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Chapter One

 


Haverstock, Kent.

 


 


 


 


Alexandra Carmichael, only daughter of Lord
and Lady Carmichael moved restively while her maid Daphne tried to
do the impossible. Make the bride beautiful. She did not want to
look at the face in the mirror because in doing so, she would see a
picture of unhappiness and frankly, with what lay just ahead of her
she did not want to be reminded of who she was or what she was
about to embark on.

‘Stay still, miss!’ Daphne said,
exasperated as she tried to fit the pearl and diamond coronet in
amongst her charges curls.

Alexandra risked a glance in the mirror and
winced. ‘Dear God, I look like a milkmaid. So many bows!’

‘You look lovely,’ the girl replied stoutly.
‘All brides look lovely.’

She said it as if such a well-known fact
would make it so but Alex was not deceived. She was plump and had
spots. Not a lot of spots, but enough, just the same. Even one was
too many. There was one upon her forehead, unmistakably apparent, a
red blemish that mocked the ministrations of her maid.

Alex knew what the overly
frilly dress and wealth of jewelry meant. In an attempt to make up
for her daughter’s obvious defects, Lady Carmichael had elected to
dress the package, so to speak, as if an abundance of silk could
compensate for a pudding face. Alex’s wedding dress entailed
many yards of apricot
silk – which was not her color at all – that had been laboriously
sewn into ruffles and flounces and all manner of other unsightly
nonsense. Upon the ruffles had been affixed bows of Flemish
lace; large bows
that should have by rights been decorating a milliners hatbox. Alex
did not like her wedding gown in the least but then, she often did
not like the clothing that her mother insisted she wear. Over
frilly, over ornamented, over optimistic. Alex herself preferred
plainer styles with simple lines. But plump girls were not asked
their opinion, not if their mother was Lady Carmichael.

There were so many reasons to be nervous,
for it was not every day a girl got married. But Alex could boast
an additional one for she had overheard a conversation earlier in
the afternoon that had made her feel quite sick. It had been
between her father and her future husband, Lord Seddon, as rich and
as handsome a young man that any girl could ask for. Alex had not
needed to ask for him; he had been given to her on a plate, so to
speak. And she to him, although it seemed that he found the dish
unpalatable.

Overhearing that conversation had
effectively killed off whatever happiness that she had experienced
ever since Seddon had made his offer – to her father, not to her –
two weeks ago. At the time she had been bewildered that he had not
requested an audience with her, after asking her father’s
permission but her mother had assured her that it was all entirely
natural; the nobility had their own way of doing things, something
that Alex would learn quite quickly when she became Lady
Seddon.

‘You are no longer in the schoolroom, my
child. Soon you will be taking your place at Chancery Hall with
your own household to run.’

A daunting prospect for a
girl who had just
left the schoolroom. She wasn’t even to have a Season for there was
no need to parade her about on the marriage mart. She already had a
husband, waiting in the wings. ‘But I thought that all gentlemen
proposed – officially – to their future wives?’

‘You read too much,’ her mother had replied
with a sniff. ‘You can forget all that romantic nonsense right now.
I am sure you will be perfectly happy with Seddon but there are
things you will discover about marital life that may surprise you.
Your husband will undoubtedly have mistresses -’

‘Mother!’

Lady Carmichael looked at her daughter,
lifting one fine eyebrow. ‘It is a fact of life, child. Men do not
settle with one woman. It is against their nature to do so. Of
course, that should not necessarily preclude an amicable
relationship between the two of you. You will have houses to run
and children to bear. Your situation will be perfectly
agreeable.’

Such a future had not sounded agreeable to
Alex, who had thought that marriage might be more of a union
between two like-minded souls who cared about each other. True, she
had not spent any time with her future husband and she was not so
green that she did not know that he had a reputation, but she had
assumed, when they got to know each other, that some kind of bond
would form between them. Mutual respect and liking could always
blossom into something else. Couldn’t it?

Apparently not.

