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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A FAREWELL AND A DEPARTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      December 1837, the London docks

      Thomas Grayson, Marquess of Billingsley, regarded his mother with a look of worry. “I can delay the trip, Mother. I don’t have to go.”

      Lady Patience Billingsley placed a black kid-gloved hand on her son’s arm. “You will go. We’ve been planning your Grand Tour for over a year. I’ll not let your father’s death interfere,” she insisted, doing her best not to cry over her only son’s impending departure. “His man of business has sent a letter to the Lord Chancellor on your behalf. When you return, you’ll be recognized as his heir and take your seat in the House of Lords.”

      Nodding, Thomas jerked when a boatswain’s whistle sounded from the deck of the Fairweather. His valet, Rogers, was waiting to go on board the three-masted sailing ship, his hands clutching the handles of two valises. Thomas’ trunk had been loaded earlier that morning. “I’ll write when I arrive in Naples,” he promised.

      “Your cicerone knows when to expect your arrival. He’ll meet you at the docks,” Patience said, referring to the Italian who would be Thomas’ guide for his trip through the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. “In his latest note, he said he would have the contacts you’ll need for when you get to Greece,” she explained, holding out a folded letter. “Do you have your money?”

      Thomas accepted the missive and tucked it into an inside pocket of his great coat. “Yes, yes, Mother. And Rogers has some, too. Thought it best we not keep it all in one place.”

      The reminder of money had him glancing about nervously, as if he expected a pickpocket to rob him. Despite the chill in the air—it had snowed earlier that morning and gray clouds still hung over Wapping—the docks were crowded with passengers, porters, dockworkers and those who were sending loved ones off on trips to Europe and beyond.

      “That’s very wise of you,” Patience replied, her gaze darting to the Thames.

      The dark brown water beneath the gangway was as cloudy as the skies above, and from the way it moved, she knew the Fairweather would need to depart soon.

      With the reality of her son’s impending leave setting in, Patience knew if she didn’t get back to her town coach, she would burst into tears at any moment. “Now, go find your cabin. You’re due to set sail at any moment.”

      Thomas leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Are you quite sure you’ll be all right?”

      A smile replaced Patience’s look of worry. “As soon as you’re off, I am as well.”

      “What’s this?” he asked, turning once again to face her.

      “I’m going to Grayson Park,” she replied, referring to the Billingsley country estate in southern Shropshire. “Spend the winter there and probably the spring and summer, too, so be sure to write to me there.”

      Thomas furrowed his dark brows. “All by yourself?” he asked.

      He looked so much like his father when he displayed the expression that could be annoyance, disbelief, or concern, Patience nearly winced. It would serve him well as a marquess, as it probably did his father, but Patience was able to hide the reason for her immediate reaction.

      Disgust.

      By the time David Grayson, the sixth Marquess of Billingsley, had died, she had grown to dislike the marquess. Intensely. Their unexpected marriage had not been a love match. Despite her mother’s assurance that she would one day grow to love the man, the best Patience could manage was a grudging respect—once she had overcome her fear of the older man. She couldn’t understand how her father, Robert Seward, Earl of Eversham, could even claim to be friends with such a disagreeable sort.

      When she learned that there had been little in the way of a dowry available when it came to her—Patience was the youngest of four daughters—she understood her father’s motivation.

      Billingsley wanted her, and he didn’t care that her dowry was a paltry thousand pounds.

      After learning the marquess kept a string of mistresses and made no attempt to hide the fact, Patience had resigned herself to finding joy in other aspects of her life in the aristocracy. The Season’s entertainments filled most of those days and nights, and the rest of the year, she attended the theatre and took tea with other ladies in their parlors or in hers.

      Now she merely wished for solitude. A bit of time away from London to do what she wished and when. Once Thomas was on his way to Naples, she would have her driver stop by the townhouse to collect her trunks, and they would be on their way to Grayson Park.

      “With your lady’s maid, I hope?” Thomas added, interrupting her reverie.

      “Oh, no. I’m leaving Baxter. Or rather, she is leaving me. She gave notice last week,” Patience explained. “She’s decided to retire from service. It’s perfect timing, really.”

      Thomas’ eyes rounded. “What will you do?”

      Patience nearly laughed at hearing the concern in his query, as if he thought her incapable of dressing herself or seeing to her own hair. “I’ll simply hire another once I’m at Grayson Park,” she replied with a shrug. “I’ll be fine, Thomas. Now get on board before you’re left behind,” she said with a shooing motion.

      He kissed her on the cheek one last time, gave a bow, and joined his valet on the gangway.

      Patience grinned in the morning light and did her best to keep her tears at bay. The temptation to beg him to stay had been almost too much, and she knew he would have delayed his trip had she made any sound of protest.

      When he and Rogers disappeared, Patience hurried off to where her driver, Jeffrey Styles, stood next to the Billingsley town coach. He opened the door for her and helped her in. “The townhouse, my lady?”

      “Yes, Styles. Buchanan said the traveling coach would be ready when we arrive,” she said, referring to the Grayson townhouse butler. “Are you packed?”

      “I am, my lady,” Styles replied, giving her an enthusiastic nod.

