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        Coast of England • May, 1893

      

      

      As a stiff breeze whipped Anthony Williams’s fair hair back from his face, he draped his arms over the steamship railing and pointed at the passing English shoreline with wide eyes. “Mother, that’s a real-life castle!”

      She nodded. “That’s Calshot Castle, built by Henry the Eighth. It was used as a military fort.”

      “A fort—like Fort Sumter?”

      “Yes, but the Castle is centuries older.” Nancy paused. “If we’re passing Calshot Castle, we’re getting quite close. It won’t be long before we reach Southampton.”

      The eight-year-old made a sound of impatience. “I can’t wait to get ashore.”

      Nancy tightened the black lace shawl around her shoulders. “I thought you enjoyed sailing across the Atlantic?”

      “I did, but only at first.” Anthony wriggled with obvious impatience. “There weren’t any kids my age to play with and the ones there were, are English.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “They are stuck up.”

      Nancy laughed out loud. “I’m English!”

      “Yes, but you’re my mother. You’re not allowed to be stuck-up.” He stepped back from the railing “Is our new house near Southampton?”

      “Eastleigh is about an hour north, by train. Your Great-Uncle Ichabod is going to meet us at the dock.”

      Anthony shuddered. “Ichabod is a scary name. It reminds me of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.””

      “I’m sure Great-Uncle Ichabod is not at all frightening.”

      “I’ve never had an uncle before, much less a great-uncle.” The child grimaced. “I hope we like him.”

      “I’m sure we will.” Nancy spoke with more conviction than she felt. “We’ve only ever exchanged letters, but Uncle Frederick and Aunt Beryl seem like lovely people as well. We are to stay with them until our house, Muirlands, is ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “For us to move in. The home has been vacant since your father left for America, so we might have to make a few repairs to the place.” Nancy shrugged. “I won’t know anything for sure until I’ve seen it.”

      Mrs. Caroline Pinckney joined them just then. Although her broad brimmed hat was tied under her chin with a scarf, the stiff ocean breeze threatened to dislodge it from her salt and pepper hair. Her striped skirt swayed back and forth like a church bell, but her muslin petticoats kept them from blowing upward. Anyone who knew her would say they wouldn’t dare.

      “Everyone in the corridor outside my cabin was practically shouting, so I thought The Flying Dutchman must be crossing our bow.” The woman’s Charlestonian accent was cultivated and elegant. “I’m glad to be wrong.”

      “No, everyone is excited about reaching our destination. We are a little over an hour away from disembarking, Caroline.”

      “Ah.” The older woman took a deep breath of air and let it out. “I’m glad our crossing is almost over.” She nodded at Anthony. “I am tired of being beaten at shipboard checkers by this little man.”

      He jumped up and down, laughing. “We have time for another game or two!”

      Caroline feigned resignation. “Run along to the library and set up the board. I’ll join you shortly.”

      Anthony skipped off, leaving Nancy and Caroline alone.

      “Now that we are finally here, I’m beginning to doubt whether I’ve done the right thing.” Nancy’s eyebrows drew together. “I’ve taken Anthony away from everything he’s ever known, only to bring him to a foreign culture.”

      “It’s too late to turn back now, sugar.” Caroline shrugged. “Besides which, the English are your people. You’ll help the little pumpkin adjust."

      “I’ve been away from England for over eight years, Caroline.” Nancy bit her lip. “Who will help me adjust?”

      The woman reached up to pat Nancy’s cheek. “That’s what I’m for, dear heart.”

      Nancy gave her a smile of true affection. “I’m so grateful you agreed to come.”

      “You and Anthony have become my family.” Caroline shrugged. “There were few reasons for me to stay in Charleston and I certainly won’t miss the humidity or hurricanes.” She paused. “I might miss grits. Do y’all have grits in England?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Oh, well.” Caroline tossed her head. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m off to get beaten at checkers.”

      “I’ll join you in a few minutes. I must check to make sure I packed everything properly.”

      After Nancy slipped into her cabin a few minutes later, she hastened over to her small train case, opened it, and retrieved the slender flask tucked to one side. After taking a long sip of gin, she returned the stoppered flask to the case, sank onto the bed, and tried to calm her nerves. The die was cast.
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        Eastleigh

      

      

      Conor crossed the neatly-manicured graveyard, stopping when he reached a distinctive headstone made of polished granite. He glanced over his shoulder and beckoned to the towhead lagging behind. “Come along, Griffin.”

