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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            PARLOR AND PILLOW TALK

          

        

      

    

    
      March 1817

      Clarinda Fitzwilliam, Countess of Norwick, greeted her morning callers with her usual grace and happy demeanor, complimenting Lady Torrington on her gorgeous gold and blue morning gown and relaying her good wishes to Lady Pettigrew on the just-announced betrothal of her oldest niece to the eldest son of a marquess. The two women had appeared at the front door of the Park Lane mansion at exactly ten o’clock, as if they carried chronometers and timed their arrival to exactly match when it was acceptable to pay a call on a lady of the ton. Clarinda did not mind; she received callers nearly every morning at ten and paid her calls in the afternoons, timing her visits so they would end just as she was to make her way to Hyde Park for the fashionable hour.

      She pulled the bell to summon a maid, nodding when the young girl appeared and curtsied. Asking for tea wasn’t necessary. All the maids in Norwick House knew to deliver a tea cart if they were summoned to the parlor.

      “I must warn you that I may have to briefly take my leave of you,” Clarinda spoke in a lowered voice to her visitors, her slightly amused expression indicating she was letting them in on a joke. “I believe Lord Norwick is having one of his mornings.” She said this last with a roll of her eyes, implying her husband might require her presence to soothe his grouchy countenance. As if on cue, the bellowing voice of David Fitzwilliam made its way into the parlor. “Porter! Where the hell is Lady Norwick?”

      Despite expecting the summons, Clarinda was still a bit startled. “Oh, dear,” she murmured, a hand coming up to her bosom as she watched her callers’ faces suddenly turn more pale than they already were, while her own took on the blush of a chit fresh out of the schoolroom. “Adele, could you see to the tea for me, please? I’ll be just a few moments,” she said as she stood and made her way to the parlor door, her teal silk day gown swishing about her long legs as she moved.

      “But, of course, Clarinda,” Lady Torrington answered, her brow rising. “Is everything ..?”

      Clarinda waved a hand through the air and turned before she made her way over the threshold. “He will be fine,” she assured her friends, wondering for that brief moment if she would be fine—she was having a hard time calming the excitement she felt at her very core. “He has some important meeting with someone today, and it’s his valet’s day off,” she added with a shake of her head before disappearing into the hallway.

      Despite being married to David Fitzwilliam for nearly four years, she still responded to the man as she had that first night they’d met at the now-late Earl of Everly’s ball while admiring the current Earl of Everly’s tank of tropical fish. Her pulse raced, her breasts swelled, heat pooled between her thighs and she ached for his lips on hers. By the time she reached the top of the stairs, she was nearly running in anticipation. She didn’t need to knock on the earl’s bedchamber door; it stood wide open. She peeked in, a tooth catching her lower lip and her eyes bright as she regarded her handsome husband.

      He glanced at her, his harsh expression softening as he motioned for her to enter.

      Clarinda stepped into the room and shut the door behind her, driving home the lock as she kept her hands behind her back and regarded him with an elegantly arched eyebrow.

      “I cannot decide between the dark blue or the scarlet,” David growled as he regarded his reflection in a cheval mirror. Two topcoats were spread out on the bed’s counterpane, their haphazard placement a testament to his having pulled on both of them before bellowing for his wife.

      Pushing away from the door, Clarinda slowly walked up to stand in front of her husband. He was at least six inches taller than she, his dark brown hair reflecting a few golden highlights in the morning sun that made its way through the east window. Although David was nearly forty, he only looked it when he scowled, an expression he used to frighten the servants in Norwick House and the footmen at Parliament. Square-jawed, with cheekbones that could have been chiseled in stone and brown eyes under dark lashes and straight brows, he was a very handsome man. No one would expect him to be an aristocrat, for his nose was broader than a blade, and it didn’t sport the hook that so many of the lords seemed to have inherited from some common ancient ancestor.

      Clarinda regarded her husband with a gaze that swept slowly down his broad-shouldered body, as if she was taking stock of his crisp, white cravat, gold waistcoat, white linen shirt, and buff breeches. She barely noticed the clothing, though, remembering instead what he had looked like earlier that morning when she’d woken to find him sprawled on her bed. Naked, aroused and thoroughly male, he had her begging for his manhood even before he could strip the night rail from her body. His lips had performed their magic on her throat and breasts, his tongue tracing moist lines down her belly and his fingers expertly sliding into the swollen, honeyed folds between her thighs. He had her so aroused, she gave into the release of ecstasy and was shocked when he thrust himself into her so fast and so hard, she nearly fainted from the second wave of pleasure that tossed her body as if she were a rag doll.

