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        Elizabeth Turner once loved Oliver Randall, but was blind to his desire to travel without the encumbrance of a wife weighing him down. When she learned the truth, Beth settled for the security of a loveless marriage. Now a widow with a son to support, desperation has driven her into service at Romsey Abbey and directly into the path of the man she’d loved and lost.

      

        

      
        Oliver has no intention of letting his dream of travel slip away again, even for a pretty face from his past. Since his return to the abbey, he’s planned a grand tour to the continent even while examining the astonishing emotional changes a decade apart from his brothers has wrought. The last thing Oliver wanted was stronger ties to the people living at Romsey. But then fate offers him both an affair and an unexpected friendship. Is it curiosity alone that stirs him, or the beginning of an unexpected adventure?
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      When Oliver Randall had been very young, he’d believed heaven could only be found in the thirty-feet-square library of Romsey Abbey. At seventeen and wrenched from his studies, he’d been assured he’d never see that library again and the long, lonely years after proved that heaven would be denied him. At eight and twenty, and thanks to his younger brother Tobias’s daring rescue two weeks prior, he’d thought he would be granted his reward. Yet once he’d stood within Romsey library’s hushed confines, filled with books of every sort and description, he’d acknowledged that this place was merely a steppingstone on the path to adventure.

      “Have you taken leave of your senses?”

      Oliver set the polished wood stepladder against the uppermost shelf edge and scaled the heights of literature, prose, and radical thought in search of entertainment. “They are all still there as far as I can tell, Leopold.”

      “Damn it, Oliver. Come down at once before you break your neck,” his elder brother demanded.

      Oliver ran his fingers over the spines of the books closest. So many bright minds had been granted the freedom to live and experience the world as they saw fit while he had been condemned to the never-ending repetition of days and years with only the wonders of nature’s transitions outside his window to provide any sort of adventure. “Given the circumstances I’ve endured at the duke’s hands these past years, I do not find your reference to my sanity particularly amusing. I’ll come down when I’m ready and not a moment before.”

      Oliver had only recently returned to the family fold, to the Romsey Estate and the sweet freedom of personal liberty. Leopold did not understand that Oliver looked for adventure at every opportunity now, even if it was merely helping himself to a second corner of toast and strawberry jam at breakfast or exploring a new point of view. He was plotting his biggest escapade yet—a grand tour of the known world. A world far away from this library.

      He plucked three volumes from the shelves at random—Greek, Italian, and French—and descended to the main floor. Just enough light reading to last him until morning. Unlike others in his family, he enjoyed reading at all hours of the day and night. He devoured books as quickly as his younger brother demolished a well-roasted leg of lamb at dinner. The years without such precious volumes were a gaping pit of boredom he needed to fill.

      “Everyone is waiting on you to go into dinner. Whatever you are doing can wait at least two hours.”

      Oliver set two of the books beside the maps of the continent he’d appropriated for his preparations and settled in his favorite chair. “I’ll eat later. A tray in my room, perhaps.”

      As he was about to open his first selection, Leopold snatched the book from his hands. “You will not return to the patterns of your youth. I will not indulge your obsessions as Mama did. We dine together each night and if I have to drag you there and strap you into a chair to accomplish that feat, I certainly will.”

      Oliver assessed his brother’s mood. Not much had changed in Leopold’s demeanor since they were young lads on the cusp of manhood. Bossy. Opinionated. Stubborn. Leopold would make a fuss and bluster until Oliver capitulated. He’d never enjoy one fresh new word these books offered in peace at this rate. He resigned himself to the inevitable. He would have to adjust his daily schedule to include this unnecessary interruption of his study until he departed England. Hopefully, word would come soon concerning a ship bound for his destination and save him from excessive sentimentality. “Very well. No need for threats of violence.”

      Leopold shook his head. “I never really understood how much trouble you must have been for Mama to manage when Father was away. Families eat together.”

      “If you insist.” Oliver stood and drew on his tailcoat. “But I should point out that our definitions of family differ considerably. You’re not even married to the duchess. Nor is Tobias married to Lady Venables. Hardly a family affair.”

      A quick grin crossed Leopold’s usually serious face. “All in good time. The wedding date is set. Hurry up now.”