      The boy’s features reflected his discomfort, but he increased his pace. As he joined his father, he glanced up with a frown. “I don’t like it here.”

      “You’ve naught to fear from the dead, lad.” Conor shrugged. “If anything, it’s the other way around.”

      Griffin shook his head. “What do you mean?”

      Conor spread his arms wide. “I can’t imagine anything more dreadful than being forgotten, can you? That’s why we come to visit your mother.”

      The child lowered the bouquet of wild flowers to the grave and straightened. “Some of the boys at school make fun of me for being an orphan. They call me Oliver Twist.”

      “How does that make you feel?”

      “I don’t know.” Griffin shrugged. “I wish they wouldn’t say it.”

      “Those boys are wrong to tease you.” Conor rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Besides which, you’re not an orphan. You have a father.”

      “If I was taller, maybe I wouldn’t get roughed up.”

      “Give it a few years. You’re only eight.”

      “I’ll be nine next month.”

      “Yes, you’ll be a great big boy, but you probably won’t grow like a weed for a few years yet.” Conor smiled. “Be patient.”

      “All right.” The child knelt down next to the headstone and gesticulated, as if he were trying to think of something to say. “Er…Mother, we’re going to visit your parents. We go to see them twice a year.”

      “By train.”

      “Oh, yes.” Griffin nodded. “We take the train.” He stole a glance at Conor. “Do you think she hears me?”

      “If God can hear our prayers all the way up in heaven, I think your mother can hear you.”

      Griffin shifted his weight from foot to foot. “May I go back to the carriage now?”

      “Go on, then” Conor waited until the boy had climbed into the gig before he focused on the gravestone once more. “I’m doing the best I can, Bess.” He nodded. “Rest well, and we’ll visit you again in a few months.”

      Conor returned to the road, deep in thought. As he stepped into the gig and took the reins, he gave the child a fond smile. “I’m proud of you, lad.”

      Griffin cocked his head. “Why?”

      Conor shrugged. “I just am.” He ruffled his son’s hair and urged the horse forward.
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      As Nancy approached the gangplank with Caroline and Anthony, her pace slowed.

      Her son tugged on her sleeve. “What’s wrong?”

      “I-I’ve never met Uncle Ichabod before and I don’t know what he looks like.” She surveyed the strangers crowding the dock. “I suppose I should have asked him to wear a crimson waistcoat or some such thing.”

      “It’s that man with the beard.” Anthony pointed. “He’s waving an American flag.”

      Caroline peered at the older gentleman. “I think you must be right.”

      “Slowpoke!” Anthony darted off.

      Nancy tried and failed to grab the back of his collar. “Wait for us!”

      Caroline nodded at her. “Never mind me, Nancy. Best go after him and I’ll catch up”

      Nancy threaded her way through disembarking passengers, ignoring their indignant scowls as she followed her son. When she joined Anthony and Uncle Ichabod moments later, the gentleman had presented the flag to Anthony—along with a small paper bag.

      The boy peered at the bag. “What’s this, sir?”

      “Call me Uncle Ichabod, lad.” His blue eyes twinkled with good humor. “Those are taffy candies, to welcome you to England.”

      The child stared at the bag in delight. “Thank you, sir. I mean, Uncle Ichabod!”

      “How kind of you, Uncle Ichabod.” Nancy curtsied. “I’m Nancy Williams and this is your great-nephew, Anthony.” As Caroline arrived, Nancy gestured toward her. “And this is Mrs. Pinckney, my companion.”

      The gentleman smiled, revealing even, white teeth framed by a trim salt-and-pepper beard. His hair, although streaked with white, still retained its blond color. Nancy knew him to be fifty years old at least, but he wore his age well. “I’m delighted to make your acquaintances, my dears. Allow me to engage a porter to locate your trunks. We have a train to catch.”

      After Nancy furnished Uncle Ichabod with the baggage claim tickets, he ambled off.

      Anthony swallowed a piece of taffy. “Uncle Ichabod is nice, but I can barely understand him.”

      Nancy blinked. “You understand me, don’t you?”

