
Tangled in Lavender

Colors of Scandal

Book Twelve

Sandra Sookoo

[image: ]

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information retrieval and storage system without permission of the author. Likenesses of characters to anyone living or dead is strictly a coincidence.

TANGLED IN LAVENDER © 2022 by Sandra Sookoo

Published by New Independence Books

ISBN- 9781393610205

Contact Information:

sandrasookoo@yahoo.com

newindependencebooks@gmail.com

Visit me at www.sandrasookoo.com

Book Cover Design by David Sookoo

Background image: Deposit Phots

Heroine stock image: Period Images

––––––––
[image: ]


Publishing History:

First Print Edition, 2022 
Contents

Author’s Pledge and Promise

Dear Readers,

Dedication

Blurb

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Epilogue

Author Bio

Stay in Touch

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Author’s Pledge and Promise
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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.
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Dear Readers,
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2022 begins the last year for my popular Colors of Scandal series. You’ll have six new books in the series this year, and I hope you love each and every one of them.

Dorothea is the youngest sibling of the Carrington family. You’ve previously met two of her brothers in other books in this series. Honestly, I’d forgotten about her until a reader asked about her possible HEA. So here we are, and I hope you love her as much as Thaddeus and Cecil.

Enjoy!

Sandra
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To everyone who has loved each and every one of my Colors of Scandal books. You are the reason this series has lasted so long and has been so popular. I can’t tell you how happy that makes me! I hope your 2022 is amazing.
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Blurb
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If you allow your differences to hold you back, you’ll never discover how wonderful your life can be.

Honorable Dorothea Carrington is companion to the Dowager Duchess of Fairfield. Though she enjoys a good life and regularly travels the world at the dowager’s whim, something is lacking. Born with a birth defect that makes her an easy target for ridicule and rejection, all she wants is acceptance and to be loved for herself. If the opportunity to marry comes about, she’d accept with alacrity, no questions asked.

Major Anthony Jasper’s world has been upended. Though retired from the military, the past won’t stay buried. When his mistress leaves a six-year-old daughter in his care, he’s at sixes and sevens. It was never in his plan to have children, for the world is a horrible place. As his wit’s end is reached, he turns to the most unlikely source for help—his godmother, the Dowager Duchess of Fairfield.

Thea’s intrigued with the major, even more so when she discovers his daughter possesses a birthmark that sets her apart, but the dowager’s not best pleased at the friendship that springs between her companion and godson. To Anthony’s credit, he does everything in his power to ignore the pretty, blonde-haired lady who’s fearful of being in society, but his godmother’s demands on his time constantly puts him in Dorothea’s company. It’ll take some sneaky interference to see them make a go of a happily ever after, but it’ll be worth the effort.
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July 20, 1819

Fairfield Hall

Hertfordshire, England

T

he Honorable Dorothea Carrington stared out the window of the morning room. The French-paned doors to the small terrace had also been thrown open, for the summer air was quite pleasant. She lifted her chin in an effort to better smell the sun-washed air, and quite ignored the Dowager Duchess of Fairfield—and her charge—who shared breakfast with her.

Even better, since the dowager wasn’t inclined to talk, Thea directed her full attention out the window to the glorious day beyond. The sun shone with cheerful exuberance, which was a small miracle. For the past week, it had rained more often than not, and even that was an annoying drizzle which made everything damp instead of saturated.

But not today.

There are times that England provides a glimpse of perfect loveliness.

She inhaled the air fragrant with the scents of flowers, growing things, and rich earth. No doubt the fields were blanketed with a riot of colorful wildflowers, the sort of blooms she always remembered from her childhood and secretly hoped an interested suitor would bring her when he professed his undying love.

As of yet neither event had happened. And the one time she’d thought it might had brought nothing but heartache and had stolen her confidence.

Miss Carrington has a nice enough face, of course, and her family pedigree is impressive, but that hand! If she would touch me with that shrunken appendage, I should surely perish from fright or disgust.

Those words, uttered by a would-be suitor at her birthday ball when she’d turned one and twenty still echoed in her head to this day. They followed her throughout her life and made her look more critically at any man she met. Mr. Edgerton had been the third son of an earl, and he’d been selected with care by her parents as a perfect husband for her. So they’d invited him and a few of his friends to the society event in London. They’d been introduced and all had gone well during conversation at dinner. Yet upon her return from a ladies’ retiring room to join him in the ballroom, she’d overheard that damning conversation in an adjoining corridor.

After that, she’d locked herself in her room and had refused to come out with all the ire and angst of the young woman she’d been.

