
  
    [image: A Scandalous Reunion]
  


  
    
      A SCANDALOUS REUNION

    

    
      
        BEVERLEY OAKLEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sani Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Scandalous Reunion

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Don’t Miss My Other Series

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SCANDALOUS REUNION

          

        

      

    

    
      Love, loss and lies.

      Sebastian Wells sacrificed true love to do his duty.

      Widowed three years later, he set off to find beautiful, beguiling Venetia; but a year has gone by and she remains as elusive as ever.

       One evening, at a summer house party, Sebastian unexpectedly encounters Venetia, now working as a lowly companion to the demanding Dowager Duchess Lady Indigo.

      As past scandals resurface, threatening to shatter their second chance at happiness, Sebastian and Venetia must navigate a treacherous path to reclaim their love.

      Embark on an emotional journey of love, sacrifice, and redemption in A Scandalous Reunion – a ‘class divide’ Regency romance that will keep you enthralled until the last page.
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      Sebastian Wells contemplated the billiard cue in his right hand, poised over the green baize table. If he pocketed this one, he’d be five hundred pounds plumper in the pocket. It was a fabulous sum that would keep him in coats and cognac for a considerable time—if he didn’t lose the same sum at the gaming table the following week. Not that he needed funds.

      “Just get it over with,” his opponent muttered.

      He glanced across the table, offering a disdainful arch of his right eyebrow to indicate his indifference to the lad’s suffering. 

      The boy shouldn’t wager what he couldn’t afford to lose. Sebastian never had. Of course, Sebastian had never been kept short, but he could also exercise self-discipline when required.

      A wave of guilt and embarrassment washed over him at this thought as he confined ‘self-discipline’ to the gaming table.

      Ladies were another matter.

      But honoring one’s debts was the mark of a gentleman, and this lad, judging by the desperate look in his eyes and the telltale grayness of his linen, was one of society’s hopefuls.

      “In good time.” 

      He watched the boy’s Adam’s apple make the arduous journey up and back down his throat. If Mr. Barnacle—from memory, that was his name, or something similar—only knew how the desperation of an opponent fed Sebastian’s addiction to winning, he might learn to temper his bodily reactions.

      Carefully, Sebastian drew back the cue, lowering his upper body so that he could make the direct line between the billiard ball and where it must go. He felt the exhilaration of success and power surge through him as the tip made contact with its target with a satisfying click.

      Then he stood back to observe the perfection of his stellar hit.

      Who didn’t enjoy winning? Or watching the vanquished squirm? It was in his competitive nature, and one could not change one’s nature for all that Dorothea had tried.

      Poor Dorothea.

      He felt regret but little else, and with a sigh, turned to face the boy who owed him a very large sum. In his opponent’s eyes, he saw the devastation masked bravely; but damp lashes rose up as young Barnacle handed over a handful of notes amidst the loud cheering and clapping of those ranged around the room.

      Ah, but victory was sweet, was it not?

      Sebastian didn’t bother to hide his gloating as he accepted the congratulations of the well-dressed rabble who crowded about him in the seedy confines of his favorite gambling haunt.

      What else in life was worth expending effort upon more than winning?

      After the last four years of misery, nothing gave him greater satisfaction.

      His hands curled over the notes though he didn’t look at them. They were meaningless in the great scheme of things.

      Meaningless, like everything else, he realized with a pang.

      He’d thought Dorothea’s death had released him to find what he wanted. He’d searched and made inquiries the length and breadth of the British Isles for…

       He swallowed down the lump of pain and disappointment. A year had passed since Dorothea had died and finally freed him to be with the girl he loved.

      But...where was she?

      Since returning from France, where he’d followed yet another disappointing lead, gambling and winning were the first vices he’d tumbled into. And he was good at it.

      Better at it, certainly, than helping maidens in distress.

      Or should that be matrons in distress? Well, that’s what he’d thought he’d been doing.

      Self-disgust squeezed his entrails, but he was not about to take relief in kindness to his opponent. Society hadn’t shown him any quarter after Lady Banks had set him up for a prize fool. As for Mrs. Compton, he knew what he should do, but… 

      “I’ll have the remaining hundred paid by the end of the week, Mr. Wells.”

