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        OBSESSION––

        Something or someone that you think about all the time

      

      

      
        
        1819, Mockingbird Square, London

      

      

      Mr Tobias Miles stood outside the town house of his best friend Lady Deborah Lorimer. Was it too early to call? He had lain awake all night, rose with the dawn, and then impatiently waited until what he felt was a more respectable hour. He really couldn’t wait any longer. He still couldn’t quite believe that he was going to ask her to marry him. The idea might never have occurred to him until, at his mother’s garden party last week, Lady Mary Trevanen had seemed to think it was the best solution for him. And as soon as she had said it… a spark had been lit inside him. Suddenly his recent confused feelings about Deb made sense.

      But, although he had the mad urge to rush around to her house and pop the question immediately, he had waited. He had acted sensibly and thought things through, but after mulling over the situation he still felt the same. He was in love with Deb and he knew he was an idiot for not realising it long ago. No wonder he had felt that his wooing of Lady Mary was wrong, and Deb’s interest in Benjamin Moore was even more wrong. He and Deb did not belong with other people, they belonged together.

      But that was all in the past. Toby had a speech prepared with persuasive words and heartfelt promises, because this was far too important to muck up.

      Taking a firm hold on his nerves, Toby approached the front door.

      Five minutes later he was back in the square, staring into space and feeling flat and completely lost.

      Deb had left for her home in Derbyshire two days ago after receiving an urgent message from her brother. The footman apologised but couldn’t tell Toby when she would be back.

      He had missed his chance. That’s what came of being too sensible and cautious!

      Toby stared desolately toward the garden in the middle of the square. Having made up his mind to propose to Deb he didn’t want to wait, and yet it seemed he would have to. Unless… Another thought occurred to him. Could he follow her home? The Miles’s country house was near to the Lorimer’s—being neighbours was how they came to be best friends from an early age. He hadn’t been back for a while—his uncle had taken up residence and they didn’t get on. Could he simply arrive out of the blue? Toby suspected Uncle Martin would be suspicious of his motives. Legally, as the heir, the house belonged to Toby, but Martin seemed to believe his nephew was so careless of his feelings that he would one day cast him out and make him homeless.

      Toby considered his idea for a moment more. If he rushed off to Derbyshire and proposed to Deb, and she said no… His heart would be broken, yes, but what would he do then? Rush home again with his tail between his legs? No, he needed to survey the situation when he got there, take his time and pick the right moment, and therefore he needed a reason to be there other than his proposal to Deb. A genuine-sounding pretext to mask his real purpose.

      Harrison!

      At twenty years of age, his younger brother—Harrison was ten years Toby’s junior—was sorely in need of a stint in the country. Their father had died soon after Harrison’s birth, and his brother had alternated between being very badly spoiled by their mother and left entirely to his own devices. He had grown into an engaging boy but sadly lacking in good sense. Lately Harrison’s erratic behaviour had taken a turn for the worse. He had been gambling heavily, with money the Miles family did not have, and most nights returned home with the dawn. If he returned home at all. Yes, Toby decided, he would take Harrison with him as his pretext, and then his unexpected presence in Derbyshire would have an explanation.

      His mind made up, Toby wanted to get started for Derbyshire as soon as possible because it suddenly felt as if time was of the essence. He hurried back to the Miles’s town house and he sought out his brother. Harrison, his sister Diedre, and his mother were still at breakfast, and listened as Toby laid out his plan—leaving out the bit where he was intending to propose to Deb.

      Harrison’s first words after Toby informed him they would be leaving London immediately were: “I have a wager on a horse in the race tomorrow!”

      Diedre, their sister, rolled her eyes. “Well too bad,” their mother said, unsympathetically. Mrs Miles seemed relieved Toby was taking his brother in hand. Recently her youngest son had been a constant worry to her and she agreed that the best thing for him was to leave the capital and rusticate in the country.

      “Martin will be glad of the company,” she went on, totally oblivious to her brother-in-law’s true nature. Mrs Miles had always had the knack of turning a blind eye to difficult situations when it suited her. Besides, she had recently fallen in love with Benjamin Moore, something Toby wasn’t at all sure he felt comfortable about.

      Mrs Miles had met Benjamin at her annual mid summer garden party, and had spoken of little since. Benjamin seemed equally enamoured. Diedre thought it was a good thing their mother had found love again after the lonely years since their father’s death, while Harrison appeared indifferent. Toby wasn’t sure how he felt but he supposed he could grow to like Moore if it became necessary, although he baulked at the idea of calling him ‘Papa’.

      “You’re jealous,” Diedre had told him, and although he denied it, Toby wondered if perhaps he was. Just a little. He had been the head of the Miles family for many years now, and to have another man offering advice to their mother—although Moore could never be the head of the family—was rather irritating. He supposed he would just have to put up with it, for the sake of his mother’s happiness.

