Waterford Hall had the advantage of seeming as if it was in the middle of nowhere and yet many amenities were either a ten-minute walk south or an hour’s ride north.

      Although Michael had grown up nearby, he’d never been to Waterford Hall. He admired the stately manor house from where he halted the horse in the semi-circular drive in front, trying to ignore the sudden nervousness he felt at the prospect of meeting Harold Waterford.

      Jumping down from the gig, he hurried to the other side and assisted Olivia. “Have you lived here your entire life?” he asked, stealing another glance at the house before he offered her his arm.

      Olivia noticed his nervousness. Of course, he would be anxious about meeting her father. “Yes. And my father doesn’t bite,” she remarked casually. “Barks a good deal,” she admitted with a rueful smile. “But if you’ve come prepared and present your proposal in a straightforward manner, he will help you with your venture,” she stated with a nod. “And all the others, should you decide to continue working with him. Shipley needs the jobs.”

      Michael paused to regard Olivia as she gave her opinion, surprised by her candor and by her comments. Without thinking, he leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “Thank you, Miss Olivia,” he murmured. “Truly.”

      As he expected, Olivia blushed as she bestowed him a glorious smile.

      

      Later that night

      Wearing a long nightshirt and a cap on his balding head, Harold Waterford moved to the bed he shared with his wife. Louisa was similarly dressed in a voluminous white cotton nightrail with a mobcap covering her graying curls.

      “So?” she said expectantly, her hands clasped together over the top of the counterpane as she leaned against a pile of pillows.

      Harold paused before pulling down the bed linens on his side of the mattress. “So?” he repeated, feigning ignorance over his wife’s desire to know what had happened during his meeting with the handsome, young man who was now ensconced in the guest bedchamber at the end of the hall.

      “Harold!” Louisa scolded. “I have been quite patient these past few hours. Do not keep me in suspense!” she pleaded in a loud whisper. “Will he, do you suppose?” she asked, hoping beyond hope that her eldest daughter would soon be settled in an advantageous marriage.

      Her husband got into bed and pulled the linens up to his chest. “Mr. Cunningham is far too young to be thinking about leg shackles,” he stated evenly. “Unless Eloisa is willing to wait until she’s on the shelf, she should be considering other prospects for husbands,” he added in a tired voice. “Besides, I do think our eldest was behaving a bit ... fast this evening.”

      Biting her lower lip, Louisa regarded her husband for a moment. “She was a bit ... forward with the man,” she agreed sadly. “But he didn’t seem to mind,” she continued, her countenance returning to a happier state.

      Her husband gave her a quelling glance. “My sweeting, I was embarrassed for our guest. Eloisa’s flirting was too overt. Even Olivia seemed embarrassed, although I suppose she was more embarrassed for Mr. Cunningham than on behalf of her own sister.”

      Louisa sighed a rather long, mournful sigh. “I rather hoped Eloisa would be settled in the next year or so,” she murmured. “She won’t even consider any of the local boys—”

      “Can you blame her?” Harold shot back. “Can’t say I’d give any of them my permission, although I hear Angus has a brother nearing thirty—”

      “Don’t you dare!” Louisa exclaimed, unable to consider her eldest married to a pig farmer.

      A deep chuckle came from her husband. “I rather expect our Eloisa will be off to London to find a husband in a few years,” he said before closing his eyes.

      Louisa glanced over at her husband, knowing he spoke the truth. “And Olivia?” She sighed again. Earlier in the evening, her younger daughter confided that Eli Blaylock had once again attempted a kiss in The Ship’s yard, but she insisted he wouldn’t be trying it again. Ever. Louisa wondered what her daughter had done to the boy to be so sure, but she hadn’t had the chance to ask.

      His eyes still closed, a smile split Harold’s face. “She’ll be the one marrying Mr. Cunningham,” he whispered, almost as if he didn’t intend to share the information with anyone. “But you’d be wise to keep that to yourself, Louisa,” he murmured, one eye opening to reinforce his suggestion. “I don’t think either one of them has figured it out just yet.”