      Sebastian set down his cue and reached for his drink; the dry notes still crumpled in his hand as he peered more closely at the youthful, unformed features of the lad quaking before him. His vanquished opponent was even younger than Sebastian had pegged him.

      “What? You wagered more than you have to give to me now?”

      “I can get it by...by Friday.”

      “Friday?” Sebastian stared at the notes young Barnacle had handed over, and another surge of disgust and disillusionment welled up his gullet like bile. The lad’s linen was not the snowy white that indicated privilege. Lord knew what a loss like this would mean to him when, to Sebastian, it would mean...nothing. 

      Yes, nothing. 

      Dorothea had decried gambling as if it were devil’s play and Sebastian, fettered by honor, had curbed his natural impulses during his years with her to be what he’d promised to be: honorable and faithful.

      Not for Dorothea’s sake, either, he reminded himself grimly.

      Yet look where that had got him?

      Idling his life away in the pursuit of pleasure because that’s what he thought he’d missed most during his cloistered years of dreary devotion.

      His palms began to itch while his bleary vision took in the trembling mouth of the boy who was too young to be here, yet old enough to know better.

      He should be taught a lesson. It was only right that Sebastian claim his winnings and let the lad suffer his fate.

      With a sigh, he raised his arm to better consider what he held in the palm of his hand—a tidy sum for himself, perhaps; but the boy’s future, also—frowning as he pondered what to do.

      “I know I should have had the blunt on me now, but...but I can have it by...Thursday if you can’t wait ’til Friday.”

      “Thursday!” Sebastian thrust the notes back to the boy. “If not now, then forget it! You should be in leading strings, not getting your nose bloodied in places like this.”

      He barely heard young Barnacle’s incoherent gratitude for Mowbray, an erstwhile friend and lowlife frequenter of dens of iniquity like this, for all that he was set to inherit an earldom, was throwing his arm about Sebastian’s shoulders and saying with too much familiarity, “Barbara told me to tell you her husband is away in the country next week. He’s completely forgiven her now he knows it wasn’t Dendridge in her bed. So, you have carte blanche to see her. And—” he touched the side of his nose—“no obligations. She promises!”

      Sebastian blinked to clear his head. Barbara. Mrs. Compton. A right mull of matters he’d made there and only himself to blame. “Please send Barbara my regrets.” He knew he was slurring and that he made unattractive company.

      Mowbray was taking his role as apparent broker with great seriousness. “My cousin is no danger to you, Wells. Her husband has agreed to take her back and,” Mowbray’s leer was sickening, “let her take her pleasure where it pleases her.”

      An image of Barbara’s creamy limbs spread in abandon for both their pleasures was not a comfort right now. Lord, if Sebastian had only known what he was getting himself into when he’d thought he was playing the good Samaritan.

      He shook his head. “Send Barbara my best wishes. He turned toward the door, for the smell of ale, sweat, and greed was suddenly overwhelming. “I’ve decided to accept an invitation to spend a week with my godmother in Soho.”

      “Good God! With your godmother? When you could kick up a lark here?”

      “Precisely.” It came as a sudden illumination that if Sebastian had not found what he had been looking for, at least he knew what he wasn’t looking for. The noise, the commotion, the excitement…the winning purely for the sake of winning. These things weren’t for him, though Dorothea might have been wrong about so much else regarding her husband’s character.

      He put his hand to his neckcloth, now limp, and no doubt soiled with a night of dissipation. It was time to clean himself up, if for no one else but himself. “Sorry to disappoint, Mowbray. Truth is, I’m fagged to death with kicking up a lark.”

      Sebastian made a quick mental note to write to his godmother, telling her that in fact he would attend her August ball which he’d earlier declined.

      “My godmother believes I’m a reprobate who needs bringing to heel. And she’s right. I shall leave tomorrow.”
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      Sebastian felt no niggling doubts as to the wisdom of taking himself away from London revels. 

      He hoped the boredom of five days beneath his godmother’s roof would be a restorative that would purge him of his wickedness, even if it did not exonerate him of his past sins.

      Though perhaps his polite attention to Lady Hawley’s partly deaf friend, Lady Indigo, might do that. To his relief, however, she’d fallen asleep in the middle of their conversation.

