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Chapter One

“You Will Marry Whomever I say!”
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MAY, 1816

Tessa Darby's gloved hand gripped the railing of the huge clipper ship as its mighty hull sliced through the blue-green water. Eager for a look at what lay ahead, Tessa anxiously scanned the fog-shrouded harbor. Suddenly a shaft of bright sunlight broke through the mist and Tessa got her first glimpse of London, England. Home! She was home at last. Lifting her chin, she inhaled a deep breath of salt-tinged air.  

"Are you quite certain you will be all right, dear?" asked Mrs. Benton-Caldwell, Tessa's traveling companion from America. "I confess I am having second thoughts about leaving you all alone once we've docked."

"I shall be quite all right!" Tessa replied excitedly, her vivid blue eyes straining to see all that was fast becoming visible to her of the vast city of London.

A half-hour later, she and Mrs. Benton-Caldwell were swept along with hundreds of other passengers, all animatedly talking and laughing at once as they surged down the rickety wooden gangplank toward the press of humanity crowded onto the busy quay.

"I do wish I had the time to see you settled in here," Mrs. Benton-Caldwell fretted.

"But you would miss the stage to Margate, ma'am. I shall be quite all right, really. Your family has long awaited your return home." Not half so long as Tessa had waited to return to England, she added to herself.

Though she was a grown-up young lady of nineteen now, Tessa had been a mere babe in arms when her mother, a young widow, had left the bosom of her family to follow her handsome new husband, the powerful Senator John Hamilton Darby, to his home in America . . . a sprawling estate situated on the outskirts of Philadelphia.

Once in America, Tessa had soon been presented with a baby brother, David. At the tender age of ten, she'd been told the truth of her own heritage. Senator John Hamilton Darby was not her real father. Her real father had been an Englishman, a dashing young military officer who'd served valiantly in King George's Light Dragoons. Unfortunately, the young man had lost his life in battle before he'd ever laid eyes on his infant daughter.

The truth had stunned Tessa. Though it was abundantly clear to her that since her baby brother had come along her stepfather had lavished all his love and devotion upon him. Senator Darby was still the only father Tessa had ever known. From that point on, however, the subtle gap that already existed between stepfather and stepdaughter widened.

Over the years, Tessa's mother's sympathy for her little girl grew, and she often confided to Tessa how very much she resembled her handsome papa, the dashing young captain who'd stolen her heart away the night of her come-out ball in London.

"You have your father's handsome auburn hair, sweetheart," her mother would whisper in her ear, her tone a trifle wistful. "And his brilliant blue eyes. Pay no heed to your stepfather's rebuffs. You are your father's daughter and he was a wonderful man. Captain Benning gave his life for England."

Tessa pushed down the painful emotions from the past that welled up within her as she and Mrs. Benton-Caldwell reached the end of the gangplank and at last stepped onto solid ground. She would not give in to sentiment now. Today was the most important day of her life and she would let nothing spoil it.

Squaring her shoulders with fresh resolve, she shifted the heavy valise she carried from one hand to the other. The mass of people scurrying thither and yon on the dock seemed to stretch as far inland as she could see. Suddenly a wave of fear gripped Tessa. How was she to make her way through this teeming throng and reach Portman Square, located somewhere in this vast city of London, before nightfall?

Tessa's elderly companion seemed every bit as anxious as she.

"My, one wonders how anyone finds their way about here!"

The women had taken only a few tentative steps forward when a rough-looking fellow, somewhat shabbily dressed, elbowed his way out of the crowd and boldly addressed Mrs. Benton-Caldwell.

"You and your daughter be needing a ride into the City, ma'am?" The fellow politely tipped his hat at the older woman, but his toothless grin was aimed straight at Tessa.

"Oh!" Mrs. Benton-Caldwell exclaimed, her tone a mixture of both alarm and relief. "Why, yes, my d-daugh . . . that is, Miss Darby is in need of a . . . you do have a public conveyance, do you not, young man?"