      Louisa allowed a rather large smile of her own. She rarely saw her husband smile, and the thought of at least one of her daughters married to the son of a viscount made her positively euphoric.

      “Patience, dear heart,” Harold whispered. “It may be four or five years before he’ll be ready for a wife. I like this boy. He’s determined to make his own way in life. He is convinced his older brother is bankrupting the Cunningham coffers, so he wants to build his own fortune and those of Shipley while he’s at it. And that will take a few years.”

      He heard Louisa’s gasp, knowing she would be rather happy to have a daughter married to a man of the ton, but not if it meant the girl would be living in debt for the rest of her life.

      “Do you think he can? Build his own fortune? And Shipley’s too, I mean?” she asked hopefully.

      Harold rolled over and wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist. “I shall do everything in my power to ensure that he does,” he murmured as he reached up and began undoing all the buttons down the front of his wife’s night rail. “He’s got some excellent ideas, and he’s done his research.”

      Once the last button was undone, he spread open the night rail and added, “Probably make us both rich.” With that, he planted his face against one of her breasts.

      “Oh, Harold!” she whispered happily, pushing herself down from the pillows. “I so love it when you’re naughty.”
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            A PICNIC ON A TUESDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      April 24, 1810

      Anna closed her eyes as the sun peeked out from behind an afternoon cloud. Her left hand, firmly grasped by her best friend’s hand, was lifted from where it lay in the grass. She smiled as she felt Edward’s lips touch the back of her knuckles, his fingers gently kneading her palm and wrist. When she was sure the sun had ducked behind the cloud again, she barely opened her eyes. Edward stared down at her, his face a study of joy and his blond hair haloed by the rays of the sun.

      “You are so beautiful,” he breathed before lowering his lips to hers. The kiss, a mere teasing touch of his lips to hers, might have ended there, but Anna lifted her other hand to the side of his face. The ends of her fingers gently pulled his head down again and she kissed him. She opened her mouth and allowed his tongue to touch her teeth and her tongue before she used hers to do the same to him.

      When Edward finally pulled away, he regarded his childhood friend and the love of his life for a very long time. “I am going to miss you terribly,” he whispered.

      Anna reached up and plucked a blade of grass from his hair. “Will I see you at Christmastime?” she whispered, bravely keeping tears from collecting in the corners of her eyes.

      “Before that, I’m sure,” Edward said assuringly. “I’ll just be back at Oxford.” He said this as if he would be doing research at a school on the other side of town rather than eighty miles away.

      Swallowing hard, Anna nodded, her head still resting in the lawn behind the Earl of Eversham’s country estate. The remains of their luncheon picnic were scattered over a blanket spread out beneath a live oak tree. “Father may move us to London before then,” she whispered. “Do you suppose it would be acceptable for me to write to you?”

      Edward frowned. “London?” he repeated. He lifted himself onto an elbow. “What are you saying?”

      Anna seemed to shrug as she continued to lie stretched out on the manicured lawn. She had a passing thought as to how difficult it would be to get the grass stains out of her morning gown, but quickly replaced it with the consideration of how much she would miss the boy who had become a man whilst at Eton and Oxford.

      Edward had been in school for several years, but he returned to Somerset so frequently, she barely missed him. But Oxford for research on antiquities? She rather doubted Edward would return as frequently. And it was more likely he would be tempted by the larger city’s offerings, both in scholarly pursuits as well as other entertainments, and simply remain there during academic breaks.

      The young men of Bath didn’t always return after leaving for school. They were more likely to take positions as clerks or join the militia or a ship’s crew. Edward was unlikely to undertake any of those occupations given his status as the second son of an earl; moving to London was more likely.

      “There is a marquess in Mayfair who fancies Father’s tailoring,” Anna finally replied. “He has promised Father a higher commission than he can ever hope to make if he stays here. Oh, and a character if he makes himself more ‘readily available’ to the man,” she quoted with a roll of her eyes.

