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CHAPTER ONE
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Lynette Beckwith was almost asleep when she heard him moving about in her bedroom. She opened her eyes just enough to see him in the dim light from the fireplace as he approached. The mattress sagged under his weight as he climbed onto the bed next to her. She tried to keep still, pretending to sleep. He stopped moving. From the corner of her eye, she could see him watching. He stared at her as if to study her form in the darkness. He then stretched out next to her, and the bed shifted again. 

She felt him shift closer and closer until his body pressed against the length of hers. She could feel his heart beating and his warm breath on her cheek. He let out a deep sigh and put his head on her shoulder. She kept very still. It took all her concentration to keep her breathing deep and even. Lynette knew he was waiting for her reaction. She knew what he wanted. She tried not to move, hoping he would just fall asleep or lose interest and go back to his own bed. Then she felt his tongue on her neck.

“Oscar! No! Get down. Go to your bed,” she ordered as she bolted upright in the bed and pushed the big dog away from her.

Lynette watched as the Great Dane reluctantly slipped off the bed and padded his way across the room. He looked back once as if hoping she would call him back. She pointed at him to keep him moving. He reached the rug in front of the fireplace and settled down with a huff. Satisfied that he would stay on the floor, Lynette pulled the covers up to her chin, closed her eyes and tried to sleep. 

Thoughts of the coming days made sleep nearly impossible. Excitement, anticipation and uncertainty swirled in her mind like leaves in a whirlpool. Would Society accept her? Would she receive any invitations to parties or balls? She waited so long for her Season, and now that it was finally here, she was afraid she would not fit in. It felt like hours before exhaustion won over and let her sleep. 

It felt as if she had only slept for an hour when Lynette heard the soft click of the door separating the bedroom from the sitting room as it closed. She opened her eyes just as Maggie, her personal maid, entered the bedroom smiling.

“Breakfast will be ready soon, Miss,” Maggie told her as she threw open the drapes, flooding the room with sunlight. Lynette felt the bright sunlight on her face and turned on her side. Oscar was in bed with her once again. 

“We are truly in London,” she whispered to him and hugged his neck. Oscar opened his mouth and let out a yawn. “It seems you did not sleep either.”

“I see you have some company,” Maggie stated, pointing to Oscar on the bed.

“Yes, he has followed me ever since our arrival,” Lynette explained. 

“You should ask Lord Westcott to keep him out of the house. It would not do to have him to ruin any of your gowns,” Maggie advised her.

Oscar raised his head for a moment as if to protest. 

“You wouldn't dare ruin any of my beautiful gowns, would you?” Lynette said, hugging Oscar once more before getting out of bed. “I think I will wear the blue dress—the one with the wide sash.” 

“No, Miss, it is too early for that one. You should wear the pale yellow with the little green flowers. It is most becoming on you,” Maggie countered. “You should look bright and cheerful in the mornings.”

“You are probably right. I sometimes wonder how you know so much,” Lynette teased her.

“Mother, God rest her soul, worked for a Society lady. She taught me many things,” Maggie explained and crossed herself.

Maggie, born Margaret Diane Fulton, was the newest member of the Beckwith household staff. She was young—only sixteen. Her features were pleasant and reminded Lynette of a cherub. She applied for the position without references, but her proficiency with the newest styles in hair and her eye for fashion, along with her kind manner, won the approval of both Mrs. Beckwith and Lynette. 

“You are very lucky. Not many girls have an Earl in the family. I am sure he will prove invaluable to you,” Maggie complimented as she laid out Lynette's clothes for the morning. 

Lynette studied both herself and Maggie in the mirror as Maggie helped her dress.

“Maggie, did you ever notice how closely our figures match?” Lynette asked. 

Maggie stopped lacing Lynette's dress and looked at the two of them in the long mirror. Their figures were almost identical. They were both about five feet and three inches tall with softly rounded curves. 

