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  To my right knee, for being so lousy I had to quit dancing and take up this writing thing instead.



Chapter One


  

  


Regan stood beside her son’s bed, the light from the candle casting flickers of gold and shadow across his face. 



He slept like his father: sprawled across the bed, bare feet sticking out from beneath the edge of the blankets, his head nearly dangling over the side of the mattress while his pillow already lay in a rumpled lump on the floor. She set the candle on the nightstand, returned all of his gangling limbs to their proper positions, and swept his dark hair back from his brow before slipping the pillow back beneath his head.



She bent down to kiss his cheek, and still he didn’t stir. Just like Edmund, she thought, before crossing to the other side of the room.



There, Maria slept in her bed, her small figure a contrast to her brother’s while in repose. Not only did Maria’s dark head still rest in the center of her pillow, but she had tucked her hands beneath her cheek, her pink lips forming a soft pout as she slumbered.



Regan gave Maria’s blankets a perfunctory tug before leaning over to kiss her forehead. She was about to stand up and turn away when she paused to sweep an errant curl, a ribbon of hair as black as ink, from her daughter’s cheek. 



All of her children possessed their father’s coloring, the same curling dark hair and bright blue eyes. When they had been younger, she recalled her disappointment at their lack of her hazel-colored eyes or the auburn cast of her own hair. But then Edmund had gone and left her as a widow, making her forever grateful that in each of the children she had something by which to better remember him. 



She fetched the candle from the nightstand and slipped from the room on quiet feet, though she knew both of them slept so soundly that nothing short of cannon fire would be enough to wake them. Further along the hall and several doors down from the nursery, she passed Katharine’s bedchamber, but she didn’t pause to knock. She had only just heard the faint rumble of a carriage on the drive, her aunt and Katharine no doubt returning from the Earl of Matchmore’s dinner. It was late, yes, but not as late as the hours some members of the gentry chose to keep. Regan smiled and wondered who had been the one more eager to return home for the evening, Aunt Agnes or Katharine herself. 



Past a few more doors, the light from her candle casting distorted shadows on the dark panelled walls, and she arrived at her own suite of rooms. Inside her bedroom, the fire burned brightly, not yet been for the evening. She was about to shrug out of her robe and kick her slippers under the edge of the bed when a soft knock sounded on her door.



“Come in,” she said, without bothering to look over her shoulder. She recognized the knock, and so was unsurprised when Aunt Agnes walked into the room, a rustling of silk and satin marking her entrance before the older woman had even drawn breath to speak. 



“I thought you might still be up,” Aunt Agnes said. She wore her ball gown, a green silk creation that stolidly adhered to the previous decade’s fashions, though Regan knew the gown had been made for her aunt only a few months before. “I sent Katharine directly to her room. Lord knows, she’ll most likely be awake for another hour yet before the excitement of the evening fades away.”



Regan glanced at her bed with longing, but padded towards one of the armchairs near the fire instead. “It was a good evening, I take it?”



“For Katharine, I’m sure it was.” Aunt Agnes heaved a dramatic sigh and insinuated herself into the armchair opposite Regan’s. “She is quite the success, you know. The men of the county flock around her, and the more she turns her nose up at them, the more enamored they become.” She shook her head, though her expression was light. “If her behavior was mere artifice, then I would be the first to call her out on it. But she truly doesn’t seem to care for any of these gentlemen harboring a passion for her.”



“Perhaps she’s too young yet to form a strong attachment,” Regan said, plucking idly at a bit of embroidery along the cuff of her dressing gown. “Or it could be that the circle of gentlemen in this part of the country is too small. She’s known many of the families around here since she was on leading strings. Sometimes familiarity can prevent a more romantic attachment from occurring.”



“She wants someone older,” Aunt Agnes said, putting her voice to a suspicion Regan had already harbored for some time. She raised her chin so that the light of the fire sparked on the emeralds decorating her ears and throat. “Someone who is already settled down and has put the wildness of youth behind them.”



Regan gazed at the fire as her fingers moved on to toy with the sash on her robe, a slip of flannel fabric that already bore the evidence of her restless hands. “That’s what I was afraid of,” she said, dropping the sash into her lap. “I guess I should be pleased she’s not the sort to be flattered and seduced by a handsome face and empty words, but…”



“It won’t be the same as Edmund,” Aunt Agnes said, before a log popped and shifted in the fire.



“You can’t say that it won’t be the same,” Regan pointed out. “There’s no certainty in matters like these. And I’m her mother. I’m going to worry. There’s nothing I can do to alter that.”



They sat in silence for a minute. Regan watched the fire and resisted the urge to continue biting her thumb, while her aunt finally released a sigh preceding her next speech.



“How old was Edmund when you married him? Forty-one?”



“Forty-two.” Regan blinked, but she didn’t look away from the flames. 



A moment passed as, Regan assumed, her aunt totted up a few numbers in her head. “And so he was fifty-five when you lost him?”



“I did not lose him,” Regan retorted, and with more force than she’d originally intended. “He wasn’t a pocket watch or a bracelet to be misplaced. He died, Aggy. Just say it.”



“I am only pointing out,” Aunt Agnes continued, each word carefully enunciated. “That he was not a young man still in the prime of his life. And considering what the doctors said—”



“I’m well aware of what the doctors said.” She leaned back and shut her eyes, squeezing them until her temples began to hurt. It was always the same, every time she talked about her husband. There was the same ache, the same unwillingness to broach any of the matters surrounding his death. And yet, underlying it all was a peculiar urge to continue talking about it, until there were no more words to say and the grief drained out of her on a waterfall of speech. “They said his heart was weak, that they were surprised he’d lived for as long as he did.”



“Anyone can die at any time,” Aunt Agnes said, her skirts rustling as she shifted in her chair. “If Katharine chooses to wed an older man…” Regan couldn’t see it, but she could imagine her aunt’s tilted head and raised shoulder finishing her sentence for her. “You cannot predict the future, and you cannot tell Katharine with whom she may or may not fall in love. Within reason, of course.”



Katharine grinned, despite the overall tone of the conversation. She could well remember the protests of a few members of her own family when she, a bright and lovely girl of only eighteen, accepted the suit of a man twenty-four years her senior. Of course, the fact that Edmund had been recently granted a knighthood on top of a fortune of no less than five thousand pounds a year helped to smooth out any wrinkles of discontent her family may have harboured at the beginning of their courtship.



“And now,” Aunt Agnes pressed on, with a pert lift of her greying head. “I wish to speak to you about a certain matter.”



“Oh, dear.” Regan sat up again, feeling like a naughty child about to be chastised as she did so. “Is it Jack and Maria? Have they secretly eaten all your chocolates again?”



“No.” Her aunt’s mouth narrowed into a humorless line. “Though you do owe me another box of truffles.”


“Of course, Aggy.” Regan nodded.



Aunt Agnes cleared her throat. “This concerns you, my dear. I would like for you to escort Katharine to Mrs. Boyd’s dinner party tomorrow evening.”



But Regan had already begun to shake her head. “No, no. A dinner party? At the Boyd’s? They live miles away! It would be too long away from the children, and I’m sure you could—”



“I am not going.” The older woman cut through Regan’s remonstrances with the precision of a knife. “I am not Katharine’s mother. If you were sick, if you were an invalid, then perhaps I would feel more inclined to excuse you from your duties. But she will soon be married, if not this year, then no doubt next year. And she needs her mother to guide her. Not an aunt, not a cousin or a chaperone or someone else entirely. She needs you, and I expect you to give up this middling half-life you’ve submerged yourself in and be there for her as she searches for a husband.” She sniffed, and again tilted her chin in a manner best suited to putting the cap on a particularly tiresome conversation. 