Those feelings, though dulled from time, hadn’t completely dissipated, and the words still haunted her to this day. Neither had her trust in men been restored. Soon after, the news that Mr. Edgerton had taken a beautiful viscount’s daughter to wife had swept through the ton while Thea’s parents had despaired of her ever making a good match. She’d failed them as the only daughter in the Carrington family, and not long following, her mother had sent her off to become Lady Fairfield’s companion.

Where she’d been ever since. Out of sight, out of mind of her family. Her damaged self swept under the proverbial rug as it were so they wouldn’t need be reminded of their failure or hers.

A tiny sigh escaped her. I’m doing the best that I can. Once more she concentrated on the world right outside the window. What she wouldn’t do to walk among those blooms, perhaps even gather a bouquet to put in her room, for she loved beautiful things. It was something she’d been drawn to from a young age. Beauty, in her mind, meant perfection and value as well as no end of admiring attention; it meant acceptance and security. All traits she had never managed to attain for herself in her eight and twenty years.

“Dorothea, is there a reason you are woolgathering while I’m trying to gauge your interest in our next trip?” Amusement threaded through the dowager’s voice, and it pulled Thea from her musings. “I do try to make these jaunts special for you.”

Ah, dear Lady Fairfield, one of her mother’s closest friends. And quite possibly the one person who believed she deserved to take up space in the world—the woman who’d more or less saved her all those years ago. “The reason isn’t valid now, I suppose, any more than it has ever been.” In some regret and annoyance, she glanced at her left arm and the deformity that had been her lot in life since she was born.

It was an abnormality she’d never quite acclimated to. Her left forearm ended a few inches past her elbow. Instead of a full hand at the end of that arm, she had a forefinger and a thumb. That feature is what always made her different and what would always keep her apart, for no one wanted such a freak around them.

Least of all, her own family. Despite the fact she’d long grown used to the treatment, tears prickled the backs of her eyelids. Men or women, it made no difference. Once someone caught sight of her arm, they didn’t wish to know her any longer, as if she were a monster or she’d somehow snatch their children from their beds at night. Once the arm came into play, that’s all anyone ever remembered of her.

Perhaps it would have been better if someone had chopped the offending appendage off in my infancy. A missing arm was more socially acceptable than a gruesome one.

Though it wasn’t fair and there was no way to fight the prejudices, knowing she would never look like everyone else, nor would she be hailed as beautiful hurt. Yes, it was pure vanity on her part to wish for that, but she couldn’t help it. Just once she’d like to have a person in her life that showed true interest merely for her, someone who would overlook her defect and dare to linger in her company.

Someone who would let her touch them and not shrink away so that she might know the same from them. It was difficult and odd how much she craved something as small as that.

At times it was such a fierce longing that she wept in her bed at night. Of course, she’d scrub away all traces of tears in the morning, for the dowager wouldn’t tolerate a mopey attitude in any of her staff regardless of the reason.

The duchess sniffed. “Not this again.” She laid the teacup into its saucer and placed them both on the table. Then she rested a look that brimmed with pity upon her. “You are a grown woman, Dorothea. It’s time you accept the fact you are not like other people, but that doesn’t mean you cannot live a good life.”

Thea stifled a sigh. “A quiet, lonely life.”

“Ungrateful girl.” But there was no animosity in the dowager’s tones. Only affection and perhaps resignation. “Haven’t I taken you under my wing when your family cast you off?” She smoothed her hands over her skirts of rust-colored taffeta. Numerous jewels on her fingers winked and sparkled in the sun.

“Yes, but—”

“And haven’t I given you opportunities to travel the world and live a luxurious life you’d never have if you’d been sent away to obscure relatives in the country?” the older lady continued as if Thea had never interrupted.

“Of course, yet—”

She shook her head, and the mostly silver hair glimmered. “Finally, haven’t I treated you as the daughter I never had?” The older woman had been blessed with two sons, one of whom had perished in the war.

Oh, the dowager surely knew how to employ guilt when it suited her. “Yes, you have, and I’m forever grateful to you for all of that. However,” Thea’s eyes misted with tears, “that doesn’t negate the fact I’m watching my life slip by with nothing to show for it.”

Yes, she’d travelled throughout the world at Lady Fairfield’s side, and every place they’d visited had brought wonder and a better understanding of people who were different from herself. Yet for all her heightened education, never had she come across another person who’d had the misfortune of possessing a twisted, stunted limb such as hers.

Unless I haven’t been looking in the right places.