      Edward sat up, bending one knee and wrapping an arm around it. Despite his height—he was just over six feet tall—he still managed to look elegant in the pose. “I shall just have to take my vacations from school in London then,” he said with a mischievous grin. “Not as far from Oxford, either,” he added with a wink. He regarded her for a moment more. “Fancy your father being noticed by an aristocrat, though. He should be proud.”

      Anna covered her eyes with an arm to block out the sun. “He’s a tailor, Edward,” she stated sadly. “And even if every one of his clients is a member of the ton, he’ll always be the lowest class citizen in this country.”

      Her best friend frowned again, surprised at Anna’s assessment. It was true tailors weren’t well regarded, but a good tailor was a necessity for any man who wanted to stand out among gentlemen, especially those who lived in London. “Still, to have a marquess notice his work and request that he move is an honor, I should think.”

      Retrieving her bonnet from the grass, Anna sat up and pulled it onto the back of her head. She thought of putting her hair back into a bun, but she would have to find the hairpins Edward had pulled out of her carefully constructed bun, a rather difficult task given he had tossed them off so they were hidden somewhere in the grass.

      “Perhaps someone will notice my sewing skills and request I work in their modiste,” she said hopefully. At some point she would have to find employment. She was already one-and-twenty and still living at home. How much longer would she be welcome to do so? Perhaps the move to London would provide more opportunities.

      Edward took her hand again, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I won’t have you working, my love,” he stated, apparently surprised by her comment. “I intend to marry you ... just as soon as my older brother is married and an heir is born.”

      Anna arched an eyebrow and regarded Edward. She’d heard his claim before. At one time, she believed she would one day be the wife of Edward Seward, the second son of the Earl of Eversham. But as she grew older and learned more about the ways of the world—the ways of the aristocracy—the more she realized that Edward’s fanciful claims were just that. She was sure Edward’s parents would forbid such a match for the very reason that she was a daughter of a tailor. They would no doubt require Edward to marry an aristocrat’s daughter. At least a baron’s daughter. Anna could claim no ties to any wellborn family, let alone a family of the ton.

      “If my father does move us to London, then I shall have to seek employment, Edward,” she said quietly. “I will have to make my own way at some point.”

      Shaking his head, Edward gave her a look of impatience. “If and when you’re no longer welcome to live with your parents, I shall arrange a small house or apartment for you,” he insisted.

      Anna’s eyes widened. “You expect me to be your mistress?” she asked in alarm, stunned by his offer. No man arranged for a woman’s housing unless he expected to pay calls on her— and not for the purpose of having tea and biscuits.

      “No,” Edward replied too quickly. “I  ... Well, I suppose one would assume that, but ...” He allowed the sentence to trail off. Of course, he wanted Anna as his mistress. Especially if he couldn’t have her as his wife right away. “I love you, Anna. I want you in my life. For the rest of my life,” he vowed as he brought her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it.

      Sighing, Anna nodded. “And I love you, Edward,” she whispered. “But I will not hold you to your claim.”

      A grimace formed on Edward’s face, making his long features a bit comical. “You think I will not honor my vow?” he asked, obviously offended by her comment.

      Anna shook her head. “I know you would if you could. But this isn’t just us we’re talking about. Your parents have expectations. You’re an earl’s son. You cannot expect to be allowed to marry a tailor’s daughter!” Tears suddenly streamed from her eyes, surprising her and startling Edward.

      “Anna,” he whispered as he gathered her into his arms, rocking her as he held her against his chest. Somewhere deep down, he knew that what she said was true—to a point.

      Once his brother had an heir and the earldom’s succession was secure, Edward would be free to marry whomever he pleased. But until then, he had a responsibility to his father—to the earldom—to make it appear as if he was biding his time in finding a suitable daughter of the ton to marry.

      We have time, he reasoned. All the time in the world.
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            MOMMA’S BOY ON A WEDNESDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      April 25, 1810

      After two days of business meetings with Harold Waterford, Michael Cunningham paused just outside the front door of Waterford Park and took a deep breath. He recalled the comment Sir Richard had made before Michael traveled to Horsham. “Waterford will have a counter for every point you make. Be prepared with your own counter to his, and you’ll do fine.”