Regan spread out her hands in her lap. She didn’t want to look up at her aunt’s face, to endure the scrutiny in those keen grey eyes. But she did, as she had done since her aunt’s arrival at Bingaman Park at the beginning of Katharine’s entrance into society earlier in the year.  “I will… I will think about it,” was all she could bring herself to say, without her voice threatening to break or her chin to tremble.



“Good.” Aunt Agnes rose easily from her seat, despite her age and her oft-touted physical complaints, and straightened her shoulders. “And while you’re thinking, perhaps you can decide on a dressmaker. It’s time to put aside the dull greys and lavenders, and everything you have from before Edmund’s death is frightfully sortir de style.”



Regan held back a snort at that. Of all the people to chide her for wearing clothes that were out of fashion...



“If you’re going to begin escorting Katharine about the countryside,” Agnes went on, “then you’ll need to be seen in some color.”



Regan remained in her seat near the fire until long after her aunt had left the room. Sitting in the massive chair, her feet tucked up beneath the edge of her nightdress, she watched the flames burn lower and lower as Agnes’s words played on a continuous loop inside her head.



Had she really been living a half-life for the last seven years? She thought back to the grief she’d experienced after Edmund’s sudden death, a terrible sadness that had been swiftly joined by the needs of her three young children. Jack and Maria had been mere babes at the time, and so she’d concentrated all of her efforts on making sure they would have some knowledge of him—not as a knight or a great landowner, but as their father. As the man who loved them and yet would never see them grow.



And now Katharine was already a young woman, searching for a husband of her own. How had that happened? Where had the little girl gone, the one with the dirt-smudged pinafore and the leaves and twigs tangled in her dark curls?



Perhaps Aunt Agnes was right. She’d spent so much time living in the past, ensuring her children honored and respected the memory of their father, that she’d forgotten about their future.



Soon Katharine would be married, and Jack would be off to school, and Maria would start thinking about gowns and dances rather than dolls and mud pies…



Regan drew her robe around herself and laid her head back against the chair. Edmund would not want her to live like this, to pull herself into a smaller and smaller circle until the only people she saw were her family and the servants. If she wanted her children to go out and to live their lives, then she would have to lead by example. 



Oh, but it was a terrifying thought! To attend parties again? To engage in banal conversation and watch myriad couples tramp on each other’s feet on the dance floor? To risk fainting in an overheated ballroom while women gossiped and men leered and…



Well. She would attend all manner of balls and musical entertainments and routs, and all for Katharine’s sake. But once her oldest child had made a match and was well settled in her new life, Regan would slip back into her previous routine of running Bingaman Park and chasing after Jack and Maria. At least, that was until it was their turn to both grow up and so suddenly slip away from her. 



***



The Boyd’s—Mr. Charles Boyd and his wife Miranda—lived on a fine estate directly south of Regan’s home. Their house sprawled about the landscape, less palatial than was fashionable, lacking all of the columns and cornices and pristine white-gravel pathways snaking across their lands. Instead, their home of stone and timber and diamond-paned windows, a very stubborn leftover from Elizabethan times, hugged the ground as if attempting to become a part of it. That is, if the amount of ivy crawling over the entire east side of the house was any indication.



Regan had not seen either of the Boyds in at least a year. She looked out the window as they drove up the lane to the front entrance, their carriage not the only one crunching along over the mixture of stone and hard-packed earth on its way to the house. Another couple was descending from their coach, a shimmer of silk and beading and feathers in the sunlight that slanted across the lawns. 



“I am so glad you chose to accompany me, Mama.”



Katharine had reached across the seat to squeeze her mother’s hand. Regan looked away from the window and caught her daughter’s glance. “I am not certain Aunt Aggy would have allowed me to remain at home for another day.” She held her daughter’s hand—bare, as Katharine had removed her gloves the moment they had climbed into the carriage—and studied the long, slender fingers. Not the hand of a child, she mused to herself, and blew out a breath that hid a quick flutter in her chest. “She says I have been neglecting my motherly duties to you. And have I? Been neglecting you?”



Her daughter lowered her head, her lips pursed in that way they often did when she took the time to think over what she was about to say next. “You have not, no. You have been everything I have needed thus far. But I am happy you are here now, if only because I no longer have to listen to Aunt Agnes complain about her knees for half the night!”



“Her knees will outlast all of us,” Regan remarked, relieved to lighten the conversation before it could travel into more serious territory. “And perhaps she was right. About my neglect,” she added, and shook her head before Katharine could interrupt. “I have been at home too much of late. I think this will be good for me. A few dinners here and there, perhaps a dance at the assembly rooms…” A gradual reintroduction to society, she thought. And in the role of widow and mother, she did not imagine much would be required of her beyond gossip, indulging in a bit too much punch, and keeping an eye on Katharine. Or rather, keeping an eye on the gentlemen reputed to be flocking around her. 



They arrived at the front of the house a few moments later, the carriage rocking as the horses settled and stamped their hooves, as the door was opened for them. Mrs. Boyd greeted them first, her mouth a small ‘o’ of astonishment; Regan hoped not because it had been so long since she had regularly socialized with her neighbors, though the alternative for receiving such a reaction might not be pleasant.



“Lady Griffith!” Mrs. Boyd smiled broadly, her plump cheeks attaining an attractive pink color as she turned her head and the sun lit her face. “I did not think… Well, I was just saying to Mr. Boyd that I had hoped we would see you, though I did not suppose we would. And here you are!” She took Regan’s hands and leaned in close enough to buss the air beside her cheeks. “But… how are you?”



It was only a subtle change in Mrs. Boyd’s expression, a fresh line appearing in her forehead, her eyes slanting downward in faint concern.



“I am very well, thank you.” And Regan smiled, keeping her face bright. She did not want them to think she was a fragile thing, still so wrapped up in her grief that she would have to be treated Regan knew her eldest daughter did not like to be fussed over. Perhaps that was why it was difficult for her to settle on a suitor, since flattery did not tend to sway her.



They went inside, Regan expecting to see a few other guests milling about, gravitating towards the drawing room as Mrs. Boyd led them there. But as they entered the room, Regan realized that the dinner was a much larger event than she had been led to believe, and not just a cozy gathering of a few friends and neighbors. 



More carefully. It struck her then, that perhaps she had pulled herself away from society for too long, at least if it had reached a point when people found it astonishing for her to attend a local event.



Mrs. Boyd, seemingly mollified by Regan’s response, moved on to greeting Katharine with an overabundance of cooing and hand flutters. Katharine bore it all with visible equanimity, though more than a dozen guests were already assembled in the drawing room, not counting the Boyds or anyone else lingering in the outer corridors. Or even those yet to arrive. Most of the faces were familiar to Regan, if older than she remembered. The distance between the Boyd’s house and her own meant that these were not the people she saw regularly at church on Sunday, or when she occasionally ventured into the nearest village on market day or for one of the seasonal fetes. And so she held her breath, one hand pressed to her rib cage, beneath her bosom, as she realized that a few of these people she had not seen since before Edmund had died.



“I must introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Fisher!” Mrs. Boyd pulled Regan and Katharine along, like a ship drawing a flotilla of smaller boats behind her. A flurry of introductions and re-introductions commenced, Katharine displaying an impeccable amount of etiquette mixed with an edge of biting wit that seemed to sail over many of the heads of those with whom she conversed. Regan, on the other hand, felt as if she were a young lady, entering society all over again, overwhelmed by the attention and the talk and the heat of so many bodies pressed into so small a space. 



It could have been an hour or it could have been only a minute before dinner was announced. The sun had set by then, the room losing some of its shadows as candles were lit and curtains were drawn over windows left open to let in some air. Regan was to be escorted into dinner with a Mr. Benedict, who she could not remember if she had met years before, though he was old enough—his back describing a sharp curve forward over the cane he used—that she doubted he remembered her even if they had known each other before. 