The duchess huffed. “You are well read, well-traveled. You have knowledge in four languages and are a gracious hostess. Additionally, you are infinitely patient with everyone you’ve ever met, even those who don’t deserve your grace.” She ticked the items off on her fingers. “Shall I continue, or will you fixate more on what you don’t have?”

Heat went through Thea’s cheeks. “No on both counts.” She grinned. The dowager was right. She had no cause to bemoan her existence. She’d been fortunate in this arrangement and was more blessed than most by the duchess’ generosity. 

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“However, I thought I might be married by this point, and now it’s doubtful I ever will be.” Thea caught a tear that escaped to her cheek. “I still long for and dream of holding my own babies.” If time marched on too much longer, the years would catch up and her body would rebel.

“Understandable, dear. I once felt the same before I married Fairfield.” The dowager leaned forward to pat Thea’s hand. “Sometimes a woman needs to chase different dreams, which will help her find fulfillment in a different way.” A sigh escaped. “And sometimes men are nodcocks.” She giggled, the sound so infectious that Thea did too. “If they cannot see you for all that you are instead of what you are not, or if they judge you on appearance alone, they don’t deserve any part of you.”

“Thank you for your commonsense support.” Thea nodded. Truly, landing in the duchess’ proverbial lap had been a Godsend. “In my head I know you are correct. It’s just that my heart is quite rebellious.”

“I think every woman’s heart has been through the same. If it weren’t for those traitorous organs and needs of various other... parts of our bodies, we wouldn’t need men at all.” The dowager smiled as she buttered another piece of toast. 

Heat again went through Thea’s cheeks, and not for the first time did she wonder about the duchess’ past before she’d married her duke. “I wouldn’t know about that.”

“Then consider yourself twice blessed.” She nodded. “Needing men is a cross women must bear, I’m afraid, but there is so much out there waiting for you than a man’s whim or rearing children. I don’t want you to limit yourself.” With the elegance she’d always been known for, the duchess refreshed both of their cups with tea. “Now, on to news of the day, yes?”

“Of course.” It was their custom ever since Thea began the position of companion to discuss current events or plans, and at times even gossip, over the breakfast table. But the dream of her heart wouldn’t settle into the shadows where the duchess had consigned it. “I’m anxious to know what has transpired around here in our absence.” Despite the yearnings she carried, there was much to do in life, and the dowager’s schedule was never dull. Neither were they afforded the opportunity to linger in England for long before the next adventure overtook them.

“It seems Lady Debenham has married for the fifth time.”

“How oddly unexpected.” Thea couldn’t hold back her titter. The lady in question had started her society life as a baron’s wife and had made a career of hanging onto the skirts of women in the ton who were above her station, always hoping for handouts. She’d been rather a thorn in Lady Fairfield’s side for some years. After Lady Debenham had buried each of her husbands, she never failed to marry again as soon as the mourning period was over. “Whoever has she chosen this time?”

“Ah, well it’s quite the scandal, I’m afraid,” the older lady said with a rather catty smirk as amusement danced in her brown eyes. “This time ‘round, she’s taken a footman for her husband.”

Thea’s lower jaw dropped. “She’s wedded a servant?”

“So it seems.” The duchess snickered. “Perhaps it’s finally a love match.”

“Or else she’s exceedingly desperate,” Thea couldn’t help but add.

They both dissolved into laughter. It was one of the things she adored about being companion to the dowager. There was plenty to keep her occupied, and a never-ending stream of entertainment that didn’t require her to always make appearances within society.

“Also, I had a letter from your mother yesterday, Dorothea.”

“Oh?” Her hand shook so badly she was obliged to set her teacup into its saucer. “Did she ask after my health and well-being?” The duchess and her mother had been best friends since their Come Out year. They’d been close ever since, which was how Dorothea had become Lady Fairfield’s companion.

“She did, in fact.” The duchess’ smile held a mysterious edge. “Now that your brother Thaddeus has married, your mother has more time to remember that she has a daughter. An unmarried daughter, I might add.” Lady Fairfield arched an eyebrow.

An unladylike moan escaped Thea. “Please say she’s not recalling me to London to make the tortuous rounds through society or to suffer through countless introductions of unsuitable men.” Such things were tedious, embarrassing, and made her feel worse about herself afterward.

“Not necessarily.” The dowager paused to finish off a piece of toast. “She’s hinting that she wants me to take ownership of the task. Says I have a more discerning eye and that I relate much more easily to daughters than sons.”

“Even though you had sons.” It wasn’t a question. At times, the inner workings of her mother’s thoughts confounded her.