“Even with the difference in our coloring, one might mistake us for relations,” Lynette giggled. “In one of my gowns, you could pass for a cousin and come to a party with me.”

“Banish the thought,” Maggie insisted. “This is your time.”

It was true; there were major differences in their coloring. Lynette was fair of skin with blond curls and aqua blue eyes. Maggie's complexion was a little tanner with hazel eyes and dark brown hair that sported only a few waves. 

“This house will certainly impress any callers,” Maggie stated, diverting the conversation away from any other thoughts.

“Truthfully, I did not know what to expect when we arrived. I heard such awful rumors about the old Earl and this house. After the death of James' mother, I heard it said the house became a dark, secretive place... almost haunted. I heard he became a recluse with only his housekeeper Mrs. Kensington and no other servants,” Lynette told Maggie as she sat before the dressing table.

“The thought of ghosts did not sway you from accepting Lady Westcott's invitation,” Maggie teased while tending to Lynette’s hair.

“It would not matter if there were a dozen ghosts. I would face them all to be here,” Lynette said courageously with a laugh. “Though I am very pleased the house is not as I had imagined.”

Lynette found her rooms immaculately clean, much nicer than she expected. Her bed was large, with four tall, carved posts that held the canopy. It was soft, with fresh linens scented of lilacs. A crocheted blanket of intricate flowers covered the bed. The same pattern covered the canopy. To Lynette, the open pattern made it look as if an intricate spider’s web surrounded the bed on all sides. The dressing table and washstand were of highly polished walnut. The tall dresser was of the same polished wood.

Two waist-high plant stands with vases of fresh flowers flanked the sides of the large windows. A third was set between them. A painting of two young girls sitting in a lush field of flowers rested over the fireplace. In the sitting room was another fireplace with shelves of books on either side. A divan sat off to one side of the fireplace, and a writing desk was on the opposite wall. Though her rooms were not very large, they were warm and comfortable.

“Lady Westcott must be given credit for creating a most inviting home,” Maggie complimented their host. She added, “Though I doubt you shall see much of it in the coming days.”

“What do you mean?” Lynette asked. 

“Your days and nights will be filled to bursting. There will be little time for sleeping. You will need to rest whenever you can,” Maggie explained as she set the last hairpin in place. “There. It is finished.”

Lynette looked in the mirror and smiled. With her blond hair swept up in an array of braids and curls, there was no longer an adolescent looking back at her. It was a woman, fully-grown and ready to conquer her world. Her Season would surely be a success. 

This Season was not for hunting venison or fowl. It was a Season for husband hunting—a Season specifically tailored for young women to meet eligible marriage-minded men. Lynette, as most young women her age, often thought about the man she would marry. 

“You believe we will be invited to many parties?” Lynette could not hide her excitement.

“A new pretty, unmarried female... I suspect you will be invited to every major event,” Maggie predicted. “I would not be surprised if you meet the man you will someday marry.”

“The man I will marry,” Lynette repeated with a sigh. She envisioned how she might look as she walked down the church aisle to her groom. The pews filled with family and friends.

“I know exactly the type of man I will marry,” she said confidently. “He will be tall, handsome and kind, amiable, dashing and exciting. He will be perfect. He will have the best qualities of both my brothers-in-law Raine and James. Of course, he would also be madly in love with me, as I with him.” 

Lynette took one last look in the mirror and wondered at which event she might meet her future husband. 

“A perfect man? I am not sure such a creature exists,” Maggie said skeptically. “Though if it does, you will have plenty of opportunities to find it. I am certain you will have no shortage of suitors.”

“How can you be so sure?” Lynette asked.

“When they see what they stand gain with as pretty a young woman as you are and with a fortune is at stake, they shall swarm like bees to honey,” Maggie added with a nod.

“My fortune? No, no one need know of my fortune. Let them continue to believe Amelia kept it all,” Lynette said, determined to keep that secret. “No, I shall marry for love.”

“It is my sincere hope you do,” Maggie said and squeezed Lynette's hands for a moment. 