      Obviously, Sir Richard had been through the same kinds of meetings with the venerable Harold A. Waterford as Michael had just endured. The two had met four times in those two days, their meetings ending only when Louisa insisted they join the family for a meal at the dining table.

      Even the time the two men spent enjoying port and cheroots after supper was productive. Michael offered his ideas and Harold played devil’s advocate until the older man was satisfied that Michael had considered all the possible pitfalls of their venture.

      If additional financing was ever required during the next two years, Michael had a verbal assurance from his banker, Arthur Huntington III, that monies would be made available. Michael had sparred with the older man at Gentleman Jackson’s salon only the week before, using the bare-knuckle mill as a means of bouncing his ideas—as well as his fists—off his friend.

      He would have preferred to have the conversation over drinks at White’s, but Arthur rarely attended the men’s club. Besotted with his wife of ten years, the banker preferred to spend his evenings in her company. “If you ever marry a woman you love Cunningham, you’ll understand,” Arthur said as they left the boxing salon.

      As Michael said his farewells to the Waterford family, he gave Olivia a nod and a wink, causing a blush to appear on  the younger daughter’s face. “If that Blaylock boy—”

      “He won’t,” Olivia interrupted with a shake of her head. “You provided a rather convincing deterrent, I should think,” she added with a  surreptitious smile.

      Michael nearly colored up when he noticed Olivia’s expression, but he was forced to turn his attention to Olivia’s older sister when Eloisa suddenly appeared from inside and bounced down the stairs. “Do have a good trip, Mr. Cunningham,” she said with half a curtsy. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow evening.”

      Nodding, Michael gave a leg and lifted his beaver to his head. “Thank you, Miss Waterford,” he replied, not realizing the older girl expected him to take her hand.

      Olivia elbowed her sister, controlling the urge she had to roll her eyes at that moment. “As would I, if I were allowed to attend,” Olivia said wryly, her hands held behind her back.

      Michael failed at suppressing a grin at the tone of Olivia’s comment. What the hell? She was too young for him. And he wasn’t in the market for a wife. Not for a long time. Maybe not ever if this venture didn’t prove profitable for Harold Waterford. After all, the only way he would make money was if Waterford made it first. They were using the older man’s capital for the initial investment; Michael had little to offer other than his ideas and a thoroughly researched business plan.

      As he made his way back to Cunningham Park, Michael wondered at Olivia’s intention with her comment and conspiratorial smile. Eloisa’s had been pure flirtation. She had done nothing but flirt with him whenever they were in the same room, even with her parents present! But Olivia didn’t seem the type to flirt, and until those smiles, he didn’t think her capable. She was level-headed and well-read, her conversation during dinner about practical matters, while Eloisa’s tended toward gossip and fashion and questions about London’s entertainments.

      His thoughts about the Waterford girls were soon replaced with business-related matters. He intended to spend the next few weeks working on the business venture he had convinced Harold Waterford to underwrite. They already had the land and a nearby pond, thanks to the Cunningham viscountcy. An experienced foreman had agreed to oversee the operation should Michael succeed in securing the financing. Given Sir Richard’s additional backing, and the clout the man brought to any of his ventures, their iron smelting business could be in operation in just a few months.

      Michael reached Cunningham Park later that afternoon to discover his mother, Lady Violet Cunningham, in residence. She had been on the Continent for at least six weeks and had just returned the day before with trunks full of new gowns and slippers and all manner of frippery. But her homecoming had not gone well.

      Her husband, Mark Cunningham, a viscount, had gone off to London without a word as to when he would return to the Horsham District. And the butler informed her Michael was off to Shipley on a business venture. She had half a mind to head to Bath to visit her best friend. At least Temperance Seward, Countess of Eversham, would be in residence and happy to offer her accommodations until it was time to go to London for the Season.

      “There you are!” Violet called from her salon on the second floor when she spotted Michael on the way to his bedchamber. “It’s been an age since I’ve seen you, darling. Do let me have a look,” she said as she stepped back from having given her younger son a peck on the cheek.

