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Chapter One
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On her way out through the ballroom doorway, Ann lifted her skirts and stepped over a stack of discarded tools. But then the toe of her slipper caught in a loose stitch of the hem of her dress. She flayed her arms in the air, not unlike a fledgling attempting its first flight and certainly not like the more than well-put-together lady her mother had bought her up to be. Before she could do anything embarrassing, such as landing on her face, she grabbed the doorframe.

To steady her nerves, Ann calmly smoothed the pleats of her skirt and took a quick peek both ways down the hallway, to make sure no one had witnessed her unladylike exhibition. At seeing no one, she let out a long sigh of relief.

“At least The Marquis didn’t see my ungraceful exit. He would think me fox-faced.” It would have been just one more reason to turn his nose up at her. The man already believed her a complete ninny. 

But then Ann breathed in a lungful of dust, nearly choking to death before finally catching her breath. She worried that her hacking might have brought her the very attention she had been avoiding all morning, and so Ann again peeked down the hallway.

Still alone, Ann searched her pockets for a handkerchief. “The blasted thing is likely still on my dresser, and I knew full well how dusty it was going to be up here.” 

Risking a peek at all the construction work hadn’t been her first choice on how to spend a pleasant afternoon by herself. Back in her rooms, a new book of poetry sat on the nightstand, waiting to be read, next to which were three unfinished letters to her mother and sisters. She would have much preferred to stay there but had wanted to make certain the bricks for the fireplaces had been delivered as promised. In addition, she had wanted to see for herself that the men were hard at work and not shirking. And all this because it had been readily apparent, reading between the lines of her brother-in-law, Colin’s, letters, that he worried that things would slide during his prolonged absence from Tayside.

There were times when Ann wished she hadn’t agreed to oversee the restoration of Colin’s newly inherited estate. For months now she had listened to nothing but pounding and hammering. The never-ending sounds often bordered on the maddening.

“I suppose all this dust helps to explain away my red eyes.”

But what did it really matter if she cried every day? Margaret and Colin had been her only visitors in weeks. The servants and workmen were the only ones who saw Ann on a daily basis. If any of them noticed her red eyes or the smears of wiped-away tears, then none had been presumptuous enough to inquire. 

There was, however, the occasional visit from Colin’s architect, but did The Marquis of Bright count? His tête-à-têtes were invariably nothing more than barked orders for her to pass on to the workmen. Once he was certain she had understood, the insufferable man would then, at every such occasion, rush away before she’d had a chance to utter a single word.

Ann had no idea why the vexing man shunned her so. He had never in actuality ever voiced a single ill opinion of her, but whenever they were together, he could never quite hide his disdain. It was obvious in every smirk and exasperating lift of his aristocratic eyebrow.

Of course, trying to avoid him was what had landed her in her present predicament. On the way to inspect progress on the renovations of the library, she had heard The Marquis’s booming voice. So, like the chicken she was, Ann had hurried in the opposite direction, as fast as her long skirts had allowed. 

By all accounts, the two of them should have become good friends. Ann and The Marquis were both grieving for the same person: Alexander. But then no one outside her immediate family had known that Ann and the late Earl of Tayside had planned to wed, so Ann couldn’t reasonably blame The Marquis for not knowing that she too had loved Alexander.

Ann and Alexander had never had the chance to announce their engagement because the night he had ridden to Tayside to tell his mother of their plans, she had thwarted their union by killing him—killing her own son.

At least the horrible woman had hanged for her terrible crime.

That callous thought stopped Ann in her tracks. She leaned against the wall, to catch her breath, and hugged her stomach. So why hadn’t Lady Tayside’s death helped relieve at least a small portion of her grief? Ann swallowed back rising bile and straightened her shoulders. The answer was clear: Alexander was still dead. Lady Tayside’s hanging had done nothing to bring back the love of her life.

“It’ll serve you no purpose, my gal, standing here and mulling over Alexander’s death,” Ann told herself, then glanced around once again to make sure she was still alone. Satisfied she was, she made her way down the stairway.

“I’ll write to Colin and let him know that everything is going as planned.” She hoped it wouldn’t be long before she could at least try to carry on with her life. She would return to her brother’s home in London. There she could hold her niece. Dear Beatrice was probably as close to having a child of her own as Ann would ever get. So, she must find a way of being content as an aunt to her nieces and nephews and never as a mother to her own children.

Ann stopped, mid-step, and gripped the stair’s banister. “They say happiness is a state of mind,” at which she carried on down, oblivious of the steps on which she trod.