“Thank you,” Lynette said, touched by Maggie's comment.

“I believe you will do very well.” Maggie smiled and quickly added, “Even without a fortune and with your family's questionable reputation.”

“Oh!” Lynette exclaimed and threw a small pillow at Maggie.

Maggie caught the pillow, and the two laughed.

“I suppose there is no doubt everyone heard the rumors of how Great-grandfather amassed his fortune, though it has never been proved. Do you believe it to be true? Do you think others believe the rumors?” Lynette asked. “I am of a mind not to believe my family would be involved in pirating or smuggling.” 

Lynette giggled. 

“Could you imagine my father as a pirate?”

“I believe there are those that will always want to believe the worst. The more sensational, the better, whether it is the truth or not,” Maggie answered.

In truth, Lynette enjoyed the secrets surrounding the family. It gave her quiet and predictable life an air of mystery and excitement. Although, a suitor interested only in her fortune was unthinkable. Lynette wanted to be in love.

* * *
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THERE WAS A TIME WHEN her trip to London almost did not happen. Lynette thought of how close she came to not having a Season at all. For three years, since her fifteenth birthday, Lynette pleaded, implored and begged her mother for a Season. Then a month ago, Lynette returned home from visiting her friend Olivia Thornby to find her mother sitting at the dining table. 

“What is all this?” she asked.

“You will need several new gowns,” Mrs. Beckwith said as she sat with fabrics and ribbons strewn across the large table. “You must always be seen at your best. Your attire must be the latest fashion and your manners impeccable. You will look and behave as you should—a perfect lady.”

“Are we receiving guests?” Lynette asked, bemused. As much as she loved the idea of a new wardrobe, Lynette could not think of any reason she would need such an extravagance. 

“You will be the most beautiful, most sought after woman in all London,” her mother promised.

“London? Mama,” Lynette could not keep the excitement from her voice, “does this mean I am to have my Season?”

“Of course, you will have your Season,” Mrs. Beckwith told her and picked up a ribbon of aqua blue. “This will bring out the color of your eyes very nicely.”

Of course, you will have your Season. Lynette was amazed at how easily her mother spoke those words. She spoke them with the same calm one might say, “dinner is at eight” or “we are going to the butcher's today.” Lynette was not so calm.

“Mama, am I truly going to London?” Lynette sank to her knees and hugged her mother. “Thank you.”

Mrs. Beckwith put her arms around her daughter's shoulders and held her close. Lynette looked up at her mother. 

“When will we leave? Where will we stay? London! I can hardly believe it is true.”

“As usual, all questions with no time for answers,” Mrs. Beckwith said and brushed an errant lock of hair from Lynette's face. “Now sit. There is much to do and little time.” 

This time, Mrs. Beckwith's voice overflowed with excitement.

“Yes, Mama,” Lynette said and sat beside her mother.

She looked at the large table and pictured her gowns made from the swatches of material before her. Her mother smiled as she pinned together which ribbons would accent what fabric. Once Mrs. Beckwith had the colors she liked assembled together, she wrote them on a list. It was a long time since Lynette saw her mother so excited. She believed the last time was when her sister Amelia wed. Lynette could only imagine the anticipation, excitement and apprehension a mother might feel at marrying off a beloved daughter. Secretly she hoped this Season would once again put her mother in such a position.

“Of course, you will need new shoes, gloves... I wonder if Miss Hatcher received any new bonnets.” Mrs. Beckwith furrowed her brows. “There is so much to do. I only hope there is time enough.”

“I am positive we will have everything ready in time,” Lynette assured her as she picked up a swatch of sheer coral material. 

“I saw a beautiful collection of hairpins the other day. I do hope they are still there,” Mrs. Beckwith continued. “We may need to bring a seamstress along in the event alterations are needed.”

“Maggie does well with a needle. I have no doubt of her abilities. Though, if necessary, I am sure we could find a competent seamstress in London.” Lynette smiled at the way her mother went from one subject to the next without as much as taking a breath. “What is this?” Lynette asked and picked up another list from among the swatches of fabrics and ribbons.