      Oliver couldn’t quite decide why his brother’s happiness bothered him so much. Lust and love were two concepts he had never been comfortable with. It was so very easy to confuse the former for the latter and he’d given up trying to tell them apart. Emotions muddled logical thought and made men act irrationally. His brothers claimed to love their future wives, but how did one prove it wasn’t merely obsessive lust? Perhaps the source of his frustration was that Oliver had planned to leave England with his brothers and both of them were determined to remain behind. He hadn’t allowed for their stubbornness. He hadn’t even considered they’d be on the brink of marrying. But two more smitten fools couldn’t be found in the county. It was impossible to reconcile the brothers he remembered with the men he spoke to now.

      As they crossed the entrance hall, Eamon Murphy, his old friend and the new butler of Romsey Abbey, appeared before them, holding a little silver tray with a note on top. He grinned at Leopold. “Congratulations, Mr. Randall. I thought he’d give you so much more trouble tonight.”

      “Threats worked well in this instance,” Leopold murmured as he took the note and read it.

      “Good to see you up and around again, sir,” Eamon said to Oliver.

      Oliver’s brow rose beyond his power to control it. “Sir?”

      “Well, I’m the butler of Romsey now. Must observe the proprieties.”

      Oliver had known Eamon since they’d been young lads and considered him as much a part of his family as his brothers. Watching Eamon bow and scrape as if they were unequal sat ill with him. “Then you should leave off flirting with the upstairs maid and let her get on with her duties in a timely fashion instead of waylaying her on the stairs,” he teased.

      Eamon’s face turned a fiery shade of red, but he did not fire back with the expected cocky retort. The lack of response disappointed Oliver immensely. He was fast losing his patience for this nonsense.

      Leopold cleared his throat. “The duchess has no objections to her male servants flirting with the female ones provided there will be a marriage ceremony at the end.”

      At Eamon’s panicked expression, Oliver raised a brow. “Someone must remind me what a proper courtship entails these days. I am sure I have a different understanding of how a man may behave around an unmarried woman.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, sirs,” Eamon said quickly. “I should be getting back to my duties.”

      He fled back the way he’d come without looking back.

      Leopold gave Oliver a look that suggested he’d misbehaved. “That was cruel. Eamon will do the right thing in the end.”

      What was cruel was losing a friendship so completely that Eamon no longer replied to a ribbing as he once would have done. “I found it mildly enjoyable, actually. Consider it his punishment for insisting I stay abed so long.”

      “Those were my orders,” Leopold said quietly. “You were very weak when you returned. You must rest in order to recover your full strength.”

      Oliver frowned. “You do like to throw your weight around, but if memory serves, Eamon never used to follow your orders so precisely in the past. He was my friend, not your lapdog.”

      Leopold shrugged. “Things are different now.”

      Things were too different for Oliver’s taste. He glanced at the note. “News.”

      Leopold scowled and crumpled the paper. “Nothing yet.”

      For a small moment, Oliver had hoped for news of their sister, Rosemary, and her likely location. Her disappearance was an irritating puzzle he couldn’t solve.

      Reluctantly, he followed Leopold into the drawing room where the ladies and his younger brother, Tobias, waited. He bowed to the duchess but kept his distance. The habits of old were hard to break. In his mind, the Duchess of Romsey was a person to avoid. Her younger sister, however, was fast becoming one of his favorite people. One did not snub a woman such as Lady Venables. Blythe might be a stickler for the proprieties, but she was his younger brother’s future wife and she had befriended him when his identity hadn’t yet been revealed, which had forever elevated her status to that of an angel. He bowed. “My lady.”

      “Sir, I am sorry we dragged you from your studies.” She spoke with a wry twist to her lips and he concluded she was not sorry to see him outside the library at all.

      He smiled at the lie. “Think nothing of it.”

      Tobias jumped to his feet and set his arm around Blythe’s waist. “Well, it’s damn shoddy. A man could waste away to nothing at this rate.”

      When Tobias leaned down to press a quick, impudent kiss to her cheek, Oliver turned away. He didn’t want to make Blythe uncomfortable by noticing the inevitable blush that would grace her cheeks in a few moments. His brother delighted in embarrassing his future wife. Or perhaps he sought to proclaim the lady as his. Tobias had no cause for concern in that regard. It was very clear to anyone who observed Blythe properly that her mind was turned in one direction only. She strove to make his brother a gentleman and the center of her world.

      When Leopold’s elbow connected with his arm, reminding Oliver that he had one more person to greet, he faced the last lady in the room and bowed.