      Aware that her husband was watching her, she dared a glance at him through the veil of her dark lashes. From his gaze, she wondered if he was remembering the same thing she was. Reaching out, she slid the palm of her hand against the ridge of his hardening erection, the fabric of his breeches separating her hand from his skin. She heard him hiss, felt his entire body go rigid. With her free hand, she deftly undid the placket buttons of his breeches, removing her hand from the fabric only to reestablish her grip on his naked arousal. Her thumb passed over the bulbous head, already wet and throbbing from her brief ministrations.

      “Clare,” David forced out between clenched teeth, the word not indicating if she should stop or if she should continue.

      Clarinda reached down with three fingers of her other hand and slowly lifted his balls, using her middle finger to stroke the dip between them at the same time her other hand slid down the length of his shaft, squeezing the velvety steel rod as hard as she could. Bucking suddenly, David let out a growl and grabbed her shoulders with both hands, as if to steady himself. Repeating the strokes, Clarinda could feel his body give way, knew in a moment he would be caught in ecstasy and unable to stop his release. She quickly lowered her head, bent her knees to the Aubusson carpet, and slipped her mouth over the head of his erection, feeling a great deal of satisfaction at the sound he emitted when her stroking tongue performed its magic on him.

      David’s sudden and rather loud curse could be heard throughout the entire household and quite possibly by some of the grooms in the carriage house behind the mansion. For a fleeting second, Clarinda wondered what the two older ladies in the parlor were thinking.

      She hoped they wouldn’t send a footman for a Bow Street Runner.

      Running her tongue over his tip again, Clare once more suckled him as hard as she dared with her lips. The actions incited another reflexive jerk and a curse that sounded suspiciously like a prayer of thanksgiving.

      “Jesus, Clare,” David breathed heavily, his entire body seeming to slump as she slowly withdrew her hands and quickly buttoned his breeches, acting as if she hadn’t just had her wicked way with him. “What the ..?” he started to ask, his eyes closed. His question was stopped as her lips took purchase on his, wet and tasting like sex. Even before he could command his lips to return the kiss, Clarinda gently pulled away and regarded the two topcoats spread out on the counterpane, her manner suddenly all business.

      “And what of the russet coat?” she wondered, thinking there should be a third choice that would look so much better with the breeches he wore.

      David, his breaths still a bit short, got out another curse under his breath. “One of Everly’s damnable fish splashed water all over it,” he replied, his furrowed brows indicating a hint of disgust.

      Clarinda’s eyebrow arched up again, her lips barely curling. Even at a quick glance, David could tell she was trying to suppress a much larger grin of amusement. “One of his goldfish?” she wondered, trying to remember if any of the adventurer’s tropical fish were large enough to cause a water splash capable of ruining David’s best topcoat. Their glass aquarium was rather voluminous, but the fish inside were all on the small side.

      “No,” David replied with a shake of his head. “Something rather larger. Much larger. He called it a tiger shark. Damn thing nearly drowned me.” At Clarinda’s serious look of stunned surprise, he added, “I swear, those fish of Everly’s will be the death of me,” David claimed, not bothering to apologize for any of his frequent curses.

      Clarinda rolled her eyes as she regarded her husband. “I do not understand how it is you cannot get along with his fish,” she replied cheerfully. “They’re in a giant tank. Swimming about in water,” she added, one hand waving in the air as if it was a fin.

      “Water!” he affirmed. “And when they see me, they start jumping about as if I plan to eat them, which I would gladly do if I was ever allowed in his house with my fishing pole. Cook could make those little beasties into quite a delectable appetizer,” he vowed with a cocked eyebrow.

      The thought of fish made into anything caused Clarinda’s stomach to take a tumble just then. She forced herself to quickly swallow as she reached over to where the blue cutaway coat lay on the bed.

      “Wear the dark blue, my lord,” she stated as she opened it and held it out for him, brass buttons gleaming in the morning light that shone from the window. “With that waistcoat and those breeches, you’ll look like you’re in the army if you wear the scarlet.”

      Her husband blinked at her, his gaze almost doe-eyed as he took in the sight of her slightly flushed face, almond shaped aquamarine eyes, and perfectly coiffed brunette hair. One thick lock was curled and hung in front of one shoulder. And she was wearing the teal day gown he so liked, its elegant silk skirts almost revealing the shape of her bottom and the lines of her long legs when she walked. The bodice was snug enough that her breasts had to mound just a bit above the neckline. “Yes, my lady,” he replied, sliding his arms into the coat, his legs still a bit unsteady beneath him. The thought of fish appetizers was long forgotten.