It was an unusual experience, being portioned off as one of the older guests. She was a widow now, and with at least one child grown. She was not here to find a husband, though she supposed there might be a few who would assume she would eventually wish to marry again. But none of the unmarried gentlemen present caught her attention as anything more than fellow guests. And besides, with three children of her own already and no desire for more, with those stiff grey hairs beginning to thread their way out from the crown of her head, with a figure decidedly more comfortable than the one she had possessed before the children and the grey hairs had appeared, she doubted she presented much of an enticement for most of the gentlemen in England currently searching for a wife. 



Across the table, Katharine had been paired with Mr. Talbot, a neighbor of theirs who appeared much more interested in Katharine than she was in him. Not that her daughter behaved rudely in the least, but Regan recognized the set of Katharine’s mouth, the tension in her shoulders that displayed a polite tolerance of the attention currently being paid towards her. 



He should read more books, Regan thought to herself, and hid her smile behind the rim of wine glass before taking a sip. If there was one way to Katharine’s heart, it would surely be traveled on the pages of a dusty tome rescued from the shelves of a neglected library. The usual topics spoken about between young men and women, the banal topics approved by most of the chaperones watching over their charges, would never be enough to hold her daughter’s interest. 



“Oh!”



Someone jostled the table, knocking Regan’s elbow and making her lose her hold on the glass of wine she still held. The stem slipped out from between her fingers, and in a blink her lap bore a small pond of red wine, the liquid quickly seeping into the lavender silk of her skirt. 



“Dear me, are you all right?” It was Mrs. Boyd who moved first, and then another lady was there, and then a napkin or a handkerchief from somewhere. Regan grabbed at the fabric with a hasty “Thank you!” before she dabbed at the spreading stain on her skirt with a faint air of hopelessness. 



“Now, now. Come with me!” Mrs. Boyd directed. Regan’s chair was pulled out and Mrs. Boyd held her by the elbow as she led her out of the dining room. A small bustle of activity erupted behind her as a footman stepped forward to clean up whatever spill hadn’t landed on her skirt and return her chair to its place. “Along here, and we’ll see to it you’re set back to rights.”



Regan let herself be led to a smaller room around the corner from the dining room, no doubt set aside for the female guests to fix their gowns, their hair, or take care of other, more private matters away from the attention of everyone else. She still held the wine-stained napkin in her hand, and while Mrs. Boyd looked around the room for a pitcher of water, a light knock on the door preceded the appearance of another servant, a young woman this time. 



There were another two carriages, apparently. Mrs. Boyd gave a small huff of frustration and appeared to send a silent request for aid from somewhere above her. “Very well. Can you tend to yourself for the moment, Lady Griffith?”



Regan smiled, despite the fact that the wine had soaked through her skirts enough to leave her thighs feeling uncomfortably damp and cool. “See to your guests. I have enough here to take care of myself.”



“Of course, and I am so sorry!” Mrs. Boyd said, already rushing out the door to welcome her late arrivals. 



Regan looked around her as soon as she was alone, located a pitcher of water and a basin, and made every attempt to soak the wine from her skirt. It was a futile cause, though. She had known it the moment she had dropped the glass in the dining room. The wine, now mixed with the water, had left a large dark splotch on the front of her skirt, a splotch that was no doubt permanent.



“I never cared much for this gown anyway,” she muttered beneath her breath, and instead of trying to dab at the stain set to drying the fabric as best she could before returning to the dining room. For several minutes she stood fanning her thighs with a few sheets of writing paper she had found tucked away in the nook of a desk. If she were at home, she would not care about a stain. Half of her wardrobe—the wardrobe Aunt Agnes insisted on her replacing with new clothes in brighter shades than the lavenders to which she had become accustomed—bore all manner of stains and mended rips and tears. She had children. Children who loved jam and loved to throw themselves at her for hugs with their faces still covered in the sticky preserves. 



She tossed the paper aside as soon as her skirt was reasonably dry—no matter that it looked as if she had tried to draw a map of Scotland across her thighs with wine—and headed towards the door, shaking out the fabric of her gown as she walked. If she had been looking up, instead of studying the mottled state of her skirt, she might have seen him. Instead, she stepped into the corridor and directly into the man’s chest.



“Pardon me!” She glanced up, thinking she had unwittingly maneuvered into the path of a footman. But rather than a powdered wig and well-brushed livery, she caught sight of dark hair and light eyes, the latter seeming to glow in what little illumination the lights from the wall sconces provided. 



“I am sorry,” the stranger intoned, one corner of his mouth hooking upwards in amusement. “I did not even realize there was a door there.”



“I…” She cleared her throat. Her voice felt strange. She coughed again and took a step back. He was tall, she noticed. Why that should have been immediately remarkable, she could not say. But she nearly had to tip her head up to look at him, and so she shifted back again, if only to see him better. 



When Regan looked up again, she found him staring at her from under dark eyelashes, though before she could think anything of it, his gaze drifted downwards, fixing on the front of her gown.



“Oh, is that my fault?” He glanced down at himself, as if he might have transferred the stain to her in the moment of their collision. When he realized he had come out of their meeting unscathed, he reached inside his jacket and retrieved a handkerchief. “Here. Allow me to-”



She laughed, a quick burst of sound that escaped from the back of her throat. “Unless you have an entirely new gown concealed in that pocket of yours, I doubt you will be able to help or hinder much beyond what has already been done.”



He stood there, a wrinkled handkerchief dangling from his fingers, his expression still dancing on the edge of humor. And something more, though Regan could not guess at what it was behind those light grey eyes. “I take it you are one of Mr. and Mrs. Boyd’s guests? Shall I escort you back to the dining room?” He made no move to offer her his arm, however, or to put away his useless handkerchief. It was as if they were caught in the scene of a play, waiting for the next line to be whispered to them from the wings. 



“I don't even know who you are,” Regan admitted once she found her voice again, her tone taking on the edge of a scolding. She did not remember him from any point earlier in the evening. And if he had been there, either in the drawing room or the dining room, she did not think she would have forgotten him so easily. 



He turned his head to one side, glancing behind him as the noise of a door shutting in another part of the house reverberated through the hall. “I am rather late, aren’t I?” Again, that smile, lending a bright youthfulness to his looks. Regan wondered for a moment how old he was, her gaze skimming over his dark hair—lacking any touches of grey—and the absence of only the faintest lines around his eyes and mouth. Surely he could not be much more than twenty-five or twenty-six, or perhaps she was only feeling the weight of her own years so much that it was beginning to skew how she saw others. “I have already delivered the most profuse apologies to Mrs. Boyd,” he continued. “But I will beg a pardon from you as well for continuing to converse with you in a quiet hallway and without us having been formally introduced.”



Was he teasing her? Goodness, she had no idea. Edmund had never been the sort to tease, and since him her dealings with other gentleman had consisted of little more than discussions with her steward over the running of the estate and… 



“You say that as if it is something scandalous, for you and I to be standing here together.” Her gaze darted down to his mouth as she spoke—she did not know why—before returning to his eyes. “But I am not a young miss, cutting her teeth on her first social season. I’m sure it would take a great deal more than loitering in a shadowed corridor with a young man to damage my reputation.”



Regan sounded more like a mother than she ever had, attempting to rein in this young pup. He was too boisterous for his own good, though why he was currently wasting his attention on her when there were several younger, eligible ladies sitting in the dining room, she could not determine. Unless he thought her maturity would make her an easier target for his vexatious behavior, or a more harmless one. Because flirting with a young, unmarried woman in an empty hallway could surely lead to disgrace for the girl in question and possibly a push into an unwanted engagement for him. But to banter with an older widow, one who did not have to worry as much about keeping a pristine reputation, was a less dangerous pastime.



He licked his lips. Again, she looked at his mouth, and again she chided herself for it. She was not a green girl, a blushing virgin ready to faint away at finding herself in the mere presence of a man. But for some reason, this man rattled her. Which was silly. She was a widow. She had been married—happily married!—for over a decade. She had aged beyond the point of gazing after young men with lust in her eyes. Hadn’t she?



