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      Charlotte, Lady Durham, has a terrible secret that is weighing more heavily upon her by the day.

      She’d made a deathbed promise to her late husband to keep this secret, but it’s becoming impossible to honour it.

      At least she has the safety of the Soho Club to keep her widow’s secrets.

      If Charlotte thought she could have a quiet Christmastide as a widow, she did not count on Brabham, the ever-so-helpful footman whose well-meaning goodwill threatens to expose everything she holds dear.

      

      Content warning: Controlling behaviours, kidnapping, declaring somebody an unfit mother.

      Tropes: Mistaken identity, marriages of convenience.
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        A secret is something you tell one person at a time.

        MRS SKARSGARD

      

      

      

      LONDON, DECEMBER 1819

      Charlotte, Lady Durham, had a secret that she’d promised her late husband she would take to the grave. As time passed, and their little secret grew and grew and could now in fact talk, her ability to honour that pledge had become quite an impossible task.

      The boy child looked so much like his father, that should his Wentworth family ever cross his path, they would recognise him instantly.

      Which was why Charlotte continued to keep this wriggly, adorable, and yes, talkative secret, from ever coming into view of the Wentworths.

      Charlotte had created a cosy home for him in the Soho Club. This private club was a sanctuary, where her late husband’s grasping, mendacious, controlling and spectacularly accident-prone family would never dare show themselves.

      On balance, the Wentworth accidents worried Charlotte more than their mendacity. The family burned through heirs like Yule logs.

      She sat on the floor of her small private room on this winter’s morning. There was a small fire in the hearth, but it only gave the impression of heat. The real warmth came from below stairs activities and the larger fires in the library and lounges.

      Charlotte was taking turns placing blocks on top of one another, with her blessedly ignorant and very secret son, Tobias.

      He gleefully held a block his hand, his eyes wide with mischief.

      “Put it on top, Tobias,” Charlotte encouraged him to stack it neatly. “Make it higher.”

      “On top,” Toby said. He giggled again, indicating his intentions well in advance. With a swing of his hand, he crashed the blocks, scattering them across the floor.

      Then he threw his head back and squealed with delight. “Tricked you!”

      Yes, such fun to play along and pretend. “Ho ho, you tricked me again.” Charlotte gathered up the blocks to start over. “Let’s see how high we can stack them this time. No tumbling.”

      “No tum-bing,” he nodded.

      She switched it up. “You start this time…”

      That grin of naughtiness was back. When it was his turn place the third block, he laughed well ahead of time.

      “No crashing,” Charlotte reminded him.

      “No cr -” he swing his hand again and toppled the barely-there stack “- ashing!”

      Again, he laughed as if it was the funniest jape of all time.

      How easily amused he could be, and how often he could keep repeating the same joke as if it were novel each time. What simple things amused him. What terrible worries never had to enter his mind - and never would, if Charlotte had anything to do with it.

      A knock came to the door.

      “Come in,” Charlotte said.

      Brabham, one of the Soho footmen, entered and nodded to Charlotte and Tobias.

      “Pack up now, Tobias,” Charlotte said, “Brabham is here to take you down to the scullery for your nap.”

      Tobias’s bottom lip protruded and he said, “Don’t want nap.”

      Charlotte gathered the blocks and set them into their box. “All good children take a nap, it helps them create more tricks they can play on people.”

      That changed his mind. He lunged forward and wrapped his arms around her neck. “See you later, Aunty Sharlo.”

      It was hard to swallow past the lump in her throat. She was ‘Aunt’ to her own son, in order to protect him. It didn’t lessen the pain in her heart every time he said it.

      She feigned a sneeze to quickly wipe her leaky eyes. Turning to the handsome footman, she said, “Thank you Brabham. When you return, would you bring me some tea?”

      “Of course, ma’am. Come along, Tobias.”
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        * * *

      

      Today’s news sheet was indeed full of terrible news. Another Wentworth male, the most recent Viscount Durham, had expired. Honestly, they were such a clumsy lot, it was a wonder any of them survived until breeding age. This one had gone out riding, as one does, and thought his mount could clear a hedge.