      “Do have a good meeting,” she said, her lips curling just a bit as one eyebrow arched up. Although she was curious as to where and whom he might be seeing, she did not ask. As long as he wasn’t off to a brothel or a liaison with a supposedly bereft widow, Clarinda did not pay much mind to his destinations. However, if she discovered he hadn’t honored his marriage vows—and, according to the investigator that occasionally sent her notes as to her husband’s comings and goings, he had been faithful—she knew he would regret the poor choice. She would no longer make herself available in that way. Nor would she put up with his cursing or do to him the kind of wicked things like she’d just done as he struggled over what to wear.

      Having not yet given him an heir, Clarinda knew she held the upper hand when it came to her husband’s behavior. Knowing that was about to change, though, she feared he might return to his premarital bad boy behaviors. Prior to his announcement nearly five years ago that he intended to seek a wife, his reputation had him employing multiple mistresses, secretly owning a brothel catering to gentlemen (an establishment he was said to frequent so he might personally sample the merchandise) and, more publicly, owning a men’s club that served only the very best liquors and employed only the very best courtesans in London.

      David regarded her with an expression suggesting he knew exactly what she was thinking. His hand slid down to her belly, covering it protectively. “It’s about estate matters, nothing more, I promise,” he whispered before kissing her on the forehead.

      Clarinda gave him a brilliant smile, secretly pleased she had demanded he honor his marriage vows all those years ago. She might have caused a great deal of grief among the ladies of the evening as a result, and perhaps had garnered the envy of several ladies of the ton who could not claim the same level of fidelity from their own husbands, but she had no regrets. As a daughter of an earl, she’d had more than her fair share of suitors from the night of her come-out; she wasn’t about to accept anything less than good behavior from the man she agreed to marry. “I really must get back to the parlor. I do hope Lady Pettigrew hasn’t asked Porter to call for a constable,” she said with a teasing grin, one eyebrow arcing up.

      His eyes widening in alarm, David straightened. “You have callers?” he whispered hoarsely, the look of shock replacing his normally stoic expression. “You minx!”

      “It’s after ten, my lord,” she countered with a sly grin. She gave her husband a deep curtsy before backing up to the door and unlocking it. “Do have a good trip.” And then she hurried back down the stairs and through the hall, catching her reflection in one mirror and deciding she didn’t look as if she’d just had her way with her husband. At least, not quite. She rearranged the lock of hair over one shoulder as it had been done earlier by her maid.

      Clarinda slowed her steps as she reached the parlor and glided to the chair she had vacated only moments before. “I do so apologize for the interruption,” she murmured as she sat down and reached for the cup and saucer Lady Torrington offered her. She couldn’t help but notice the look of worry on Adele Grandby’s face as the older woman regarded her. When she was sure Lady Pettigrew’s attention was on her teacup, she gave Adele a wink. “I really don’t know what our men would do without our fashion sense,” Clarinda added with a grin, hoping to put her guests at ease once more.

      “We would go about looking like we’re in the army instead of like the aristocrats we are,” her husband suddenly announced from the parlor door, his voice not giving any hint as to whether he was teasing or serious.

      All three ladies jumped at the sound of his voice, their heads quickly turning in his direction. David bowed as the ladies all stood up and gave the earl their very best curtsies. “Lady Torrington, Lady Pettigrew,” he said in turn as he gave each a deep bow. “Pray excuse me for just one moment,” he said as he held up a finger. He made his way to where his wife stood, and without warning, wrapped one arm behind her shoulders, another around her waist, dipped her backwards, and bestowed a rather indecorous kiss on her lips.

      While neither Lady Torrington nor Lady Pettigrew fainted, they both seemed to seat themselves rather heavily into their chairs, their mouths left hanging open as David slowly raised Clarinda back up to an unsteady standing position. “I’m off to my meeting with the solicitor. I shall find you later on Rotten Row,” he said with an arched eyebrow as he kissed his stunned wife once more on the temple before bowing and taking his leave of the ladies in the parlor, a huge smile on his face.

      Stunned for only a moment more, all three ladies began to giggle, Clarinda more so than her two callers.

      It would be the last time she did so for a very long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            DEATH TAKES DAVID

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure there isn’t something else I can get for you, milady?” Missy wondered, her worried expression making her appear much older than her two-and-twenty years. “Mayhap a cup o’ chocolate?” The maid had been flitting about the bedchamber for nearly a half-hour, as if she was afraid to leave Clarinda alone.