“What would it take, then?” He spoke in a low voice, a soft burr shaping his words that she hadn’t noticed before. “To cause a proper scandal?”



There was still the correct amount of distance between them. Anyone walking along to find them there would not think anything untoward had occurred. Because, of course, nothing had occurred. They were simply two guests at a dinner party, apologizing after bumping into each other in a dimly lit hall.



So why did Regan feel a peculiar warmth in her cheeks, flooding upward from her bosom and a place even lower than there? “Tell me your name.” It was not a question. She had not meant to be so direct, but something about him made her want to throw off all the trappings of drawing room etiquette as quickly as shrugging off a shawl. 



“Thomas.” The way he said it, like he was imparting a great secret to her. And it was not his surname he gave her, of course. He had successfully stepped around all of the stuffiness of formal introductions and strict adherence to propriety by telling her his Christian name. And in a voice that made her place her hands flat against the front of her thighs, her fingertips pressing hard into the wine-soaked silk. 



It was the wine, she thought. She had drank two glasses—or one and a half, before the rest of the second found its way onto her lap—and now she was feeling slightly dizzy, and silly, and very, very bold. 



No more wine, she thought. If she wanted to keep her head. And her gowns. 



“Will you tell me your name?” he asked. And did he lean towards her with the question, or did she just imagine it?



“Regan,” she said, matching his boldness with a dose of her own. 



“Regan,” he echoed, as if committing it to memory. His teeth appeared long enough to graze his bottom lip, and-



No. She had to stop looking at his mouth. 



She glanced down at her hands, her fingers now knotting themselves together in front of her abdomen. What was she doing? Had she lost all of her senses? Her daughter was only a few rooms away. Her other two children were at home, waiting for her to return. And she was certainly not one of those merry widows who flirted tirelessly with a string of beaus after watching her husband lowered into the ground. She shut her eyes, opened them again, and blew out a breath that seemed to clear her head along with it. 



“I have been gone too long. I would not wish Mrs. Boyd to worry over my continued absence.” She nodded to him, the most she could manage in farewell while her heart hammered in her chest and butterflies whirled on wings of indigestion in her stomach. As if she were a young lady again, and not a woman more than two decades older than she had been at her first introduction to society. 



If he made any move to stop her, she did not see it. And she would not have slowed for him if he had. This was not why she had come here, to flirt with another man while she still wore a gown of lavender silk, while she still kept one foot planted in a state of half-mourning for her husband. She smoothed her hands down the front of her ruined skirt as she walked up to the door of the dining room. Her cheeks still burned with a flush, but she hoped people would assume she was only feeling some residual embarrassment over the state of her gown. 



She slipped inside the room, the light from the candles casting everything in a warm, welcoming glow. Several new guests were seated around the table, and she wondered if Thomas had accompanied any of them here. But she banished that thought from her head, along with any other remaining images of him. Katharine, she reminded herself. She had come to act as a chaperone for Katharine. Her daughter. Her grown daughter who was old enough to begin searching for a husband. 



A grown daughter who did not need the chaperonage of a mother who entangled herself with handsome young gentlemen in narrow, overwarm hallways.



Regan took her seat and smiled at Mr. Benedict, who did not seem to have even noticed she had ever left. She sighed, then, and reached for her wine glass. Her fingers curled back from the stem when she heard another person enter the dining room behind her, and she knew without having to look that it would be the man from the hallway. Thomas. 



“No more wine,” she said under her breath, and kept her gaze pinned to the table in front of her.



“What was that?” Mr. Benedict looked up from his soup, which was about to dribble from his spoon and onto his lap. 



“Nothing,” she said, and gave the older gentleman’s arm a careful nudge before he ended up spilling onions and beef broth all over himself. “Nothing at all.”







Chapter Two


  

  


“Oh, Mama! I was so glad to have you there!”



Regan patted Katharine’s hand and kept her eyes pinned to the trees that bent low over the pond. Beneath their branches, Jack and Maria batted a shuttlecock between them, their arms swinging with the force of an all-out war.  



“And I was happy to be there with you,” Regan said, casting a benevolent smile towards her daughter. “But you still need to tell me about the part of the dinner I missed.”



She tilted her face upwards, allowing the sunlight to warm her cheeks and forehead. She squinted at the brightness of the day, while clouds like dandelion fluff floated from one horizon to the other, drawing shadows on the lawn. She’d abandoned her bonnet some time before and the heat from the sun prickled at the part in her hair, no doubt already turning her exposed skin to a warm pinkish hue. But it was summer, and the rain had finally ceased, and the shrieks and laughter of her younger children filled the air around her.



They followed the same routine every morning after a ball, or assembly, or even a small dinner party accompanied by a game or three of cards. After breakfast and the children’s lessons, Katharine would regale her mother with the previous evening’s entertainments. No detail was ever spared, from the unbearable press of bodies in a ballroom to the quality of a Miss Simpson’s performance on the pianoforte. The only difference this time was that Regan had been there as well.



Regan felt her heel slip on the ground and looked down at her hem, the edges bearing three inches of mud and moisture on the darkened fabric. Two days of rain after a particularly wet spring had turned the ground into a sodden, squelching mess. She frowned at the stains, though half her gowns bore the evidence of too much time spent out of doors as she traipsed around the grounds with her children.



Her thoughts went to her gown from the previous night, stained beyond repair with half a glass of red wine. Those thoughts, of course, leading her to memories of a young man named Thomas, whom she had stumbled into head-first in a lonely hallway. A man who had presented himself as all too forward for his own good. A man who had taken to flirting with her within the first moments of their meeting, and before they had been formally introduced. A man she had done everything within her power to respectfully ignore for the remainder of the evening. 



It had not been difficult. Between Thomas’s late arrival and the ruination of her gown and an incident of Mr. Boyd knocking into a table and breaking one of his wife’s most treasured figurines, avoiding an introduction had taken no great skill. But Regan had caught herself glancing at him occasionally—more than occasionally—from the other side of the room, from her place with the other older ladies, the widows, the mothers with children grown. Where she belonged, and not lusting after gentlemen far beyond the circle her age and situation in life described around her.



“Time for a truce!” Regan called out to her two younger children, when their game became too fierce. “Mrs. Dale has provided us with lemonade, and there are fresh strawberries and cream for after you finish your sandwiches.”



Maria dropped her racket on the ground, the game apparently rendered unimportant in the face of delicious treats. Jack continued to bounce the shuttlecock up and down with his own racket, finally giving it one swift hit that sent it sailing into the nearest tree before it lodged itself in the crook of a high branch.



“Oh, blast!” he said, stomping his foot.



“John Sebastian!” Regan paused before setting down the basket she’d brought out from the kitchen. “I will not have you using such language, especially where your sister can hear,” she added, and bit down at the corner of her mouth before it could twitch upwards and destroy her attempt at scolding. 



“Sorry, Mama.” Jack scuffed his heels through the grass, gave one last glance to the lost shuttlecock, and meandered over to the blanket Katharine had spread out on the driest part of the lawn she could find. 



They settled into their light meal, the children tearing through the stack of sandwiches as if they hadn’t already tucked into two bowls of porridge—each!—that morning along with a vast quantity of potatoes and eggs. Katharine chided Jack when he wiped his mouth on his sleeve, who stuck out his tongue at his elder sister. A look from Regan brought a flood of color to his cheeks, and he muttered an apology before he picked up his napkin and dutifully brushed at the crumbs still clinging to his chin. 



“Now,” Regan began once the younger children had abandoned the blanket, Jack scrabbling up and over the branches of an apple tree in search of his missing shuttlecock. “Tell me about this Lord Dunstable of whom Aunt Agnes spoke about over breakfast yesterday.” She tried to give her voice a tone of carelessness, even allowing her gaze to slip away and follow the progress of a pair of squirrels attempting to bound out of the tree Jack had just invaded. “She said he paid you a remarkable amount of attention the other night.”