Her betrothal to Seddon
was a longstanding one and she had always understood that she would
one day be Lady Seddon but, considering that she had been promised
to the man since she were five years of age, she did not know him
at all. It had not seemed particularly strange, but the last time
she had actually met him was when she was eleven years of age. It
had been an awkward meeting – he was six years older than her and,
at the age of seventeen had seemed quite astonishingly handsome –
which, along with her natural shyness, had necessarily left her
tongue tied. So all in all, not a great deal had been learned from
their meeting. What was an eleven year old supposed to discuss with
a young man approaching maturity? They had sat at the dining room
table together while her mother had held forth, a blessing for a
change as she had certainly not been able to think of anything to
say and at least she could blame Mama for the expression of boredom
he had worn. After that… well, he simply did not make an appearance
at Haverstock again. Nobody ever said anything, or suggested that
it might be a good idea for two people who were supposedly going to
share their future together to get to know each other. The
ton had a certain way of
going about things and that was that, apparently.

Alex had assumed that everyone was happy
with the situation.

She had not realized how reluctant Seddon
was to honor his part of the bargain until she had decided to calm
her restless nerves with a quick stroll around the garden. They
were extensive and she knew them well for she spent a great deal of
time out of doors when the weather – and the slackness of her
governess – allowed her to escape the schoolroom. Haverstock was a
fine country house, one of the finest in the county (as her mother
liked to point out with tiresome regularity) but its hallways could
be exceedingly oppressive. Sometimes she thought she could not
truly be a Carmichael for she did not have the requisite amount of
hauteur that was required to belong to such a family. Her mother
was proud and arrogant and beautiful, more or less in that order
while her father was perfectly sure there could be nothing better
than to be Lord Carmichael. Her brother felt much the same way
while she… well, it must be a relief to them that they had bred
Oswin, the requisite heir, or the dynasty would have crumbled.
Fortunately her brother was every inch a Carmichael, from his
supercilious way of speaking to his quite extraordinary
self-assurance. They were not close.

She had left the arbor that she often took
refuge in and was heading back around the side of the house,
mounting the steps of the terrace to slip in through the French
windows of the yellow drawing room when she had stopped abruptly,
hearing voices. One of the windows must have been open a little,
probably left that way by herself when she had gone through them
earlier. She heard her father’s familiar tones, just as pompous as
ever, and another, deep voice that, while not nearly as familiar,
she knew instinctively could only belong to Seddon. She was about
to turn and find another way inside when her father’s raised,
petulant tone caught her attention.

‘What do you mean by that? Damn it man, now
is not the time to cry off! I have a houseful of guests here with
more arriving as we speak. You cannot cry off.’

‘I am aware of the guests,’ Seddon’s voice,
sounding impatient. ‘My own mother is flapping around the place
somewhere. Unfortunately. I suppose I should have said something
earlier but I thought I could go through with it. Now I know I
cannot.’

‘Oh, you know it do you? Need I remind you
of the terms of our arrangement? Or must I get your mother in here
to do it for me?’

‘Damn it, this is
ridiculous! I didn’t know what I was doing. I was eleven
years old at the
time.’

‘As your father’s son, you
have obligations,’ her father snapped, ‘and you will bloody well
honor them now even if he is
dead.’

‘You cannot expect me to marry somebody I do
not know!’

‘That’s exactly what I expect of you. What
does it matter if you do not know each other? God knows, you’ll
have years to get acquainted.’

‘Charmingly put. You make it all so
appealing. But I’m not ready for marriage. If I must, then I will
go through with this arrangement in a few years time. It can hardly
matter. The chit is only just turned eighteen -’

‘You will be no more ready in a few years. I
know of your lifestyle. Who does not? But this marriage need not
interfere with it. You will have to be more discreet, of course,
but you can carry on just as you always have. I hold you to this
day, Seddon and to your promise. Our families have an
agreement.’

‘Yes, thank you for reminding me. And what
about your daughter? What does she think about marrying a perfect
stranger?’

‘Alexandra will do what is
expected of her,’ her father had snapped, ‘and you will do the
same. You will not shame me in front of polite society.’

‘Damn you Carmichael! I
do not want this
marriage.’

‘It is immaterial. I’m sure you know the
consequences of not going through with it. Your mother certainly
does.’

Alex had heard enough. More than enough.
Turning away, she half stumbled her way off the terrace, shock
resonating through her with the force of a blow. She had once again
sought the privacy of her arbor, desperate for some time alone to
deal with new information that had come as a dreadful shock.