      Blythe’s companion was a face from his past and an uncomfortable presence within the abbey. Miss Elizabeth Gallagher, or rather Mrs. Turner now, had been his sister’s interruptive, giggling conspirator once. Now a widow, she did not giggle as much but she was just as lovely to behold. She dipped a graceful curtsy that allowed Oliver a tantalizing glimpse of the top of her breasts before she rose again. “Mr. Randall.”

      As her greeting encouraged no further words on his part, Oliver stepped back. He never knew what to say to the widow, not even when she’d been young and paying social calls on his mother. The complexities of inane conversation still escaped him, but he was well aware that he always did or said something wrong. To avoid misunderstandings, he preferred to remain silent around women but that did not stop him wishing that those breasts could be explored and examined. From a distance he judged them a perfect fit for his hand.

      “Dinner is served, Your Grace,” Eamon Murphy intoned importantly from the doorway.

      “Very good.” The duchess hooked her arm through his and steered Oliver toward the dining room. “No chance of escape,” she murmured for his ears alone.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, Your Grace.” He paused at the doorway, noting that the table had shrunk considerably in size from yesterday. At least they wouldn’t have to shout for this meal. “May I compliment you on the rearrangement of the room?”

      “Yes, it is very snug and much more comfortable.” She beamed. “But you must compliment Mrs. Turner. Such a treasure. She thought the family would be more content with a smaller setting and made sure to organize everything.”

      He nodded and considered what response to make. Elizabeth was likely at the end of the procession into dinner and wouldn’t hear his response. He glanced over his shoulder as he held out a chair for the duchess and saw Elizabeth on Tobias’s arm, laughing at something he said. When she noticed his interest, her eyes fell and her smile slipped from her face. It wasn’t the first time his scrutiny had produced a similar effect and yet he was disappointed. Had his incarceration changed him so much that he couldn’t be looked upon with ease?

      The duchess laughed. “Oh, do stop looking so grim. It is just a conversation.”

      Self-conscious, Oliver smoothed his graying hair and strove to put it from his mind. He couldn’t help that he looked a great deal older than his eight and twenty years. “Forgive me, Your Grace. I was unaware I was making any particular face. I’ll stop immediately.”

      Gooseflesh swept his skin but he strove to ignore the uncomfortable sensation as he took his place, a seat beside Elizabeth. Talk resumed among the couples, leaving only Elizabeth and himself silent. After a moment, she leaned slightly in his direction. “I can see you would rather be elsewhere.”

      “I cannot deny it. They say the hot-springs baths of Bagno Vignoni can cure a man of anything.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you unwell, sir? You’ve only to say so and return to rest.”

      “I am fine,” he assured her, rather pleased by her concern. “I suppose it is impossible to regain my looks.”

      “Your looks are not in doubt.” Her breath caught and when he met her gaze a blush was climbing her cheeks. She glanced down at her hands that were twisting in her lap. “Where is Bagno Vinoni?”

      “Italy.”

      “Ah.” Silence fell between them again and she did not ask another question about his travels. Everyone at Romsey was the same; no one cared where he might go, only expressing the hope that he would not. Couldn’t they see the possibilities for adventure? There was so much more to the world than Romsey Abbey.

      As he glanced around the table, the duchess caught his eye. “The fourth duchess of Romsey thought very highly of you, Oliver. Did you know that?”

      Oliver blinked. “I wasn’t aware that I had inspired such an opinion in Her Grace.”

      “I have her journal. You’re mentioned several times. My husband never spoke of her, but I find her journal observations fascinating. What was she like?”

      “Terrifying,” Tobias chimed in.

      “Stern,” Leopold added. “I cannot remember if I ever saw her smile.”

      Oliver considered. “Her Grace was a formidable woman. After all, she was a distant cousin to the king and was, in my opinion, quite intelligent. It was she who encouraged the construction of the stables and other improvements to such a grand style.”

      “I thought the old duke did that,” Leopold said, eyebrows rising.

      “No, that was not the case.” Oliver shook his head. “She was great friends with many of the notable architects of the time and consulted with them extensively prior to construction. In fact, the most remarkable features of Romsey Abbey were brought about in no small part by the influence of the past duchess.”

      Her Grace set her elbow to the table, chin resting in her palm in a manner that no prior duchess of Romsey would have dreamed to do and sighed heavily. “It seems I am quite a failure as a duchess. There are no stone edifices erected simply because I decreed it be so.”