“Oh, him!” Katharine rolled her eyes and gave her head a shake, her dark curls bouncing around her ears. “Too young. He’s like a puppy, all gamboling about and panting around the skirts of the young women. And he still has spots,” she stressed, in a scandalized tone. “When I marry, it will be to a man, and not some half-grown boy only a year out of the schoolroom.”



Regan fought the urge to roll her own eyes. Four proposals of marriage Katharine had turned down in the last few months, and all for similar reasons. Either the man was too young, too immature, too obsessed with horses and curricles, or too interested in heading to London and obtaining membership at White’s or Boodle’s or whichever gentlemen’s club was the height of fashion at the moment. 



“You will find someone,” Regan assured her daughter. “A young man will come along and sweep you off your feet before you even realize it. And he will be everything you want him to be, just as you will be everything he wants you to be.”



Katharine looked at her mother, her blue eyes gleaming darkly beneath the brim of her bonnet. “I doubt it will happen like that,” she said with a cynicism belying her years. “I don’t believe in fairy tales anymore, Mama.”



“I know, dear,” Regan said, and gave her daughter’s hand a pat. “Neither do I.”



Their meal finished, Regan and Katharine gathered up the leftover foodstuffs and shook out the blanket that had protected them from the worst of the dampness. As they began their return journey to the house—Jack brandishing a scraped knee from his adventure rescuing his shuttlecock—Maria paused in her skipping and pointed in the direction of the small rise beyond the pond. 



“Who’s that, Mama? Who’s that?”



Her hands full and her bonnet stuffed unceremoniously beneath her arm, Regan squinted in the direction her daughter had pointed. Two men on horseback trotted along the rutted dirt road that wound along the edge of the deer park and towards the front of the house. But it appeared that the two riders had spotted Regan and her children, and began to cut a line across the lawn and towards them instead. 



“Oh, it’s Mr. Talbot,” Jack announced, his free hand shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun. “I don’t know who the other gentleman is, though it’s a fine horse he’s riding!”



Katharine uttered a graceless word or two under her breath. Regan feared the poor young man would be the fifth man to offer marriage to her daughter, and the fifth to be rejected. And so she offered a perfunctory smile and nod to Mr. Talbot, who slowed his horse to a halt before alighting from the animal in one graceful movement. 



“Lady Griffith! Miss Griffith!” He removed his hat and practiced a smooth bow. “What a pleasure, I do say! I had not expected to meet such delightful company at this early hour! Here, Cranmer!” 



The other young man descended from his own saddle and stepped forward. Regan noticed his dark hair first, the sharp lines of his jaw and cheekbones visible beneath the brim of his hat. And his eyes… Even in the full light of the sun, she could not tell if they were a light grey or a dusty shade of blue. 



“Allow me to introduce Mr. Thomas Cranmer,” Mr. Talbot said, gesturing towards his friend.



Regan held her breath. Did he recognize her? Well, of course he recognized her. She saw it in the way he looked at her, his eyes crinkling slightly at the corners as if managing to impart a secret smile shared with only her.



She thought of her hem, coated in mud and bits of wet grass. Her hair was a mess, hastily twisted into a bun and with tendrils already working their way free of the pins as the breeze buffeted her bare head. And she had just eaten, so she closed her mouth and slid her tongue over the front of her teeth, checking for any errant strawberry seeds that may have taken up residence in the gaps. 



Her name was spoken then, Mr. Talbot carrying on with the introductions while her younger children fidgeted beside her. Mr. Cranmer bowed. The ladies curtsied. When Regan looked up again, she found Mr. Cranmer watching her. “And this is Jack,” she announced, saving Mr. Talbot the embarrassment of not being able to remember their names. “And my youngest, Maria.” 



The children behaved with all politeness, no matter that they looked ready to bolt towards the pond like restless colts. Mr. Talbot grinned at the children—he hardly appeared to be much older than a child himself, still all arms and legs and a sparse growth of hair on his face that was intended to be sideburns—though Mr. Cranmer eyed them with an odd expression. Regan could not decipher the furrow of his eyebrows then, or the set to his mouth. Before she could study him further, his gaze drifted towards the house and the gardens that flanked it. 



“It is a beautiful prospect you have here,” Mr. Cranmer said, the litany of introductions finally complete. “Mr. Talbot insisted I join him on a ride while we were together at the Boyd’s last night, and this morning I decided to honor my promise. But I had no idea how long it would take to reach the house once we came upon the border of your property. It is a daunting amount of land.”



“And we keep the stream well-stocked with trout,” Regan said, glancing from one gentleman to the other as she spoke. “My husband was quite the angler, and my son, it seems, is determined to follow in his footsteps. Both of you would be welcome to try your luck in our waters. That is, if either of you are at all interested in fishing.” Her words came out rushed, as if she had memorized them before and was forcing them out before she could forget them again. She was nervous, she realized, and she did not know why she should be. She had not felt like this around another person since…



Well, no. Not Edmund. Surely this was not anything like how she had behaved around Edmund. And her courtship with him was over twenty years in the past. And this was certainly nothing like  a courtship. This was the remnants of having foolishly flirted with a gentleman for a few minutes. Nothing more. She was out of practice. And out of her depth, she feared. 



“Well, then!” Mr. Talbot’s already gregarious expression took on a brighter glow. “Thank you very much! What do you think, Thomas?” He clapped his hands together and turned towards his companion. “Shall we take Lady Griffith up on her offer, come out here in the morning and see how many trout we can hook?”



“I could come with you!” Jack chimed in, rising up to the balls of his feet and pushing out his narrow chest. “I know all the best spots, the pools where they like to gather and keep out of the sun.”



“And I know where to find the best worms!” Maria added, but Regan held up a hand to calm them before her younger children could toss the last vestiges of their manners aside. 



“Or perhaps we’ll begin with some tea,” she said, and looked over at Katharine long enough to see her smile tighten at the edges. Her eldest daughter, apparently, was not as enthused about entertaining as Jack and Maria. “Gully can look after your horses for you, and I’m sure our cook has a few treats stashed away if you care to join us inside?”



“Or in the rose garden, perhaps?” Katharine spoke up for the first time, as if she realized that her prolonged silence might be interpreted as rudeness, though Regan knew her daughter had never given more care than was necessary for the rules of etiquette. If Katharine didn’t like someone, it was rarely kept secret for long. 



“An excellent suggestion,” Regan agreed. “Shall we meet you there once I’ve had an opportunity to go inside and tell Mrs. Dale of our plans?”



“Of course!” Mr. Talbot and Mr. Cranmer offered their temporary farewells, and set off in the direction of the stables with their horses.



“Take your things inside,” Regan instructed Jack and Maria. “And for goodness sake, wipe your feet before you track half the lawn across the floors. Mrs. Dale will have your heads for porridge if she finds a single speck of mud beyond the kitchen threshold.” As the younger children bounded away, she adjusted her grip on the basket and fell into step beside Katharine. “I fear I had to offer an invitation,” she explained, though she suspected the explanation was more for herself than for Katharine. “It would have been rude if I had not. Mr. Talbot has been acquainted with our family for years, and...” Well. The less said about Mr. Cranmer at the moment, the better.



Katharine sighed, her nose wrinkling as the furrow in her brow deepened. “I fear Mr. Talbot is going to make an offer of marriage.”



“What? In the rose garden? In front of everyone?”



“No, of course not. But he seems to accept every invitation to every party in the county, and no doubt there will be ample opportunity for him to make any future situation awkward and uncomfortable by asking me to be his wife.”



Regan cocked her head to one side as she regarded her daughter. “And you will have no choice but to reject his offer?”



“Oh, Mama! Did you see him?” Katharine clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth, shaking her head like a nurse or governess a dozen years older than she was. “As eager as an untrained pup! And the lining of his coat? Violet satin!” 