Not only did Seddon not want to marry her,
but he was actively trying to escape the situation. She had no idea
what kind of ‘arrangement’ had been made twelve years before but
clearly it was not one that her future husband was eager to abide
by.

It had been some time before Alex had
returned inside, enough time for her mother, her governess and her
maid to become nervous about her absence.

‘Where have you
been?’ her mother had
demanded, the moment Alex set a heavy foot on the landing. She took
her daughter’s arm, thrusting her in the direction of the hovering
Daphne. ‘You need to get dressed. Dear God, girl, are you such a
shatter brain that you cannot even do what is necessary on your own
wedding day?’

Alex had wanted to ask her mother then,
about the arrangement she had been unwittingly thrust into and
Seddon’s reluctance to participate, but she had eighteen long years
of living in fear of disappointing her, of upsetting her and, most
of all, of being on the sharp end of her mother’s tongue. Habit, as
much as uncertainty kept her silent. Lady Carmichael had made it
perfectly clear that Alex was not the kind of daughter she had
anticipated so avoiding disappointing her mother even more had
become a full time occupation.

So now, none the wiser, she was ready for
her Big Moment. She felt a little as if she might lose what little
breakfast she had managed to swallow.

‘Ready, miss?’ Daphne enquired softly.

‘No. But I suppose I must.’

‘He’s awfully handsome. Your future
husband.’

And awfully reluctant to
marry me, Alex thought miserably. She had
run through various ways of managing what lay before her. She
needed to be stoic. She needed to just get through the ceremony and then… well,
the marriage night lay ahead of her and with it all the – until
this day – delicious mysteries it might entail. She had been
thankful that she did not have to contemplate having intimate
contact with a man who was both old and unfavored, like other girls
occasionally had to do. She had a night with Seddon, who was tall
and strong and remarkably good-looking. A man who, if rumor had it,
knew how to pleasure a lady. All the world knew that her future
husband had a reputation and quite a few people had mentioned it to
her, assuming she might be interested in her fiancés lifestyle.
Instead of being shocked, Alex had found it rather reassuring for
she was entirely ignorant of what took place in the marital
bedchamber. At least he would know how to manage things. Her
glimpse through the window of her bedchamber when he had arrived
earlier in the day had set her heart racing, reflecting on what was
to come.

It was still racing, but not with happy
anticipation. More like sick nerves…

Her parents were waiting
for her. Her mother ran sharp blue eyes over her critically and
Alex heard a soft, impatient sigh. ‘It isn’t too bad. It will have to
do.’

Her father tried to do a little better,
perhaps feeling such faint praise was a little too harsh for a girl
on her wedding day. He held out an arm to her. ‘You look very well,
Alexandra. Very… bridal.’

‘Thank you Papa.’ She took his arm and they
all started down the stairs.

The carriage ride to the
church was far too brief for Alex’s liking. She stared out the
window and wished that she were anywhere else, that she were
anyone else. They
had settled on the local church, although her mother had toyed with
the idea of having the wedding at Rochester Cathedral as,
‘Alexandra is a Carmichael. Her wedding should be a notable event.’
Fortunately her parents had decided on the local church
instead.

She hesitated on the threshold, the coldness
from the stones beneath her feet radiating through the slippers
that she wore. She clutched her father’s arm, grateful for the
first time in eighteen years for his presence, although they had
never been close. He, at least, was familiar.

Breathe…

They walked into the dimness and she kept
her eyes straight ahead, not looking at the faces on either side.
While normally it was just family that witnessed a marriage, her
mother had decided to invite the world – or at least thirty of her
closest friends – to observe.

‘But why?’ Alex had demanded, when her
mother had announced her intentions.

‘Why not? You are not having a Season, like
so many other girls. Before you are interred in the wilds of
Cheshire you can meet some of the people who mean something in
Society. Seddon has a perfectly decent townhouse and I daresay you
will be coming up to town a great deal. You need to know who is
important and whom you may safely ignore. The people I have invited
are important. Remember them.’

