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12 Berkshire Court

By Shawn Lane


Chapter 1

“Jackson, are you listening?”

Lord Jackson Belmont, second son of the Duke
of Everly, younger brother to William, Earl Devereaux, lowered the
London Times to flick a glance his mother’s way. “No.”

Katherine, Duchess of Everly, sighed. “You’re
honest, anyway. Lily needs an escort.”

Lily was his sister, who was having her first
season.

Jack shook his head. “Ask Will.”

“Your brother has other plans.”

“Ask Martin then.”

Martin was his younger brother. He had far
too many siblings if it came to that.

“He’s gone back to University. It’s you.”

“But what about you, Mother dearest?”

“I’ve got Lady Averstaunch’s fete at eight. I
shan’t make the Granby Ball until much later. You can leave when I
arrive.”

Granby.

That had Jack’s attention. And not at all in
a good way.

“Isn’t the Duke of Granby still in
mourning?”

“He’s come out of it now. This will be the
first big affair since Sheila’s passing.”

Jack did not want to go to Granby’s
whatever.

Of course, unbeknownst to his mother and
everyone else, Jack had begun a twelve-year affair with Connor,
Duke of Granby, when Jack was just eighteen and Granby twenty. It
had been a love affair for both, necessarily hidden, for love
between two men was a crime punishable by death, not to mention the
dreadful scandal to their families.

But when Granby turned thirty-two, he had
announced to Jack that he must find a bride, one to carry on the
title.

Jack was no fool. He knew how things worked.
He had expected Granby to find a suitable miss who wouldn’t ask too
many questions or make too many demands, and their relationship,
his and Granby’s, would continue as it always did. One didn’t
merely throw away a twelve-year relationship.

But much to his dreaded surprise, Granby had
met Sheila Haverston at a ball one night and lost his head and his
heart to her. Theirs was a love match that had all of London
sighing in contentment.

Granby declared his regrets to Jack that he
would have to end things between them. That was the exact term he’d
used. Things.

And twelve years of love were over.

Jack had not attended the wedding nor the
christening of their son. But two years into their marriage,
Granby’s duchess had a fainting spell and fell from her horse,
hitting her head. She died a few days later.

It hadn’t seemed like a year had passed
already, the official mourning time, but apparently it had.

But there was simply no way he could tell all
of this to his mother.

Jack put down the paper and reached for his
coffee. “What time does Lily wish to be there?”

His mother gave him a grateful smile. “By
eight-thirty should be ideal. Once I arrive around eleven, you are
free to go to White’s or whatever unattached gentlemen your age get
off to.”

He cringed. Because he knew what was coming
next.

“Now that I think of it, Jackson, perhaps you
ought to use the opportunity to dance with some suitable young
maidens yourself. Isn’t it time to think of marrying?”

“Not that again, Mother.”

“You’re three and thirty now.”

“Still quite young,” he retorted. “And you
can badger Will over this. He’s the heir.”

She sniffed. “Believe me, I’ve been trying.
Just…think about it.”

“Very well.” He pushed back his chair. “I
must be off, but I’ll be back this evening to escort the brat to
the ball.”

* * * *

In all honesty, the “brat,” also known as his
sister, Lily, was far too astute in the ways of the world—Jack’s
world anyway—then he would prefer.

So that evening, when he returned to the
family home to escort her to Granby’s, he shouldn’t have been
surprised by her assessing look.

“You’re looking particularly handsome for
someone Mother said didn’t want to go.”

“I’m merely wearing the attire any gentleman
would be wearing at a fancy ball,” he retorted.

Perhaps his shirt and cravat were just a
shade too bright off-white, but he knew it looked good with his
light hair. As did the brown patterned waistcoat and overcoat he
wore to match his fine fawn breeches with the shiny Hessian
boots.

After all, if one was going to attend a ball
as important as Granby’s was to the season, one might as well be
appropriately dressed.

Lily, for her part, was a vision in a
high-waisted gown of billowy pink.

Jack smiled. “You are quite fetching
yourself, sister mine.”

She beamed at him. “I’m hoping for a bit of
attention from a certain gentleman.”

He arched a brow. “Oh? Set your sights on
someone already, have you? Pray tell, who is the lucky gent?”

She blushed as she took his arm to be
escorted to their carriage.

“Lord Anthony Dudley.”

“Dudley, huh?” Jack frowned, trying to recall
exactly what he knew about the man. Not much.

The footman held the door for them to enter
the carriage, and after they’d been seated, they were on their
way.

Sitting across from him, Lily eyed him
silently for a time, before pursing her lips, and looking like she
had something to say.

“What’s on your mind?” Jack asked for a
time.

“You used to be friends with Granby.”

“Hmm.”

“You stopped right around the time he met his
wife, wasn’t that true?”

“Lily, you really ought to mind your own
affairs.”

She sniffed. “I’m no longer a child. Anyway,
there are some who say your friendship ended then because
you wanted Sheila.”

“Don’t believe gossip, brat.”

She waved that away. “I didn’t say I believed
it, I said there were some.”

Jack glanced out the window. “Granby and I
were friends, but we drifted apart. It had nothing to do with any
imagined feelings I had for Sheila Haverston.”