      She laughed suddenly, merry, for no reason Oliver could detect. It was this very changeability that flummoxed him. If she would just remain the remote Duchess of Romsey as she was supposed to be then he would have a chance to understand her better. Yet she surprised him at every turn. It was a wonder that his stern elder brother remained under her spell.

      Across the table, Leopold grinned. “There is still time for you to leave your mark, my love.”

      The pair continued to gaze at each other until Elizabeth cleared her throat. “The event may not be cast in stone, Your Grace, but from what I understand reuniting the Randalls under this roof is no small achievement.”

      “Well said, Beth.” Tobias laughed. “Who’d imagine the disavowed sitting down to dine here together?”

      “I only did what was right,” Her Grace argued.

      “And that is something the other duchess’s could not accomplish,” Oliver added. “There has been discord within the Randalls for centuries.” He knew the family history quite well, thanks to his ability to remember everything he was told or saw with his own eyes.

      “Well, that is certainly behind us now,” the duchess insisted, laying her hand upon Leopold’s. “We shall all be very happy together for many years to come, I’m sure.”

      A ripple of unease flooded Oliver. He wished she would not profess to know the future as it related to him. He would be gone soon. He could never be happy here. As he opened his mouth to say so, Elizabeth’s hand slid sideways and pressed against his thigh, efficiently silencing his protest.

      “How goes the improvements, Mr. Randall?” She asked her question firmly without sparing him a single glance. “Is everything working out with the new farmhands as you hoped?”

      Oliver’s leg remembered her touch far longer than was good for him. As the discussion progressed, he studied his dinner companion, impressed by her skill at steering conversation away from an emotional subject. Her pale blue eyes were fixed on Leopold, silently encouraging him to speak of estate matters, and did not veer once in his direction no matter how long he observed her.

      While his brother spoke so expansively of crops and likely yields, Oliver resumed his meal in silence, listening with half an ear, discontent with the small, never-ending concerns that filled his brother’s days yet aware of the woman at his left. She puzzled him immensely. If he didn’t know better, he’d believe that she’d used her allure to tie his tongue on purpose.

      “What do you think, Oliver?”

      He raised his head and met Blythe’s gaze. “Forgive me. I wasn’t paying attention just then,” he admitted honestly.

      Her brows rose. “As I thought. You and I, sir, need to have a little chat very soon.”

      Tobias laughed. “Now you’ve done it, Ollie.”

      Oliver had respected Blythe’s opinion from the moment they met, but he was in no way intimidated by her. “I cannot imagine what you hope to gain by such a candid discussion but if you feel compelled to lecture me, then by all means, you may do your worst at your earliest convenience.”

      “Oliver,” Elizabeth hissed.

      He slid his glance sideways, face warming at her rare use of his given name. He wanted to hear it again. “I beg your pardon.”

      A frown line formed on Elizabeth’s brow. “Nothing.”

      When Oliver glanced back across the table, Blythe’s lips had pressed together in a tight line. Blythe might not like it, but he wouldn’t be taken to task over the dinner table. She said nothing, so Oliver returned his attention to the meal and stayed silent until the end.

      Elizabeth stood as the other women rose; her hand brushed his coat sleeve lightly. “You hurt Lady Venables’s feelings,” she said softly, blue eyes flickering to his face, disappointment clear in her gaze. “Apologize to her.”

      He remained on his feet until the ladies had swept out in a rustle of silk and animated chatter and then sank into his chair again. Yet he couldn’t work out what he should apologize for. They had disturbed him. He would have happily remained apart in the library but he’d been given no choice. And now he had to remain here for at least another half hour, drinking and discussing the estate yet again.

      Leopold handed around glasses of port. “I am always amazed that someone with your intelligence, Oliver, could irritate almost every person they meet.”

      Tobias grinned. “Imagine the damage he will do on the continent.”

      “Please, I’m trying not to picture that.” Leopold sat forward. “Are you sure you must go? We’ve only just got you back.”

      A brief rush of heat swept his skin again. Devil take it! Perhaps he was not yet fully recovered from his ordeal. A light sweat broke out over his skin, and he pushed the port away untouched. He could not risk missing his ship because he had sickened. “Are you sure you shouldn’t just come with me,” he countered as he steadied himself against the table.

      “I need to stay with Edwin,” Leopold said immediately. “I would never be easy to leave him behind.”