      The countess had managed to keep the tears at bay for some time after the prune-faced constable appeared at the door claiming her husband had died in a traffic accident. Her first reaction had been that someone—her younger brother or one of David’s rakehell friends from White’s—had sent the man to make the claim as a joke. But then Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, appeared looking as if he’d seen a ghost, and Clarinda knew it was true—David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, was dead. A broken neck, the constable said, suffered when David was thrown from his horse in Oxford Street while on his way home from having met with his solicitor in the man’s office in Bell Yard.

      Remembering the overwhelming sense of loss she felt at the moment Grandby appeared, Clarinda’s hand moved to rest on her belly. At least David knew. She hadn’t even told him— she hadn’t needed to say anything. The week before, he had simply placed his hand there and given her a look of profound adoration. Then he had made love to her with slow, torturous and thoroughly satisfying kisses, his manhood filling her completely while he barely moved inside her. When they both fractured, he’d captured her mouth with his so her screams would be muted and his growls would vibrate through her body as much as they did his. He had stayed in her bed that night and every night since, locking the door and insisting she sleep naked against him, either tucked up against the front of his body as he spooned her or atop him as his arms anchored her to his chest and their legs tangled together.

      Tonight, she wore her night rail, the billowing fabric suddenly feeling tight around her legs and the ribbon closure feeling as if it was choking her. But she knew the constriction in her throat was due to unshed tears. She needed to be alone so she could weep in peace. “No, Missy,” she finally answered the abigail. “I won’t need you the rest of the night. Get some sleep,” she ordered, trying not to sound cross but suddenly wanting her privacy. She nodded as Missy bobbed a curtsy before taking her leave of her mistress.

      The door latch had just clicked when Clarinda felt the hot tears stream down her temples and seep into the fine bed linens. David would never share her bed again, never again hold his hand against her growing belly, never see the babe that would be born in less than six months.

      Sobbing, Clarinda thought of how compassionate Grandby had been, concerned because there wasn’t an heir for the Norwick earldom—at least, not yet. And if she carried a girl, then ... She sobbed again, hoping beyond hope she carried David’s son.

      In the meantime, Grandby saw to it a dispatch was sent by courier to Daniel Fitzwilliam, informing David’s younger twin brother of the accident. A streak of fear shot through Clarinda as she thought of what would happen to Norwick House, of what would be done with the household staff, of what might become of her now that Daniel Fitzwilliam would be acting in his brother’s stead.

      Clarinda moved both hands to her belly, covering it protectively. She hadn’t seen nor heard from Daniel in nearly two years, their last meeting so strained she was sure he hated her.

      At one time, she had been fond of the man, the man who would have been the Earl of Norwick had he been born just a few minutes earlier. But David had had that honor. He’d been the heir to the earldom, assuming the role when their father had died a decade ago. Daniel had merely been the spare. And Clarinda, betrothed to the eldest, took her place as David’s bride in a marriage some assumed would be a marriage of convenience that instead turned out to be a celebrated love match.

      Looking back, she wondered if it would have made a difference which twin she ended up marrying—at the time, they seemed almost interchangeable. But Daniel seemed to harden as he grew older, his bitterness more noticeable and his manner more severe with the years. As far as Clarinda knew, he hadn’t taken a wife, instead opting for what she assumed was a string of mistresses and immersing himself in estate work in Sussex. His brief letters to David were all about business, their content never hinting the two shared the same mother, a woman of five-and-fifty who occupied the dowager house on one of the earl’s properties near the southern shore in Bognor. Nor did his letters ask about Clarinda.

      She had never intended to hurt him—she didn’t realize she had when she formally agreed to marry David. But Daniel had never looked at her quite the same way again.

      And now, the spare would be the earl, if the child she carried turned out to be a girl. And if she carried David’s son, Daniel would still need to assume the duties of the earldom until such time that his nephew could be properly educated, as all gentlemen were, and taught to perform those duties required of an earl, including taking his seat in Parliament.

      A modiste would arrive on the morrow with a collection of hastily assembled widow’s weeds. Clarinda’s maid, accompanied by a footman, would be dispatched to the shops in Bond Street to secure several black bonnets and slippers. And a funeral service would take place in a few days. At some point after the service, the solicitor would come to Norwick House to read the will.

      Another stab of fear shot through Clarinda, effectively ending her tears. Had David made sure his affairs were in order? Was that why he had met with his solicitor earlier that day? She shouldn’t be so concerned for her own future—she might be carrying the heir to the earldom—but given the circumstances of Daniel’s last visit to her, she couldn’t help but wonder if he still felt anger toward her, as if she had somehow betrayed him by marrying his brother. Until that day two years ago, she hadn’t known he felt affection for her, hadn’t known he intended to ask for her hand when she married David.