"It be awaiting at the curb, ma'am," the fellow replied proudly. He jabbed a thumb over his left shoulder, then brushed past the older woman and bent to snatch the heavy valise from Tessa's gloved hand. "This way, if ye please, miss."

"Oh, my! I hadn't expected to part company so quickly!" Mrs. Benton-Caldwell cried. She wrapped her free arm about Tessa's slim shoulders. "Good-bye, dear! It was a splendid idea of your father's that we travel together. I mean to write him the minute I reach Margate and tell him what a dear girl you are!"

Tessa blinked away the tears that sprang unbidden to her eyes as she returned the woman's warm embrace. Having Mrs. Benton-Caldwell to look after her these past weeks had been a special treat.

"We shall see one another again soon!" the older woman stated firmly. Her gloved hand swiped at the moisture that swam in her faded brown eyes. "Mr. Benton-Caldwell insists that I not stay above a quarter year, you know," she added with a laugh.

Tessa's lower lip trembled as she managed a brave smile. "Indeed." But she knew she'd never see her friend again. Despite her stepfather's stern warnings to her, she had no plans to return to America. Not ever.

After Tessa's valise had been secured to the back of the rather shabby-looking hansom cab, she climbed into the small vehicle and settled herself against the worn leather squabs. Although the din from the bustling shipyard still deafened her, her view of the teeming quay and the huge ship moored beyond it were now blocked by the cab's tall black hood, which extended high above her head.

When a sudden jerk set the small coach in motion, a fresh stab of apprehension, and excitement, shot through Tessa.

Her wonderful new life was upon her!

Since the age of ten, she had dreamed of making this trip to England, although in her dreams her mother had been with her. But their plans had been dashed when, less than a year ago, a sudden illness had carried her mother aloft. Tessa had grieved till she feared she might wither away herself. From the ashes of her pain, a new dream had taken shape. She would come to England alone. To do so would enormously please her mother.

The idea did not please her stepfather.

"You've no home in England to return to," he'd callously reminded Tessa. "Although you persist in calling yourself English, young lady, you are an American. You carry my name. You are my daughter. I intend you to marry Senator Hancock's boy, and there'll be an end to it."

"I will not marry George Hancock!" Tessa had cried. Her blue eyes snapped with fury. "I find nothing in him to admire. I do not agree with his politics and I-I do not love him!"

Senator Darby snorted with derision. "What do you know of politics? For all that, what do you know of love? You will do as I say, girl! I will brook no stubborn resistance from you on this head."

As her stepfather stormed from the room, Tessa's younger brother, David, cast a sympathetic eye upon his tight-lipped sister. Tessa loved David dearly, but the soft-spoken young man was no match for their powerful father. Though just barely eighteen years of age, a promising career as a statesman had already been mapped out for David by the influential John Darby. In the whole of David's life, he had never once defied their father.

Not so Tessa.

As a very little girl, she had tried hard to earn her stepfather's approval. About the time she realized that all her efforts to please him were in vain, she had also learned the truth of her lineage. From that moment forward, she balked at anything the strong-willed man told her to do. He was not her father and she knew he did not love her.

The child's willfulness did not go unnoticed or unpunished. As a direct result of Tessa's insubordination, the esteemed United States senator took to banishing his stepdaughter to her room for weeks at a time. Great stacks of books were sent up, with hastily scribbled notes instructing her to read one after another and write lengthy themes and essays on subjects of his choosing.

"The girl will learn to respect me!" he'd bellow. "I'll teach her to know her place if it's the last thing I do!"

Tessa obstinately refused to obey the man until one day she discovered she liked reading, and in a flash of brilliance, realized that if she were ever to be free of the hated man's tyranny, an educated mind was the most effective tool she could have.

Although she refused to think of herself as an American, she discovered the right-thinking principles that had led the colonists to revolt against the British crown back in 1776 constituted the key to her own freedom. Men . . . and women . . . were entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The subjugation of the human spirit was wrong. Women were every bit as bright and intelligent as men, and they had a right to think for themselves and to conduct their lives as they saw fit.