Alex was inclined to think she would prefer
to forget. The people whom her mother thought important would
probably not be the same people she would want to spend a lot of
time with. But there was nothing she could do about it and now they
were here, gathered in the church. Watching her. Judging her. She
could only imagine what they were thinking. How could such a plain,
plump frump as this be marrying the most eligible man in the
county?

How, indeed. It was a question she herself
would like the answer to.

Her eyes alighted on the
man himself, a tall, straight figure waiting to one side of the
priest. Tellingly, he did not turn his head to watch her approach.
In fact, he did not turn around at all, standing as stiffly as a
statue. Her father deposited her beside Seddon, stepping back
hastily as if he was relieved to be done with her. His part in her
upbringing was done, passing her on to her husband. She was now
another man’s responsibility. And he
doesn’t want the job, either…

It wasn’t until the clergyman requested that
they recite their vows that Seddon’s dark eyes even looked at her
and they did not linger. He intoned what he must in a flat voice
while her own quivered with nerves. What must he be thinking,
looking at the girl who was even now becoming his wife? An
uninteresting creature whose podgy figure was encased in apricot
silk?

The ceremony came to an end and they moved
to a table to scrawl their names upon the marriage certificate
while her brother Oswin and a male she had never seen before, but
presumed was Seddon’s representative, witnessed the legalities. And
then it was done. She was Lady Seddon, for better or worse. A
glimpse of her new husband’s face convinced her that it might be
for worse.

She took his arm and they walked down the
aisle together, out into the warm May sunshine. As was the custom,
a group of villagers had gathered to see the happy couple emerge
from the church and shouted their good wishes. After the dimness
inside, Alex’s eyes were momentarily dazzled and she stood
uncertainly, looking around her. The arm that she held onto
disappeared abruptly. She half turned, bewildered, squinting as she
watched the tall figure stride away, disappearing around the side
of the church.

He did not come back again. Not to the
wedding feast, not to the entertainment her mother had so carefully
prepared. Unsure what to do in such circumstances, the wedding
guests began to leave quietly while her parents seethed at such
treatment, appalled at the slight he had offered.

‘Can you believe it?’ Lady Carmichael fumed.
‘That wretched man!’

‘He’s a Seddon,’ her father had grunted in
response, ‘what did you expect?’

‘Civility,’ his wife had said between
clenched teeth. After a moment, she seemed to relax. ‘Although he
has done what he was supposed to. He has married Alexandra. As
reprehensible as his behavior has been, one cannot say he did not
keep his word.’

His word, Alex reflected
wryly, was not much good to her. She suspected that her parent’s
indignation had a great deal more to do with Seddon’s lack of
respect for their plans than it did for their daughter who had, it
appeared, been left after
the alter. At least she should be grateful that
he had gone through the marriage first.

He did not come to the bridal bed that
night.

Still, for better or worse, she was now Lady
Seddon.

And a new life was about to begin.

 



Chapter Two

 


Chancery Hall, Cheshire

 


 


 


Lady Alexandra Seddon leaned against the
frame of the floor length windows that overlooked the picturesque
gardens surrounding Chancery Hall, her husband’s house and, for the
past four years, her home. It was a view that had grown familiar as
she spent a great deal of time contemplating the gardens. So much
so that, in some seasons she could almost pretend that she was in
some kind of fairytale, a princess inured in a tower, held in
thrall until her prince came for her.

Except she was already married to her prince
and in the past four years he had shown no sign of releasing her
from anything. Seddon remained stubbornly elusive.

Until now.

Alex glanced down at the letter in her hand
and grimaced. ‘My lord and master has spoken…’

Walking across to a chair, she sat and read
the missive again.

 


“Alexandra,

I will be joining you at Chancery in July. I
understand that you may be surprised by this, but you may be
assured that I am sensible of the distress I must have caused you
and regret it. My actions, four years ago, were inexcusable but I
have come to see what my duty is and I hope that we can put the
past behind us.

Seddon”

 


Alex’s blue eyes narrowed, full mouth
tightening. Suddenly he was sensible to his duty? After four years
of pretending that he did not have a wife who he’d buried in the
country he was planning on return home and going forward as if
nothing had occurred. It did not take a great deal to understand
what was behind the letter. Somebody had told him that he needed an
heir. He was – what? – seven and twenty now and with the kind of
lifestyle that he had been leading he might well feel that it was
time. Put a child or two in place and, duty done, he could vanish
back into the sunset while she would be left to raise his
progeny.