“It is your schedule for the first week,” Mrs. Beckwith told her, waving the quill at the paper. “I have not finished it. There is so much to do... so much.”

“This is my schedule?” Lynette asked as she read the timetable. “Mama, this is impossible. You have us going to two different locations at the same time. There is more here than can be accomplished in a fortnight and certainly more than one can accomplish in a week.” 

“It is not impossible,” her mother countered, pointing at the paper with her quill. “See, there is time enough between.”

“I am certain it will take more than three minutes to travel from the Town Hall to the Opera,” Lynette protested. “In this one evening, you leave me barely any time to change. In another, you left out supper completely.”

“It is important you be seen in the right places and as often as possible, if you wish to attract suitable young gentlemen. You cannot go aimlessly from one place to another,” Mrs. Beckwith told her.

“Mama, we will be in London for three months. There is no need to try to go everywhere in the first three days,” Lynette argued.

“I know what is best. You will see,” her mother replied. Mrs. Beckwith put down her quill and sighed. “I would so love to see one of my daughters well married.” 

“Amelia is well married,” Lynette snipped “She loves Raine, and they are very happy.”

“I love Raine as a son as well, but he did give up his title. If he had not, your sister would be Lady Amelia Westcott. I could not help her, but I know you will do better,” she told her daughter. 

“Mama, I wish to marry for love, like Amelia,” Lynette protested.

“You will. We just need to be sure he has a title,” Mrs. Beckwith stated. “I only want the best for you.”

What about what I want? Lynette thought to herself.

“I see that look. Very well, perhaps he will not have a title. However, he must be from a good family with excellent connections. You will become part of the Elite and have every advantage.”

“Grandfather once told me you were to marry Roland Stanton before you met Father,” Lynette said as she pretended to inspect a length of ribbon. “After his father’s passing, he became Lord Stanton. You would have been Lady Stanton. Still, you preferred father to a title,” Lynette argued.

“That was different,” Mrs. Beckwith stated. “It was a long time ago.”

Lynette knew her mother’s tone well enough not to continue the argument. Angering her mother would only make this time of preparation even more difficult. Her only hope was that the man she would love, the man she would marry, would also please her mother.

* * *
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IT WENT ON THAT WAY for three days. Mrs. Beckwith and Lynette argued about where she would go and what she should wear. All the while Mrs. Beckwith repeatedly reminded Lynette that she would accompany her and watch her every move while in Town. 

Mr. Beckwith sat in his study away from the frippery that was going in the house. When he looked at his youngest daughter that morning, he saw a copy of the beautiful young woman his wife was at that age. He fell in love with her the moment they met. Smiling, he thought of how it took him only a week to win her away from that mealy-mouthed Stanton boy. He wanted Lynette to have that same exhilarating feeling of being in love. 

Well acquainted with his wife's overbearing tendencies, he knew Lynette would never have a moment to herself. He wanted the best for her. That meant she must go to London... alone. He and his wife could only hinder her possibilities. She would do much better with James and Harriet. It would increase her chances with an Earl as her benefactor. Perhaps then, Society might overlook the family’s background.

Raised voices brought him out of the study. Lynette rushed past him.

“Daughter,” he called to her.

Lynette stopped before reaching the stairway to the sanctuary of her rooms. With her back to her father, she dabbed the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Come sit with me,” Mr. Beckwith implored her and opened the door to his study wider. 

Lynette turned to him and nodded. 

“Of course, Papa,” she said, following him into the room.

Mr. Beckwith took her hand and led her to the large leather sofa to sit. 

“Why are you crying?” he asked in a soothing tone.

“Oh, Papa, Mama is so unreasonable,” she began. “I know she wishes only the best for me, but... Papa, her best is impossible. She does not listen to anything I suggest.”

Mr. Beckwith gathered his daughter in his arms. “She means well.”

