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Chapter 1




London

1878

Huntingdon, I do think it would be prudent for you to reconsider this nefarious scheme of yours.

Sitting in the lavishly decorated library, Devon Sheridan, the seventh Earl of Huntingdon, was amazed to discover himself capable of sipping his cousins port without smashing the delicate crystal glass held within his grasp. He damned well wanted to destroy something.

But he had learned at an early age to always project a veneer of civilization, regardless of his true feelings, particularly when his emotions bordered on the barbaric. As they so often did of late.

Slowly he lifted his gaze to the man seated in the leather chair behind the immense mahogany desk.


Im not the first nobleman to marry an heiress in order to refresh the family coffers, he reminded Christopher Montgomery, the Earl of Ravenleigh. Nor do I expect that I shall be the last. Marrying money, after all, is considered a perfectly acceptable and reputable undertaking.

Unlike his endeavors of recent years, which would be perceived as dreadfully appalling by those of his acquaintance should they hear of them. Even his cousin would be horrified if he learned the depths to which Devon had plunged in an attempt to save all he held dear.

His ancestral estate was deteriorating, and the land that had once supported tenants was becoming barren. For some time now hopelessness had gnawed unmercifully at him, while hed gradually slipped off the mantle of a gentleman to become little more than a common laborer.

Then nearly a fortnight ago possible salvation had arrived in the form of Miss Georgina Piercea reputed American heiress who seemed blessedly nave regarding her worth.

Hed learned of her familys riches quite by chance when hed encountered Ravenleigh at Whites. His cousin had mentioned hed welcomed Miss Pierce and her father into his London home. Their roots were strongly embedded in Fortune, a small town in Texas where Ravenleigh had met his present wife and her brood of daughters. Her eldest, Lauren, and Miss Pierce had been childhood friends.

Devons circumspect investigation into Nathaniel Pierces financial situation had revealed hed amassed a small fortune during Americas civil war. That he had done so by defying the blockades didnt matter. Following the war, hed sold much-sought-after items at what some people considered exorbitant prices. Hed also dabbled in land speculation, and it was rumored hed recently taken an interest in railroads. Apparently he was a jack of all trades with a golden touch.

But American women, especially those from Texas, particularly those from Fortune, are not alwaysmalleable, Ravenleigh stated.

Devon quirked a dark brow. Had a bit of trouble taming the little wife, did you?

His cousin narrowed his pale blue eyes in warning. Devon knew it was a foolish man who taunted his benefactor. As a rule he tended not to be foolish. Proud, yes. Beyond measure. But foolish, no.

Pride was a dominant family trait, and true to form, Ravenleigh would not add sparks to to the dying embers of gossip. Although Devon readily admitted Ravenleigh seemed more than content now, he had heard the rumors bandied about that his cousins Texas bride had not initially adjusted well to life in her new country.

These women were forged in the fires of a difficult life. They are accustomed to independence, Ravenleigh informed him in a tightly controlled voice.

My next wife shall have all the independence she craves. All I desire is her wealth, in exchange for which she will become my countess. I understand these Americans long for the respectability our titles afford them.


Although hed yet to be introduced to Miss Pierce, he could not help but wonder if she was aware that her father had let it be known that he was eager to purchase a titled husband for her.

Although our society is fraught with marriages of convenience and political alliances, I can imagine nothing lonelier than being married to someone you do not love, Ravenleigh said.

Not wishing to crush his glass as the dark emotions roiling through him took a firmer hold, Devon carefully placed it on the polished marble table beside the chair and stood. Then you possess a deplorable lack of imagination, Cousin.

He strode to the window and gazed out on the well-manicured garden.

Loneliness was watching respectability stripped away bit by agonizing bit. Isolating himself so others would not witness his fall from grace. Projecting a false image to the world so no one would know his true sorrow, his immense fears, his incredible woes. To face everything alone. To desperately want to weep only to discover he no longer possessed the comfort of tears.

Now he was precariously balanced on the precipice of losing all he loved. His familys estate. The dwindling respect of his peers. His own self-respect and his damnable pride. Seeking Ravenleighs help in his quest for deliverance had gouged his vanity, and the wound continued to fester.

Huntingdon, I could see my way clear to loan

Dont! Devon clenched his hands until his forearms ached with the effort to restrain himself. He wanted neither pity nor magnanimity from the man. I refuse to become a charity case as long as I possess the means by which to avoid it. I have but one thing left to barter: my title, in exchange for an heiress. It will have to suffice.

Closing his eyes, he imagined Huntingdon as it should have been: grand, bold, majestic. Not as his father had left it: strongly resembling an aging dowager who spent far too much time drinking.