      Oliver frowned. Leopold’s strong feelings for the child baffled him. He’d only known the duke for a short time. What difference might another year or two make?

      Tobias lifted his feet and set his heels to the edge of the table. “Blythe would never forgive me if I left her behind and I have no intention of exposing her to the dangers beyond England’s borders. Honestly, I’m not keen on facing them again myself. Life is much better here than away.”

      When Leopold nodded his agreement, Oliver stood and stared around him, irritated beyond belief. They would never yield and he should stop expecting them to fall in with his plans. “Then I go alone and from now on you pair can keep your opinions to yourself.”

      Tobias, ever the peacemaker, leapt to his feet and laid a hand on Oliver’s shoulder. “Do not be cross with us.”

      Oliver shrugged off the weight of Tobias’s grasp and faced them. “I am not cross. Only disappointed. You are each determined to remain leashed to the estate and the past. I will not.”

      Tobias’s smile dimmed. “Can you not wait for news of Rosemary? The advertisements have been published in the Times and she will want to see you.”

      Oliver shook his head, ignoring the hurt forming in his younger brother’s eyes. “Rosemary will understand my restlessness and I am sure you can write to me of her triumphant return when I’m settled in Rome.”

      Rome, with her classical ruins and spluttering volcano, was his ultimate destination. The thought of seeing both had kept him alive. They didn’t understand. Without those marvels to explore before him, he had no reason to exist.
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      “I swear that man is impossible!”

      Beth Turner didn’t have to raise her head from her embroidery to understand exactly which gentleman Lady Venables referred to. In her experience, Oliver Randall had a profoundly unsettling effect on everyone he met and he’d been in fine form during dinner. Perhaps it was how his deep brown eyes stared through a person or how he paused so long before making any response. Beth had become accustomed to the way Oliver judiciously weighed his answers before speaking long ago. He never said what was on his mind without due consideration and inner debate. But neither the duchess nor the countess had grown used to his ways yet.

      “Do not distress yourself, my lady,” Beth soothed. “At least Oliver is well enough to come down now.”

      The countess continued to pace, moving behind Beth’s chair and occasionally tapping the carved wood. “Well, it is very annoying. Attending dinner and being agreeable enough to converse is hardly considered a chore in civilized circles. How does he imagine he’ll get on? Does he plan to speak to no one, or just carelessly offend them all?”

      Beth pressed her lips together to cover an unwise response. What went on within the Randall family was none of her concern. She shouldn’t interfere even if she had an idea of how to head off future discord. But it would be best if they reconciled to the fact that Oliver Randall was incapable of doing exactly as he pleased and damn the consequences.

      The duchess caught her sister’s hand, forcing her to cease her pacing. “Blythe, dear, do stop fretting about him.”

      The calmly spoken words gave Beth hope that they would move on to another topic quickly. One more suited to her immediate needs.

      The countess dropped into a chair and picked up a fan, idly waving it before her face. “Yes, well, I suppose you are correct. I shouldn’t vex myself.”

      The duchess’s eyes narrowed. “What was Oliver’s disposition like before, Mrs. Turner? Did you know him well? Is he much changed by his time in Skepington?”

      Pain caught Beth unaware. When she was young and unmarried, she’d thought she had known his character best of all the gentlemen she’d met. But she’d fooled herself quite thoroughly. She pulled her stitch tight before answering and smoothed out the shirt she was mending for her son. “Not well, but he is little changed from what I remember.”

      Lady Venables’s fan snapped shut. “And Mrs. Randall put up with his rudeness without a word of protest?”

      A smile pulled at Beth’s lips at the memory of the late Mrs. Jane Randall, furious over a birthday dinner ruined because of Oliver’s tardiness. Mrs. Randall had possessed quite the temper when pressed beyond endurance. “I don’t think that statement is entirely accurate. They did each inherit more than a passing amount of her character.”

      The duchess sighed. “I do wish I could have met her. From all I hear she was an outstanding woman.”

      Beth’s smiled dimmed as she returned to her needlework. “She was wonderful.”

      “Tobias says much the same,” Lady Venables murmured. “Mercy, when will you send invitations for the wedding?”

      Beth’s attention was drawn to the mantel clock and she counted the minutes since their arrival. Although she strained to hear, she detected no sound of approaching servants. That could only be in her favor.

      The duchess groaned. “Very soon. It all depends, of course, on securing a reliable and efficient housekeeper. I cannot invite anyone without filling the position.”