      Falling into a fitful sleep, Clarinda tried to imagine David and instead found Daniel’s visage hovering in front of her, his lips, indeed, his entire face looking exactly like David’s as those lips moved to cover hers. Firm and soft as silk, they touched hers briefly and then took purchase, rending her breathless as the power of the kiss took hold and consumed her. She returned the kiss as best she could, her experience so limited to David’s kisses, she wasn’t prepared for Daniel’s tongue to stroke against hers, wasn’t prepared for the sensations that coursed through her body, wasn’t prepared when Daniel’s hand moved from her jawline down the side of her throat and over the top of one breast until his palm captured it completely and began kneading it through her gown and chemise and corset.

      The jolt through her body was so sudden, so unexpected, she jerked away and had to inhale as deeply as possible. Her eyes wide, she stared up to find David’s face hovering over her.

      At least, she was fairly certain it was David.

      “David?” she whispered, her eyes blinking quickly.

      He made a low sound in his throat that might have been a chuckle. “I should hope so, or I shall have to admonish you for cuckolding me,” he said with a cocked eyebrow. One of his hands reached out to her face, his thumb outlining the bottom of her lip as his expression changed to one more serious. “I love you, Clare,” he murmured, his thumb moving to caress her jaw. “I don’t think I mentioned that before I left you this morning.” In the darkness, his brown eyes appeared almost black, but there was adoration there, adoration and perhaps a bit of mischief.

      Clare shook her head, staring at her husband in disbelief. “No. I don’t believe you did,” she murmured. Did he ever, though? The thought crossed her mind so quickly, it barely registered. “But you certainly showed it with that daring move you made in the parlor,” she countered, her face suddenly lighting up in delight. “As a proper lady, I probably should have swooned.” She didn’t add that she thought Lady Pettigrew would have hit the floor before her—and the older woman was merely a witness.

      David lifted one of her hands to his lips and kissed the back of her fingers before turning the hand over in his and kissing her palm. Clare’s inhalation of breath could barely be heard in the stillness. “You never did tell me you were expecting a baby,” he accused, his lips moving to kiss her wrist.

      Clare smiled at that. “I didn’t need to, did I?” she answered, a tooth catching her lower lip. “You just ... knew.” She sucked in a breath as his kiss moved to the inside of her elbow, his lips so feather light on her skin they tickled more than tantalized. “How ... how did you know?” she wondered then, her whisper barely audible.

      David made the low sound in his throat again, his face breaking into a grin. “You were suddenly ... more beautiful ... even more so than the day we married.” He settled his elbow into the mattress, his head held up in the palm of his hand. “You looked like a Madonna the way you glowed, this halo of light surrounding you, especially at night, like you could light my way when I came into your room. In fact, I could find you no matter what room you were in.” His head moved then and she felt his lips brush her forehead.

      Closing her eyes, Clarinda sighed. “This is the longest I’ve carried a babe,” she whispered. She heard David’s murmur of agreement.

      David had known about the first miscarriage. He’d been in the study when her anguished cries filtered from her bedchamber, her sobs so violent from the grief of her loss—their loss—David thought she would die. He stayed with her the rest of that day and the entire night, arguing with the physician over her care and ordering her maid to leave once it was clear nothing more could be done. He finally collapsed in exhaustion the following morning, wrapping his body around hers in what she remembered as a cocoon of comfort and warmth.

      The second miscarriage—David wasn’t at home that day— Clarinda suffered by herself. Only her maid, Missy, and the physician she had sent for knew what happened. She hadn’t even known she was enceinte, so it was not nearly as frightening as the first one. Not wanting David to know, Clarinda begged the doctor and Missy to say nothing of it to anyone.

      “The third time is the charm,” David said, leaning down to again place a kiss on her forehead.

      Gasping, Clarinda stared at her husband, a look of shock crossing her face. “You knew about the second miscarriage?” she whispered, her brow furrowing as she regarded him.

      David shook his head. “No. Not until now,” he commented. Sitting up straighter, he sighed. “But it doesn’t matter. You’ll carry this babe until it’s born, and the three of you will be a happy family,” he said with a wistful look. “I want you to be a happy family,” he stated firmly, his own expression suddenly happier.

      Clarinda stared at him for a very long time, believing every word he said. Smiling, she closed her eyes again, tiredness suddenly gripping her. Just as she was drifting off to sleep, something niggled at her, some little word that didn’t quite make sense, didn’t quite add up.

      What had David said?

      The three of you will be a happy family. Yes, that’s what he’d said. Clarinda smiled in her sleep, feeling quite herself again.

      Three?

      Sitting up straight, Clarinda’s eyes flew open. “What did you mean by ‘three’?”