Shaking off the well-worn cloak of resentment, he forced his thoughts to return to Miss Georgina Pierce. Georgina. He didnt fancy the name, but in truth he wasnt overly concerned with compatibility. He had married once for love and had no intention of repeating that ghastly mistake.

Are the ladies about? Devon asked.

No, Elizabeth took the girls shopping.

Good. We shant have to worry about being disturbed once Pierce arrives. What is your impression of his daughter?

That she is not overly fond of England.

Devon glanced over his shoulder. How can she not be?

Our world is extremely different from theirs. While I was in Texas visiting Kit, I could not help but be grateful that he was the one Father had sent away and not me.

You werent the one creating scandals, Devon reminded him.

If only the reasons behind his going had been that simple. Ravenleigh shook his head. But that discussion is best left for another time. Regarding GeorginaI suspect it will not be enough to gain her fathers favor. You will be forced to gain hers.

Devon grinned cockily. Dont underestimate the family charm. I can exude it in abundance when necessary.

You would do well not to begin in a manner you do not intend to maintain.

I shall do whatever I must, Cousin, and the lady will be grateful for it. I assure you that I can play the part of attentive husband. He turned his face back to the window. Do you ever think of Clarisse?

Every day.

How do you suppose your current countess would feel to know how often you think of your first wife?

I suspect she knows. As Im well aware, she often reminisces about her first husband.

Devon swallowed hard before confessing, Margaret hated me before she died. Pierces money will ensure his daughter does not harbor the same sentiment toward me.

I must admit to not knowing Georgina well, but she hardly strikes me as a woman who would hate under any circumstances.

We can only hope. Because hate had the ability to slice a man to ribbons. To make him feel less of a man. Perhaps the worst of all, to cause him to despise himself. Hed loathed looking at his reflection in the mirror. And unfortunately, his home possessed a beastly number of mirrors.

A subtle knock on the library door broke into his morose thoughts. How quickly introspection could sneak up on him, haunting, stirring up a past he hoped to put to rest expeditiously with the attainment of an heiress.

Milord, Mr. Pierce has returned, the butler announced. As you requested, I informed him you required his presence in the library.

Devon stiffened. The hour of his deliverance had arrived, and none too soon. Left to his memories much longer, hed no doubt resemble a thunderous black cloud when he greeted the man whom he hoped would serve as his new benefactor.

Give us another moment, Ravenleigh said authoritatively. The door clicked shut.

How easy it was to command when a man stood on top of the mountain, how difficult to regain his footing as he was toppling off.

Would you like me to stay? Ravenleigh asked quietly.

Devon shook his head. Youve done quite enough by making Mr. Pierce aware of my needs and arranging our meeting. I prefer you not witness my supplication.

He winced as Ravenleigh scraped back his chair. He doubted the drop on the gallows echoed as loudly. In the sparkling-clear window, he saw his cousins hazy reflection. In his own windows at home, he saw nothing but smudge and dirt.

Ill inform Mr. Pierce youre ready for him. Ravenleigh placed his hand on Devons shoulder. For what its worth, Kit found himself in a marriage of convenience, and its worked out splendidly.

Devon was truly glad Ravenleighs twin brother had found contentment in his new home, but the past few years had taught him that dreams existed only in the dominion of children and fools.

Dont hold your breath waiting for my happiness, Cousin. Ive never possessed the reach with which to grasp it, and that aspect of my life is unlikely to change.

Ravenleighs hand fell away as his cousins footsteps echoed through the grand library. Devon bowed his head and prepared himself for the selling of his soul, pride, and self-respect.

His face rigid, unemotional, Devon turned.

A gray-haired, slightly balding, pot-bellied man in ill-fitting clothes shambled into the room.

Mr. Pierce, may I present Devon Sheridan, Lord Huntingdon, Ravenleigh said.

Huntingdon, huh? What goes with it? Pierce asked.

Devon cocked his head slightly, as though the action would help him decipher the strange question. I beg your pardon?

Youre what of Huntingdon?

Hes the Earl of Huntingdon, Ravenleigh supplied.

Pierce smiled, displaying crooked teeth. I knew that. I know a lot about you, young fella. Ive been checking you out ever since Chris here told me of your interest in my daughter.

Chris? Never in Ravenleighs life had he been addressed as Chris. Devon suppressed a shudder at the inappropriate informality, appalled by the mans lack of respect for his cousins title.


Ravenleigh cleared his throat. If you gentlemen will excuse me, Ill leave you to discuss your business.

Preciate the howdy-do, Chris, Pierce said.