      Michael obliged his mother after returning her kiss. “You’ve been gone a bit longer than usual,” he accused. “Father was ready to send a Bow Street Runner to look for you.” Violet Cunningham’s visits to the Continent rarely lasted longer than a few weeks, so her absence after a month was a source of worry for her husband.

      A look of surprise crossed Violet’s face but was quickly masked. “I hardly know why. When I left he seemed quite at home with that ... that trollop,” she spat out before lifting her fan from where it hung on her wrist to beat it through the air in front of her.

      A bit stunned at her outburst, Michael set his valise on the threshold and followed his mother to where she usually held court with a bevy of visiting matrons. “What ... or rather, who are you talking about?” he asked, not aware that his father had any liaisons with prostitutes. Or had taken a mistress. And if he had, he certainly didn’t entertain them at Cunningham Park.

      Violet’s eyes shot daggers at him. “There’s no need for you to make excuses for your father,” she countered, continuing to wave the fan below her chin. Had she been twenty years younger, she would have looked like a nervous chit at her first ball. “I saw her. She arrived just as my coach was leaving for the coast,” she claimed. “She ran right into Cunningham’s open arms,” Violet added with a shake of her head. “You would think she could have waited until I was gone!”

      Michael rolled his eyes and took the seat across from the viscountess. “Mother, the woman you saw wasn’t Father’s mistress. He doesn’t have one, as far I know. The woman was Cousin Colette,” he said quietly, realizing just then that the young woman had arrived at a rather awkward time. “His first cousin, come to stay at Cunningham Park.

      Violet’s eyes widened.  “That was little Collette?”

      Michael nodded. “She is all grown up now, but  her fiancé threw her over for another,” he explained with a deep sigh. He shook his head at the thought that his mother had been harboring her distrust of her husband for the entire time she’d been away.

      The fan stopped moving and Violet stared at her son. “Truly?” she whispered, the hurt and dread she’d felt every day for over a month suddenly lifting. How could I have thought he’d taken a lover? she wondered then, thinking suddenly of Antony, the Italian count who had made it quite clear he was available for a liaison should she wish to have an affaire with him on her terms.

      He had even offered jewelry.

      But Violet had blushed like a girl still in the schoolroom and thanked him for his attentions, taking her leave of him before he could even kiss the back of her hand. She would never have the courage to take a lover, even if she discovered Mark’s visitor was his mistress. She had no intention of cuckolding the man she had loved for over twenty-five years.

      “Mother, all you would have had to do was simply ask Father,” Michael said quietly, noting how his mother had turned quite pale with his news.

      Violet, no longer near tears, finally looked up to regard him. “I don’t know if I would have believed him,” she replied with a shake of her head and a wan smile. “At least, not that day,” she added with a sigh. After another moment of shared silence, she sighed. “So, where is your father now?” she asked, taking in a breath and holding it, apparently to keep herself sitting up straight on the settee.

      Michael reminded his mother that Parliament was in session and that she shouldn’t expect Mark Cunningham to return anytime soon. “I can escort you to the house in Mayfair,” he offered, thinking she would quickly grow bored if she were to stay in Horsham. “I’m sure Father is in residence there. Or, you’re welcome to use the blue room in my townhouse for the Season if you don’t mind a lack of servants,” he added, thinking she would attend enough Society events that she would rarely be in his home.

      Given the lack of servants, she probably wouldn’t take him up on his offer.

      “But I must warn you that I will be quite occupied with a business venture and will be unable to escort you to many soirées,” he added, deciding just then that he would probably stay at Cunningham Park for the duration of this first venture, at least until it was up and operating under the foreman.

      The reminder of soirées had Violet’s eyes widening. “I’ll go to the house in Mayfair, of course,” she answered quickly. “But before I leave for London, do you suppose you could escort me to the Fitzsimmons’ ball in Crawley tomorrow evening?” she asked, her grief apparently forgotten as she remembered she had sent her response to the invitation the day before.