She glanced at the address at the top of the
letter. It might have even been written by Seddon himself and not a
secretary for the address was that of White’s, which meant that he
was staying at his club in London.

The anger that had been
simmering just below the surface at his cavalier behavior four
years ago, flared up and she crushed the missive in her hand. If it
had not been summer she would have burnt it in the fire, just for
the satisfaction of obliterating his words completely. He was
sensible of the distress he might have caused her, was he? He had
no idea of the
distress he had caused her.

Her unsuccessful wedding had been the talk
of the local community four years before – and undoubtedly the talk
of London, for there had been plenty of witnesses to her disgrace –
and her mother had been in a fine fettle about it. So much so that
she had packed up her only daughter and had sent her into Cheshire
almost immediately, doing what she always did, sweeping any
unpleasantness under the carpet and disposing of the problem.

‘He’ll come back to Chancery,’ she had said
with a shrug, ‘so that is where you must be. Besides, it is your
home now. Best to get you installed there before the young fool
decides to try for an annulment.’

‘He might try and annul the marriage?’ Alex
had not known whether to be appalled or hopeful. Honestly, her
shame and embarrassment could not have any deeper if he did.

‘He may try,’ her mother
said coolly, ‘but on what grounds? You have done nothing wrong. Do not
worry about it. Go down to Chancery and take your place as the lady
of the house. Let’s see him dislodge you when you have taken up the
reins of his household.’

It had hardly been a comforting conversation
but then, her mother was not in the business of comforting people.
After the wedding Alex had found the courage to ask why Seddon had
married her when he so obviously did not want to but the question
had been waved away by both of her parents.

‘It was an arrangement made some years ago,’
her father had said. ‘At least he kept to it. I had my doubts.’

‘Yes, but
why was there an
arrangement?’

This had drawn an inscrutable glance from
her sire. ‘Such matters do not concern you. You have made an
excellent match, Alexandra and for that, you may thank your
parents. Seddon may be a young fool but his lineage is impeccable
and he is extremely well off. Forty thousand in the funds and
extensive lands in several counties. You have done very well.’

At the time, it had been hard to see it that
way. Nevertheless, she was packed off to Cheshire within the week,
her mother bidding her more of an impatient farewell than a fond
one. Her maid Daphne was to go with her, as was Miss Nettle, her
governess, now to be a ladies companion to her old student.

‘Make sure you hire staff of your choosing,’
were her mother’s final words to her. ‘It pays to have your own
people in place.’

‘I have never hired anybody in my life!’

‘There is nothing to it. Just do not let
them bamboozle you. Servants lie. It is a fact of life.’

‘But I have no idea how to be the lady of
the house.’ It was a last, desperate plea.

Her mother had rolled her eyes. ‘Nobody
knows how to do anything to begin with, do they? You will learn as
you go, you silly girl.’

So much for affecting goodbyes. Lady
Carmichael had never been a doting mother – what fund of maternal
affection she had, she kept for her eldest child Oswin – and there
had never been much to spare for Alex. It was hardly surprising
that in the four years she had been in Cheshire her mother had not
visited once, nor extended an invitation to her daughter to come to
stay at Haverstock. Not that Alex had any real desire to return to
her family home, but the knowledge that her mother had lost
interest in her after her marriage left her feeling… empty.
Although relief tempered her sense of abandonment, for no longer
would she have to strive to please her mother. The way things were
situated, she had nobody but herself to satisfy.

Her arrival at Chancery Hall had been
interesting, but not nearly as awful as she had anticipated. The
staff – left to their own devices for some years with only sporadic
visits from their young master – had seemed relieved to see her.
Perhaps they had assumed that Seddon would follow on and that
Chancery would become a real home again. The passing years and the
continuing absence of their lord must have made them wonder, but
Alex had made the most of becoming the new chatelaine. In fact, she
discovered a hitherto unknown talent for running an establishment.
Chancery Hall was every bit as large and impressive as Haverstock.
It was, in fact, considered one of the most impressive houses in
the county and, after a tentative beginning Alex had thrown herself
into her new role. After four years, she truly was the mistress of
the house, which ran with smooth efficiency under her auspices.