Tessa's stepfather himself had placed Thomas Paine's manifesto on The Rights of the Common Man in her hands. Tessa had devoured it. Paine was an Englishman! His words had inspired her stepfather's countrymen to fight for their freedom, and they also inspired Tessa to fight for hers. How ironic, she thought, that Senator John Darby had devoted his life to freedom and democracy even as he kept his own daughter a prisoner in her own home.

Thomas Paine's dream of liberty spawned a dream within Tessa. Her own father, her real father, had given his life for England. Tessa was determined now to follow in his footsteps and devote her life to helping her true countrymen.

Throughout England, defenseless women and children were being forced to work long hours in abominable conditions in the new industrial townships and villages. Pregnant women were being made to give birth whilst bent double as they worked in the mines. Children were dying from starvation and overwork. These poor women and children needed help! They needed a voice, someone to speak on their behalf against such inhumane treatment.

Armed with a tattered copy of Paine's Common Sense and The Rights of the Common Man and a dozen or more themes and essays Tessa herself had penned on the subject, she determined to find a way to help them.

But persuading her stepfather to allow her to leave America and travel to England alone had been another matter altogether. To Tessa's immense chagrin, the ploy that finally worked with the heartless senator was the one trick Tessa had vowed never to employ. Despite the fact her mother had tried to impress upon her the importance of a woman remaining gentle and contrite in dealing with a man, using feminine wiles to get what she wanted was something Tessa Darby had sworn never to do, but she was desperate.

Holding her auburn head at a coquettish tilt, her words dripping with enough treacle to gag a grizzly, she'd informed her stepfather one night at dinner, "I shall be a far superior wife to George Hancock once I have learned how to go on in London society, Father. You know Mama's dearest wish was for me to have a London Season."

Tessa knew she'd made headway when Senator Darby set his knife and fork down and actually paused to consider what she'd said.

At length, he nodded. "Sending a daughter to London for the Season will elevate my consequence. Americans are still in awe of anything English, although I fail to understand why."

Remembering to keep her voice soft and gentle, Tessa proceeded to further convince the brutish man. "You met Mama in London. She was a great favourite here."

Again, the large man nodded. His one redeeming quality was that he had always loved her mother dearly. Noting the faint softening of the hard lines around his mouth, Tessa nearly gasped with joy when the senator solemnly declared, "I will make the necessary arrangements for your passage."

Across the table from her, her brother, David, gasped. "But where will you stay, Tess? You've no family left in England."

"She will stay with Alice Langley," Senator Darby replied firmly. "But only for the Season, mind you. You will return home and take up your duties as young Hancock's wife once Parliament recesses."

Tessa could hardly contain the thrill of excitement coursing through her. "Alice Langley was Mama's bosom bow in London," she reminded her brother. "Mama said Alice always wished she'd had a daughter to bring out. Alice had only sons. Three, I think."

Engrossed in conversation with her younger brother, Tessa failed to note the faint frown of disapproval that appeared on her stepfather's face as she spoke.
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Chapter Two

“I would never take a hoyden to wife!”
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BUT HERE SHE WAS ON her way to Portman Square! She felt so happy and exhilarated she thought she might actually burst from sheer joy.

She consulted the small gold timepiece she wore pinned to the bodice of her blue serge traveling suit. Only two of the clock in the afternoon. There was plenty of time to take a turn about famed Hyde Park and still arrive at Alice's home in time for tea!

"Driver!" Tessa leaned forward to gaze up at the jarvey perched on the bench behind the hood, his sturdy hands gripping the ribbons. "I have decided I should like to take a turn about Hyde Park," she called up to the man, "before you deliver me to Portman Square."

"Very well, miss."