      “Of course, I do, but his accent is different than yours.”

      “If you can understand me, sugar, you can understand anyone.” Caroline’s dimples deepened. “My accent is as thick as it comes.”

      Nancy straightened the straw boater on Anthony’s head. “You’ll get used to Uncle Ichabod’s manner of speech soon enough. He is a cultured upper-class Englishman, whereas I’m from London. Your father spoke the same way, and I always found it charming.”

      Anthony peered at her. “Will I talk funny after a while?”

      “No.” She shook her head “You will always speak and behave like a genteel Southerner.”

      Caroline smiled. “You’ll speak like me. Which is to say, admirably.”

      As Nancy waited for Uncle Ichabod to return, several beautifully-dressed women and their well-kept children sauntered past. The ladies’ sleeves were puffy, their hats were fetching, and the contrasting bright colors of their gowns suddenly made her feel drab. Then again, none of them were in mourning for a very beloved husband.

      Anthony waved at the pretty little girl closest to his age. “Hello.”

      The child tossed her head and sailed off with her nose in the air.

      “She’s awfully stuck up for an English girl.” Anthony stuck out his tongue at the girl’s back. “Just like I said.”

      “Don’t stick out your tongue, pumpkin.” Caroline gave him a level glance. “It might get stuck that way.”

      “Really?” Anthony stared at her in horror.

      Caroline sighed. “No, but it is ungentlemanly.”

      “Mrs. Pinckney is quite right.” Nancy patted Anthony’s shoulder. “You should know that English girls are not allowed to talk to young gentlemen until they’ve been formally introduced.”

      “Why not?” Anthony’s expression grew incredulous. “Is it against the law?”

      “No, but it might as well be.” Nancy shrugged. “It’s proper manners.”

      He snorted. “It’s a proper nuisance, more like it.”

      As Anthony focused his attention once more on his bag of sweets, doubt and apprehension crept into Nancy’s mind again. Now that she had brought Anthony to England, the child was completely immersed in the unfamiliar. He would have to eat different foods, learn new customs and etiquette, and try to make friends. A great many things could go wrong.

      Nancy squared her shoulders, feigned confidence, and prayed her son’s adventuresome spirit and forthright disposition would ease his way.
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        Salisbury

      

      

      Outside the railway station, Conor engaged the services of a cab to ferry them to their final destination. As their carriage left town and made its way into the country, Griffin gave his father a worried glance. “Maybe we should have brought something.”

      “Like what?”

      Griffin shrugged. “I don’t know. Something from the local market or a tin of biscuits?”

      Conor patted the pocket of his coat. “I brought a bit of money.”

      “Oh.” The boy stared out the window. “Why don’t the Mannings ever visit us in Eastleigh?”

      “They are too poor, I expect.” Conor shrugged. “Even Third Class train tickets can be dear if you haven’t much money to spare.”

      “I suppose so.” Griffin met his gaze. “I know Mr. and Mrs. Manning are my relatives, but I always feel awkward with them. I never know what to say.”

      “It’s difficult to be close when you only see them twice a year, but I think our visits are important. The Mannings are your last connection to your mother after all.”

      His son cocked his head. “What about you? You’re my father.”

      Conor waved a dismissive hand. “You’ll always have me, of course.”

      The carriage turned off the main road and down a dirt lane. At length, when they reached the Manning family’s homely cottage, Conor and Griffin stepped down to the ground.

      Conor caught the driver’s eye. “We won’t be long.”

      As they approached the front door, it opened and an older man appeared. “Good morning to ye both.” He glanced at Griffin. “Looks like ye’ve grown a bit since I’ve seen ye last.”

      “Yes, sir.” The boy shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I-I hope you’ve been well?”

      “Fair to middling.” Mr. Manning beckoned. “Come in.”

      Although all of the windows were wide open, the interior of the dwelling was dimly lit. As the three sat in the tiny parlor, Conor forced a smile to his lips. “I hope Mrs. Manning will be joining us?”

      “Um…” The expression on the elderly man’s countenance grew even more strained. “My wife is having a bit of a lie-down, actually. She has a headache.”

      Conor cast about for a response. “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      Mr. Manning nodded at Griffin. “How are you doing in school, lad?”

      The boy’s spine straightened. “I was first in my class this past year.”