“I know she does,” Lynette said against his chest. 

“But?” her father asked.

“Her best for me has little to do with what I want,” his daughter replied as she cried. “How will I endure it? I love her as I do you. I do not want to disappoint her. I am afraid I cannot do all she expects of me.”

Mr. Beckwith knew he had to do something. He could not bear to see his youngest child in such misery. His wife's plans were ruining what should be the happiest time in a young girl's life. Mr. Beckwith smiled as he brushed a lock of hair from Lynette’s brow. He had a plan.

“Dry your tears, dearest. I will speak with her,” he promised. “Go, leave this to me.”

“Thank you, Papa,” she said and kissed his cheek. 

Within the hour, a letter addressed to Lord James Westcott, Earl of Cotham, was on its way to London. Now the only problem was Mrs. Beckwith. She would not easily relinquish the idea of accompanying their daughter. The only way was to give her reason enough to allow Lynette to travel to London without them.  

* * *
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JAMES WESTCOTT WAS alone in his study when the letter arrived late in the afternoon. He read it twice and laughed aloud when he realized what Charles Beckwith was requesting of him. There was no doubt he would comply with the elder man's wishes. Had it not been for Mr. Beckwith's assistance, Harriet might not have become his wife. It was a debt gladly paid. He penned the requested letter and left it on his desk before telling Harriet the news.  

Harriet was in the parlor working on her sewing. James entered the room holding the letter in his hand. He looked at his wife. Even after three years of marriage, the sight of her warmed his heart. It still amazed him that this dark-haired beauty loved him.

“Harriet, I have received a letter from Charles Beckwith,” he told her. 

“How nice, is the family well?” Harriet asked as she retrieved a length of floss from her sewing basket.

“Yes, he says they are all well. He asks if it might be convenient for Lynette to visit. It has been almost a year since they visited last. Would you be pleased for some company?” he asked.

“Of course, they are always welcome,” Harriet answered without looking up from her needlework. “When will they arrive?”

“Not they, my dear, only Lynette,” James explained.

This time, Harriet put her sewing aside and looked at her husband. 

“What do you mean? Is Lynette to travel here alone? I cannot imagine Mrs. Beckwith would allow such a thing,” Harriet commented.

James smiled as he remembered when his brother Raine was courting the older Beckwith girl. Mrs. Beckwith, a stout woman of five feet and two inches, would not easily give over control when it came to her daughters.

“It seems we are to be part of a conspiracy,” James said as he sat next to her on the sofa. He watched his wife as she took the letter and read it.     

“We are to request Lynette stay with us for the Season. This is Lynette's first Season, and Mr. Beckwith wishes her to come alone. How strange, but I am sure he has a good reason,” Harriet began. “They were so kind to me. This is the least we can do to repay them.”

“I have already replied,” James said as he put his arm around Harriet, pulling her close. “Of course, this means we will not have much privacy.”

“With a house full of servants, one young girl will not make very much of a difference,” Harriet countered as she looked up at her husband.

James did not say a word. He lowered his head and nuzzled her neck.

“Still, I think we should take advantage of the time we have left,” James whispered. 

He did not wait for an answer. He kissed her tenderly. When she kissed him back, it was all he could do not to take her on the sofa before the fireplace. Harriet ended the kiss and stood up. She took her husband's hand in hers. 

“Exactly how much time do you think we have left?” she teased.

James stood and kissed her again. 

“There will never be enough time,” he said as he led her to their bedroom.

* * *
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THE MOMENT THE LETTER was on its way to London, Mr. Beckwith put the rest of his plan into motion. That evening he did not have his usual glass of wine after dinner in his study. Instead, he bid his wife and Lynette goodnight under the pretense of a headache. The next morning, he did not wake and dress before the rest of the family, as was his normal routine. Instead, he stayed in his bed much longer than usual. Mrs. Beckwith took note of this sudden change almost immediately. 