      He was just enjoying the reprieve when a remark from Lady Hawley forced him to return his attention to the lovely Miss Arabella Reeves, who’d just been expounding on the virtues of the waltz over the quadrille. Clearly, Miss Reeves had been invited here as Sebastian’s ‘special entertainment’.

      “I daresay both the waltz and the quadrille have their advantages, Miss Reeves,” he murmured, raising his voice to be heard over Lady Indigo’s snore.

      His fellow houseguest fluttered her eyelashes at him. “I know the waltz is still considered daring, Mr. Wells, but is that not appealing in itself? Wouldn’t you find life dreadfully dreary if you couldn’t do something that everyone disapproved of?”

      “Doing things that people disapprove of is hardly a novelty to me, Miss Reeves,” he said, pleased to make her blush and smile cheekily at the same time. Obviously, his reputation preceded him. 

      And she was rather a fetching little thing when he took the trouble to study her. With lively green eyes beneath dark arched brows, and golden hair swept into a topknot that complemented the elegant sweep of her neck and pretty, pointed chin, she was as close to a beauty as any discerning man would want.

      Her teeth were good too. No imperfections. 

      A drift of memory assailed him? Had they met before?

      Possibly. But she was a blonde. Like his Dorothea had been; therefore, pretty Miss Reeves would never do, however hard she tried.

      “Good lord, but we need some entertainment!” 

      To everyone’s startlement, Lady Indigo jerked awake on a particularly loud snore and clapped her hands. “Let us have music!” Snapping her head around, she barked at the young woman hunched over her needlework beside her; a companion employed obviously to tease out the knots in her employer’s mood and occasional handiwork. “Stand up girl and give us a song! But Miss Reeves must sing! My girl plays,” she told the company at large, “but the good lord did not bless her with a voice to instill pleasure in anyone. Come, Miss Reeves; surely a pretty girl like you has a voice like a nightingale. Come and entertain us.”

      Sebastian smiled at the contrived play of emotions that crossed Miss Reeve’s lovely face as she stood up after a minor show of coyness. 

      Appreciatively, he watched her cross to the pianoforte which was tucked into the corner of the grand sitting room, and where Miss Indigo’s companion must now be settling herself at the keys, as he heard the first tinkling chords of a Scottish lament.

      Unlike Dorothea, who did not enjoy such exhibits, Miss Reeves was a show-woman and, indeed, she had a voice that matched her fine looks. From this distance, he was in an even better position to admire her graceful curves as she raised her smooth, swanlike throat to reach the high notes.

      “Bravo!” he declared, clapping politely as she beamed in conclusion. “And lovely playing, too,” he added politely, for the young lady at the piano deserved praise also. With her scraped-back hair beneath an old-fashioned cap, it was doubtful she received too much of that. He hadn’t even noticed the little chit until now, hidden as she had been behind a concealing palm at her mistress’s side and now, by the angle of the pianoforte.

      “My dear Venetia’s accomplishment at the keyboard makes up for her lack of tunefulness. And now it’s time for her to help me prepare for my bed.” Lady Indigo banged her cane loudly upon the floor and Sebastian, who’d just turned to attend to something said by Lord Fenton, leaped into awareness.

      But not because of Lady Indigo’s impatience.

      Venetia? It was an unusual name. The name of a young lady distinguished by her lack of tunefulness? He squinted across the room and saw her rise to do her mistress’s bidding. She was slightly built; her figure neat, her gown a drab brown.

      He willed her to turn her head, for it was impossible to observe her properly in the light of a single sconce of candles. In fact, as she turned her back on him, it was almost as if she did so deliberately.

      Which surely must mean it was not her.

      Not his Venetia. Sebastian’s Venetia would have thrown her arms wide in joy and tumbled into his embrace the moment she recognized him. Sebastian’s Venetia would have been scouring the world to find him.

      Not turning her back on him.

      Yet, as he frowned across the room, trying to make out this hitherto invisible creature, hidden by pot plants and various well-dressed personages, and not least by that hideous lace cap upon her head, he was filled with doubt.