Rising to her feet, she moved across to the
mirror over the mantle piece. She studied her image thoughtfully,
turning her head this way and that.

Discovering that she was a natural when it
came to domestic matters had been a surprise but not nearly as much
as discovering that there had been another Alex beneath the unhappy
girl who had left Kent. By stepping out from behind her mother’s
shadow, something inside Alex had relaxed and she had blossomed.
Seduced by the lure of her beautiful surroundings, she had spent
hours exercising and, incredibly, the puppy fat had melted away.
Now she was every bit as willowy as her mother had always wanted
her to be. Her spots had disappeared along with the adolescent
roundness and her skin was clear, with a healthy glow. Alex still
enjoyed her food but she no longer ate for comfort and, quite
without realizing it, a transformation had occurred. It had not
happened immediately, of course. The loss of weight had been
gradual and she had only noticed when she was forced to find a
dressmaker as none of her clothing fit. But after a full twelve
months had passed, Miss Nettle made a telling comment that had made
Alex look at her in astonishment.

‘Oh my dear,’ she had sighed, hands pausing
on her embroidery as she looked her young mistress over, ‘what a
debutante you would have made. Not then, of course. But now… why,
you’re quite lovely Alexandra.’

Lovely? It had never been
a word Alex ever thought would be applied to herself. She
was not lovely.
She was dumpy and spotty and awkward. It had taken some little time
for it to sink in that many things had changed about her, not least
her self-assurance. Not because her physical form had changed. That
had been far too subtle. But because she was now in charge of her
own destiny – at least while her wretched husband continued to
absent himself – and as such, she had built up a new self-respect
that had been sorely lacking since the nursery. Few females could
have stood against the cold efficiency of Amanda Carmichael, her
daughter least of all.

But how things had changed.

Her reflections were interrupted by the
arrival of Hawkins, her butler. ‘Mr. Preston has arrived, my
lady.’

Alex hesitated. More and
more, Edmund Preston had been coming to call on her. He had a
property not three miles away and they had become acquainted
through the round of neighborhood social events that she was
inevitably invited to. Edmund was a very amusing man even if he was
a little forward. His address was ‘warm’, his demeanor that of a
charmer. Rumors abounded of more than one local lady who had
succumbed to his blandishments but he was good ton and tolerated everywhere and she
had to admit that she liked him for there was an underlying
kindness about him that seemed to be at odds with his reputation.
Since their first meeting two years before, his attention had
settled on her. Alex did not mind his visits for he made her laugh
and, if he could just be persuaded to put aside his outrageous
flirtations, they enjoyed each other’s company, discussing books
and the world quite amicably.

‘Ask Miss Nettle to join me and show Mr.
Preston in. I think we shall have tea, if you please.’

‘Very good, m’lady.’

Jessie Nettle, for all that she was a
scatterbrain, was an invaluable addition to the household, a shield
against gossip and impropriety. Her inclusion on visits from
gentlemen was a given for there was no way that Alex was going to
give Seddon any reason to accuse her of misbehaving, especially now
that it appeared he intended to return home.

He intended to return
home…

Anger flared again, deep
inside her but Alex smoothed all sign of it from her face. She was
well used to dissembling. The past four years had guaranteed
that. Turning probing
questions aside had become something of a specialty.

Edmund Preston walked in, a smile on his –
undeniably – handsome face. He paused and looked around him, then
arched an eyebrow. ‘What, no Miss Nettle?’

‘She will be joining us presently.’

‘I suspected she would. Seeing you without a
guardian would be too much to hope for.’

‘Yes,’ Alex agreed with a smile, ‘it would.
I trust you are well, Mr. Preston?’

‘Bursting with health, my beautiful Lady
Seddon. I was hoping I could convince you to go on a picnic.’

‘A picnic?’

‘It is a lovely day out there. Imagine it… a
blanket with a feast laid upon it, some cool wine and the three of
us… you, me and Miss Nettle. It is the stuff that songs are written
about.’