“Are you ill?” Mrs. Beckwith asked her husband as he sat on the edge of the bed.

“Just a little tired, my dear,” he replied.

During the day, whenever his wife was around, Mr. Beckwith would conspicuously rub his eyes. Other times, he would press his fingers against his temples. Occasionally he followed these tactics with a small groan. The following morning, he came down to breakfast very late once more. He knew Mrs. Beckwith watched him intently. He took only a few sips of tea.

“You are not eating,” Mrs. Beckwith stated flatly. “You are ill.”

“I am sure it is nothing,” he said with a wave of his hand.

“Nonsense, I am calling for Dr. Mathers immediately,” she said sternly. “Go upstairs and lie down.”

It was not long before the family physician arrived and was by Mr. Beckwith's side. While Mrs. Beckwith was in the room, Dr. Mathers checked Mr. Beckwith's eyes, felt his pulse and looked for signs of fever. 

“Hmmm...” was the sound he made as looked at Mrs. Beckwith. “Mrs. Beckwith, if you would mind stepping out of the room for a moment?”

“It is serious. I knew it,” she said and wrung her handkerchief in her hands. 

“Now, let us not think the worse,” the doctor assured her as he led her to the door. The moment it closed behind her, the good doctor was right back by Mr. Beckwith's side.

“Charles, what is this about? There is nothing wrong with you,” he accused. “Your man gave me a quite a start. He would not say what was wrong. The last time I was called here under mysterious circumstances, Raine Westcott had been shot.” 

“I assure you my ruse is for a good cause. My daughter is to have her Season,” Mr. Beckwith said as if no other explanation was necessary and sat up in his bed. 

“That is wonderful, but what is the connection?” he asked.

“How long have you known us? Particularly my wife,” Mr. Beckwith asked.

“Ever since you moved here, so a very long time indeed,” Dr. Mathers answered.

“And can you imagine what my daughter's time in Town would be with her mother along?” Mr. Beckwith asked and nodded toward the closed door.

“Yes,” the doctor shook his head. “I can only imagine. However, if you were ill Mrs. Beckwith would most likely call it off. Wouldn’t she?” 

“I have taken care of that. All you need to do is suggest a few weeks in Bath would do me immeasurable good.”

The doctor looked appalled. 

“You want me to lie?” 

“Not lie. It needn't be anything serious,” Mr. Beckwith said. When the doctor did not answer, he continued, “Of course, a sizable donation could be made to expand that hovel you call a hospital.”

The doctor looked down for a moment. He shook his head with a sigh of resignation. When he lifted his head, he looked at Mr. Beckwith with as stern an expression as he could muster. “Sizable enough for the completion of the new wing and additional equipment.”

“I always knew you had a bit of the mercenary in you,” Mr. Beckwith scoffed. “Very well, it is done.”

When Mrs. Beckwith entered the room, she immediately went right to her husband's side. 

“It is nothing serious,” the doctor told her. “He has a mild case of fatigos-hemicrania.”

“That sounds awful,” she said and took her husband's hand. “What can we do?”

“I would suggest a few weeks in Bath would do him well,” The doctor said as he packed his bag.

“Yes, of course. I will make plans immediately,” she told them and hurried off to find one of the servants.

“Fatigos-hemicrania? What is it?” Mr. Beckwith asked.

“Fatigue of the brain,” he answered and snapped his bag shut.

“Well, it isn't a complete lie. In the past week, the goings on in this house would fatigue anyone's brain,” Mr. Beckwith said with a chuckle.

A trip to Bath for the healing waters replaced the trip to London. Lynette could not hide her disappointment. She waited so long for her Season. 

“We will be gone only a few weeks,” her mother explained. “Once your father is well, we will return.”

“A few weeks? It might as well be a lifetime,” Lynette complained. 

“Arriving late will create only a slight disadvantage. I am sure the rest could be salvaged,” Mrs. Beckwith told her. “Your father’s health is worth a few weeks, is it not?”