Tessa settled back again, a fresh wave of excitement coursing through her. Suddenly she was struck with another idea, this one positively brilliant. She snatched up the thick leather satchel resting on the bench beside her and drove one hand into it. Yes! They were right where she'd put them those many weeks ago when she'd packed up her belongings in readiness for her trip. What better place to launch her campaign than Hyde Park?

Tessa's excitement grew as the little carriage jounced over the cobblestones on its way across Town. Soon after it wheeled past the magnificent portals marking the entrance to Hyde Park, Tessa spotted her quarry . . . six or seven young ladies fashionably attired in pretty muslin frocks, beribboned bonnets, and carrying painted parasols. The girls were talking and laughing amongst themselves as they strolled along a footpath, their appearance and demeanor clearly telling Tessa they were members of London's upper crust, which meant that their fathers or uncles or brothers were very likely M.P.s.

As the lone horse drawing the hansom cab clip-clopped alongside the young ladies, one or two of them glanced up as Tessa turned again to her driver.

"Stop right here, please!"

"Here, miss?"

Tessa was already on her feet, the sheaf of literature she'd brought with her all the way from America clutched in one hand.

"Ladies! Come quickly! I've something to give you!"

Eager for adventure, the giggling girls ran toward the friendly girl hailing them from the small black carriage now drawn to a standstill in the middle of the dirt road.

"Read this, please!" Tessa urged, pressing page after page of her precious hand-printed literature into each girl's gloved palm.

"Tell your fathers and brothers something must be done about the defenseless women and children who are being ill-treated in our country's mills and factories! Do read it, please!" she urged again and again.

Absorbed in her endeavours, Tessa was unaware the hansom cab was blocking traffic along the park's main thoroughfare. Nor did she notice when two fashionably dressed gentlemen, riding horseback, were forced to rein in their mounts to avoid colliding with her conveyance.

Seated astride a magnificent chestnut stallion, Harrison Belmour, the fifth Earl of Penwyck, regarded the tall, auburn-haired young lady passing out leaflets from the side of a hansom cab with . . . horror!

"Appalling lack of propriety!" Lord Penwyck sputtered to his companion, Mr. Lowell Ashburn. His blond hair and merry blue eyes were a remarkable contrast to the dark-eyed, dark-haired earl.

Although the curious sight presented by the young lady had also arrested Mr. Ashburn's interest, the good-natured expression on his face was also in direct opposition to that worn by the affronted earl.

Mr. Ashburn's lips twitched as he cast an amused glance at his incensed companion. "So . . . I take it you'll not be adding her name to your list of eligibles?"

"God's blood!" Lord Penwyck sputtered, the force of the expletive causing the large chestnut beneath him to dance sideways. "Not even if she were the only unmarried female in London!" Though he thrust his aristocratic chin up, his square jaw was all but obscured by the high points of his starched white collar. Penwyck spurred his high-spirited mount into action and horse and rider skirted briskly past the hired cab.

Riding an equally frisky bay, Mr. Ashburn soon caught up to his friend. "By the by, how many names are left on your list?"

One of Lord Penwyck's dark brows shot upward. "Following the events at Almack's last evening, I have narrowed the field to four."

"I take it Miss Tentree's antics, however entertaining, did not impress you favourably."

"Indeed not! That a young lady should deliberately make a spectacle of herself is the outside of enough. Proper young ladies do not wear watered gowns in public." Lord Penwyck's well-shaped mouth firmed with disgust before he added, "The mask the young lady wore did nothing to conceal her identity."

"Indeed not." Mr. Ashburn's blue eyes twinkled merrily. "Not that anyone was looking at the chit's face when there were far more interesting things to . . . "

A half grin softened Penwyck's chiseled features. "I did not say I did not enjoy inspecting the young lady's wares. What I meant was I would never take such a hoyden to wife."

"So," Mr. Ashburn continued in the same vein, "that leaves Miss Lydia Carruthers, Lady Amabel . . . "

"Cut line, Ash!" Penwyck interjected irritably. "I have no desire to make public the fact that I am on the lookout for a bride."