      The mount had not cleared the hedge. The mount had pulled up short and turned sideways, launching the ninth Viscount Durham to his doom.

      What a silly thing for him to do during such inclement weather. According to the news sheet, Viscount Durham was celebrating the birth of a fourth daughter. To Charlotte’s dismay, she added up what she knew of the family and came to the conclusion they were out of sons.

      They most definitely were not getting hers. He was safely in his cosy cubby near the kitchen, where the staff often slipped him morsels of goodies for smiling at them.

      A familiar knock - in three-two pattern - sounded at the door. She knocked three times on the floorboard in response.

      Brabham walked in, carrying a tray of tea. He still wore his footman uniform, although his wig was askew.

      Charlotte smiled. “Trouble below stairs, my good man?”

      “No trouble at all, my lady,” he said as he placed the tray on the side table. “That nephew of yours tried to steal my hair.”

      He stood upright near the window, where the watery light from outside created a silhouette of his jauntily bewigged head. Heavy grey skies indicated miserable weather outside.

      She looked to the little fire in the hearth and Brabham understood. He set two more pieces of coal onto it, to keep her room warm.

      “Mrs Skarsgard said they’re predicting a bitterly cold winter.” he said.

      Another excellent reason for Charlotte to keep her precious Tobias with her here, instead of at the Wentworth’s enormous but exceedingly cold country estate. She wasn’t even sure if the Wentworth nursery had a fireplace. Maybe that’s why they didn’t make old bones? They were frozen by the time they reached twenty.

      “Did Tobias give you any trouble?”

      “None at all,” Brabham said, poking the fire to keep the flames burning warmly. “Cook promised to warm him some milk, and he voluntarily crawled into his cubby.”

      The cubby was more of a shelf, but it was warm and perfect for his size. As he grew, Charlotte would need to find an alternative. But for now, nobody in the club minded. Many of them were even fond of the lad, including Mrs Skarsgard.

      “There,” Brabham gazed upon the welcoming flames.” That will keep you toasty warm.

      Charlotte pressed her rear against the door, then snicked the lock to secure it. “Can’t have us getting cold, now, can we?”

      She walked toward Brabham. With a flick of her wrist, she pulled his wig free and flung it across the room. His pale hair curled flatly around his temples.

      “I must look a right mess,” he said with a dimple forming on his cheek.

      “A rather lovely mess at that.” She held his face and kissed him firmly, sending pulses of need through her system. Her fingers ran through his hair, freeing those delicious curls. “You beautiful man.”

      “Why thank you, you’re a handsome woman,” he replied between scorching kisses.

      A pulse kicked low in her belly, as her body anticipated their fiery coupling.

      She flicked the buttons free, opening the front of his breeches. In a heartbeat his shaft was in her hand and she stroked it up and down.

      His hands lifted her skirts, then he nudged her backwards, toward the bergère chair. Her bottom sank into the soft upholstery as he sank deeply into her.

      Dear Heavens, he was an Adonis, bringing her to the very edge of climax so quickly she nearly lost her mind.

      He began to slow, speaking her name in tones of wonder.

      Her body vibrated on the very edge of a delicious agony. He slowed even more, then pulled her breast free of its fabric and took her in his mouth.

      It wasn’t enough. It was never enough. She wanted him to take her to oblivion, she needed to wipe everything from her mind. She snaked her leg around his torso to pull him in closer, her hands grabbing him by his firm buttocks and pushing him in harder.

      A frenzied, “Please, darling,” escaped her lips, shocking her in its intensity. She needed this, all of this.

      Instead, Brabham gave a half-hearted lick of her nipple and slipped out of her body. He buried his face in her breasts as he spilled his seed into a handkerchief in his free hand.

      Had she just called him ‘darling’? The man was a beast to leave her so unsatisfied. “Get back, please.”

      Charlotte was begging. She didn’t care.

      “I cannot, in all good conscience, finish the act my lady.”

      She flung her hand out to the side, bragging the first thing within reach. A pillow. She biffed on the shoulder. “You cannot leave me unsatisfied like this. It will utterly spoil my afternoon.”

      “There are other things, my lady.”

      “It’s not the same and you know it.” The sensation was dying now
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