“Yes, Mama, of course,” Lynette conceded. “I would not wish Papa ill for the world.”

“We will return as soon as he is recovered. I know you are disappointed. At best, it will only be a week. At worst, there will always be another Season.”

Her mother's last statement did nothing to alleviate Lynette's fear she may not see this Season at all. The next two days Lynette stayed in her room, leaving only for an occasional meal. On the morning of the third day, there was a knock on her door.

“Come in, Mama,” Lynette called.

“I have wonderful news,” Mrs. Beckwith exclaimed.

“Papa has recovered?” Lynette asked.

“No, he is much the same. We will leave for Bath in the morning. However, that is not the news. Look,” Mrs. Beckwith said as she handed Lynette a letter. “It is from James and Harriet Westcott.”

Lynette accepted the letter and read:

Dear Mrs. and Mrs. Beckwith,

It would be our honor and pleasure to have Lynette visit our home during this Season. Harriet has been in want of her company for some time. This would provide the perfect opportunity for the ladies to become once again acquainted. We look forward to her arrival.

Your servant, James Westcott

“Mama, this is wonderful! Have you accepted? Can I stay with James and Harriet? When will I leave?” Lynette had so many more questions, but the look on her mother's face stopped her.

“Always the same, so many questions without a decent breath in between,” Mrs. Beckwith said with a smile. “Yes, your father has already sent the acceptance. You will stay with James and Harriet. There are but two conditions.”

“What conditions?” Lynette was almost afraid to ask.

“The conditions are that you are on your best behavior and you always look your best. Oh yes, and you must have a wonderful time.” Mrs. Beckwith gathered Lynette in her arms and held her close to her chest. “There is only one other thing.” 

Mrs. Beckwith released Lynette and took her hands. A mischievous look crossed her face. 

“One more, Mama? What is it?” Lynette asked and then held her breath, waiting for the answer.

“A titled young man as a son-in-law would do very nicely,” she answered. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Nicolas Thornby began his day as always. He bathed and dressed, then walked down the wide stairway to the breakfast room for the morning meal. To Nicholas, it was a waste to serve only one person in the breakfast room. Living alone, he preferred the kitchen. 

Carter, his newly appointed butler, would not hear of it. He reminded Nicholas that as the master of the house, he needed to act as such. Protocols were important for the sake of the rest of the staff. It was evident the man was determined to make a true Gentleman out of Nicholas. 

When interviewing potential butlers, Carter was not his first choice. The other candidates were much younger than he was. By his silver hair and slight stature, Nicholas guessed Carter’s age to be around fifty. At five feet and six inches tall and soft-spoken, Nicholas wondered how well a man of such slight stature could command a full staff. Destiny stepped in, as Carter was the only applicant to accept Nicholas’ offer. In hindsight, he proved an excellent choice.

After breakfast, Nicholas went into his study to read the correspondence that arrived with the morning post. He smiled when he saw the letter from his twin sister Olivia. He enjoyed reading the latest news of his eleven brothers and sisters. His family was one of the things he missed most about living in Town. He missed the trust, companionship and unconditional love between them. He could count on less than one hand the number of people he would call a true friend since moving to London these two years past. He placed his other papers on his desk and sat on the large leather sofa. He broke the seal on the letter, unfolded the paper and read:

Dearest Nicky,

I hope this letter finds you well. Rest assured the family is as it always is: chaotic, but happy. Our brother Jason made an announcement at dinner last evening. Our sister-in-law Christine is once again with child. As usual, they are hoping for a son. Jason loves their girls, but like all men, he wants an heir.

As the weather has been cooperative, Mother and I planted some flowers around Father's grave. After all these years, I know she still misses him, as do we all. However, I believe Mr. Ashton has taken a liking to Mother. She pretends not to notice. 