Good God. Devon could only pray the mans daughter didnt speak as though shed recently fallen off a turnip wagon. While his cousin closed the door quietly behind him, Devon gave Pierce his undivided attention.

Pierce narrowed his eyes into darkened slits, studying him as though he were some prize stallion on the bidding block. Devon endured the scrutiny because he recognized he had little choice in the matter. He was willing to do whatever necessary to achieve his goal. As a result of primogeniturehis blessing and his curseEnglish heiresses were few and far between.

Lord Randolph Churchill had recently wed an American. American ladies had so charmed the Prince of Wales when he visited their country that he was now inviting them to England and into his social circlemuch to the chagrin of his mother, Her Majesty Queen Victoria.

Devon had little doubt that in a few years Americans would be taking London by storm and a desperate man would be able to select from a veritable feast instead of settling for the crumbs. But he did not have the luxury of waiting until the fare improved.

Whatever Pierce was looking for, Devon wished hed find it soon so they could get on with this meeting.

So youre wanting to form a partnership, are you? Pierce asked at long last.


Devon nodded curtly. Indeed I am.

With a lumbering gait, Pierce continued across the room. Devon had intended to place himself behind the desk to gain an advantage, to be perceived as the one offering instead of the one reduced to asking.

But with typical American brashness, Pierce dropped into the large leather chair behind the desk, rested his sturdy elbows on the polished mahogany top, and eased forward.

Devon held his position by the window as though he were guarding the Crown Jewels instead of his pride.

Did your cousin explain the conditions under which I might be agreeable? Pierce asked.

Might be? Devon had expected all the bargaining to occur on his side and be to his advantage. After all, he was offering to marry the mans daughter. Still, he replied succinctly, He did.

Pierce leaned back in the chair and repeatedly tapped the tip of one finger upon the desk. A most irritating sound.

Nothing in the world is more precious to me than my daughter, Mr. Sheridan.

Huntingdon, Devon stated firmly.

Pierces bushy eyebrows nearly reached the top of his balding pate. What?

When in England, you should address a peer by his title. Mine is Huntingdon. My cousins is Ravenleigh.

And if my daughter should cotton to marryin ya, how would she be addressed?


Cotton to marrying him? Was there any reason why she wouldnt?

As my countess, she would be addressed as Lady Huntingdon.

Countess. I like the sound of that. Just kinda rolls off the tongue like hot honey. Lady Huntingdon. He grinned broadly. I like it just fine.

He patted both palms on the desk, a little rat-a-tat-tat, as though he was a drummer in Her Majestys army. Lets get down to business, then. Ive been making inquiries about you since your cousin told me you were interested in marrying my daughter.

Indeed?

They say you treated your first wife well.

His chest tightened as the memory of his Margaret coursed through him, seeking purchase he couldnt allownot nownot when he was on the verge of arranging a marriage that more closely resembled a business venture. He had spent hours dazzled by her beauty and done everything in his power to give her all her heart desired. But in the end, nothing had been enough to keep her. And that fact interests you because

Im only interested in dealing with a man who will treat my daughter kindly. He leaned forward again, his gaze hardening. Do you know what it is, Sheridan, to love a gal so much youd gladly give your soul to the devil simply to see her smile?

Huntingdon. And yeshe swallowed hardI know the boundaries that surround a love of such magnitude.


Pierce scoffed. Maybe the rumors Ive heard about you arent true, since its obvious you know nothing about it at all.

I beg to differ. I am well acquainted with a love of great magnitude.

If you were, youd know it has no boundaries. None whatsoever. Thats the kind of love my daughter has in her heart.

The man was breathing heavily, his eyes bulging, his cheeks flushed. This meeting wasnt progressing as Devon had envisioned. May I offer you a bit of my cousins port, Mr. Pierce?

Nodding, Pierce settled back in the chair and rubbed his fist over his chest. He gave Devon a weak smile. That kidney pie I ate for lunch doesnt seem to have agreed with me.

Devon strode across the room to the liquor cabinet. The decanter clinked against the glass as he began to pour the wine. Ive made inquiries regarding you as well, Mr. Pierce.

He set the decanter aside, walked to the desk, and extended the glass to the man he was beginning to view as his adversary. I know youre a shrewd businessman.

My daughter is not a piece of property. Pierce snatched the drink from his hand. He downed the liquid in one long gulp before slamming the glass on the desk and skewering Devon with his glare. Ive no interest in dealing with a man who views women as such.

His mind swirling with the implications, Devon returned to his place by the window. I assure you that I meant no offense, nor would I deem her an object. As my countess, shell want for nothing.