      His grandfather’s eyebrows rose. “Isn’t that something!” He chuckled. “I wish I’d stayed in school.”

      A long, awkward silence ensued.

      Conor cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to hear about Mrs. Manning’s headache.” He paused. “Perhaps we’ve come at a bad time.”

      To his surprise, Mr. Manning got to his feet. “Griffin, will ye step outside for a wee bit? Yer father and I have something to discuss.”

      Conor gave his son a nod. “I’ll call you when we’re done here. Don’t go far.”

      “Yes, sir.” Griffin left the house with a puzzled frown.

      Mr. Manning sat. “The thing is, my wife gets upset whenever ye come to visit.” He winced. “The lad reminds her too much of his mother, ye see.”

      Conor’s heart sank. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Griffin is a nice boy, to be sure, and I don’t want to hurt his feelings.” The elderly man shook his head. “But mebbe it would be better if ye don’t come any longer.”

      “I just thought—” Conor broke off. “As you wish, Mr. Manning.” He withdrew a cash-filled envelope from his inner pocket and laid it on the table. “This is for you. Give my best to your wife.”

      As he strode from the parlor, he was disappointed—but not altogether surprised. When Conor left the house, the boy was lingering near the livery carriage, stroking the horse’s neck.

      “Come along, son.” Conor crooked his finger. “We’re off.”

      “What?” Griffin blinked. “Where?”

      “We’ll pick up our luggage at the hotel and head on over to the railway station.”

      After the livery driver opened the carriage door, Conor and Griffin climbed inside. As the carriage began to move, Griffin cast a bewildered glance at the Mannings’ cottage. “I don’t understand. We’ve come all this way, just to turn around?”

      “Mrs. Manning wasn’t up to having visitors, so there is no reason to stay.” Conor gave Griffin a beaming smile. “I’ve had a marvelous idea. When we reach the railway station, you can buy something to read and tomorrow, we’ll head into Eastleigh.”

      “Why?”

      “To find you a present, of course.”

      “Really?” Griffin brightened. “May we visit the bookshop?”

      “Indeed, we can. We’ll buy an entire shelf full of penny dreadfuls, if you wish.” Conor chuckled. “I’d like to pick up a copy of “The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes,” too. Perhaps we can read it together.”

      Griffin wriggled with excitement. “I’d enjoy that.” His smile slipped. “We’re not ever coming back to visit the Mannings, are we?” The question was a statement.

      “No, but please don’t take it personally.” Conor tried to frame his next words as carefully as possible. “Although your grandparents are proud of you, I’m afraid they’ve never gotten over the death of your mother. Some people just can’t quite accept such things.”

      “The Mannings can’t forgive me for causing her to die, can they?” Griffin’s head bowed. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Don’t think that for a minute. I can assure you, I’ve never seen Bess happier than when she held you in her arms.” A muscle worked in Conor’s jaw. “Her body just wasn’t strong enough to stay with us.”

      Griffin’s lower lip trembled. “I wish I had known her.”

      “I do, too. Your mother loved you very much, and so do I.” Conor gave his son an affectionate glance. “Never mind that now. Let’s go.”
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        Southhampton

      

      

      After the luggage had been collected, Uncle Ichabod shepherded Nancy, Caroline, and Anthony to the nearby railway station, purchased their First Class tickets, and led them to the proper platform. As their train departed the station a short while later, Anthony openly admired the carriage fittings and upholstery. “I like this train very much, Uncle Ichabod. When mother, Mrs. Pinckney, and I took a train from Charleston to New York City on our way to the steamship, the carriage wasn’t nearly this fine.”

      The older man’s nod was decisive. “Here in England, we pride ourselves on our trains.”

      Anthony peered at him. “Uncle Ichabod, how do you get your mustache to curl up at the ends?”

      Caroline visibly bit back a smile.

      “Ssh.” Nancy shot the boy a quelling glance. “It’s not polite to ask personal questions.”

      “That’s perfectly all right.” Uncle Ichabod leaned toward Anthony. “I use a special sort of beeswax made for mustaches.” He chuckled. “I’m a bit of a dandy, if you must know.”

      “Good looks must run in the family.” Nancy smiled. “Jonathan was a handsome devil as well.”