“That’s what I thought. I figured you had a
serious row. And I’m sorry Mother is making you come with me.
Perhaps you can avoid Granby until Mother arrives and you can
leave.”

“Oh, my dear, Lily, I intend to do just
that.”

* * * *


Chapter 2

The last thing Connor really had wanted to do
was throw a big extravagant ball at the beginning of the latest
London Season.

But Andrea, the dowager duchess, also known
as his mother, had insisted. It was time for Connor to come out of
mourning for his wife, Sheila, who had expired after an unfortunate
fall from a horse. Only a few days prior to her fall, Sheila had
informed him she thought she carried their second child. The doctor
had confirmed this after her death.

Connor had no intention of finding another
wife, as no doubt his mother wished. He had his son, the heir, and
though there would be no spare, Connor was certain his son would
one day inherit the dukedom. He was a good healthy boy doted on by
everyone.

But with his mother’s help, and of course the
numerous members of his staff, he had thrown this ball, which
turned out to be a far-too-crowded affair. It was a bit too much
for him, still this soon after his mourning period, but he would do
his part, and play the affable host.

He managed reasonably well, too, until he
spotted Belmont across the ballroom.

Jack.

The old ache in his chest returned, and for
several moments, Connor found it difficult to breathe.

“Whatever are you just standing there
for?”

Connor blinked and tried his damndest to turn
his attention away from his former lover and to his mother, but he
wasn’t quick enough since her sherry-colored eyes, much like his
own, narrowed and darted to where Belmont stood talking to his
sister and a young lord.

Mother stiffened. “What in the world is
he doing here?”

Of course Connor had always guessed that his
mother realized there was more to his friendship with Jack, but now
he believed he had absolute confirmation.

“He brought Lily. It’s her first season.” Of
course she knew this.

“Devereaux could have brought her. Or, for
heaven’s sake, Everly.”

Connor almost laughed. The idea of Jack’s
elderly father escorting the vivacious Lily to events for the
season was absurd. Everyone knew Everly rarely attended any
seasonal events anymore. When he did venture out, it was to escort
his duchess at her insistence or to White’s Gentlemen’s Club.

“It’s perfectly proper for Belmont to bring
her as well, you know.”

“There is absolutely nothing proper about
Belmont,” Mother said with an audible sniff. “There’s Lady
Margaret. Try to avoid that boy, Connor.”

“Hardly a boy, Mother. Jack’s thirty-three
now.”

She gave him a withering look and moved off
to catch up with Lady Margaret.

Which left Connor searching for Jack. He had
moved away from his previous position and he spied Lily on the
dance floor with one of her interested gentlemen.

After ten minutes, he gave up, disappointed,
and turned his attention to others seeking to speak with him.

* * * *

It wasn’t until another hour, when Connor had
stepped onto the terrace of his family’s home for some air, that he
came across Jack again. This time it was not at a distance, for
Jack stood on the terrace, leaning against the rail, his back to
Connor, looking out at the gardens. Connor could see the glowing
red of his cheroot.

Connor wrinkled his nose. Smoking cheroots
was something he had never gotten into in his youth as Jack
had.

There was only two others on the terrace and
they were in the corner by the French doors. Two older lords with
whom Connor was familiar but not particularly friendly.

Jack didn’t seem aware of his presence, so
Connor took the opportunity to take in his appearance.

The younger man had always been spectacularly
gorgeous with sandy-colored curly locks that fell onto his
forehead, giving him a downright angelic look. Blue eyes the color
of cornflowers and long lashes that most of the ladies of the ton
would envy.

Tonight he was dressed in fawn-colored
breeches that hugged his rounded arse and brown Hessian boots. His
waistcoat matched the breeches, and when Jack slightly turned,
Connor briefly glimpsed that his cravat was beige, a perfect match
to his chocolate-colored coat. It wasn’t entirely the evening
attire most would wear at the sort of ball Connor was giving—he
himself wore all black with long trousers and a snowy white
cravat—but Jack made it all look elegant and appropriate.

Eventually, Connor was able to get himself
out of his transfixed state to approach Jack.

“Good evening, Belmont.”

Jack gave no indication he was startled by
Connor’s arrival, so he wasn’t sure if Jack had been aware of him
the entire time or not.

Jack flicked off the end of his cheroot, then
gave Connor a sideways glance. “Granby.” He paused. “You have my
sympathy for the loss of your wife.”

Connor swallowed heavily. It had been years
since he’d even heard Jack’s soft, deep voice. He should be
focusing on the reference to his grief for Sheila instead of the
way Jack’s voice stirred something in him that it had always
stirred.

“Thank you. It has been difficult.”

And that was true. He had loved Sheila.
Unlike Jack, Connor had always been attracted to both men and
women. It worked in his favor since it was expected of him to marry
one day, as he had. It had been fortunate happenstance he’d found a
woman to love, as he had with Sheila.

It had never meant he did not love Jack. He
had. Still did. Always would, he knew. But he could not marry Jack.
That was impossible. He’d done what anyone in society would do,
including Jack, had it been required of him. It certainly would
have, had Jack been the first son instead of Deveraux.

Jack had known that since they’d begun their
affair. It was merely that he had thought their affair would
continue as it
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