I have other news that you may find pleasing. By the time this letter reaches you, Lynette Beckwith will be in London for the Season. She is staying with Lord James and Lady Westcott. As you asked, I tried to keep your name alive in her thoughts. However, dearest Nicky, she still sees you as just a childhood friend. It is my fear she may never see you as a suitor. Take heed, brother. The transition from friend to lover can be fraught with disappointment and heartache. 

I shall keep you in my thoughts and prayers. Please write soon. Mama is anxious to hear from you.

Your loving sister, Olivia

Nicolas ran his hand through his coppery colored hair as he read the letter over again, and then once more. Lynette Beckwith is in London for the Season and staying with Lord and Lady Westcott. Sweet, beautiful, innocent Lynette is here, not more than a few blocks away, he thought. To Nicholas, Lynette was an angel with the bluest eyes and hair of gold.

The last time he saw her was at a picnic with his brother Michael. Her cousin Susan Johnson from up north was visiting her at that time. He tried at that time to let her know how he felt. He remembered it clearly.

“You miss your sister, don't you?” Nicholas said and leaned in close to her ear.

“Yes,” Lynette answered. “It has been too long since our last visit.”

“If I could, I would take you to Jamaica myself,” Nicholas told her.

“But you leave for university in only a few days. I would never deprive you of your education,” Lynette replied lightly.

At that time, Nicholas still had two years left to his studies. He had no real future or fortune to offer her. After completing his studies in mathematics and economics, he found he also had a flair for strategy. He took his small inheritance and manipulated it into a tidy sum. He doubted he would reach the same level as the Beckwith fortune, but he made enough keep a Townhouse and four servants. If his current investments did half as well as expected, he would soon buy a country house as well. Any woman would be happy to marry such a man, but Nicolas did not want any woman...

He wanted Lynette.

* * *
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LYNETTE WALKED DOWN the staircase of the Westcott home as if she were walking into a grand ballroom. She took each step slowly, with her head held high. When she reached the last step, she smiled, thinking of how pleased her mother would be with the performance. She held out her hand taking the arm of her imagined suitor. Together they walked into the parlor. The entrance was perfect, except for the large dog following her.

In the parlor, a large colorful Persian rug covered the floor. A comfortable sofa faced the fireplace and overstuffed chairs flanked both sides. There were two large windows facing the street. Between them sat a table with two chairs. They were perfect for playing cards, reading or just watching the traffic passing on the avenue. Indeed, there were many changes in the house since James' marriage to Harriet. The first floor, once dark and gloomy, was now awash with light and color. Panels of soft blue colored brocade replaced the dark, heavy brown draperies and flowers adorned every table.

“Shall we go into breakfast?” Lynette asked her imaginary suitor. Oscar replied with a single bark.

Lynette was the first to enter the breakfast room. Oscar followed close behind. It was an intimate space. The table in the middle of the room seated six. It was much smaller than the dining room table that could easily seat a formal dinner party of thirty. Behind her, the buffet held platters of eggs, sausages, sliced pork, potted shrimp, veal cakes and Whiting. The table was already set for four. She touched the china and silverware. They were much nicer than of those used for breakfast at Keithwaite. 

Pots of coffee and tea awaited her choice. The freshly baked rolls smelled enticing, with creamy butter and sweet marmalade close by. She poured herself a cup of tea and picked up one of the warm rolls. At the buffet, she placed a scoop of eggs on her plate. When she speared a sausage, Oscar let out a most pitiful whine.

“You will have your breakfast soon enough,” Lynette told him. “This is mine.”

She took her seat at the table. The big dog crawled under the table and settled himself at her feet. It was then that Harriet Westcott entered the room.

“Good morning, Lynette. I hope you slept well,” Harriet greeted her.

“I did, very well,” Lynette replied.

“And I see you still have your shadow,” Harriet commented, motioning toward Oscar lying at her feet.

“Yes, he does seem to be quite attached,” Lynette agreed as Harriet poured herself some tea.

Lynette looked at Harriet with her raven hair pulled up into a neat bun. Soft tendrils framed her face. She wore a dress of misty lavender that
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