      But David was no longer sitting on her bed. Nor was there any evidence that he had been there. Her eyes darting about the dark room, Clarinda wondered if she had dreamed the whole thing.

      But David had been there, she was sure.

      She glanced down at her hand, remembering the feel of his lips as he kissed the back of her fingers, her palm, her wrist, her elbow. Was I just dreaming? Suddenly bereft, tears once again dripped down her cheeks as she struggled to bring back the remnants of the vivid dream. “David,” she whispered in a sob. She closed her eyes and fell back into the pillows, sobbing until sleep finally claimed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE NEW EARL OF NORWICK

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel Fitzwilliam brought his quizzing glass to his eye and peered through it, studying the suddenly enlarged series of numbers he’d written in the ledger. He had spent the past hour trying to make the numbers add up to the same total, even taking the time to copy them onto a piece of scratch parchment and doing the addition again, with no luck. Drat!

      He wasn’t aware he’d said anything aloud until Mr. Hildebrand cleared his throat. Daniel looked up from the ledger to see his butler in the doorway, a silver salver littered with that day’s mail and a London newspaper.

      “Is there a problem, my lord?” Hildebrand wondered as he gingerly stepped forward and placed the tray on the end of his master’s large rosewood desk.

      “My inability to add numbers, apparently,” Daniel replied indignantly. “I was perfectly capable of the task yesterday ...” He allowed the sentence to trail off as he noticed one of the notes on the salver.

      “A courier brought that only a moment ago,” his butler spoke carefully. “I asked the man to wait in the vestibule in the event it requires a reply.”

      Eyeing the white folded missive, Daniel wondered at its news. Only bad news came by courier. He lifted the paper from the tray and turned it over, one eyebrow arching when he spied the seal embossed in the red wax securing the edges together. Torrington. Damn! The note was from Grandby. Sliding a finger beneath the seal, the wax broke apart and the letter nearly unfolded itself. Daniel stared at the masculine hand, rereading the words twice before allowing his head to rest in one hand, an elbow keeping it propped up.

      
        
        Dear Daniel, Your brother has died of a broken neck. He was thrown from his horse in traffic in Oxford Street. Please come at your earliest convenience. My sympathies on his death and my congratulations on your becoming the next Earl of Norwick. Yours, Grandby.

      

      

      “Do you wish to send a reply?” Hildebrand wondered, his hands clasped behind his back.

      Daniel gave the question some thought. Grandby wouldn’t expect one, but if a courier had been sent to his mother’s house in Bognor, he would find her away from her home. “Yes. I must send word to Mother. She’s at Glendale Park in Kent for a house party,” he murmured, keeping his face impassive.

      Hildebrand nodded.“My lord, I believe the same courier was about to head her way,” he intoned. “Shall I have him redirected?”

      Daniel gave the question some consideration. “Yes, but let me add my own note. Could you see to a meal and some ale for the man?” he ordered, drawing a piece of the earldom’s stationery from a tray.

      “Of course, my lord,” the butler replied. When it appeared Daniel had no other immediate need of him, the butler turned on his heel and headed back to the vestibule and the courier awaiting there.

      David is dead. The words echoed in Daniel’s head. Given the growing gloom outside, he wondered at when the courier had left London. How long had David been dead before Grandby penned the note? Had David just died that morning? Or yesterday? There was much to do if he was expected in London at his earliest convenience—if his ancient valet could manage to pack everything over the course of the day remaining, he could leave on the morrow and be at his apartment in Bruton Street tomorrow night. He could then call at Norwick House the day after tomorrow.

      He wondered how things were at Norwick House, how she might be reacting to the news of her husband’s death. He imagined her tears, imagined her lower lip trembling, a tooth denting the plump flesh as she worried it back and forth. He imagined her running into his arms, relieved to have his strength, happy to have his steadfast support and love and ...

      Well, that wasn’t going to happen, he chided himself. Clarinda Ann Brotherton Fitzwilliam despised him. He rather doubted she would allow him over the threshold of Norwick House, even if he was the earl—and the de-facto owner of said house.