      “I wish I had met Dr. Williams.” Caroline smoothed her skirts. “I do love a handsome face.”

      “Yes, Jonathan was ever so handsome.” A fond smile curved Nancy’s lips. “At the London hospital where we met, all the nurses were smitten by his dashing appearance.”

      Anthony glanced at Nancy. “But Father only had eyes for you.”

      “That’s right.” She patted her son’s shoulder. “We fell in love right away, had a whirlwind courtship, then eloped to get married.”

      “He couldn’t have chosen a better wife, I’m sure.” Uncle Ichabod fiddled with his pocket watch. “It’s a pity Jonathan never brought you home to meet the family, my dear. We only learned about the wedding after you’d set sail for America.”

      “An elopement wasn’t the way I would have liked to do things, but Jonathan insisted. Once the position at the Charleston clinic became available, he felt we must move quickly.” Nancy paused. “It’s not as if I had any family of my own to consider.”

      “Until you came to live with me, that is.” Caroline tilted her head to one side. “Now, I’m the auntie you never had.”

      “Very true.” Nancy reached over to squeeze the woman’s hand. “You’ve been a dear friend.”

      “Nancy told us about you in one of her letters, Mrs. Pinckney.” Ichabod fixed Caroline with a curious gaze. “You actually owned a boarding house?”

      “After my husband was killed in the War Between the States, I had to do something to survive. I’d inherited a large house from my parents and people needed rooms to rent.” Caroline shrugged. “We Southern ladies can be terribly resourceful.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Ichabod’s expression reflected his respect. “What has become of the house?”

      “I sold it. The new owner intends to convert it into a hotel and I wish him the best of luck.”

      “Mrs. Pinckney bakes the best sugar cookies.” Anthony rubbed his tummy. “And the best buttermilk biscuits.”

      Caroline beamed. “Why, thank you, pumpkin.”

      Ichabod seemed confused. “What are sugar cookies and buttermilk biscuits?”

      “Anthony is talking about American food, Uncle.” Nancy smiled. “Biscuits are called cookies in America.”

      Anthony gave her a sidelong glance. “If that’s true, what do the English call biscuits?”

      “Nothing.” She shook her head. “The English don’t have the sort of biscuits we had in Charleston.”

      “No biscuits?” His eyes widened. “How do the English make strawberry shortcake?”

      Nancy shook her head. “We don’t have that dessert in England.”

      Anthony’s jaw dropped. “You must be joking!”

      “Take heart, lad. We have strawberry trifle, which is quite nice.” Ichabod’s eyes twinkled. “We also have toast, crumpets, and scones, all of which go very well with butter and marmalade. You might just find a new favorite.”

      The boy’s expression reflected his skepticism. “Maybe, but I feel sorry for anyone who has never eaten a hot buttermilk biscuit with butter and jam.”

      “I agree with you, Anthony.” Caroline’s nod was decisive. “Along with shrimp and grits, fried green tomatoes, boiled peanuts, Hoppin’ John, turnip greens, and cornbread.”

      “Ha!” Ichabod chuckled. “That all sounds delicious, I’ll admit.”

      “Hmph.” Anthony folded his arms. “Living in England is going to be harder than I thought.”

      “I’m looking forward to the challenge.”

      Nancy tousled the boy’s hair. “If your father and I could get used to Charleston, I expect you will get used to England.”

      “I got used to Charleston as soon as I arrived,” Caroline drawled. “Then again, I was born there.”

      “Tell us about our house, Uncle Ichabod.” Anthony popped a taffy into his mouth.

      “Muirlands is a very nice bit of property that has been in the family for years. When we heard you were coming, I rode over to have a look around the place.”

      Nancy bit her lip. “Is the house in good repair?”

      “The grounds have been neglected. I engaged a man to cut the grass, so the lawn is no longer overgrown, at least. As to the interior, it’s in need of a good cleaning.”

      Caroline gave Nancy an optimistic smile. “It sounds as if the house is habitable after all.”

      Ichabod nodded. “Indeed, although the stable roof appears to have sustained some wood rot. It will have to be rebuilt entirely.”

      “I don’t intend to keep a great many horses, so the stables are a minor issue.” Relief loosened the tightness in Nancy’s shoulders. “Thank you for your help, Uncle Ichabod.”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “It was no trouble at all. Jonathan was my favorite nephew, you know.”