"Well, your mother knows you're looking, don't she? Would think the countess has a right to know."

"Mother realizes I am considering the possibility of marrying. She is not aware I have drawn up a list of candidates."

Another whoop of laughter spilled from Mr. Ashburn's lips. "Fustian! Your mother is as well-acquainted with you as I am, old man. She knows there is a list involved somewhere!"

Penwyck directed a quelling look at his highly amused companion. "You appear to be making sport of my propensity to solve problems in an orderly, methodical fashion." The fifth Earl of Penwyck again urged his mount into a gallop and exited the park well ahead of his long-time friend.

The sound of horses' hooves rang on the cobblestones as the pair of gentlemen headed toward the intersection of Park Lane and Piccadilly.

When Mr. Ashburn caught up to the earl and their cattle were leisurely cantering alongside one another, Lord Penwyck said, "Considering the horrific scandal my family has suffered these past months, it is hardly surprising that I wish to select a mate wisely. The young lady who becomes my countess must be above reproach in all respects. I refuse to bring additional shame or embarrassment to my family's doorstep. Mother could not bear it," he concluded.

"I understand your position perfectly, Penwyck." Mr. Ashburn's tone was solemn with sincerity.

After a pause, Lord Penwyck added, "I daresay my plan has worked admirably well thus far. Quietly observing the actions of this season's crop of eligibles has already averted disaster several times over. Upon spying a transgression, I simply scratch the young lady's name off my list. No one's the wiser and I run no risk of dangling after some mama's darling, then crying off when I discover the young lady . . . unsuitable."

"Quite so." Ashburn nodded. "Though once you have settled upon the perfect candidate, may I caution you against revealing your calculated machinations to her? I daresay most women prefer something a bit more . . . romantical."

A dark brow cocked as Lord Penwyck quizzed his companion. Realizing the truth behind Mr. Ashburn's observation, his lips began to twitch.

Ash was quite right. Women today were besotted with the idea of love. And, not just green girls. A mere fortnight ago, Penwyck had had the devil of a time disentangling himself from his latest bit o' muslin. The pretty actress's tears had ruined above half a dozen perfectly good neckcloths before Penwyck finally convinced her that despite the enjoyment he received from his twice-weekly visits, he had no intention of purchasing a season ticket granting him the right to private performances in her boudoir for the remainder of his life.

Why, Penwyck had even heard tales of young ladies actually refusing to marry for the right reasons . . . the linking of estates, the restoring of corrupt fortunes, and the like. Were he the father of such a daughter, he'd not countenance such rubbish, nor would he countenance a refusal to obey from the woman he married. Biddability sat at the top of another of his important lists, the required qualifications for his future countess.

The gentlemen rode the remainder of the distance to their destination . . . Boodle's Club . . . in silence. Once there, they'd no sooner entered the game room where they meant to while away the long afternoon seated before a green baize table when Lord Penwyck, a stricken expression on his face, exclaimed, "Damme!"

"Say what?" Ashburn glanced up and grinned when he caught sight of the esteemed earl pouring over a sheet of cream-coloured linen paper. "Forget to do something on your list, old man?"

"Forgot to put something on my list," Lord Penwyck replied; his tone laced with disgust. He neatly folded the page up and returned it to an inside coat pocket. "Forgive me, Ash, but I must forgo our game today."

Long strides carried the earl's impeccably dressed form back down the corridor, a relaxed Mr. Ashburn close on his heels. Penwyck paused in the foyer to retrieve the hat and gloves he'd only moments ago handed to the butler.

"Completely slipped my mind that Winslow is calling at the house today to collect some important papers," the earl said as the two men exited the club and headed back down the steps to the curb. "Been searching for them this age. Finally found them in a little-used drawer of father's desk."

Ashburn nodded. "Your father would be quite proud of the way you're handling things, Penwyck. You've done an admirable job since you inherited. Truth to say, everyone is . . . well, astonished actually, considering the appalling circumstances you inherited."