      “You don’t mind living in the country for a few months?” She had discussed the issue with Buchanan, thinking the butler would have to hire a different driver to take her to Grayson Park since she wanted to keep the equipage once she arrived. With Derbyshire so close, she thought occasional jaunts through the Peak District would provide opportunities to draw or paint. Mayhap visit a country house or two.

      “Not at all, my lady. I’m looking forward to getting out of the city again,” he replied. “And I already know the Grayson Park staff, of course.”

      From his comment, Patience was reminded that Styles had been to Grayson Park in the past. Several times. Sometimes it was to take her and Billingsley for the summer months. She was quite sure one of her husband’s mistresses had ridden with him on occasion—the times when he would announce he was leaving for the country without having given her any sort of notice, and then he would be gone for weeks at a time.

      Perhaps Styles had formed an attachment with a servant or a housemaid during his prior visits. The thought had Patience displaying a wan grin as she made her way into the Georgian townhouse.

      Seeing her reflection in the cheval mirror in her bedchamber, Patience winced. Despite her black hair and fair complexion, the black bombazine walking mourning gown, its hem and piping done in black crepe, looked positively hideous on her. The jet decorations centering the black crepe rosettes that lined the half-sleeves and high standing collar did nothing to enhance the gown. Worse, the matching Claremont bonnet did little to improve her appearance. At least its black crepe and sarcenet brim was lined in double white crepe. Had it been all black, she might have tossed it into the fireplace.

      Widows weeds. Patience shuddered at the thought she should wear them for six months before moving to lavender for half-mourning. Once she was in Shropshire, she had every intention of packing them away in a trunk and having them taken to the attic.

      Anxious to be done with London, Patience took one last look through the Westminster townhouse before she climbed into the Billingsley traveling coach. Although its ebony exterior had been recently polished, its age was apparent, and the gold-painted seal of the Billingsley marquessate had been covered with a layer of black paint.

      Instead of having the faded seal touched up or completely redone, she had ordered Buchanan to have it painted over earlier that morning. Riding in an unmarked coach for three or four days would no doubt be safer than advertising the fact that a marquess or marchioness was ensconced within.

      She was reminded of her son’s steps to protect his blunt and knew she had made the right decision.

      “Be careful, my lady,” Styles warned as she stepped into the equipage. “The paint is still a bit damp.”

      “I will, Mr. Styles,” she replied. “Even if it’s covered in dust by sunset, I won’t mind.”

      Jeffrey seemed to think on the matter for a few seconds before he said, “More like mud, my lady, given the snow that fell last night.”

      Patience grinned, already feeling lighter. “Either way, I shan’t mind,” she claimed.

      A moment after she had settled in the sky blue velvet squabs in the direction of travel, she pulled a quilt over her lap against the December chill. She watched through the glass window as Styles and one of the grooms completed their check of the coach and the matched Cleveland bays. A slight jerk told her the driver had climbed onto his seat.

      Once they were in motion, she opened a gothic novel and within minutes, she was lost in its story.
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            AN EARL RECEIVES NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Higgins House in the very southern tip of Staffordshire

      Maxwell Higgins, seventh Earl of Greenley, downed the rest of his glass of brandy and cursed as he attempted to read his correspondence. Holding out the parchment as far as he could from his face, he closed first one eye and then the other in an effort to bring the even, feminine script into focus.

      Why couldn’t his oldest sister, Barbara, write using larger letters, he wondered as he finally gave up and searched about the large oak desk for his pair of reading glasses. Finding them beneath the latest report from his man of business in London, he cursed again when he remembered he owed the solicitor some answers to his latest queries involving the earldom’s holdings.

      Writing that letter would have to wait. He had no patience for putting into words what he knew in his head. Despite his having devoted his adult life to bringing the Greenley earldom back from the brink of bankruptcy, the assets he had managed to acquire were by no means large nor particularly valuable. To have to list them all seemed unproductive, especially when it was the land of the earldom that paid most of the bills. Well, and some sheep.

      Setting the wire-rimmed spectacles on the end of his nose, he leaned back and read the missive.

      Life seemed charmed for Barbara Higgins Slater these days. He knew it hadn’t always been—Father’s fault, not his—but she was married to the love of her life, had two grown sons to show for it, and was enjoying her lot as a countess and as the mistress of Ellsworth Park in Oxfordshire. At some point in the next decade or so, she would be the Marchioness of Devonfield.

      Well, folderol, he thought as he crumpled the letter into a ball and tossed it into the stone fireplace. Before he had a chance to think twice and rescue it from its fate, flames quickly consumed it. “Dammit,” he whispered.

      “Will you require anything else this evening, my lord?” Bertram asked from the threshold of the earl’s study.

      Max turned to regard his butler with a frown—his usual expression. “No. Go to bed. I’ve some more correspondence to get through, and then I’ll turn in.”

      Hesitant to say much more at this time of the evening—the later it was, the more easily irritated his master became—Bertram nodded. “Very good, sir. I’ll leave the lights on in the corridor upstairs,” he offered, secretly glad his curmudgeon of a master had paid to retrofit Higgins House for gas lighting the year before.

      Although the earl had grumbled about the cost, complained about the inconvenience when the workmen were there installing the lines, and then balked at the realization he would have to pay for the gas going forward, Bertram had reminded him they would no longer have to purchase candles.

      Somewhat appeased, Max had
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