Alex gave a gurgle of laughter. ‘I think
Miss Nettle is developing ideas about you.’

‘The kind of ideas that might make her wish
to stay home?’

‘On the contrary. She is
very susceptible to roguish ways. I do believe she is forming
a tendre. She
mentions you frequently in conversation.’

He winced, just a little. ‘Sometimes, you
can be quite wicked and unusually cruel. If that were true, I don’t
know what I’d do. Join a monastery, at the very least.’

Alex chuckled and took a seat, nodding for
him to join her. ‘Unnecessary. Ladies such as Miss Nettle like to
worship from afar. She will hold her emotions in check, keeping
them firmly in her maidenly bosom.’

‘Very firmly in check, I hope,’ he murmured,
sitting down.

‘We are having tea.’

‘It is a noble English tradition.’ He smiled
at her and, once again, Alex was struck by what a good-looking man
he was. As ever, he was dressed impeccably and without a hair out
of place. Truthfully, he had a fine head of light brown locks,
fashionably styled, much like the rest of him. Stylish. No wonder
the man cut such a dash with the ladies. He was tall, with a good
set of shoulders and was known to be an excellent shot. More than
that, he had an excellent seat on a horse, something that was
considered essential in the wilds of Cheshire where hunting in the
autumn was not so much a sport as a religious undertaking.

‘Thank you for your invitation but I do not
think that I will go out today. I would be poor company.’

Preston gave her a searching look. ‘You are
quite well?’

‘Perfectly well. Just a
slight headache.’ Caused by my wretched
husband. Not that she said the words out
loud. Nobody knew, precisely, what Lady Seddon’s situation was and
Alex had become a dab hand at turning around the subtle – and not
so subtle – enquiries of her neighbors, even those that she had
formed friendships with. The manner in which Seddon had callously
abandoned her still hurt a great deal but it was
her business and
certainly not fodder to feed the local gossips. Not that it stopped
them from speculating. Alex was perfectly aware that she had
developed a reputation as being something of a mystery, but being a
mystery was far more attractive than being an object of pity. She
did not elaborate on her circumstances to anyone, merely saying
that her husband was abroad. More than that, she would not
elaborate on. People had inquired, in hushed tones, if Seddon were
a spy involved in the troubles on the continent but Alex would
merely smile mysteriously and shake her head. ‘I cannot possibly
say anything on the subject…’

It was true enough, of
course. She couldn’t say more because she simply did not know where
Seddon was or what he was up to. But it was safe to say he was
probably not spying for England, unless secrets lay beneath some lady’s
petticoats or in the bottom of a brandy bottle. It was the one
thing her mother had taught her that had stuck; to keep one’s
family secrets inside the family. Like it or not, she had become a
Seddon and she would protect the name as well as she was
able.

‘Alex, are you all right?’ Preston murmured,
leaning forward a little.

‘Of course.’

‘You seem a little distracted.’

She gave a wry smile. Had
they grown to know each other so well that he could sense her mood?
That could not be
a good thing. ‘Really, Edmund, I am perfectly well.’

‘I am pleased to hear it. And Seddon? Have
you heard anything from him?’

Alex hesitated. This question was far from
unexpected and one that Edmund Preston asked whenever they met. It
had almost become a joke between them. But today of all days she
was ill prepared for it.

‘Why yes,’ she said, after a little too long
had passed. ‘He has written to say he will be returning to Chancery
in July.’

Preston looked at her quickly. ‘Indeed? How…
unexpected.’

Alex shrugged. ‘Not so much unexpected as a
long time in coming, perhaps. He has been much occupied.’

‘So you have often said. Business
abroad.’

‘That’s right.’

The door opened and with it the welcome
relief of Miss Nettle who hurried inside, cheeks flushed, hands
fluttering restlessly. A footman and a maid followed on, carrying
afternoon tea.

‘Oh, my lady,’ she said breathlessly,
‘forgive me but I was in the garden and it took them some time to
find me. I was among the petunias.’

This artless utterance made sense when one
understood that Miss Nettle was quite passionate about gardening
and was frequently to be found among the flowerbeds, rump in the
air as she dug in the dirt. Alex was more than content to let her
involve herself with their management.