      Sighing, he gave one last glance at the column of numbers. This puzzle would now be his secretary’s to solve, he figured as he wrote a quick note to his mother. “Courage,” he wrote. “See you in London.” He signed his name and folded the note, sealing it with red wax and planting the Norwick earldom seal into the wet puddle. The Earl of Norwick seal. If David was dead, that meant Daniel Fitzwilliam was now the Earl of Norwick. Courage, indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            LIFE AS A WIDOW

          

        

      

    

    
      “How did you bear it?” Clarinda asked as she and Lady Torrington strolled in Hyde Park, their parasols held aloft to guard against the rare winter sunshine. Having spent the first day of widowhood trapped in Norwick House being fitted for black gowns and making arrangements for the funeral service and answering dozens of questions and ordering a hatchment be hung on the front door, Clarinda was quite relieved when Adele Grandby, Countess of Torrington, offered to accompany her on a walk in the park. Clarinda had never been so glad to see a blue sky and almost collapsed her sunshade in order to allow the sun’s rays to reach her face. But now that she was almost eight-and-twenty years of age, it would do her no good to develop a sprinkling of freckles on her otherwise peaches and cream complexion. A few wisps of her brunette hair flew around her face in the breeze that reminded the women it was still late winter. At least Clarinda’s hair didn’t display the streaks of gray that Lady Torrington’s elaborate coiffure did, although to be fair to Adele Slater Worthington Grandby, she was at least ten years older than Clarinda.

      “I did because I had to,” Adele replied, patting the back of Clarinda’s hand as they walked arm in arm on the crushed granite path. “And, I must admit, it was easier for me because I was not in love with Worthington,” she said softly, a bit of hesitancy in her words, as if she’d never voiced the admission before. She heard Clarinda’s inhalation of breath and had to resist the urge to feel guilty.

      “You two always seemed ... ”

      “Oh, I think we always felt affection for one another,” Adele agreed with a bob of her head. “But I didn’t love him. Not like I love Grandby.” The widowed matron had been surprised when the Earl of Torrington asked to escort her to the second ball of the Season two years before. Every Season, the middle-aged, never-married earl seemed to attach himself to a young widow with whom he attended all the events. Then, when the summer came and the ton fled the heat of town for their country manor houses or the inns in Bath and Brighton, Grandby and his paramour would bid farewell to one another, effectively ending their liaison.

      At least, that’s what had always happened until two years ago, when Grandby surprised Adele first by selecting her when she wasn’t as young as the widows he usually favored, and then with a diamond and sapphire ring and a proposal of marriage just before the first event of the next Season.

      Never a woman prone to vapors or to fainting, she nearly did that moment when Milton Grandby took her hand in his, knelt before her in the gardens behind Worthington House, declared his undying love and asked for her hand. “My brother, Devonville, used to tell me Grandby was a bounder, but I think he’s actually rather fond of him.”

      William Slater, the Marquess of Devonville, was quite powerful in Parliament and rather fond of his younger sister. Perhaps his initial assessment of the earl was meant to protect her from a fortune hunter—Adele had ended an earlier engagement when she discovered her intended only courted her because he had amassed a large gambling debt. Although she thought herself in love with William Weston, Adele quickly recovered from her broken engagement when Grandby showed her favor at the Harvey’s annual ball. Given the earl’s own vast fortune, she had no reason to fear him marrying her for the wealth that had been accumulated as a result of her first husband’s involvement with the early steamships.

      Clarinda gave a wan smile before her face turned quizzical. “Why is it we all call Grandby Grandby when we should be calling him Torrington?” she suddenly asked. He’d been an earl for as long as she could remember. And he’d been the favorite of his friends for the honor of godfather—many of his goddaughters had made their come-outs in the last few Seasons, and his godsons had probably finished school at Eton or Cambridge and were already beginning their careers as gamblers and rakes in the ton.

      Adele rolled her eyes. “I have no idea. I never bothered to ask. And I have never heard anyone call him Torrington,” she responded, apparently amused at the apparent change of topic. “He’s certainly not one to flaunt his title,” the countess added. “Nor has he ever called me his countess since we married,” she said as an afterthought, her brows furrowing in what may have been a show of distress. “Perhaps my brother was right.”

      Clarinda gave Adele a sunny smile at the comment, glad that her friend had made such a good match. She sobered, though, suddenly remembering how she and David had been such a brilliant match. “You and the earl seem perfect for one another,” Clarinda offered, struggling to keep the catch in her throat from making itself apparent. She hadn’t cried over David’s death for at least two hours. She was trying for a new record of three. “I rather doubt I shall ever be blessed with a loving husband again. It seemed rather amazing when David and I discovered we loved one another,” she managed to get out, the tears pricking at the edges of her eyes. “Damnation!” she whispered hoarsely. “I promised myself I was going to last three hours without weeping, and here I am turning into a watering pot!”

      Adele pulled an embroidered handkerchief from her pocket and held it out to Clarinda. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “I don’t think there’s anything I can say to make you feel better.” Although she had news of her own—good news, in fact—she didn’t want to share it with Clarinda just yet. It would be like rubbing salt in a wound, and she dared not do that to her friend.