“Goodness, you’re right!” Regan said, holding back a laugh that threatened to escape from the back of her throat. “How silly of me to think that such a man would make a suitable husband. Violet, indeed!”



Katharine stopped in her tracks, the breeze pushing her curls about her neck and catching them on the brim of her bonnet. “You’re teasing me.”



“Of course I am.” Regan pushed one of the dark curls from her daughter’s cheek and adjusted a loop of the ribbon tied beneath her ear. “What kind of mother would I be if I did not?”



Katharine’s mouth tightened into a narrow line. “Do you think I’m too critical, Mama? Have I created such a perfect image of a potential husband in my imaginings that now I’ll never meet someone who will be good enough?”



Regan finished fiddling with her daughter’s bow and began plucking at the lace that edged her sleeve. When had Katharine grown so tall? Wasn’t it only the summer before last that Regan could still pick her up and spin her around until they were both dizzy? “You must follow your heart in this,” she said, her voice thick with emotion she hadn’t realized was there until the words found life. “And you must never, ever choose someone who is merely ‘good enough.’”



Katharine smiled then, her shoulders drooping slightly as she exhaled. Regan grit her back teeth until the burn of tears faded from the corners of her eyes.



“Now,” Regan said, her tone returned to normal. She switched the basket from one hand to the other, clapped her crumpled bonnet on her hair, and indicated with a nod of her head that they should resume their progress towards the house. “We’ve guests to entertain and your brother and sister to wrangle before they trample through the roses like a pair of incensed bulls. Shall we?”



“Yes, Mama,” Katharine said, and slipped her arm through her mother’s.






Chapter Three


  

  


The roses were not yet in bloom. The lack of flowers in no way inhibited the beauty of the garden, narrow paths of white gravel and a small maze of stones laid out on the way towards a gazebo, pleasantly situated in the center of it all. The gazebo’s trellised walls had long disappeared beneath the foliage of the roses-in-waiting, and Regan brushed a surreptitious hand across her brow as she sent up a prayer of thanks for the shade the lush greenery provided. 



She’d exchanged her battered bonnet for one in better shape, though in her haste she’d tied the ribbon too tight and now the thing irritated her throat. Small wonder she never wore a hat unless in company, no matter the risk of a tan and freckles that Aunt Agnes seemed to take tremendous pleasure in warning her about. Itchy, uncomfortable tools of torture, hats were. Even worse than stays, in her opinion. And only marginally worse than stockings. 



But there she sat, properly laced and stockinged and hatted, while Katharine dispersed tea cups and milk and strawberry tarts. Even Jack and Maria behaved well on the other side of the garden, following the progress of a turtle they’d followed up from the stream. 



“Did you have any opportunity to visit London for the season?” Regan directed her question towards Mr. Talbot. Since only a few minutes after their arrival, Mr. Cranmer seemed to have withdrawn into himself. Gone was the smiling, seductive gentleman from the previous evening. This version of him was more withdrawn, yet no less observant of what happened around him. Regan tore her glance from him and returned her attention to Mr. Talbot. Smiling politely, she sipped her tea, which was ridiculously sweet, just as she liked it. “Or have the delights of town already begun to lose their luster for the year?”



“Business kept me from London this year,” Mr. Talbot said, his smile faltering at the edges. “As my father’s health declines, more of the responsibility of caring for our family’s estate falls to me. Not that I am one to complain!” he added quickly, and with a brief glance in Katharine’s direction. “It will all settle on my shoulders one day, so I assume it’s better to be prepared in advance, don’t you think?”



Regan held her smiled and nodded, though she guessed it was to Katharine alone that he was determined to impress his ability to take on the family yoke. 



“And what of you, Mr. Cranmer?” Katharine asked, drawing their other guest into a conversation he had otherwise been sitting on the sidelines of thus far. 



Regan took another sip and glanced over her shoulder through the leaves covering the gazebo. Jack and Maria’s heads could still be seen bobbing behind a hedge, having abandoned the turtle for an impromptu game of leapfrog. When Mr. Cranmer seemed to hesitate, she prompted him with a query of her own. “Do you hail from Kent originally? You do not sound as if you do.”



“Oh, much farther north!” Mr. Talbot put in, his grin returned to its former glory. 



“This is my first visit to Kent,” Mr. Cranmer said, the first string of words he had put together since they had seated themselves beneath the roof of the gazebo. “I’ve only been here a few days, but I do hope to enjoy the beauty of the place before everyone escapes from London to avoid the worst of the city’s heat.”



His voice... She had noticed it the night before, a heaviness, a definite burr to his words. Was he Scottish? Lord, she was terrible with accents. Some people, she knew, would be able to hear a few words and have no difficulty pinning the speaker down to the very avenue of their birth. But the most she could dare to assume was that Mr. Cranmer did not hail from anywhere south of Leicester. 



“I do hope you enjoy your stay,” she said. “I cannot abide London this time of year.” Or most of the year, she neglected to add. “It is good you made your journey away when you did.”



“I was not in London, either,” Mr. Cranmer corrected her. “I was in Suffolk, visiting a friend, before I found my way towards this part of the country.”



“Well, as long as you are here, please don’t disregard my invitation to fish or shoot on our property as mere politeness. We’re nearly overrun with deer, and poor Jack alone can catch only so many trout.”



“Thank you, Lady Griffith.” He dipped his chin, and when he raised his face again, there was a small smile at the corners of his mouth. And with that smile, his eyes gleamed, more blue than grey in the small measure of sunlight that shone through the leaves. 



She allowed herself the freedom to watch him for a moment, before finally returning her gaze to the second cup of tea Katharine had poured for her and that had already begun to cool. Mr. Talbot had managed to draw Katharine into conversation, and was gesturing to various parts of the garden while she elaborated on the features and when they had been built. 



Regan chanced another look at Mr. Cranmer before she could stop herself. He wasn’t paying attention to her, his gaze pinned on something far away, his thoughts seemingly elsewhere. There was that furrow between his brows again, the same one that appeared when he and Mr. Talbot had first met them near the pond. He hadn’t been so pensive last night, when his expression had been lit with something almost like mischief. Today, he was more serious. More quiet. And yet just as yesterday Regan found she had difficulty concentrating on anything as long as he was nearby.



As if he sensed her attention on him, his head turned and he looked at her from under those dark lashes, almost as dark as the hair that curled out from beneath the brim of his hat.



She returned his previous smile in an effort to cover her embarrassment at having been discovered studying him. She couldn’t comprehend what it was about the man that drew her eyes. He was handsome, yes, but nothing out of the common way. At least, that was what she told herself while her heart fluttered in her chest and her stomach tightened. And there was a slight line of discoloration on his cheek that she hadn’t noticed the day before, though the full light of the afternoon sun showed what looked to be a faint birthmark or scar. She noticed it only when he smiled, when the skin there crinkled and the pale mark was pushed into a position of prominence on his face. The rest of his features were put together well enough, though she supposed he was too young for her to know how he would carry the set of his jaw and cheekbones as he matured.



“Well,” she said suddenly, and took a hasty sip of cold tea when she realized they’d been looking at one another for some time without speaking. “I should see what the children are up to. If I leave them alone for too long, I’ll no doubt find them voyaging on a homemade raft across the pond in search of sea monsters.”



Both men stood as she rose from her seat, the cups clattering as she accidentally bumped into the corner of the tray. Katharine stood up as well, inviting their guests on a tour of the rose garden. Mr. Talbot did not hesitate to accept, and offered his arm to her as they stepped out of the gazebo and into the sunshine. 



Regan turned away and made to venture in the direction she’d last seen Jack and Maria, but Mr. Cranmer remained a step behind her, bowing slightly as Katharine and Mr. Talbot set off towards a brick maze laid out at one end of the garden.



“Might I accompany you, Lady Griffith?”