“So, write to Colin and tell him you can stay here no longer. He’ll understand,” but Ann stopped again and this time slapped the banister. “Stop your dallying. Mrs. Hancock is bound to be searching the house for you by now.” After breakfast, Ann had promised the housekeeper that she would go over the kitchen accounts with her. Maybe that task would help keep Ann’s mind occupied for a little while. It was attending to these kinds of endless chores around Tayside that had allowed her a small portion of sanity.

As Ann stepped from the last step and into the entrance hall, the butler approached.

“My Lady, Lord Bright wishes to speak with you. I seated him in the study, my Lady.” Hurrell stood as straight as his round figure allowed, his brushy eyebrows sweeping across his lowered eyes.

“Thank you, Victor. Please ring for John to bring tea,” but then Ann added, “And have Mrs. Stokes include a plate of her delicious scones. I’ve noticed Lord Bright has a special fondness for her clotted cream and strawberry jam.”

“I’ll see to it, my Lady.” Hurrell gave a respectful nod before hurrying off down the hallway.

Instead of heading straight to the study, Ann watched the butler’s surprisingly nimble departure. Even after so many months at Tayside Manor, it still mystified her how such a heavy man could be so light on his feet.

Ann quietly chided herself, “Lord Bright won’t eat you alive, so stop stalling and go and face him.”  She had no idea how such a handsome man could have such cold, hard eyes.

She dabbed at the corners of her own eyes with the back of her hand. Ann could ill afford The Marquis of Bright seeing any hint of tears about her eyes. No doubt, it would only give him one more reason to look down on her. Not that she cared overly much what he thought of her, but she didn’t want him conveying the impression to Colin that he believed her incapable of overseeing the renovations. 

Ann paused at the study’s closed door and took a moment to straighten her shoulders and lift her chin. She smiled, but it wobbled and disappeared the moment she opened the door and entered in upon another of Lord Bright’s dark stares. Why, oh why was the blasted man always so severe?

Ann kept her tone cheerful: “Good afternoon, Lord Bright. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.”

Lord Bright stood. “I’m sorry to intrude upon your afternoon, but Mrs. Hancock simply refuses to have the tapestries taken down in the west wing until she has had proper permission to do so. The workmen can’t replace the floor until everything has been removed.”

Ann hurried to sit down, so he too could then seat himself. There was no way she could carry on a conversation with the breathtaking sight of his broad-shouldered frame seemingly filling the study.

When they were both seated, Ann told him, “I’ve explained to her time and time again that you have been given full rein of Tayside Manor by The Earl of Tayside himself.” She sighed. “I don’t know why Mrs. Hancock is being so tenacious. I’ll speak with her again. Rest assured, the west wing will be ready for the workers first thing in the morning.”

Lord Bright grinned, taking Ann completely off-guard. 

“I’m afraid it might be my own fault. I don’t think she’s ever forgiven me for talking Colin and Alexander into riding our horses into the parlour when we were ten.”

Too soon, his grin faded, as if it had only been in Ann’s imagination. 

In spite of herself, Ann leaned closer, never growing tired of hearing stories of Alexander’s childhood. It helped to know that he had enjoyed the short time he had been given to live.

Her voice grew wistful: “Alexander was always so solemn. How did you ever talk him into doing such a reckless thing?”

Surprisingly, his smile returned. “I’m afraid I talked him and Colin into many a daft thing.”

Lord Bright glanced around the study. “We three received more lectures in this room than I can count, but they did no good. We would leave here apparently chastised but then go straight out and find some other escapade. Quite honestly, I’m surprised we lived to see manhood.”

As his words hung in the air between them, his face went beetroot red. But then fortune brought a knock at the door, displacing the embarrassment left in the wake of The Marquis’s ill-judged comment.
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Chapter Two
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What was it about Lady Ann that made Patrick say the wrong thing at the wrong time?

Of course, Patrick knew the answer. It was Lady Ann’s big brown eyes. Whenever he settled his sight on her face, her sad countenance made it impossible to think clearly. Even upon their first introduction, Patrick had wanted to embrace her. It was plain enough to see that she struggled to contain her sorrow, for it was etched on her beautiful face for all to see. 

Strangely, her heartache was a relief to witness. It was all the proof he needed that his best friend, the late Earl of Tayside, had been loved, truly loved by the woman to which he had given his heart. If anyone had ever deserved to be loved, it was Alexander. He had been the kindest of men, the most gentle man on earth. Even as a child, Patrick’s good friend had gone out of his way to see to the happiness of others. Alexander had deserved a good woman and Lady Ann was that and more. Even though a full year had passed since Alexander’s death, it was clear she still mourned his dear friend’s loss.