"Thank you, Ash," Penwyck murmured. He tossed a coin to a waiting stable-boy, which sent the lad scurrying to the mews after Penwyck's horse. "I admit the task did seem daunting at the outset, but I was determined not to let the dismal state of affairs get the better of me."

"Everyone knows where the blame lay," Mr. Ashburn pointed out. "Squarely at the feet of that wastrel brother of yours."

A half grin appeared on Penwyck's face. "You are the only man I'd allow to speak in such a fashion against my brother Joel. I'd have gone to the gallows for him if it came to that."

"And the coward would have let you!" Ashburn sputtered.

Penwyck's dark head shook with resignation. "What's done is done. Joel Belmour is no longer a blight on the family name. His gambling debts have all been paid, and his by-blows . . . at least the ones I am aware of . . . are well provided for. Were the true facts surrounding his death to come to light, I would deny any knowledge of it. I trust the same can be said for you, Ash."

"You have my word on it," the earl's loyal friend replied. "Although how you can abide letting the world think the scoundrel died a hero is more than I can fathom."

"Joel caused our mother more shame than any woman should be required to bear. For her sake, I have chosen to shield the true facts. For all his transgressions, she loved Joel dearly."

At that moment the stable boy reappeared, the ribbons firm in his grip as he led the earl's prized stallion toward them. Lord Penwyck stepped to the mounting block and nimbly settled onto the large chestnut's back.

Once cushioned in the leather saddle, Penwyck glanced down at his friend. "I rather expect I shall have to cry off attending the races with you next week, Ash. Would be unforgivable of me to leave town just now, what with mother's houseguest arriving."

"Ah." Mr. Ashburn nodded. "The young lady from America."

"Mother has plans to bring her out, but, having raised only sons, she's had precious little experience in that quarter. I think she is rather relying on me to show the girl how to go on," he added warmly.

Mr. Ashburn's blue eyes twinkled again. "Perhaps the American girl will make your list of eligib . . . "

"Not a chance!" Lord Penwyck exploded. "Mother tells me the girl received a privileged education, but I rather expect to find a good many rough edges. The young lady was raised amongst savages in the new world, you know."

"Well, whatever her faults . . . " Mr. Ashburn grinned, "I daresay you are the very one to bring her up to the mark."

Quite true, Lord Penwyck thought as he urged his mount forward, and it was a task he meant to take on willingly in order to insure no further scandal besmirched the Penwyck name.

Suddenly, an image of the young lady he and Ash had observed earlier handing out leaflets in the park sprang to mind. Thank God he'd been spared the formidable task of taming that abominable spectacle!
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Chapter Three

“Penny is an Earl?”
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TESSA WAS ABOUT TO lift the door-knocker to number twelve Portman Square when horses' hooves ringing on the cobblestones behind her claimed her attention. Glancing over her shoulder, she watched an elegantly attired gentleman dismount from his horse, hurriedly toss the reins to a waiting footman, and stride up the walk to the very stoop where she stood.

Thinking perhaps he was one of Alice Langley's sons, a smile of greeting sprang to Tessa's lips. But it froze in place the very second the gentleman caught sight of her . . . and scowled.

"You!" he sputtered as he brushed past a stunned Tessa. "Did you not give away enough of that radical literature of yours just now in the park, young lady?"

Tessa's blue eyes widened, but before she had a chance to reply, the gentleman added, "I assure you, no one in this household is interested in anything you have to say. Now go along with you!"

He made a shooing motion with one hand, then jerked open the door to the tall, narrow town house and disappeared inside.

"Why . . . " Tessa stared with disbelief as the door slammed with a resounding thud behind him. She at once grasped the brass knocker and insistently rapped it several times over. Hearing the muffled sound of voices from within, she leaned forward in an effort to hear what was being said.

"In the park just now . . . some cause or other . . . get rid of her, Jenkins."