“Indeed.” Apparently, it didn’t bother the duchess, for she merely shrugged. “I’d say her assessment is largely correct. You and I get on well enough, and you’re much easier to have underfoot than either of my sons ever were.”

“Or more easily cowed?” Thea couldn’t help teasing.

“You know that’s not true. I’ve seen enough spirit from you when we disagree.”

“Perhaps.” She allowed a smile but then sighed. “I don’t want a manipulated, or nearly forced, match.” In a flagrant disregard for manners, Thea rested an elbow on the table and plopped her head in her palm. “No doubt Papa has put a large dowry upon my head to more quickly see me off his hands and his responsibility.” Her father was a viscount, and she was the youngest of five siblings. Now that the boys had married, she was the only impediment to her parents declaring unmitigated success of their children.

“Dearest, if he hasn’t then I will.” Again, the duchess touched her hand. “That’s how high I hold you in regard.” She winked. “And of course you won’t be subjected to a match you don’t want. No one should.” For a few moments, she finished her tea. “In any event, I invited Georgiana here for a visit, so we can discuss possible candidates... and so I can tell her if I approve of them or not.” Her giggle waylaid Thea’s immediate concerns. “We shall see if your mother accepts.”

Thea blew out a breath and then straightened her posture. How could she act cordially to her mother—her family—when they were ashamed of her deformity? When she didn’t fit into the Carringtons, all of whom were the pinnacle of success on their chosen paths? “I’d rather she not come. What would I say to her?”

“That you are having a splendid time with me and that you can hardly wait for our next adventure.” The dowager nodded with a sparkle of mischief in her eyes. “But there’s no sense in you flying into the boughs about things just yet. Let’s wait on her response.” She chuckled. “By the by, apparently both Thaddeus and Cecil’s wives are increasing.”

“What?” Envy speared through Thea’s chest. “Did Mama write to you earlier and say that?”

“No. The letter I had this week was the first I’m hearing of it.” The duchess shrugged. “Cecil’s infant is due in January, and Thad’s will arrive the next month.” Her chuckle was indulgent. “They’ve wasted no time. As for Royce, well, his wedding has apparently been postponed again. They’re hoping it’ll take this time in the fall.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m wondering if his young heiress is having second thoughts. As much as I’m fond of all your Carringtons, Royce is a rather pompous and aggravating arse.”

Thea snickered. “That he is.” 

“To say nothing of your oldest brother,” the duchess continued. “James left to make his fortunes in India, but one wonders if he’ll ever come back to assume the title once your father passes.”

“I suppose Papa has taken that into account. If James is declared dead, Royce will be the heir apparent, and it will suit him more than James.” He was so much older than she that she’d not spent much time with him like she had with Cecil. But her mind remained stuck on the fact she’d have nieces or nephews to meet before too long. Once more her heart squeezed with acute longing. Perhaps it was good that she and the duchess would depart England again. Then the jealousy wouldn’t try to eat her alive. “I’m happy for my brothers.” Yet all she wanted to do was hurl her teacup at the wall.

“I’m certain you are, but I’m equally certain you’d happily throttle them if given the chance.” Her smile took away the sting in the words. “Take heart. The imminent arrival of those cherubs means Georgianna will have a full schedule in preparing for them. She’ll leave you alone.”

“True enough.” Eventually, Thea shoved away the emotions. “Do you have other news that doesn’t contain my family?”

“I do.” The duchess dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her linen napkin then dropped the square over her empty plate. “I sent a letter to my godson, inviting him to visit me here at Fairfield Hall.”

“Have you heard a response?”

“I have not, but then I don’t expect one. No doubt Anthony will merely pop up.”

“That will be nice for you. Additionally, you won’t need to worry about him once you see him in the flesh.” Thea hadn’t met Major Jasper, but the dowager had told her enough stories that she felt she knew him quite well. “How long does he plan to stay?” The major’s mother had been Lady Fairfield’s other best friend and contemporary. The three ladies had taken London’s beau monde by storm in those long-ago days, and Thea often enjoyed hearing the tales.

“I’m not certain, but you and I will depart for Florence in three weeks. He’ll either solve his problem or he won’t. Once we leave, he can stay on or return to London, but I can’t live his life for him.”

“If you’d rather I stayed in my rooms while he’s here—”

The dowager snorted. “Do stop spouting nonsense, Dorothea. I simply won’t have it.” She narrowed her eyes. “You are an accomplished woman, and I’m quite proud of you. It’s time you came into your own because of that.” With a nod that supposedly settled the notion, she continued. “Oh, I’m having a modiste in. We’ll both need a few new gowns for our trip. I believe there are a couple of ambassadors we’ll be meeting along with an Italian count. That alone is an excuse for new clothes.”