      She would never forget the day—just two days before— when she and Lady Pettigrew called on Clarinda, the day David Fitzwilliam, Earl of Norwick, strode into the parlor and suddenly dipped and kissed his wife. A pang of jealously stabbed her just then. Grandby would probably never do anything quite that daring, but now that she gave it some consideration, she wouldn’t put it past him. He was the one man on the entire planet that could render her speechless. She rather hoped her news would either render him speechless or at least leave him pleased. Or, she could always hope for the very best, imagining him as he dipped her into one of those romantic kisses like the one the earl had bestowed on Clarinda.

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” Clarinda asked suddenly, reminded of her talk with David the night before last.

      Adele stopped in her tracks and stared at Clarinda’s retreating back. “What ... Why would you ask such a thing?” she finally got out, so stunned at the change in topic she couldn’t think to simply answer the question.

      Clarinda stopped and turned when she realized Adele was no longer walking beside her. “I don’t. I ... I didn’t,” Clarinda corrected herself as she spoke softly, her head shaking from side to side. “It’s just ... I had very vivid dreams these past two nights. I am sure David was right there in my bedchamber, sitting on my bed and leaning over me, telling me everything was going to be fine.”

      Resuming their walk, Adele gave Clarinda a nervous glance. “Perhaps ... perhaps he was,” she offered carefully. “I imagine you needed to be reassured. Better by him than anyone else, don’t you suppose?”

      Clarinda gave Adele a sideways glance, recognizing the woman’s ploy for what it was. She sighed heavily before changing the subject. “I expect Daniel will arrive tomorrow,” she stated, an involuntary shudder wracking her body just then. Adele caught the movement and eyed Clarinda with furrowed brows.

      “Are you ... frightened of the brother?” she wondered, surprised at Clarinda’s reaction to her own statement. “I thought you two got along quite well,” she added then, remembering back to when her first husband was still alive and Clarinda was betrothed to David Fitzwilliam. She had heard that while the twins shared similar looks—most claimed they could not tell the two apart—their personalities were quite different.

      Daniel was more serious, more sober, while David had enjoyed the life of a rake. Then David began to change. The man had been an earl for a few years at that point, his devil-may-care attitude quickly changing to that of a more responsible aristocrat. Where he might have taken his seat in Parliament only on occasion, he was suddenly there for every session. The time he would have spent at Gentleman Jackson’s salon was instead spent participating in hunts and practicing archery. And his evenings, rumored to feature a succession of whores, mistresses, and visits to his very own men’s club for a card game, were suddenly filled with trips to the theatre and musicales. Adele believed it had more to do with his impending nuptials than anything else; the man who might have been considered a rake had quickly disappeared from the gossip columns as well as the gaming hells and brothels, preferring to be seen in the company of Clarinda at the opera and society events.

      Meanwhile, Daniel Fitzwilliam moved to Norwick Park, the seat of the earldom, and began managing the properties of the Norwick earldom on his brother’s behalf. His no-nonsense approach to business and his studious nature when it came to choosing suitable investments resulted in huge gains for the Norwick estate. In only four years, he had nearly quadrupled the value of the Norwick fortune. The sale of his brother’s men’s club and high-class brothel accounted for some of the profits, of course, but most of the coin could be directly attributed to his estate management.

      “We used to get along,” Clarinda agreed, although a bit reluctantly. She didn’t mention Daniel’s last words to her, though. Didn’t mention how bitter he had been. “It will be so awkward for him,” she went on. “He inherits the earldom if I carry a daughter. And if I have a son, he ...” She paused and shook her head, glancing over to see Adele’s widened eyes and suddenly slack jaw. “Can you imagine being him? Knowing you missed being an earl just because your brother was born mere moments before you? And then, when your brother dies unexpectedly and far too young, you inherit, or maybe not, because tomorrow you find out your sister-in-law has seen fit to finally carry the child she’s been trying to have for four years?”

      The last sentence came tumbling out in a mix of anger and regret, as if Clarinda had somehow planned the pregnancy to occur at just this most awkward of times and was now regretting it.

      Adele continued to stare at Clarinda, her eyes blinking several times as if she couldn’t think of what to say in response. A baby?

      “A bit less than six months,” Clarinda spoke with a nod of her head, thinking that would be the answer to Adele’s question—could she formulate one. “I haven’t told anyone else, Adele,” she added, her heading shaking from side to side. “I didn’t even tell David, although he ... he knew. He was so ...” She looked up to find Adele’s still regarding her in awe. “Happy,” she managed to get out before tears pricked the corners of her eyes.

      “Oh, Clare,” Adele breathed, moving to wrap her arms around her friend’s shoulders. “I had no idea!” she replied in a hoarse
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