‘It doesn’t matter in the least, Nettie. You
are just in time for tea.’

‘Let me pour,’ Miss Nettle gasped, subsiding
into a chair. ‘Mr. Preston. How do you do?’

‘Very well. I am here to see if I can
persuade Lady Seddon to come for a picnic with me. Naturally, you
are included.’

‘Well that would be
very nice, I’m
sure.’

‘Don’t try and get around me by cajoling my
companion,’ Alex said firmly, ‘I have already declined your
invitation.’

‘But it is such a beautiful day outside.’
Miss Nettle pointed out.

‘Indeed. Unfortunately, I do not feel
inclined to enjoy it. But don’t let that stop you from accepting
Mr. Preston’s kind invitation,’ she added sweetly, ‘I am sure the
two of you would have a marvelous time.’

‘Oh now, I could not impose on dear Miss
Nettle!’ Preston said hastily. ‘Another day. Tomorrow,
perhaps.’

Alex smiled dryly. ‘Tomorrow. Well…
perhaps.’

Fortunately, Edmund
Preston did not prolong his visit for she found it very hard to
focus on trivial conversation and was hard pressed to hold up her
side of things. It did not matter so much with Nettie, for she was
not the most observant woman but Alex caught a speculative look on
Preston’s face several times and knew that he had picked up on her
preoccupation. No doubt there would be all manner of questions when
next he caught her alone. If
he caught her alone for she would do her best to
see that did not happen. But her preoccupation could not be helped.
Her husband’s unexpected letter had her head in a whirl and she
simply did not know what to think. After Preston had left, she
retreated to her bedchamber, in need of a quiet place to
think.

‘How am I supposed to greet him?’ she
muttered, pacing the floor.

Just how did a wife – who was not, in all
ways, a wife – greet the man who had abandoned her at the door of
the church? The man who had not even made it back to the bridal
meal but had taken to his heels and run? She had been left a
virgin, with no heir to nurture, nothing to do but bide her time
and wait for him to return to do his duty so she could fulfill her
destiny. And what an attractive one it was, breeding future
Seddon’s while she wasted her life on a man who appeared to have
only just recalled she existed.

No wonder the anger had continued to grow
within her. She could recall, even now, that brief glance he had
given her before they had exchanged vows. He had barely looked at
her. He probably wouldn’t know her if he tripped over her in the
street…

The thought gave her pause
and she frowned, feet slowing their restless pacing until she came
to a stop. Would Seddon know her, if he came across her again? She
had changed a great deal in the past four years and he had barely
looked at her, even then. And before that she had been all of
eleven years old and before that no more than six. He
wouldn’t recognize her,
if he saw her in the street. Alex crossed to the bed and slowly
sank down.

A plan was forming in her head, so shocking
that she felt almost breathless, thinking of it. ‘I wonder if I
could do it?’

But why couldn’t she? What was to stop her?
It would be easy enough to say she was going to visit her family
before Seddon returned. Certainly, nobody would think it odd. Of
course, she would be heading to London, not Haverstock but nobody
need know that. She ran through her acquaintances, those that she
saw socially on a regular basis but they were mostly elderly, or
matronly. And none that she could recall had plans of spending time
in London.

The Season was in full swing at the moment,
with the endless round of entertainments. Alex may never have
experienced one but she knew perfectly well what happened,
nonetheless. And in among the social whirl would be her husband,
the feckless Lord Seddon, no doubt enjoying himself to the hilt
before he came to Cheshire to do what he must. He would want to
ensure that his cup of excess overflowed before he committed to the
dreary business of impregnating his wife and ensuring his
immortality.

She rose and walked slowly across to the
full-length mirror. The gown of amber damask was high-waisted as
was the fashion, caught up beneath the breasts to flow elegantly to
the floor. The style and the color suited her very well. She made
sure that all of her clothing did, nowadays. With her mother no
longer telling her dressmaker what to create, Alex could choose
what she wished and it turned out that both she and her own
dressmaker had an eye for what suited her.

When Nettie knocked at the door five minutes
later, she found her young mistress staring out the window
pensively.

‘Alexandra, my dear? Are you quite
well?’

Alex gave a start of surprise, turning
around to stare at her old
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