      The sisters exchanged a look full of understanding and Beth dropped her gaze to her work, stomach churning into knots. If all went well, she hoped she would be the housekeeper of Romsey when the wedding date came around.

      The countess stood suddenly and jerked the bell repeatedly. “Have you had any likely candidates for the position yet?”

      “A few.” Her Grace let out an undignified huff and flopped back into her chair. “It seems finding just the right person on short notice was an impossible dream. Everyone we have interviewed has not suited my needs. If not for Mrs. Turner’s assistance these past weeks, I am sure the abbey would have fallen into complete disarray.”

      Beth steadied her nerves. She shouldn’t be ecstatic that the tea was so late in arriving, but that did work in her favor. This lapse could only strengthen the proposition she would make to the duchess about the housekeeper’s role. The new servants were still finding their feet and required someone competent to guide them.

      So far, Beth had enjoyed the challenges she’d met assisting the duchess in running the abbey. She would like to continue on a permanent basis. Beth set her needlework aside, heart beating faster. “Thank you, Your Grace. Perhaps I can offer a suggestion with regard to the vacant housekeeper position.”

      The duchess met her gaze directly, appearing eager to have all her problems solved with as little disruption to her life as possible. “You have my complete attention, my dear,” she said.

      “I should like to suggest myself as the new housekeeper of Romsey Abbey,” Beth said boldly, hoping she was not about to be laughed at.

      The duchess’s mouth fell open. Silence held for a long, anxious moment. “Absolutely not,” she cried out eventually.

      “No. Never.” Lady Venables agreed. “The situation is not so desperate as all that.”

      Beth clenched her hands together. “I have been giving the matter a good deal of thought and it seems the perfect solution to all our problems. The duchess requires a competent woman to run her house and servants and I need the security of a secure position for my son. Surely you can see the sense of it. Small matters, such as delivering tea after dinner, are a regular part of your routine and there is no reason for mistakes of that kind.”

      The duchess closed her eyes. “I see the sense in having a woman I trust run my house. However, if you were to assume such a position then your circumstances and status would change considerably.”

      Beth frowned, confused. “You are pleased with my assistance so far, yet you do not wish me to continue?”

      Lady Venables moved to sit at Beth’s side. “What my sister is trying, and failing, to delicately point out is that if you became housekeeper of Romsey you could not sit with us in the evenings.”

      “Or participate in outings with Edwin,” the duchess added urgently, as if that loss was the ultimate horror. “You would have to stay behind when we go to London next season and could not enjoy the company of the guests invited for the wedding.”

      “Forgive me, Your Grace, but you forget that I have not lived in luxury my whole life. In fact, living here is as idle as I have ever been. It is true that the few outings with the young duke have been enjoyable treats. My son, George, has also relished the additional comforts afforded living here, particularly the library. But I’m sure you can understand my anxiety that my arrangement with Lady Venables is coming to an end.” Beth smiled a little sadly. “I don’t imagine Lady Venables will need my company once she becomes Mrs. Tobias Randall and moves to Harrowdale.”

      The one thing Beth wanted in particular was to be settled with the security of a stable position and roof over her son’s head. She most certainly didn’t want to be a burden or in the way of a pair of ardent newlyweds.

      Her employer had the grace to appear a little guilty. “Mercy and I have been discussing what’s best to do for you, too.”

      Panic threatened. Had they decided she was no longer needed already? Beth pressed her knees together and folded George’s shirt over them, desperately trying to control her fear. Securing another position, particularly during the winter months, would be difficult in the extreme. She had not saved nearly enough funds to stand on her own two feet again and there was George to consider, too. She needed the housekeeper position to support her small family.

      “If you feel the position is beyond my abilities, I assure you I would seek Mrs. Finch’s advice when needed,” she added quickly. Lady Venables housekeeper, Mrs. Finch, had been managing both Romsey Abbey and the smaller estate of Harrowdale without complaint since the previous housekeeper had fled into the night along with half the indoor staff last month.

      But of late, Mrs. Finch had mentioned a growing tiredness and pain in her knees. She shouldn’t be asked to continue for much longer at Romsey with its many stairs. The smaller house at Harrowdale suited her age and stamina far better. Beth was still young and the stairs didn’t bother her. She would work hard to become worthy of the position, but she had to convince the duchess to let her try, first.

      “I’ll need to think about it,” Her Grace murmured, “and discuss the matter with Leopold at length.”