A gleam entered Pierces eyes. Thats what Im counting on. But I have three conditions you must agree to before Ill give my blessing to this venture.

What would those be, Mr. Pierce?

First, my daughter is never to know about this arrangement. You are to make her believe you find her beautiful, youre in love with her, and thats the reason you asked for her hand in marriage.

Make her believe she was beautiful? Dear God. What sort of woman would need convincing? An unattractive one obviously. Love her? Devon wasnt even certain he knew what the word meant anymore. Still, he gave a brusque nod.

Second, my daughter loves children. You are to give her as many as she wants.

Finally, youre to remain faithful to her. If I discover otherwise, Ill have you gelded. Even from the grave.

Devon spun around and faced the window. He felt as though he were a whore, selling himself to this old man so he could rebuild his estate.

What exactly will my agreement to your conditions purchase me?

Unlimited access to everything I haveafter the marriage, after I see shes happy.

Devon had not expected such prodigious generosity. He could quickly restore Huntingdon to its former grandeur. He looked at the gray skies and inhaled deeply.

I accept all your conditions. We shall need to meet with our solicitors to negotiate the marriage settlement.

Ive got no problem with that, once I see shes happy.

Turning away from the window, Devon gave him a long, hard perusal. Youll have to sign the settlement papers before Ill apply my signature to the marriage license.

Ill sign on the day you tie the knot, Pierce stated. Once youre married, Ill transfer money over to you. The happier she is, the more generous Ill be.

We shall have to arrange an introduction.

Shes attending some fancy ball with Lauren tomorrow night. You can start wooing her there.

Devon bowed slightly. Very well. I shall count the moments until tomorrow evening.

I doubt that. Ive never known a man to welcome Cupids cramp, but Ill promise you this, Huntingdon. Shell make you a far wealthier man than you can imagine.

Devon hoped the old chap spoke true, because he could imagine quite a bit.







    

Chapter 2




At tonights ball, if you wish to speak to a gentleman, you simply catch his eye and snap your fan closed. Lauren Fairfield demonstrated the proper protocol with a coy batting of her eyelashes that reminded Georgina Pierce of the rapid beating of a hummingbirds wings.

Curled up in a plush chair beside the window, Georgina slowly sipped the flowery pekoe tea. The serving girl whod brought her the steaming brew had explained it was suitable for morning but not afternoon or eveningas though Georgina truly cared if the proper tea was poured from the teapot at the appropriate time of day.

The things these Brits fussed over and were concerned with baffled Georgina no end.

If Ive a mind to speak to someone tonight, why cant I just walk across the ballroom and talk to him? Georgina asked.


Not that she would consider talking to one of these Englishmen, much less approaching him. Or any other man for that matter. She couldnt determine a topic that they might find fascinating. During the few conversations to which shed been privy, the men had spoken to the women as though their heads served no other purpose than to provide a place for their hair to take root.

Rolling her blue eyes for the hundredth time since Georginas arrival, Lauren plopped onto the bed. Because thats not the way its done, silly goose. Im certain if you could simply master the proper etiquette, a gentleman would favor you with a dance.

Georgina had always thought her friend beautiful, but the years away from Texas had added a grace and confidence that came from knowing how she fitted in the world. Georgina had yet to figure out that aspect of her life.

Shortly after the war her father had uprooted her and her mother so he could deliver goods throughout Texas. Since shed finished her schooling by then, her education hadnt suffered. And in some ways shed learned more than shed ever wanted to knowabout people and what they considered important.

Ah, Lauren, it aint my etiquette thats got the men shying away from me. Theyd attended two balls since her arrival, and shed yet to attract anyones attention. Although in truth she hadnt come here with flirtation in mind. Her features were as plain as the day was long. She was as steady as a rockwhich more often than not made her as dull as muddy water.


Aint is not a word. Please desist from using it in my presence.

Unable to believe how easily she could rile Lauren these days, Georgina grinned. I simply do it to irritate you.

Lauren stuck her nose in the air and looked down at her. Im well aware of that. I dont remember you being quite so annoying.

I dont recall you bein such a prude. Georgina followed her comment with a small chuckle to mask her quandary. While she cherished her friendship with Lauren, she also found herself discomfited by Laurens love of societal rules, rules that in New York had served to humiliate her.

Three years ago, her father had decided they should stop their wanderings, establish roots, and set up residence in New York. But they found none of the warmth and acceptance theyd left behind in Texas. Georgina was certain the old moneythose who comprised the socially elitewere responsible for her mothers death. They had snubbed her and her mother in public, had pointedly never issued them an invitation to their balls. Her fathers hard-earned money made no difference to their social standing. They were never accepted, and acceptance had meant everything to her mother, who had grown up in poverty.