      Most of the invitations Violet found on the salver upon her return were for events that had already happened. The early Season ball in Crawley was intended for those in Sussex who hadn’t yet moved back to London, and the annual event was worth attending if only to see the new crop of young ladies making their debuts from the area.

      “We could spend the night at Iron Creek. I haven’t been there in an age,” she murmured, thinking of the twenty-room “cottage” that her husband would give to Michael when he reached his majority.

      “I suppose,” Michael said reluctantly, not because he objected to spending time at Iron Creek—the house was his favorite Cunningham property—but because he remembered that one particular girl would be in attendance at the Crawley ball.

      And the other would not.

      Just before he’d left Waterford Hall, Eloisa had made a point of mentioning that her come-out would be at this ball. Should I save a dance for you? she’d asked, her lashes batting as if she had something in one or both of her eyes.

      At the very moment Eloisa was addressing him, he was aware of Olivia, a hoop of needlework in her lap, rolling her eyes at her sister’s boldness. Eloisa was certainly an accomplished flirt, although Michael couldn’t begin to imagine on whom she practiced besides him.

      Perhaps Eloisa wasn’t really an accomplished flirt just yet.

      “I have to pay a couple of calls and finish some paperwork tomorrow, but I’ll do my best to be ready around seven,” he offered, knowing the ride to the Fitzsimmons’ estate in Crawley would take at least an hour.

      “I’ll be ready,” Violet promised before she excused herself and headed for the door. “And I’ll see to it we have a dinner this evening at seven,” she added before she disappeared.

      Michael watched his mother leave the salon, wondering if she had done something she now regretted because she believed his father to have a mistress. Had his father done something to make her believe he employed a mistress? Or was it just the unfortunate timing of Colette’s arrival that had her believing the worst in Mark Cunningham?

      Not wishing to dwell on the topic any longer, Michael moved to the escritoire, slid a sheet of his stationery into place, and took up a quill.

      Dear Mr. Evans, he wrote in an even script. It is my sincerest pleasure to formally offer you the position of foreman for the Shipley Iron Smelting Works ...
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            OH, THE JOYS OF CHAMPAGNE ON A THURSDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      April 26, 1810

      “We’ll be back by midnight,” Louisa was saying to Olivia just as Eloisa waltzed into the parlor, the skirts of her white ball gown billowing around her legs. A seamstress in Petworth had finished the muslin and tulle gown earlier that day, apologizing for her lateness when Eloisa arrived for her last fitting. Apparently, every eighteen-year-old girl in Sussex was planning to attend the ball in Crawley.

      And all those older than eighteen, as well.

      “Midnight?” Eloisa repeated in disbelief, her dancing coming to a complete stop. “Don’t you mean two o’clock. Or three?” she whined, thinking that to get home at midnight meant they would have to take their leave of the ball by eleven.

      “We’ll be home at one-thirty. Maybe later,” her father stated from where he stood in the threshold of the Waterford parlor. “I intend to enjoy the supper at midnight.”

      All three Waterford women turned their gazes onto Harold Waterford, their collective gasp rather loud in the suddenly quiet room. Their gasps weren’t in response to his declaration, which was a rather welcome one, but rather to the sight of him dressed in his formal evening clothes. The man might have been in his forties, but dressed in satin breeches, a matching topcoat and silver waistcoat with his silvered hair pulled back into a queue, Harold could have passed for an aristocrat at any ball in Park Lane.

      His wife straightened from where she stood next to Olivia. “You look rather dashing this evening,” she commented appraisingly.

      “And you look more lovely than usual, my sweeting,” he replied, openly admiring Louisa’s low-cut gown of scarlet tapestry. Although it wasn’t of the latest fashion, it suited her figure better than the Grecian gowns the younger ladies were wearing these days.

      Olivia could swear she saw her mother blush in response to her father’s comment and had to hide her grin behind a hand. When she caught her father’s suddenly stern expression, the grin disappeared completely.