Patrick still mourned Alexander too. With Bright Hall just down the lane, as boys, he, Alexander and Colin had run roughshod over the countryside. That was, of course, until the three of them had been packed off to school. 

It took Lady Ann clearing her throat to bring Patrick back to the present.

He took the offered cup of tea and sipped it before saying, “I must apologise for my woolgathering.” He glanced around the study before meeting her eyes again. “It’s this house. It holds so many bittersweet memories.” Patrick set the cup and saucer on a nearby table before clearing his throat. “But I suspect you understand better than I how much Alexander’s passing still tears at the soul. He told me he had met the most wonderful woman in the whole world. You made him happy. Whenever sadness threatens to settle within me, I remember that—that Alexander was happier than he had ever been in his entire life.”

Patrick clenched the arms of his chair, to keep from reaching over and taking one of her hands. Those hands had trembled at the mention of Alexander, her teacup rattling against its saucer. The words he had meant to be comforting had only made her eyes once again fill with tears.

After a few moments of nothing more than the sounds of a branch tapping on one of the study’s windows, Patrick finally cleared his throat. “This morning I received a missive from Colin.”

Her eyes widened. “Is something amiss at Mayfield?”

Patrick shuffled forward in his chair. “I didn’t mean to alarm you. No, it was in answer to one I sent him.”

He studied the toes of his boots, avoiding meeting Lady Ann’s eyes again. “I realise now that I probably should have discussed my problem with you before approaching Colin, but it only seemed fitting to obtain his permission before I asked to see you.”

“I take it Colin agreed, so what is it you need, Lord Bright?” She set her cup aside and folded her hands in her lap.

He noted that, even though her hands were clasped together, a lone finger slid nervously back and forth across the back of her other hand.

“Lady Ann, I know it’s forward of me to ask but I need your help.” Patrick slid even further forward. This was the first time he had been this close to Lady Ann and so took the time to appreciate how the blonde strands of her hair intertwined with its delicate shades of brown. Because she always kept it swept back in such a tight chignon, he had never before appreciated its subtle beauty.

“You mustn’t leave me hanging, Lord Bright,” and she lifted her chin, as if preparing herself for the worse.

Patrick took hope that for once her face held something other than sadness.

“I would be most pleased if you would call me Patrick.” 

Lady Ann lowered her lashes, a faint blush tainting her cheeks. 

After a moment of consideration, she finally met his eyes again. “As you wish. If we are to be on such familiar terms then you must call me Ann.”

For some reason, the thought of doing so pleased Patrick. “Ann it is, then.”

He smiled after her name had slipped off his tongue, and a warm sense of satisfaction pooled in his stomach.

Ann returned his smile before shuffling forward in her chair. “Now that’s settled, what is this problem of yours...Patrick?”

“My father used to tell me that I could never meet a problem head on but always had to circle it a few times before jumping in.”

She said nothing, although one eyebrow did rise just a tiny bit higher than the other, which Patrick took as a good sign to continue. “I hope there’s plenty of tea in the pot because I’m going to circle my problem a few times more before jumping in.”

Ann picked up the aforesaid teapot and motioned for him to pass her his cup. “If we’re going to settle in for a long chat, we should also have some of Mrs. Stokes scones and clotted cream.”

Patrick smeared a thick layer of strawberry jam onto a scone before setting the saucer aside again so he could focus on the matter at hand.

“You see, I never thought I would be a Marquis. I was born the third son. My father and two older brothers were full of health and vigor, so I planned my future accordingly. I studied to become an architect, fully expecting to design buildings for my livelihood, and then fate stepped in.”

Patrick stared at the unlit logs in the fireplace before continuing, “I idolised my father and adored my mother and brothers, and I know they also esteemed me in return.” 

He settled back in his chair and stared into the hearth but without seeing.

“Growing up, I was allowed to roam the countryside whilst father instructed my eldest brother on how properly to manage our estate.” He smiled at the memory of taunting his brother for not being free to enjoy their childhood as he had. Of course, that was often met with a quick slap to the back of his head from his father, for being such a nuisance.

“It sounds as if you had a wonderful childhood.” She offered him more tea.

Patrick met Ann’s eyes and smiled. “I did. I wish you could have met my mother, though. She was a stunning woman, but more than that, she was kind—so very kind.”

He sat forward and chuckled, rubbing at the edge of his ear. “Though she had no qualms about boxing my ears if I got too far out of line.”

“She sounds lovely.” 