Georgina had been taken aback when shed first seen Lauren after so many years of separation. She fought not to equate Lauren with the Knickerbockers of New York, the people shed come to loathe for their pretentious displays of snobbery.


Lauren touched the closed fan to her right ear.

I know Ive changed, Georgina said solemnly. But her friend was a far cry from being the same as well.

Georgina continually searched for the girl who had run through the flower-laden fields with her, climbed trees, and sneaked out the window at night to meet her by the creek. Beneath the vast, star-filled sky, theyd woven their dreams of marriage, husbands, love, and children. Theyd promised to remain friends until they died.

Shed felt bereft and alone when Lauren had left Texas eight years ago after her mother had married Christopher Montgomery. Shed hardly cared when a few months later her father had decided to sell their house in Fortune and take her and her mother with him on his travels.

Lauren placed the fan in her lap. So you do know the language of the fan.

The language of the fan, the glove, the handkerchief, the parasolWhy couldnt these people be content to simply talk to each other? Why did they have to play these irritating games? It didnt seem quite honest to have all those objects do the communicating.

I took a gander at those books you loaned me. The rules over here seem foolish. If a man is walking down the boardwalk in Texas, he tips his hat to me and says, Howdy, miss. Here a man cant tip his hat unless I give him some kind of bow, and until I speak to him, he can stand in front of me until the cows come home, but he cant speak to me.


Because this is civilization. In England the men are gentlemen.

You dont consider Tom to be a gentleman?

Lauren bolted off the bed and stomped to the window that overlooked the most beautiful garden Georgina had ever seen. Elizabeth Montgomerys adoration of roses was evident everywhere she looked. Cuttings in crystal vases adorned each room.

Why did you have to mention him? Lauren asked.

Georgina shifted in the chair, tucking her legs up beneath her, not caring one whit that she was wrinkling her skirt. Perhaps the Knickerbockers had been right in excluding her from their society. I thought you loved him.

Lauren stroked the burgundy velvet drape a servant had pulled aside first thing that morning. As a child loves another child, perhaps. I was only fourteen when we left Fortune. I barely remember what he looks like.

Is that the reason you havent bothered to ask about him since Ive been here?

Why should I think of him when hes forgotten me? He promised to write, and Ive never received a single letter from him.

Maybe because hes been too busy making a living.

Do you ever see him? Lauren cast her a sideways glance reflecting such longing Georgina knew her friend did indeed think of Tomand often.

From time to time when Papas business takes us back through Texas. Hes a very respected trail boss. He gets top dollar, because hes hard-working

The gentlemen here dont have to work. Therefore they have plenty of time to devote to the women they love.

If they dont work, where do they get their money?

They inherit it.

Georgina set the delicate china teacup on a little table with spindly legs that didnt look strong enough to support it. They have to do something to generate income.

Maybe they invest it. I dont know. I just know they dont have to work. They dont sweat. I remember when Tom would come over at the end of the day, he smelled no better than a cow, his clothes were dusty, and his fingernails had dirt wedged beneath them. English gentlemen are always clean and they smell nice.

Theres nothing wrong with honest sweat and dirt.

Except that its reserved for the lower classes, Lauren said softly. Were above all that here.

Georgina noticed that Lauren was drawing the fan absently across her cheek. I love you according to the language of the fan. Was she thinking of Tom? Was Tom the reason shed declined the numerous marriage proposals that had come her way?

Youre a full-grown woman, Lauren. You could go back to Texas any time you wanted.

Lauren scoffed lightly. I daresay Id fit in as well there as you seem to think you do here.


A fit Georgina knew was as easy as trying to snap into place a wooden puzzle piece that had somehow managed to get associated with the wrong puzzle. Hadnt their years in New York taught her that? Shed been incredibly relieved when her father had told her theyd leave the mansion they were leasing in New York. But instead of going back to her beloved Texas, theyd sailed to England. Georgina had been heartbroken. She wanted a home, but more she wanted to feel as though she belonged somewhere.

With a sigh, Lauren turned away from the window and strolled gracefully to the canopied bed. I wish youd select a fan. I spent most of yesterday afternoon on Regent Street, searching for one I thought youd like.

Georgina eased out of the chair and walked to the bed. A dozen fans were spread over the burgundy comforter. I suppose I think of a fan as something to cool you off in July, not something that tells a man what youre thinking.

People here are much more sophisticated than they are in Fortune. I felt as though I was a country bumpkin for the longest time. I thought Id never be accepted. Laurens eyes filled with understanding. Is that the reason you dont think the gentlemen have asked you to dance? Because you lack the sophistication to which theyre accustomed?