      Beth gripped the shirt. “Of course.”

      The clock chimed the hour and Beth risked a quick glance at it again. It really was getting late for the tea to arrive. George would be already tucked up in bed, waiting for her to say goodnight, if he hadn’t fallen asleep already. “If I may suggest, I should like to pay a visit to the kitchens to determine what the delay may be.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Turner,” Lady Venables agreed with a warmer smile. “That would be much appreciated. I cannot imagine what could be keeping them.”

      Beth stood on shaky legs and quickly dipped a curtsy. “I will be back in a moment.”

      The duchess held up her hand. “After you have sorted out the kitchen and staff, we will completely understand if you would prefer to retire so you may say goodnight to your son. Do not feel compelled to return if you would rather stay with him.”

      Beth glanced between the two ladies but could not determine if she was being shown a kindness or being sent away so they could talk about her when she was gone. In the end, she chose to believe it was from kindness. “If you no longer need me, I should like that very much.”

      Lady Venables waved her toward the door. “How many times must I mention that your duties were not so rigid that you could not slip upstairs without waiting for permission? Go and tuck George into bed. We’ll see you at breakfast as usual, but remember tomorrow is your morning off.”

      “Thank you, my lady.” Beth curtsied again. “Goodnight, Your Grace.”

      Lady Venables smiled fondly. “Goodnight, Mrs. Turner.”

      “Sleep well,” Her Grace added.

      Beth scurried for the doors and pulled them closed behind her. As they clicked shut, she clearly heard the duchess exclaim. “Well, how was I supposed to answer her? The discussion was completely intolerable.”

      Beth’s heart sank. She’d overstepped with her offer but it was done now. If the duchess refused, she didn’t know what the future would hold. She hurried for the kitchens, chastised a maid who had delayed the footman with her flirtations, and saw that the tea tray was properly prepared and sent up. Then, with no other demands on her time save her worries, she trudged up the long flights of stairs, through deserted corridors, and stepped into the pair of rooms she shared with her son.

      The pretty bedchamber did nothing to ease her nerves. She’d known from the start that she was being granted a boon larger than she deserved when Lady Venables had employed her as a companion. Her duties to the countess had been hardly taxing on her abilities and she’d thought herself better suited to the housekeeper role. Clearly the duchess hadn’t agreed with her assessment.

      She slipped into the smaller adjoining chamber and leaned against the doorframe to observe her son. His dark head was bowed over yet another book from the Romsey library and he didn’t notice her at first. A wave of sadness flooded her. Being in service of any kind at Romsey Abbey had proved a very good circumstance for him. The duchess and Leopold Randall treated him very kindly and encouraged him to borrow whatever books they agreed were appropriate reading material for his age. The promised tutor had not been found as yet, but Beth had never pinned her hopes on that extravagance. “Is it not too late to be reading, George?”

      His head rose quickly, an expression of guilt crossing his face. “Is it bedtime already?”

      Beth walked forward and tousled his hair. “It’s one quarter after ten o’clock. You should have been asleep long ago.”

      He grinned. “The story was too exciting to stop.”

      “That is what you always say.”

      He marked his place with a scrap of parchment and closed the book. “What shall we do tomorrow?”

      “I’m not sure.” She picked up her son’s hand and squeezed. “I had the opportunity to speak to the duchess about the position of housekeeper tonight.”

      George came up on his knees, his face keen with anticipation. “What did she say?”

      “She said she’d think about it.”

      George nodded slowly. “She will choose you. I’m sure of it.”

      “Thank you, George. Let’s hope you’re right.”

      George fell back against the mattress. “She has to choose you. I never want to leave Romsey.”

      Beth laughed. “You only say that because you are young and easily impressed. When you’re older, you’ll want to have an adventure or two to brag about.”

      A frown clouded his features. “Do you think my Uncle Henry is happy on his adventure in America?”

      “Goodness, why ever would you think of him now?” Beth placed the repaired shirt into a drawer and picked up George’s soiled garments, which he’d tossed carelessly aside. “He’s been gone such a long time now that I wonder if he’ll ever return.”

      “Papa said Uncle Henry went to America to make his fortune. I hope we hear from him soon.”

      Her brother-in-law had traveled to the Americas quite a number of years ago, but she’d not heard from him since. She forced a hopeful smile to her face. “I do, too. Sadly we will never know unless he writes to tell us where he is.”