Regan opened her mouth and closed it again. Was this what he had been waiting for? An opportunity to separate her from the others so he could continue to tease her as he had the night before? Or perhaps she was being ridiculous, and the poor man was simply being polite by offering to accompany her. 



“Thank you, Mr. Cranmer.” She reached up and tugged at the brim of her bonnet, which had begun to slide backwards, threatening to choke her. Though if she would take the trouble to tie it properly… “I must warn you however, it will be a dull chore. They’ve probably tangled themselves up in some nettles or caked themselves in mud from head to heel. And I’m sure Katharine will take you out to the folly should you ask her to. The f-former Sir Griffith had it erected before his death.”



She was babbling, and she knew it. She suspected he knew it, too. And then there had been that subtle catch in her voice when she mentioned her husband, no matter that she had spoken lightly, as if referring to Edmund’s former presence in the household should no longer have the power to affect her. 



“I think I find nettles and mud infinitely preferable to the latest in fashionable garden architecture,” he said. And there was that smile again, almost like the ones he had graced her with the previous night.  “That is, if you will not take offense at my presence?”



“Not at all, Mr. Cranmer.”



He didn’t hold out his arm for her, instead falling into step beside her as she navigated through the garden, beginning at the last place she had seen Jack and Maria’s bobbing heads during their game of leapfrog. 



“I must admit,” she began, keeping her gaze pinned ahead, anywhere but at his face. “I am surprised to see you here. I take it you were able to find out who I was despite our lack of introduction last night?”



“I was, yes.” She heard the smile in his voice. “And you… you didn’t interrogate any of the guests as to my identity?”



“No.” It sounded curt to her own ears, but she would not apologize for it. Already a blush had begun to creep into her cheeks. Because she had considered asking Mrs. Boyd who that tall, dark-haired gentleman was. Anyone would have assumed she was more than likely asking for the sake of Katharine, but still she had not worked up the courage to do it. “But you have found me, and I must admit I am curious as to your purpose here.”



“My purpose?” He chuckled, and she stopped walking and turned around to look at him. “You make it sound almost as if my head is full of nothing but complicated plans and machinations.”



“Then tell me,” she said, and tipped her chin up another inch. It was meant to be an assertive tilt of her head, but only managed to tug at the too-tight ribbon around her neck and make it more difficult to breathe. “What is in your head, Mr. Cranmer?”



“Right now? Thoughts of beautiful ladies with wine-stained gowns and the light of a dozen candles gleaming off the gold in their hair.”



She pursed her lips. “So there is more than one lady, is there?”



“You have not been privy to many men’s fantasies, have you?”



She wanted to laugh. She wanted to appear furious or offended or completely disinterested in everything about him. She wanted to find her children and run back to the house and hide away again as she had for the last seven years. “You are rather bold for someone who doesn’t know anything about me.”



“No, I do not know you,” he admitted, his teeth biting at the inside of his cheek. “But we all must begin somewhere.”



“And what are we meant to begin, Mr. Cranmer?” She could not understand it, the urge to continue speaking to him, to draw out their frivolous banter. Even as a twinge of guilt twisted inside of her, a harsh note sullying the peace she had found during the years of grief she had endured after Edmund’s death. 



Mr. Cranmer took a step towards her. Or perhaps she had only imagined it and she had been the one to chisel away a bit of the distance between them. “Anything you want, Lady Griffith.” 



“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” And she did turn away from him then, striding off again in search of the children while a blush flooded her cheeks and her legs quivered traitorously beneath her skirt. He kept pace with her, no matter that she was walking as fast as she could without breaking into a run. 



“Ah, there they are!” she announced breathlessly as they rounded another hedge. Both children were crouched on the ground, half burrowed into a topiary that acted as the southern boundary of the garden, the lawn stretching out beyond it. Maria heard their approach and squirmed out from under the bush, leaves and bits of twigs sticking to her curls as she beckoned her mother and Mr. Cranmer to come near.



“We’ve found a bluebirds’ nest!” she crowed in hushed tones. “And there are babies in it! Ooh, Mama! They’re so tiny! You must have a look!”



Forgetting Mr. Cranmer’s presence beside her in the face of her youngest child’s excitement, Regan tugged at the ribbons that held her bonnet in place and pulled it off her head before dropping onto her knees beside Jack. “You haven’t gone and disturbed them, have you? I’m sure their mother will be quite cross if she comes back to find you’ve poked at her babies.”



“No, we haven’t laid a finger on them,” Jack assured her. He shimmied out from the bush, brushed a few leaves from his shoulders, and gave her room to look for herself. 



There would be grass stains on the front of her gown, she knew. But what was a second ruined gown in as many days? She tossed her bonnet aside and crawled forward, pushing her head into the dense foliage until she saw the edge of a nest. There were several small birds tucked inside, a few of them still sporting downy fluff for feathers while one had already begun to show a bit of blue under his wings.



“A spectacular find,” she said to her children as she slipped out again. She remembered Mr. Cranmer and glanced behind her. He stood a few paces back from them, as if he did not wish to trespass on their familial scene. “Would you like to see the baby birds, Mr. Cranmer? A bit longer, and I fear they’ll be off on their own and the opportunity will be lost to you.”



It was her turn to tease him. She did not think he would accept. What young gentleman would wish to ruin his trousers or the shine on his boots crawling through a hedge? He seemed to be weighing the decision as well, his spark and his smile muted as some secret battle waged within him.



“Right,” he said, and removed his hat. 



She moved aside as Mr. Cranmer came close, staying on her knees beside the children while he crawled forward into the topiary. Regan bit back a grin at the sight, and she wondered if the man’s valet—if, indeed, he had one—would ever forgive him for the grass stains on his knees and the streaks of dirt on his boots. 



When he backed out from the leaves—a few of which had found their way into his unruly hair—his eyes sparked with a new light, his smile transforming his expression into one she had not seen from him yet, excited and almost boyish in its joy. “I must admit, I’ve not crawled on the ground in search of wildlife since I was still in the nursery. You should be proud of your discovery,” he said to Jack and Maria. “But now, I think it’s best if we leave them be. I wouldn’t be surprised if their parents are somewhere about, waiting to rain down terror on our heads should it look like we’re going to encroach on their hiding place any longer.”



Mr. Cranmer dusted off his knees, picked up his abandoned hat, and held out a hand for Regan. She took it without thinking, his fingers cool and strong around hers. For the briefest of moments, she didn’t want him to let go. Neither of them wore gloves, and he had yet to clap his hat back onto his head, allowing the breeze to ruffle his dark curls. 



“You’ve a bit of something…” Regan rose onto the balls of her feet and plucked the leaves from his hair. There should have been nothing in the gesture. It was the same thing she had done a hundred times over for her children: wiped crumbs from their mouths, smoothed down a few errant strands of hair, plucked at a wrinkled collar. But her breath stuttered when she realized she must have crossed an etiquette boundary, fussing over the man as if he were nothing more than a scruffy child. “Back to the gazebo, then?” She looked at both of her children. “I’m sure there are a few tarts left, and I’m certain Katharine and Mr. Talbot will be wending their way back for a respite from this heat.”



She took Jack and Maria by the hand and began to walk across the garden. She thought Mr. Cranmer was with them, but when she glanced over her shoulder, she saw him return to the topiary and pick something up from the ground.



“Your bonnet.” He walked quickly to catch up and held it out to her. One side of it was decidedly squashed while the edges bore bits of grass that had worked their way into the weave of the brim. Regan laughed at the sight of it, brushed off what dirt she could and passed it to Maria, who plopped the hat on her own head and began tackling the ribbon with as much delicacy as her small fingers could manage. 



“If I may?” Mr. Cranmer dropped down to his haunches in front of Maria, his hands poised and waiting several inches from the ribbons she’d managed to knot at a remarkable speed. The girl’s face broke into a broad, toothy grin at his request and she nodded. 