      Nancy blinked. “I was given to understand he was your only nephew.”

      His mustache twitched. “Indeed, but he was my favorite nevertheless.”
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      Conor was contemplative on the ride back to Eastleigh. He’d managed to distract Griffin from the disastrous visit with the Mannings, but he couldn’t help feel a trifle guilty. Although he’d tried to do the right thing by keeping in touch with Bess’s parents, he would just have to accept the fact that the gulf between his family and hers was too wide to cross. It was a great pity, since Conor had no other relatives. Griffin’s world had grown a little smaller today and there was nothing he could do about it.

      As the train was pulling into the Eastleigh railway station, Griffin wriggled in his seat. “May I have some money, Father? I would like to purchase something from the newsstand.”

      Even as Conor reached into his pocket, he gave the eight-year-old a skeptical glance. “You bought something at the Salisbury station.”

      “Yes.” Griffin pulled the cheap boys’ serial from his pocket and leafed through its pages, to demonstrate how short it was. “I finished it already.”

      “You have a shelf full of books at home.”

      “I’m in the mood for a penny dreadful.”

      “So am I, to be honest. All right.” Conor chuckled as he dropped coins into the boy’s outstretched hand. “Don’t take too long. It’s been a long day and I’d like to get home before tea time.”

      “Thank you.”

      The moment the train came to a complete halt, Griffin threw open the compartment door and streaked across the platform and into the station house. Conor took a trifle more time joining his son as he gathered up the newspaper he’d been reading, tossed it into the nearest bin, and ducked into the men’s room to wash his hands.

      When he emerged, he was confronted with a commotion in front of the newsstand. Two tow-headed boys were engaged in a shoving match and, to his dismay, one of the lads belonged to him.

      “Griffin!” He strode over. “What the devil!”

      A young woman dressed in mourning reached the pair before he did. “Anthony?” She pulled the boys apart with a firm grip. “What are you doing?”

      “Forgive me,” Conor cleared his throat, “but that one is mine.” He reached for Griffin and gave his arm a tug.

      The woman scowled at the other lad. “Anthony, explain yourself!”

      The child pointed an accusing finger at Griffin. “He called me a Yankee!”

      “You are a Yankee!” Griffin scowled. “You’re American!”

      The lad lowered his chin and balled his fists. “That doesn’t make me a Yankee!”

      The woman’s face was flushed. “Anthony, the word Yankee doesn’t mean the same thing to the English as it does in the South.” She slid Conor a brief, apologetic smile. “In America, if you are born below the Mason-Dixon Line, being called a Yankee is a terrible insult.”

      “Is that so?” Conor lifted his eyebrows. “I’m sure my son meant no offense.”

      “I am sure he didn’t.” She paused. “Please forgive the misunderstanding.”

      Despite her sober attire and flustered manner, the woman had definite possibilities. Conor gave her an appraising glance. “No forgiveness is necessary.”

      “Mr. Lockwood!” Mr. Ichabod Williams approached with a porter in tow. “I see you’ve met my niece, Lady Montrose and her son, Anthony Williams.”

      Conor’s eyebrows rose. “This is Jonathan’s widow?” His romantic interest evaporated in an instant.

      “The very same. Nancy and Anthony have just arrived from South Carolina.” Ichabod’s face was wreathed in merriment. “Nancy, dear, this is Mr. Conor Lockwood and his son, Griffin.”

      “Welcome to Eastleigh, Lady Montrose.” Conor bowed. “How long are you planning to visit?”

      The woman sketched a curtsy before she replied. “Anthony and I intend to make England our home, sir.”

      He fought to keep his countenance. “I hope you will be very happy here.”

      An older woman emerged from the newsstand with a magazine tucked under her arm and joined Lady Montrose. “Did I miss anything? I thought I might have heard shouting.” Her accent seemed to drip honey.

      “Not at all.” Ichabod nodded. “Allow me to introduce you to a friend of mine, Mr. Lockwood and his son, Griffin. Mr. Lockwood, this is Lady Montrose’s companion, Mrs. Pinckney.”

      As the older woman curtsied, her gaze fell on Griffin. “Merciful heavens, but these two boys could almost be brothers. I’m not sure I could pick them out in a crowd.”