He bit his lip. “She was. My family was my entire world.”

Ann set her teacup aside. “So, what happened to them?”

Patrick drew in a deep breath. “Two years ago, a fever blighted our district.” He closed his eyes and swallowed. “It almost wiped out my whole family. Everyone but my baby sister, Phoebe. Fortunately, the governess had enough commonsense to keep my sister quarantined in the west wing and away from the sickness.”

Patrick studied his boots again. It still hurt to talk about the family he had lost. It still felt so unreal to be alive while they were not. That sense of loss only made it harder to bear Alexander’s death. It felt as if everyone he had ever cared about had deserted him, leaving him rudderless.

The wind must have got up, for the branch outside the window this time slapped noisily at the pane, making them both jump. They glanced in its direction before once again facing each other. The room had grown cooler, and Patrick worried there might be rain in the wind, maybe an approaching storm. His sister hated him being away during storms. Since the deaths of their parents and brothers, Phoebe had come to fear his being away from Bright Hall for prolonged periods, that something might happen to him too, leaving her all alone in the world. That was one of the reasons he was so anxious to find her a steadfast husband. She needed a good man and a house filled with children to help her feel settled again.

“It looks as if we might be in for some rain,” Lady Ann noted before she took a small bite of her own scone and dabbed a napkin at her lips, as if seeking a stray crumb.

“I shouldn’t tarry much longer.” He sipped his tepid tea before explaining, “Phoebe hates storms. She’ll worry if I have to ride home in one.”

“I understand. You’re all she has.” Ann clasped her fingers together, crushing the clearly forgotten napkin between them in her lap. Her eyes had long since cleared of any tears and now showed her keenness to know what it was he was going to ask of her.

“To put it bluntly, I need your help. My Aunt Prudence was supposed to travel to London with us for the upcoming season. She was to chaperone Phoebe, but the woman has taken to her bed, complaining of her arthritis.” Patrick chewed on his bottom lip, then went on to hazard, “I suspect she just doesn’t want to make the long trip to London. I know she hates the smoky air there as much as she hates socialising.”

“I’m sorry to hear your aunt is unwell.” Ann twisted the napkin between her fingers before quickly smoothing out the wrinkles and placing it on the table next to her cup and saucer.

“I know I’m still circling around my problem,” and he grinned, “so I’ll stop and just come out with it: would you be kind enough to consider travelling to London with Phoebe, as her chaperone?”

“But why me?  Surely, there must be someone else better suited to accompany your sister, and what about the renovations here at Tayside?  Who will watch over them if I agree to go?” Lady Ann stood and went to stare out of the window.

Patrick followed her. “Colin is sending his land steward to keep an eye on the works. He thinks it’s time for you to attend a few gatherings.”

He briefly pressed his fingers onto Ann’s forearm before lowering his hand to his side. “I know of no one else I can trust to be by my sister’s side during her coming-out season. I’ve known you long enough to know you are sober-minded and dependable.”

Lady Ann turned and studied his face before glancing down at the floor. “Please, afford me a night to consider your request.” She lifted her eyes to his again. “The truth is that I’m not certain I’m ready to face the world again.”

Patrick smiled. “I’m not certain I am, either, but maybe we can take the opportunity of leaning on each other during this terrible time,” at which he tentatively touched her arm again. “At least agree to come to Bright Hall tomorrow for tea. You can meet Phoebe and then decide whether or not you wish to accompany us to London.”

She nodded. “Of course. I would love to meet your sister.”
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Chapter Three
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Afraid of falling head first down the staircase, Ann stopped while she secured her bonnet’s ribbons. That small reprieve also gave her a moment to steady her heart. She had spent most of the night awake, mulling over Lord Bright’s proposal to escort his sister to London.

Ann stared at the banister without really seeing it. Even after so many hours of tossing and turning, she was still no closer to deciding than she had been before going to bed. She tapped a finger on the wooden banister and tried to decide what the best course of action should be. When her thoughts refused to focus, Ann carried on down the stairs—one slow step at a time.

What would The Marquis’ sister think of her? That very question again stopped her. Was she really considering agreeing to Patrick’s request to join him and Phoebe in London? She heard voices in the entrance hall below and so forged on down the remaining steps. 

How much difference a day made. Ann hated everything that came with a coming-out season, so why was she even considering Lord Bright’s offer?

That question, though, again slowed her steps. Maybe it was because, for the first time in months, she had felt something other than grief. She needed to find a way to move on, and helping Lord Bright’s sister to pick out new dresses and teaching her how to avoid the downfalls of a season might very well be
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