      “Will he be able to find us here by letter?”

      Beth nodded. “Everyone in the village knows where we are. Someone will pass any news along.”

      “Good.” He pulled the covers over his head and burrowed under their comforting weight. At least here they were at no risk of being cold. The countess had given them every comfort they could ever need. Beth pulled the covers back and straightened the bedding around him. It was so good to have enough blankets to wrap around her child on chilly nights.

      George smiled up at her with drowsy, contented eyes. “Goodnight, Mama. Sleep well.”

      “I will. Sweet dreams, Georgie.”

      George made a face at the nickname and then closed his eyes. Beth extinguished the lamp and returned to her own chamber. Once there, she sat at the writing desk and withdrew a half-written piece of paper to make notes of chores she’d discovered needed attention soon. When she was housekeeper, her gift to the newlyweds for their kindness would be to see that every part of Romsey was made presentable for the wedding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “There surely can be no finer view in all of England.”

      Oliver ignored his brother’s ardent remark on the landscape as he trudged to the hilltop and surveyed the browning fields of the Romsey estate. A winter chill was nipping at his lungs as he caught his breath, making them burn with the effect of the climb. “It is the same view we had as boys, Leopold.”

      The first falls of snow were due any day. Time was running out to make his trip across the channel pleasant. He ran over the things he had to do before he could leave England behind. The most pressing was still regaining his health and the walk, culminating in a climb up the hill today, proved he still had a goodly way to go.

      His brother grinned, wagging his finger to and fro. “Yes, but the difference is now we may walk anywhere we like without a word said against us. No more sneaking around to avoid detection.”

      Oliver brushed away the film of sweat from his upper lip and leaned against the support of a crumbling dry-stone wall. The exertion of the climb had left him quite breathless. “You are far too easy to please. Would that these were the hills above Napoli and I could be content to admire them forever.”

      “You’ll get there soon enough,” Leopold murmured. “Patience.”

      “I’ve been patient enough.” Oliver looked out over the fields, reluctantly admiring the precision of the ducal estate. The procession of field, gate, and plotted tree reminded him of his brief venture into the study of garden landscapes during his youth. As much as he didn’t find the day-to-day affairs of the estate interesting, there was a certain beauty in its artificial design. Even the workers, black dots from his vantage point, moved in a soothing rhythm. A pair of shepherds and a hound herded sheep, two figures of disproportionate size traveled along the abbey drive, making slow progress as the smaller one darted from the path constantly. Another group clustered around a fallen dry-stone wall like the one he leaned against, correcting the imperfection. Everyone and everything within his view had a place in the grand design.

      Leopold joined him against the wall and folded his arms across his wide chest. “About you leaving: I dislike the idea of you traveling so far on your own.”

      Oliver returned his gaze to the slow-moving pair, hope making his heart beat faster. “Have you changed your mind about accompanying me?”

      “No. However, I would feel better if you had someone I knew and trusted at your side. You’ve not spent enough time in the world to predict the dangers that you may face. A companion, someone with a similar taste for adventure and more worldly than yourself, would also give you someone to share the experiences with.”

      Oliver bristled at the suggestion he couldn’t defend himself. He might be weak still, but at Skepington he had accurately assessed danger through an opponent’s posture and expression and, when attack was unavoidable, had met each challenge efficiently. He did not need a nursemaid following him about.

      The smaller figure darted toward a pond and poked at the water with a stick while the taller, a woman in long skirts he now decided, remained upon the road, hands perched on hips. “There is no one. Do not fret, Leopold. I have always been alone.”

      Leopold’s sigh was heavy with disappointment. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

      Oliver glanced over his shoulder, searching for their tardy younger brother and Eamon Murphy so this discussion could be diverted to something else. Since the pair hadn’t stopped chattering and bickering the whole of the walk, Oliver was confident that Leopold would join their conversation—if only to shut them up. “I did not mean to imply that I disliked solitude. It’s just that I have reconciled myself to the idea that few share my interests.”

      “Part of that blame must fall on you,” Leopold said with deadly seriousness. “You have taken little interest in anyone else’s affairs since you were a boy. In general, people like to talk about themselves, too. But you will not take the time to listen.”

      Oliver faced him. “And you take enough interest in everyone’s business for the pair of us.”

      Leopold stabbed a finger toward his brother’s chest. “Stop avoiding the subject. At least I allow myself to
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