      “Why aren’t you dressed, young lady?” he asked, his bushy eyebrows furrowing so they nearly joined together on his forehead. “We’re due to leave in a few minutes.”

      Her eyes widening in surprise, Olivia glanced from her father to her mother and then to Eloisa. “I ... I didn’t think I was ... invited,” she stammered, straightening in her chair.

      Harold rolled his eyes. “I’m not leaving you behind,” he countered. “I know what the Blaylock boy is up to, and I’ll not give him an opportunity to finally get what he wants.”

      Giving her mother a look of shock, Olivia took her leave of the parlor and quickly climbed the stairs to her bedchamber. Although she had a white gown, it wasn’t nearly as fancy as Eloisa’s. Her dance shoes were probably too small. And with only a few minutes, what would she do with her hair?

      With the help of Caroline, the abigail she shared with her sister, she managed to get the gown on and fastened while her mother’s lady’s maid, Fitzgerald, brushed her hair and twisted the mass of mahogany into a simple chignon.

      Olivia pulled a purple ribbon from her vanity drawer and was wrapping it around her midriff when she heard her father’s call from the bottom of the steps. Before she could respond, ear bobs were looped through the piercings in her ears, and a string of pearls was secured around her neck.

      Once she had replaced her slippers with a pair of dance shoes, she stood up and regarded her reflection in the cheval mirror.

      “There,” Fitzgerald said with a good deal of satisfaction. “Now, off with you before your father ...” Her mouth suddenly clamped shut at the sight of Harold Waterford standing in the open doorway.

      Olivia followed Fitzgerald’s line of sight to where her father stood. “I’m ready,” she said as she gave her father a curtsy.

      Harold cocked his head to one side as he took in the sight of his daughter in her simple gown. Perhaps taking Olivia was a mistake, he considered. She was only sixteen. Any young buck would overlook her virginal white gown, see her dark tresses, and assume she was ripe for the plucking.

      He would have to keep an eye on her the entire night.

      Or maybe he could trust Michael Cunningham to do that for him.

      “Yes, I suppose you are,” Harold said a bit sadly. After another moment, he turned and descended the stairs, Olivia following behind. “I’ll explain the rules in the coach,” he said as they joined her mother and Eloisa in the vestibule.

      “Rules?” Eloisa repeated as she stared at her sister’s gown, apparently satisfied when she realized it wasn’t nearly as nicely embellished as the one she wore. Unlike Olivia’s smooth hair style dressed with a simple ribbon, her own upswept hair was coiffed with several curls and adorned with tiny white flowers, and she wore an ornate pendant on a gold chain.

      “Yes, rules,” their father said again as he took his wife’s arm and led them to the coach-and-four. “No flirting. No more than two dances with the same boy.” He paused and turned to give Eloisa a direct stare. “No kissing in dark corners. Or behind a potted palm.”

      His oldest daughter gasped, one hand going to her chest. “I wouldn’t dare!” she countered as she stepped up into the coach and took a seat, stunned that her father would think she would. Of course, Mr. Cunningham could kiss her in any dark corner. Or behind a potted palm. Or out in the open, for that matter.

      “What are the other rules?” Olivia asked, thinking the first few were obvious. She would probably be spending most of her night sitting with the older ladies or standing in a line of other girls too young to enjoy the dancing. Although she knew a few of the girls from around Crawley, she couldn’t claim any of them as friends.

      She took her place next to Eloisa in the coach, sitting so her back was in the direction of travel. Her father would expect to take the position, but she thought it better her parents sit side-by-side for the trip. And sitting across from him meant she had an advantageous view should he decide to tease her mother with a wandering finger. Or his whole hand.

      Did other couples of their age indulge in such naughty behavior? Doing so in a dark carriage would mean no one else could see.

      If only they knew what she had seen!

      “You can each have one glass of champagne. Just one,” her father replied as he took his place and closed the carriage door. Before Eloisa could protest, he added, “Maybe two, if you behave.”

      Olivia could feel her sister’s smile in the dim light. Eloisa would probably drink far more than two glasses of champagne.