That and other things. Georgina picked up an enormous fan and opened it, spreading wide the ostrich plumes. The wounds delivered in New York were still too fresh. She couldnt explain to Lauren how shed tried to fit in once and had failed miserably. I could hide my face with this one.

Theres nothing wrong with your face.

Except that its not elegant or dainty. And I have a tendency to speak my mind, a habit some men find unappealing. She tossed down the fan. Im not comfortable in the parlor, Lauren. Id rather be outdoors.

Then you shouldnt have come to England during the Season. You should have waited until August, when well be in residence at the country estate.

I didnt know about the Season when Papa told me he wanted to come over here. I just wanted to visit with younot with all these prim and prissy people who set my teeth on edge with their high and mighty ways.

Youre my guest, Gina. People will think Im rude if I dont take you to the dinner parties and balls with me.

Well, we certainly cant have people thinking that. Georgina reached for a fan with intricate flowers carved into the ivory leaves. Ill carry this one to the dance tonight.

Lauren flung her arms around Georgina and hugged her tightly. You havent changed. You still care more about others than you do yourself. Maybe some lucky gentleman will notice you tonight. Wouldnt it be splendid if you married a man with a title? You could stay in England, and we could visit all the time.

Merciful heavens. Marrying a stuffy old English dandy was the last thing Georgina wanted.




You have to tell her, Nathaniel.

Nathaniel Pierce wasnt certain if he was sitting in the day room, the morning room, or the afternoon room. He simply knew he was in a room, but he also understood that those with money preferred to give their rooms a name, as though in doing so they not only added to the importance of the room, but increased their own significance as well.

Elizabeth Fairfield Montgomery was an exception. She stood near the window, giving him a pointed look that indicated shed accept no argument on this matter. She and Edna, his wife, had been the best of friends. Theyd written often until Ednas death.

He wiped his roughened hand over his mouth. I dont want Gina to know that I had anything to do with Huntingdons interest in her.

Nathaniel, you cant give her a fairy-tale romance and a storybook marriage, Elizabeth insisted.

Why not? Im an old man who made mistakes.

Only when you gambled.

Only Elizabeth would remind him of his greatest failing. Hed amassed fortunes only to lose them when Lady Luck turned against him. Many a night Edna had cried while hed been rubbing elbows with the demon of gambling. Hed stop gambling to halt her tears.

And when hed climbed back onto the mountain of gold, hed taken her to New Yorkand her tears had returned.

It was more than gambling, Elizabeth. I never should have taken Gina and Edna with me. Traveling from town to town. Sleeping in the wagon when we couldnt find an inn. Never staying in one place long enough for either of them to make any new friends. I didnt realize women needed to have friends nearby. Now I can give Gina back some of what I took from her.

She doesnt feel as though you took anything.

I feel it! He lunged out of the chair. How could he explain the loneliness his daughter had experienced? Shed had no friends other than those shed left behind. Although theyd always rolled from one town to another, shed never complained. That wasnt her way. She simply accepted what life dished out and made the best of it.

Too late hed realized the unfair cost of his ambitions. Shed never been courted. Or wooed. Or made to feel special. Shed never had beaux lined up at her door, seeking her favors.

Hed thought New York would provide her with the opportunity to obtain a husband. Instead the experience had only worsened her isolation, had made her feel more apart. Shed been the country girl striving to fit into the city life.

Hed brought her to England, hoping to find her a husband, someone among the aristocracy who would appreciate her. Someone to show those New York Knickerbockers that his daughter was good enough.

Huntingdons right for her, Elizabeth. I went to the village on his estate. I talked to those who know him


You made inquiries about him? she asked, clearly horrified.

Hed made inquiries about all of themevery aristocratic man whod approached him in the gentlemens clubs or the gaming hells. Huntingdon alone had chosen a clandestine meeting. Huntingdon alone wasnt lounging in clubs and running up debts.

By God, he wasnt lazy. Nathaniel would give him that. The man had tried his damnedest to better his situation. Familiar with the instability of wealth, Nathaniel felt comfortable giving the man a leg up. Every aspect of life was a gamble. He was gambling now that his instincts were honed, that hed measured the man accurately.

Huntingdon wouldnt squander the money he acquired when he married Gina. Nor would he squander the happiness she could bring him.

I wanted an unbiased impression of the man. Hes loyal to his tenants and his land. Hell be loyal to Gina.

At least let her know that he has an interest in her.

He supposed there would be no harm in that approach. If he handled it properly, Gina would be none the wiser regarding the exact conditions of the marriage. Huntingdon would no doubt court in haste. He supposed it was to his advantage to prepare his daughter for the mans suit.