      “Please. One more song.” He couldn’t let her go. Not without knowing, conclusively. And perhaps she’d not even noticed him. If it were his Venetia, that is.

      Sebastian’s request drew smiles from everyone, but when Miss Reeves bent her head to suggest a piece, he added, almost desperately, “With due respect, Lady Indigo, please allow me to be the judge of whether your companion’s voice is as…lacking in tune as you suggest? I think another opinion is only fair.”

      He heard their audible gasps; and, yes, he’d had a little too much to drink, perhaps. He knew it was one thing for an old lady to publicly deride the lowly creature who worked for her, but quite another for a gentleman of the ton to make fun of the situation, too.

      Right now, Sebastian didn’t care what anyone thought. There was no way he was going to let the lowly companion disappear through that doorway. Not when, suddenly, a great deal was at stake.

      Riveted, he watched the young woman under scrutiny slowly return, as Miss Reeves settled herself at the keyboard. The girl’s reluctance was apparent; the embarrassment of his hostess palpable.

      And the gathering excitement in Sebastian’s breast was unstoppable. 

      Even though their songstress kept her head averted as her voice rose above the tinkling notes, certainty and expectation powered through him.

      He wasn’t quite sure how he managed to restrain himself sufficiently to remark, not entirely steadily, either, “Certainly, you are right, Lady Indigo, in that the young lady’s talents lie with her playing.” In truth, he had no idea what he was saying, other than it couldn’t have been complimentary as he met the reproving glances of everyone in the room.

      “Hmph, well, I think Venetia didn’t deserve that,” grumbled Lady Indigo, nodding at her companion. “And I’m sorry for what I said, but I’m sure you’ve had enough of small talk, Venetia. Please, will you go and see that the warming iron in my bed is the right temperature?”

      Obediently the girl rose, but as she did not glance in Sebastian’s direction, he was again frustrated by doubt.

      Until one covert glance across the swarm of bodies sealed everything.

      And Sebastian had to grip the back of his chair as his vision coalesced into a kaleidoscope of red and black, saying in as unaffected a tone as he could manage, “Perhaps Miss Reeves would entertain us with another piece. Can she sing and play the pianoforte?”

       Miss Reeves blushed prettily. She was very good at that, he observed. Her grace and timing were consummate, for she hesitated a perfect moment before conceding with just the right show of shyness and reluctance.

      Not that Sebastian cared how prettily she blushed or sang or did anything for that matter. He just needed to be strategic. For he could not bolt out of the room and after Venetia like the overenthusiastic schoolboy he suddenly felt.

      “I shall be back by the time you decide what you shall sing,” he added, bowing at the ladies before making for the door, his movements leisurely before he hastened his stride. His departure would be mistaken for the call of nature. He’d been in the house a good few hours and knew his way about.

       But he must hurry. The blood was pounding loudly in his ears, and an excitement more heady and exhilarating than he’d felt in his whole life powered through him.

      Quickly, he traversed the passageway, stopping on the threshold of the long gallery. The guest wing was along the passage that led from the far end of this area. Lady Indigo’s bedroom would be one of these. Surely she hadn’t scuttled away as quickly as to give him no chance to catch up.

      Surely…

      As he stopped to survey the shadows ahead of him, the pounding of his heartbeat was now deafening.

      Yet all was silent in the cavernous room with its high ceiling and book-lined walls.

       Taking a cautious step forward, he scanned the immediate vicinity. Lord, when last had his palms felt clammy and his neck linen too tight?

      He knew the answer to this only too well. It was why he was here; why he was so agitated.

      And then he saw her, glancing up at a painting about halfway down the room, to the left, and almost shrouded by a large bust on a plinth.

      Without a second thought, Sebastian set his footsteps in her direction, covering the distance in quick time, snatching at her wrist to swing her around so that with a stumble she was in the circle of his arms; and as she tilted her head up with a gasp, he was able to claim her mouth, her soft, sweet lips melting beneath his.

      Before she truncated the ecstasy that roared through his body, by giving him a sharp push.

      He stumbled back against the window, hurt and confusion warring within him.

      “Venetia?” They’d parted on a kiss and a promise. This was not what he’d expected. 

      Not what he’d dreamed would be the culmination of so
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