      But right now all he could think about was Deb.

      “So it’s settled,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Harrison, we will be leaving as soon as possible. Pack a bag.”

      Harrison gave an agonised groan, as if he was on his death bed. “I hate the country.”

      “Just think of all that fresh air!” their mother declared. “So bracing.”

      Harrison didn’t answer, but Toby chuckled. “I don’t think Harrison knows what fresh air is,” he said. “Or sunshine. I’ll look forward to introducing him to both.”

      Diedre was watching him curiously. “Are you going to see the Lorimers while you’re there, Toby? I heard Deb went home a few days ago.”

      Of course she did, Toby thought darkly. There wasn’t a single piece of news his sister did not hear first from one of her many friends. Avoiding his mother’s curious stare, his said in a light-hearted manner, “I probably will. She might need to see a friendly face, surrounded as she is by that grim lot.”

      Mrs Miles looked as if she wanted to take her son to task over his rudeness but couldn’t quite do it. They all knew the Lorimers were a most unpleasant family, and Deb was so much happier in her town house in London. The house had been left to her by her grandmother, as well as a tidy amount of money, and that meant Deb did not have to depend on her parents or brother for support. It also meant they treated her twice as badly because of her good fortune.

      “Well give her our love,” Mrs Miles said at last.

      Toby assured her he would, and took the stairs two at a time as he hurried to his bed chamber to pack his bag. Harrison dragged his feet after him, muttering all the while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lorimer House, Derbyshire, England

      

      

      The summons had come out of nowhere, although she shouldn’t have been surprised. Her mother had been hinting for ages that Deb needed to visit. But to trick her like this, saying there was a family emergency, when it was nothing of the sort. Her brother getting married was hardly an emergency, although Deb wondered how he had found anyone foolish enough to agree to it.

      She didn’t even feel guilty for thinking such a thing. Lancaster had been a horrid child and had grown into a horrid man. She detested him most of the time, and he felt the same about her.

      The only member of her family Deb had truly loved was her grandmother. The feeling had been mutual, and the two of them had been like shipwrecked sailors on an island full of cannibals. When the old lady died, she had left Deb her house in Mockingbird Square as well as enough money to keep her granddaughter from want for many years to come. Deb knew she was lucky because if it had been up to the rest of her family she would have been in a great deal of want. As it was, they resented her for her good fortune and rarely a visit went by when they did not remind her.

      With a sigh, Deb rose from her bed.

      Her bedchamber at Lorimer House was the same one she had occupied when she was a child. Nothing had been changed apart from the years taking their toll. The wallpaper with its pattern of forget me nots was now faded and dull, and the curtains were so thin she was afraid to touch them in case they disintegrated. The furnishings were more suited to a child than a woman of almost thirty, the bed being so narrow Deb was glad she was of slender build. A stranger might have thought her parents did not want their daughter to grow up and fly the nest, but Deb knew that was not the case. More likely her mother had spent any spare monies on things she considered more important. And Deb knew she was being punished for her grandmother’s inheritance, the bulk of which had gone to Deb, while a mere hundred pounds each for Deb’s parents and her brother was more like an insult than a windfall.

      Deb refused to feel guilty about it. None of them had cared for the old lady; they had treated her as a burden. Deb still missed her terribly.

      Deb’s father was the Earl of Trent, and her mother the Countess of Trent. Her brother, their only son and heir, Lancaster, had taken one of the other family titles, and was known as the Viscount Pike. The Lorimers were extremely proud of their grand titles, but titles were all that remained of what had once been a wealthy family. Their fortune had declined markedly over the centuries—several Earls were known to be spendthrifts, and others had been gamblers. Several had made foolish business decisions. Deb’s grandfather hadn’t helped when he speculated what was left in the family coffers on the South Sea Bubble, which had promptly burst. All hopes now rested on Deb’s brother, and the only way out of the financial mess they were in was for him to make an advantageous marriage.

      The earl was sure there was some young lady out there with a fortune who could overlook the destitution of the Lorimers for the sake of a title. An American perhaps, they seemed eager to become titled ladies, and there had been several who had married gentry. Lancaster could not find an American, but there were plenty of rich men in trade, which meant mine or mill owner’s daughters. And the earl was willing to overlook such low associations for the sake of saving Lorimer House, while the countess was tired of making do with her out of date wardrobe. Deb understood their desperation but she did not envy the girl who found herself ensnared in their baited trap.

      And now, according to her mother, Lancaster had caught one. Miss Blackwood was coming to stay at Lorimer House with her father, and Deb was to meet her very soon.

      A squeal came from the passage outside Deb’s bedchamber. Startled, she opened the door to peer out. A young maid was pinned to the wall, a dustpan and brush still in her hands
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