      Conor stiffened. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Pinckney.” He beckoned to his son. “If you’ll excuse us, we must be going.”

      As he and Griffin left the station house, his son crossed his arms. “I wasn’t trying to be a bully, but that American just started talking to me like we knew one another.”

      “Americans can be rather forward, I’m told.” Conor hailed a cab. “He’ll get used to our ways, sooner or later.”

      “I don’t care if he does.” Griffin lifted his chin. “If calling him a Yankee was an insult, I’m glad I did it.”

      “Really?” Conor gave his son a shrewd glance as they climbed into the cab. “Perhaps you ought not be in such a hurry to make an enemy. The chap is to live a stone’s throw from us, at Muirlands.”

      The boy gaped. “I thought that place was abandoned!”

      “Not for very much longer, apparently.”

      “We’re to be neighbors?” Griffin curled his lip. “What a joke.”

      “Here’s another joke for you.” Conor paused for effect. “Anthony Williams is a baron.”

      His son scowled. “He’s a peer?”

      “I’m afraid so. Lord Montrose, to be exact.”

      Griffin clapped a hand to his forehead. “Now you tell me.”

      Conor managed a chuckle. “Don’t worry. Nobody will send you to the Tower of London for shoving a peer of the realm.”

      The cab driver cleared his throat. “Where to, sir?”

      “Home…but we must stop at the bookshop and the gin palace first.” Conor sighed. “My son and I need fortification in our different ways.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As the livery carriage departed the railway station, Nancy gave Anthony a level glance. “What got into you? I turn my back for a moment and you are already getting into a row.”

      “What’s this?” Uncle Ichabod cocked his head.

      Nancy bit her lip. “Just before you arrived, Anthony had words and got into a shoving match with Mr. Lockwood’s son.”

      “Oh, dear.” Caroline sighed. “I knew I heard shouting.”

      “I should have punched him in the nose!” Anthony scowled. “He laughed at my accent and called me a Yankee and all I did was to ask his name.”

      Nancy shook her head. “He shouldn’t have made fun of your accent, but you can’t punch people in the nose every time you think a stranger is rude.”

      “True.” Uncle Ichabod polished his spectacles with a handkerchief. “Besides which, I wouldn’t be overly quick to pass judgment, Anthony. Griffin Lockwood is motherless and he might not know any better.”

      “Oh, dear.” Caroline frowned. “How tragic.”

      “Yes. Mrs. Lockwood had a difficult birth, I’m told, and passed away soon thereafter.” A crease formed between Uncle Ichabod’s eyebrows. “She had just turned nineteen.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.” Nancy gave Anthony a meaningful glance. “Let’s make allowances for Griffin, then.”

      Her son wrinkled his nose. “Allowances—like money?”

      “No, not like that.” Nancy shook her head. “I mean that we should be a little more understanding.”

      “That might be for the best.” Uncle Ichabod chuckled. “The Lockwood estate is your nearest neighbor. Furthermore, you and Griffin will be attending the same school.”

      Anthony made a sound of disgust and slumped into his seat. “What bad luck.”

      
      When the cab stopped in the driveway of a lovely tutor residence, an attractive, older woman and a tall, silver-haired gentleman emerged from the front door.

      Anthony gaped. “Are those our relatives, then?”

      “Indeed.” Uncle Ichabod stuck his thumb toward the couple. “That would be my elder brother, Frederick, and my sister-in-law, Beryl.”

      As they stepped down into the courtyard, Aunt Beryl hastened over. “Welcome, welcome! I’ve been on pins and needles all day, waiting for you to arrive!”

      “Too true.” Uncle Frederick rolled his eyes. “My wife has been pacing near the window all afternoon.” His gaze settled on Nancy. “You must be John’s wife. Welcome to England.”

      “Yes. It’s a pleasure to meet you both at last.” Nancy gestured toward Caroline and Anthony. “This is Mrs. Pinckney, and this young man is my son. Thank you for allowing us to stay with you.”

      “Nonsense! You’re family.” Aunt Beryl’s gaze shifted to Anthony, who had bounded from the carriage like a gazelle. “I’d know that boy anywhere! He looks just like his father.” The older woman opened her arms wide. “Come give your auntie a hug!”

      To Nancy’s relief, Anthony suffered through
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