“Very well, Your Grace.” It was easier to acquiesce than argue, but the duchess adored pretty gowns and even more so when she could dress Thea up in them. Perhaps it was to make up for never having a daughter, but at least it fed Thea’s vanity every once in a while. “Perhaps when you’ve finished poking into all the world’s corners, you could set aside a cottage for me on these grounds. I’ve always found it to be so lovely here in Surrey.”

The dowager clasped her hands together in glee. “I’m sure Fairfield won’t mind that.” She grinned. “If you find one you adore, I’ll make the arrangements post haste.”

“Thank you.” Thea immediately brightened. At least part of her future was settled. She’d have a bit of security once the dowager left this mortal coil. “I truly appreciate what you do for me. Never think that I don’t.”

“Of course, dear.” She waved a hand in dismissal. “I owe Georgianna as much as I do my godson’s mother. If not for them, I wouldn’t have won my duke. We were a rather scandalous trio in our day...”
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July 8, 1819

London, England

A

n hour ago, two letters had arrived at Major Anthony Jasper’s modest and small rented rooms at The Fox and Hen Inn in the Marylebone neighborhood of London. One was from his godmother, the Dowager Duchess of Fairfield, asking him to visit her at Fairfield Hall for a portion of the summer. Apparently, she and her companion, a Miss Carrington, were in residence for a bit. They hadn’t been in England for a few years, and now that good lady—the woman who’d more or less seen to his upbringing after his parents had died—wished to visit with him before she departed for her next adventure.

He shoved a hand through his hair. Well, damn. It had been a spell since he’d spent any time with the dowager, and now that he’d been away, trying to gain clients and commissions for his paintings, he rather missed the old girl. Perhaps he’d take advantage of the invitation, and soon, for he’d become rather uninspired in Town of late. Surely taking long walks through the Surrey countryside would refresh him and renew his enthusiasm for painting.

After refolding the letter, he turned his attention to the second one. It bore an official crest pressed into maroon wax, and with worry coiling through his stomach, he quickly broke the seal and shook out the missive that had been written on expensively weighted stationery.


Dear Major Jasper,


Your presence is required in the Mayfair offices of Mathias Stahley, the Earl of Huxington, Esquire on the 8th day of July. This is a matter of some urgency and importance. Additionally, there will be an item awaiting your signature as claimant.


Yours sincerely,


Mr. Harrison Conrad,

Secretary



There was nothing else stated in the letter as to the subject of the summoning or who had requested it. Anthony frowned as he tossed the missive to the floor beside his painting stool. If he didn’t concentrate on the landscape currently on his easel, he’d lose the light and would need to wait until tomorrow to take up the work. Yet, it was all wrong. The perspective was eschewed, the colors of the wildflowers muted, the position of the sun’s shadows not quite right.

“Gah!” In a fit of pique, he pushed away from his easel and then stood. “I might as well dress for the meeting.” The fact he’d lately taken to talking to himself didn’t bode well for the state of his mind. And that hadn’t slipped for years, which was why he’d taken up painting in the first place.

“Is there an issue, Major?”

Anthony spun about, wiping his hands on the smock coat he wore when painting. His best friend since Eton days stood in the frame of his parlor turned workshop with a smirk on his face and amusement in his blue eyes. “Of course there’s no issue, Dapplemeyer,” he snapped at his friend.

Regis Dapplemeyer had been with him since as long as he could remember. They’d enlisted in the military together, had both survived the war more or less intact. Where Anthony had caught shrapnel in his backside, which necessitated a few surgeries to dig the offending pieces out of his flesh, Regis had suffered burns from a cannon going off nearby. That had given him burn scars over the left portion of his midsection, but since he’d been healed and those marking were cleverly hidden by clothing, he retained his uncanny good looks.

After the war and once the two of them had been decommissioned, Anthony decided to try and make a go of it with his talent for painting. Dapplemeyer, not having any family of worth, threw in his lot with Anthony and became his unspoken valet. Of course, Anthony paid him a salary when he could, or charmed various London vendors for food and beer when he couldn’t. A soldier’s pension only went so far, and it was rather expensive to live in Town, especially when one had chosen to make a go of being an artist with impressive talent, and above everything, rents must be paid.

All in all, it was a decent life if one didn’t think too hard upon the future.

“Ah, then you are being crotchety because you enjoy it,” the valet responded without losing his grin.

“I’m not crotchety.”

“My apologies. Difficult, I should have said.”

The
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