Suddenly, the door opened the veriest crack and a prim-faced man stuck out a white-gloved hand. "Here is a contribution for your cause. Miss. If you will please go along now."

"Sirrah!" Tessa cried, ignoring the five-pound note the butler was thrusting at her. "I am Miss Tessa Darby, come from America. I am here at the invitation of Alice Langle . . . I mean the former Alice . . .  what I mean to say is Lady Penwyck is expecting me. You will please announce my presence to the countess at once."

Regarding her suspiciously, the butler pushed open the door and, with a nod, invited Tessa to step inside.

Moments later, as she followed the retainer down a carpeted corridor toward the rear of the house, Tessa kept a sharp eye out for the gentleman who'd rudely addressed her on the doorstep. Although she feared he might be one of Alice Langley's sons, she fervently hoped the man was only paying his mother a call this afternoon and did not, in fact, reside here. She'd taken an instant dislike to him and did not wish to meet up with him on a daily basis throughout her lengthy stay in Town.

The butler left Tessa in what she assumed to be a withdrawing, or sitting, room. A scant second later, he returned to inform her Lady Penwyck would join her shortly and he would have her portmanteau delivered to her bedchamber.

Tessa thanked the man a bit smugly, then glanced about at her surroundings. Though not on the same scale as her stepfather's lavish country estate, the Penwyck town home was quite elegant.

Although, gazing a bit closer at the furniture in this chamber, Tessa was struck by its rather helter-skelter arrangement. Chairs and sofas seemed to have been shifted about to suit whoever happened to be in the room at the time. The haphazard fashion was a decided contrast to the way her mother decorated. There, every last stick of furniture and all of Senator Darby's precious ornaments and costly paintings were displayed in carefully selected spots and never touched thereafter. Clearly that was not the case in Alice's . . . er . . . Lady Penwyck's home.

Atop the mantelpiece and scattered upon several small tables . . . even strewn about upon the chairs . . . was an incongruous assortment of bric-a-brac: ladies' magazines, smoking paraphernalia, sewing implements, assorted packages of colored thread, stacks of books, and yellowing newspapers.

How singularly odd, Tessa marveled to herself. Glancing round again, she concluded the disordered jumble seemed far more inviting than the brusque gentleman who'd only moments ago accosted her on the doorstep. Contemplating the man's rudeness made her stomach muscles clench all over again.

Her ruminations were interrupted by a feminine voice.

"My dearest Tessa! You are here at last!"

Tessa turned as a gray-haired woman . . . not nearly as tall as she, who at five feet, seven inches was considered tall for a young lady . . . bustled into the room, her long silk skirt rustling about her small frame. A welcoming smile upon her lined face, Lady Penwyck reached to fondly embrace Tessa.

"I am so happy to meet you at last, my darling girl!"

"I am delighted to meet you, as well, Lady Pen . . . "

"Oh, do call me Alice, dear! Everyone does." Still smiling, the older woman gazed up at Tessa. "My, you look nothing at all like your dear mother!" She laughed gaily, then sobered. "I do so wish I could have seen Helen once more before she . . ."

"It was Mother's dearest wish to return again to London to see you," Tessa replied warmly.

Lady Penwyck blinked back an errant tear. "And you have come in her stead. I am thrilled beyond saying!"

Lady Penwyck turned to lead the way toward a cluttered sofa. After brushing aside a number of ladies' magazines, she gestured for Tessa to sit down. Then, still chattering nonstop, she dragged up a pretty japanned chair and repositioned it opposite the sofa.

"But you do resemble your father," she nattered on. "He was very tall and had the most extraordinary blue eyes. All the young ladies admired Captain Benning's lovely blue eyes. My . . . " she clasped a hand to her breast, " . . . but he was a handsome young man. Helen met him the night of her come-out ball and thereafter refused every other suitor. It was all very romantic!" she added with a gay laugh.

Tessa smiled. She quite liked her mother's girlhood friend. Lady Penwyck's laughing brown eyes and pleasant manner rather reminded Tessa of a small brown wren chirping happily away.