As soon as the marriage took place, hed make arrangements to have it announced in The New York Times. Yes, sir, his little gal marrying an English aristocrat would curl the hair on a few of the matrons heads.



Georgina stared at the ball gown draped over the edge of the bed. The yellow shade reminded her of a healing bruise. Shed stopped counting the bows when she reached twenty-five. As for the feathers that lined the back collar and would press against her headwhat in Gods name had the seamstress been thinking when shed agreed to make this abominable creation?

Georgina knew what her father had been thinking. A man of excesses, the beauty of simplicity completed eluded him. How could she possibly wear this atrocious garment to tonights event?

With a sinking heart she set a large box on the bed. Inside was the gown that had only just arrived from the dressmaker. Incredibly elegant, it consisted of nothing more than simple lines. Shed fallen in love with the deep blue satin the moment she saw it. The hero of her dreams always possessed eyes of that color. Eyes that hid a tortured soul. A soul calling to her to lend strength and wisdom

A knock on the door brought her abruptly back to the present and the hideous gown. Come in.

Her father shuffled into the room, sweat beading his brow, his nose and cheeks ruddy. In spite of the cool climate, he always looked as though he were on fire.

What do you think of the gown, darlin? he asked, as though hed discovered buried treasure that had been lost for centuries.


She certainly wished it hadnt been dug up, but she wouldnt hurt his feelings for the world. Oh, Papa, itsshe glanced at the dress; how to disguise the truth without lying was a game shed played with him since she was a childits like nothing Ive ever seen.

I knew youd love it! Youre just like your mother used to be. Too easy to please. Lord, I miss her more each day.

Her heart went out to him. Pneumonia had taken her mother last year. Pneumonia and a broken heart brought on by societys cruelties.

Her fathers face suddenly brightened. I talked with a fella yesterday. Devon Sheridan.

She didnt particularly like the manner in which her father had said thatas though hed recently acquired some new property. Devon Sheridan?

His smile grew. Hes titled, gal, and hes asked for permission to call on you. Ive granted it.

She dropped onto the fainting couch situated at the foot of the bed. She tried to steady the thunderous beating of her heart. Lifting her gaze, she felt the dull ache in her chest grow as she contemplated the pleased expression on her fathers beloved face. Why would he want to call on me?

Because the man knows true beauty when he sees it. He confided to me hes been watching you from afar for some time now. He stepped closer, grabbed her hand, and squeezed hard. Im sure hes contemplating marriage, and Im sure he wont be long in asking.

With trepidation slicing through her, she felt her skin prickle as though a thousand ants crawled over her flesh. Shed never met the man, and she seriously doubted anyone was watching her from afar. But Papa, I only came here to visit, not to live.

No reason you cant stay here. Besides, you and Lauren were always like two peas in a pod. As you grow older, its a good thing to stay close to those who knew you when you were little. Helps you to remember your roots, feel secure in their hold.

But my roots are in Texas. She didnt want to hurt him by pointing out that if he thought roots were so important, he shouldnt have pulled her out of Texas to begin with.

And a harsher land there will never be.

But I love Texas.

His face crumpled as though shed plunged the recently sharpened blade of a knife through his heart. Lord, Gina, I thought youd be gladdened. Youre always talking about how much you want children, and you cant have them if you aint got a husband.

She wanted children more than shed ever desired anything in her life, but it took more than simply acquiring a husband. It took getting intimate with him, an act that required fondness, caring, trustcertainly too many things to name. But Papa

Shh, now. Awkwardly he knelt in front of her and skimmed his knuckles over her cheek, the love reflected in his eyes bringing tears to hers. I know what it is to want a child, Gina. Your mother and me were married twenty some odd years before you blessed our lives. I want to leave this world knowing Ive done my best by you and you have someone to share your life with. Someone who can appreciate all you have to offer.

Alarm skittered through her at his somber mention of leaving this world. Papa, are you keeping something from me? Are you ill?

Of course not, but Im an old man growing older, and Im getting tired. I want you to be happy. I want you to have that young un youve always wanted so desperately.

But an English lord, Papa? I think Ill get bored out of my ever-lovin mind married to a man who does nothing but play. Id rather marry a costermonger. At least he works up a sweat.

A man with a title will give you respectability, a place in society that I couldnt give you in New York.

Her heart tightened as the truth dawned on her. This trip was a husband-hunting expedition, wasnt it?

Her father ducked his head as though embarrassed that his grand scheme had been discovered.

Dont you see, Gina? Hes got to be an Englishman, an aristocrat. A man with a title. To show those New York bitches who shunned your mother that she was good enough.