      “Sit up straight. You don’t want your gown wrinkling before you’ve even begun dancing,” her mother said from the other side of the carriage.

      Olivia turned to look at Eloisa, not sure which one of them her mother addressed.

      “My back is as straight as a rod, mum,” Eloisa answered, her gloved hands folded in her lap.

      Olivia straightened but dared not let go her grip on the bench seat for fear she would be sent sprawling into the small space between her and her father. The coach driver was quite adept at hitting every pothole.

      The thought of her fingers reminded her she wore no gloves. Her only pair was still in her abigail’s possession. The poor girl was quite mortified when she took the wrinkled fabric gloves from Olivia the day before. The day she’d been saved by Michael Cunningham.

      “Olivia, dear, do put on these, won’t you?” Louisa spoke as she held out a pair of white kid gloves in her youngest daughter’s direction.

      Surprised her mother would have an extra pair of short gloves, Olivia reached for them and slid one finger along their smooth surface. “But, aren’t you going to wear them?” she asked, looking up to find her mother regarding her with a smile. And sporting two gloved hands.

      “I keep an extra pair in my reticule, of course,” Louisa replied with a nod. Her statement was followed by a hastily swallowed gasp and a quick jerk of one leg, hinting that her husband was already being mischievous.

      “Thank you,” Olivia replied, wriggling her hand into one of the gloves. If she was a wallflower at tonight’s ball, then at least she’d be an elegant wallflower.

      
      As Michael expected, it was nearly eight when he and his mother climbed into the Cunningham coach-and-four for the trip to Crawley. Despite the fair weather, the ball was not a crush. He hoped their hostess wouldn’t be too disappointed as he escorted his mother up the stairs to the ballroom entrance. The lack of a crowd meant a quieter ballroom in which to converse and more room for dancing.

      As he glanced around the room, looking for familiar faces, he remembered Olivia wouldn’t be in attendance. A sudden melancholy settled over him at the thought. Not wanting his mood to affect his mother, he excused himself and returned to the vestibule to wait for his new acquaintances to arrive.

      “Will we be announced?” Eloisa asked as she gave up her shawl to a footman just inside the vestibule of the Fitzsimmons’ manor house. She glanced about, hoping they weren’t earlier than most of the guests.

      “No, dear.” Her mother sighed from where she stood with her father. “We’re not in London. And we’re not at a ton ball,” she added as she allowed Harold to remove her wrap and give it to a waiting footman.

      Disappointed, Eloisa glanced around, hoping she would recognize someone. “What about dance cards?” she asked, hoping her come-out would include the opportunity for young men to sign their names next to the dances they wished to claim.

      “No, thank the gods,” her father replied as he held out his arm to her. “Come along. The orchestra is nearly done warming up,” he stated.

      Eloisa put her arm on his and straightened so she was as tall as she could be. Placing a hand on his other arm, Louisa fell into step as they made their way up the stairs to the ballroom.

      Following behind, her eyes darting about in an attempt to take in all of her surroundings at once, Olivia marveled at the decor. So taken was she with calculating just how many candles sat in the chandeliers mounted in the fixture above the stairs, she barely noticed her arm lifting onto the sleeve of a black satin topcoat.

      “May I?” Michael Cunningham whispered from directly to her right.

      Olivia smiled, sure her face was blooming with color. “Since you’re not breaking any of father’s rules, then by all means,” she whispered back, stealing only a quick glance in his direction. Given the level of noise in the vestibule and main hall, their whispers went unheard by any of the people around them, including her parents.

      “From your comment yesterday, I thought you wouldn’t be in attendance,” Michael whispered back, his head leaning toward hers so he could be heard.

      Olivia ducked her head. “Until an hour ago, I didn’t know I was,” she responded, finally turning so she could look at his profile. Her stomach did a little flip, and she found herself having to stifle the gasp she nearly let out. Michael Cunningham was a handsome man when dressed in his everyday attire. When dressed in black satin breeches, black satin topcoat and a red waistcoat, he was quite stunning. She barely noticed the ruby stick pin winking
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