"What a glorious time your mother and I had when we were girls," Alice enthused. "The opera, the endless shopping, the balls and breakfasts. But you and I shall have a gay time of it, too, dear. I am so looking forward to bringing you out!"

Tessa winced. She had not come to London to while away her time in an mindless whirl of shopping and parties. She made a mental note to find a way to apprise Lady Penwyck of her true plan. Until then, she decided to remain silent.

"Was the crossing terribly tedious?" Lady Penwyck asked. "My, I cannot imagine being on board ship for such a lengthy spell! You should have sent word to us your ship had arrived. Penny would have met you at the dock. Oh, dear." A worried frown replaced the gay smile upon the older woman's lips. "I do hope Penny will not be too terribly off-put that you . . . but then, you arrived quite safely, so where's the harm?"

"I had no trouble at all finding my way here, Lady Penwyck," Tessa hastened to say. "There were a goodly number of public carriages parked along the street. I simply told the driver where I wished to go, and . . . "

"How very resourceful you are! I admit I am a bit unaccustomed to looking after a young lady. Thank Heaven for Penny. He is a very proper young man. He knows precisely how to go on." She beamed at Tessa, then suddenly popped to her feet and scampered across the room to give the bell pull a smart tug. "You must be parched! I meant to ask Jenkins to bring us a nice pot of tea. Penny is expecting Mr. Winslow. I have asked the gentlemen to join us . . ." Another fretful look crossed her face. "That is, I believe I asked them. Dear me . . . I . . . "

Tessa was wondering who Penny might be when the sound of male voices in the corridor announced the gentlemen's presence.

"Ah, here are the young men now! I did ask them!" Lady Penwyck beamed, then looked beyond Tessa as the men entered the room. "Penny darling, this is my dear friend Helen's daughter from America, Miss Tessa Darby."

Her back to the new arrivals, Tessa drew in a deep breath before she turned full around . . . and came face to face with the same tall gentleman who had angrily chastised her on the doorstep. A wave of fresh anxiety washed over her.

But she was surprised when, despite the cool reserve in the gentleman's dark eyes, he politely said, "How do you do, Miss Darby? It appears I owe you an apology."

Alice gazed curiously from her son to Tessa and back again.

"I . . . bumped into Miss Darby on the doorstep, Mother. Apparently, I . . . " the aristocratic gentleman directed a speaking look at Tessa, " . . . mistook her for someone else. My apologies, Miss Darby."

Tessa managed a polite nod. Why was the gentleman now pretending he had not recognized her from the park?

Lord Penwyck had turned to address his companion, a rather portly older gentleman.

"Miss Darby will be staying with us for the Season," he said.

"Mr. Winslow is Penny's solicitor," Alice told Tessa.

Tessa smiled at the older man as Lord Penwyck drew up a pair of chairs for himself and his guest. From the corner of her eye, she noted Penny appeared to be studying her quite intently. His long tapered fingers were now forming a contemplative steeple beneath his firm, square jaw as he glared at her.

With a disdainful sniff, Tessa lifted her chin and turned her full attention from the arrogant man eyeing her to his mother, Lady Penwyck, who was addressing no one in particular.

"Miss Darby's father is a United States senator," Lady Penwyck was saying. "He is a powerful man in America. Your father is also quite the horseman, is he not, dear?"

"Yes, that is correct," Tessa replied eagerly. "The Darbys have raised thoroughbreds for many years."

"Helen told me in her last letter that your younger brother David also had political aspirations, that he was . . . "

"So, the entire family has political aspirations, do they?" Lord Penwyck inquired flatly, his hard gaze still fixed on Tessa.

Her blue eyes cut round and, without taking thought, she blurted out, "I take it you do not approve of women having political opinions, sir."

Mr. Winslow laughed aloud. Then, realizing he was the only one who found the idea amusing, he hurriedly covered his outburst with a cough.

"Indeed
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