Oh, Papa. Mama was so much better than them

He jerked up his head to reveal tears welling in his eyes. You know that, I know that. By God, I want those Knickerbockers to know it. To know we were all good enough.


Revenge is not a reason to get married, she said softly, her heart aching for his agony.

Its not revenge. Its practicality. Youre long past a marrying age. Were here in England. Why not marry an aristocrat? Be a countess. Have your children. Do this for your mother. Shed want to see you happy.

I didnt come here looking to get married.

I know you didnt, gal, but give this young fella a chance. If you dont like him, Ill find someone else for you.

He spoke as though he was deciding on a new piece of furniture or a bauble. Something insignificant, not a person who could forever alter her life. Shed always followed his advice, acknowledged his greater wisdom, and sought his counsel. How could she now turn aside his plans?

Why did you choose this particular man?

Because he loved his first wife something fierce and spoiled her rotten.

He was married? The tapestry of his grand scheme was revealing its unbecoming threads as she unraveled it. Why would she want a man who had already been married and acquired certain expectations regarding a wifes behavior? If she was to marry at all, she wanted a man who understood her need not to be tethered.

Her father nodded sagely. She died three years ago. Hes been mourning ever since. Only came to London a few days ago to visit with his solicitor. Doesnt usually go to the parties around here, but then he heard about you.


She could well imagine what he might have heard about her. She simply didnt fit in this society.

Then Ill be competing with his memories of his wife.

Nah, not once he gets to know you well. Hell love you as much as I do. Maybe more. Besides, he needs you, gal. You could make him grateful for his days.

She averted her gaze, because it hurt to see the hope reflected in her fathers eyes.

Why do you think hed make a good husband?

He was never unfaithful to his wifea rare thing among these gents. Most treat their mistress better than they do their wife. But not this fella. He doesnt drink to excess. He doesnt gamble.

Unlike her father. A man of excesses indeed. When he drank, he drank until he lost all reason. When he gambled, he lost fortunes. Fortunately, he seldom engaged in either activity. Shortly after theyd arrived, hed begun disappearing for a few days here and there. Shed assumed then that hed gone in search of places to gamble. Instead it sounded as though hed been hunting down a husband for her.

You like him, she responded gravely, as though gloomily accepting her fate. But he wasnt presenting her with a ball gown she could remove at the end of a long evening. He was offering her a husband, a mate for the remainder of her life. Years and years and years. Marry in haste, repent at leisure. Wasnt that how the old saying went?

I like what Ive seen of him. I went to his estate, without him knowing, of course. Talked to his tenants, the villagers. I know the sort of man he is. I understand the sacrifices hes willing to make for his landsacrifices most of these men wouldnt be caught dead making. Hell do well by you. If not for me, then at least for the memory of your mother, give him a chance.

She didnt want to remember all the days her mother had waited for the arrival of an invitation that would never come, waited for someone to call on her. No one ever did.

Georgina gave him a tremulous smile. Ill give him a chance.

Her fathers grin shifted the wrinkles in his face and made him appear much younger. You wont regret it. Now get ready for this ball. I have a feeling hell introduce himself tonight.

She cast a speculative glance at the gown her father had purchased for her. If Devon Sheridan approached her while she wore it, shed know he was a desperate man. A desperate man indeed.







    

Chapter 3




As Georgina stood beside Lauren in a corner of the ballroom, she couldnt help but be overwhelmed by the extravagancethe glittering world of crystal chandeliers, marble floors, and mirrored walls. Dozens of large flower arrangements made the air nauseatingly sweet. Although the area reserved for dancing was open, the perimeter was crowded with small tables, chairs, plants, and statuettes.

Georgina always felt as though the walls were closing in on her. At times she found it increasingly difficult to breathe. Even when she walked through the city, she was bothered by the hordes of people. Her only respite came in the wee hours of the morning, when she went riding.

She couldnt possibly contemplate marrying and remaining here. If only something grander than loneliness awaited her in Texas.


Stop twirling your fan, Lauren whispered harshly.

Georgina stilled, grateful for the distraction. You told me to hold it in my left hand to signify I was interested in making someones acquaintance. Thats what Im doing.

No, youre twirling it in your left hand, which is a signal you love someone.

And she certainly didnt love anyone. Had never loved anyone beyond her family and Lauren. Shed longed for a gentleman to love her. To look upon her as so many of these young men did Lauren.

Would Devon Sheridan gaze upon her with appreciation? She contemplated what she might have done to garner his attention. Nothing of significance came to mind. In truth she could not help but feel that her
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