He undid the tangle of ribbons, smoothed them between finger and thumb, then tied them into a neat bow off to the left side, a few inches below Maria’s ear. “That’s how all the ladies are wearing them in London this year,” he told her, and Regan watched her daughter’s smile widen. “Or so I’ve heard.”



“Thank you, sir!” Maria curtsied awkwardly, almost losing her balance as she tried to hold out her skirt and keep the oversized bonnet from slipping down over her hair and covering her eyes. 



He stood up again as Maria and Jack skipped off, tracing a winding path back towards the gazebo and any edibles that might be left for them. “Your children…” he began, but his mouth worked silently for a moment, hesitant to finish. “They are unexpected,” he finally said, and held out his arm to her.



“They are, yes.” As are you, she wanted to add, but held back the words. One moment, he seemed ready to flirt with her, as if they were perpetually in a ballroom; she, batting her eyes at him over the top of her fan while the press of too many bodies and the swell of too-loud music and the heat of a hundred candles created an artificial world around them. The next moment, he would withdraw, disappearing into a show of quiet contemplation. And just now, with the children, his patience and gentleness with them, though she could not imagine he had a great deal of experience with young boys and girls…



“According to my aunt,” she pressed on, before her head could fill with too many thoughts of him. But she placed her hand on his arm, her tough tentative at first before she allowed herself a firmer grip. “The children are a scourge, to be classed in with locusts and any of the other biblical plagues. She also says I spend too much time with them, that I should leave them to the care of their nurse. ‘Snip the leading strings,’ as she has often stated. But—” She closed her mouth, cutting off what she had been about to say. 



Already, she’d shared too much with Mr. Cranmer, this handsome young man who made her palms sweat at the sight of him taking his time over the tying of a simple bow. But there was something about him, a gleam in his eye that made her wonder… made her wish she could be a young woman again, someone who could catch the interest of such a man, and not as a few minutes of entertainment on his part. “We should not linger,” she said, and hoped he would not see the edge of wistfulness in her smile. “Or else Jack and Maria will raze the gazebo to the ground and we’ll be left with nothing but a pile of rubble.”



They walked in silence, Regan occasionally glancing up at the sky, enjoying the heat of the sun on her cheeks, no matter what it might do to her complexion. A few paces after the gazebo returned into view, Mr. Cranmer slowed until he halted completely. 



“You should spend as much time with your children as your heart desires,” he said.



Regan looked at him. His gaze was somewhere far away again, pinned on a place she could not see, if indeed it even existed where she could see it. 



“I know what the fashion is, to have your children raised by nurses and governesses, to parade them out from time to time in their finest clothes as if they were nothing more than part of a collection.” A bitterness clung to his words, and Regan held her breath, a new curiosity forming that perhaps Mr. Cranmer’s own childhood echoed his statement. “But a child wants more. A child needs more.” He glanced down at her, his own smile not as bright as it had been a moment ago. “You would fight for your children, I think. And not merely because you saw them as possessions to be won.”



She gave his arm a gentle squeeze before she could stop herself, though what she truly wanted was to ask what had been done to him, or what heinous behavior he had witnessed to make him speak out so. “Thank you,” she said instead, while fully knowing it was not at all what she wanted to say. 



They descended again into silence as they approached the gazebo, where everyone else was already gathered. Regan had been flustered, she realized, by his openness, his lack of artifice. Was it just his youth that made him behave in such a way? Or was it a facet of his character, something he would always possess no matter his age? But to be that young again, she thought, and have all of one’s emotions so boldly displayed without fear of censure from those around them.



“More tea?” her voice wobbled slightly, as etiquette took over and she tucked all of her own emotions away, safely hidden where they had been for so long already.



Everyone took another cup, despite the pot having cooled. It was a warm day, and any liquid was considered refreshing, and the children were excited to sit with their elders and pick the crumbs from the tray of tarts while Maria tried to sneak her fingers into the sugar bowl. 



“I do hope to see you at Lord and Lady Polmerol’s,” Mr. Talbot said to Katharine, though he did his best to include Regan as well in the sweep of his gaze. 



“The house party?” Katharine sipped her tea and shook her head. “No, I am afraid we have already declined. My aunt thinks attending a house party would be too much of a trial for her, and Mama…” She glanced at her mother, and Regan dutifully picked up the thread.



“I would not wish to be away from the children for an extended period of time. I have not travelled from here since Maria was born, to tell the truth. Though I did write to Lady Polmerol and extend my thanks for her kind invitation.”



Mr. Talbot failed to hide his disappointment. Beside him, Mr. Cranmer picked up his cup and swirled its contents once before drinking it down faster than was polite. When he returned the cup to the table, his eyes met Regan’s, and for just a moment, she thought she saw a hint of relief soften the line above his brow.






Chapter Four


  

  


Once their guests had left, Regan and the children returned to the house to find Aunt Agnes ensconced in the drawing room, the day’s newspapers and gossip sheets—rendered several days old either by their journey from London or by Aunt Agnes’s gift for procrastination—stacked before her. Regan took a deep breath and fixed as natural a smile to her face as she could muster, though her thoughts threatened to drift back to the garden, to her second meeting with Mr. Cranmer.



She knew his name now, his full name, and he knew hers. She wanted to believe he had come here specifically to see her, though the thought was an absurd one. And dangerous. Any warmth she felt towards him—and, no, she would not lie to herself that there had not been a prick of attraction on her side from the first moment she had seen him—any interest, could never be acted upon. She had the estate, her household, her family to worry about. 



And to be brutally honest with herself, what serious interest could he have in her? Surely he could have his pick of women, women who were younger, who had more charms, who had not abstained from society for the last seven years while grieving a dead husband. 



Regan drew in a sharp breath, her hand pressed to her abdomen. He would laugh at her, she realized, if he believed she had taken any of his flirtations seriously. The aging widow, with her three children and her stained dresses and… 



“That dull grey you are wearing makes you look positively ill,” Aunt Agnes said as Regan took a seat on a sofa half-hidden beneath discarded pages of newspaper. 



“And good afternoon to you, Aggy.” Regan held her smile while Katharine went over to her great-aunt and kissed the older lady on her powdered cheek. “I see you’ve finally decided to abandon your rooms and join the rest of the family for the day.”



Aunt Agnes sniffed and reached into a box of chocolates on her lap. “I heard the children racing upstairs to the nursery. Like a herd of deer, they are. As soon as I was sure they were tucked away in the upper floors again, I knew it was safe to make an appearance.”



Regan and Katharine exchanged glances, but said nothing. “And what are your plans for the remainder of the day?” Regan asked as her daughter settled into a chair and picked up a swatch of embroidery she had been fiddling with for the last week.



“Oh, too much, too much!” Aunt Agnes waved her beringed hand and heaved a tremendous sigh, the older woman’s shoulders trembling beneath acres of ribbons and ruffled lace. “I’ve several calls to make, and I’m not certain I’ll be back in time for dinner. But, poo! Who sent these flowers?” She wrinkled her nose at a particularly massive bouquet on a nearby table. “Smells worse than a French perfumery in here. I don’t understand why all these young beaus are incapable of thinking of something more imaginative than a handful of smelly, wilting weeds!”



Katharine snorted over her embroidery, but hid it quickly with a well-timed cough. Regan made no effort to hide her own amusement as she leaned forward and collected the stack of letters and cards brought in with that morning’s mail.



“No more invitations!” Aunt Agnes exclaimed, before popping a large chocolate into her mouth.



“The season is nearly over,” Regan said, as she sorted through the missives. “Everyone has decamped from town and we’ve begun to receive more invitations each day as they settle into the country. However busy you were before, it’s only going to become worse.”



“Hmph.” Aunt Agnes dabbed at the corners of her mouth with an embroidered handkerchief, one so heavily edged with lace that Regan doubted its powers of absorption. “You’ve no idea how tired these last few months have made me. Going to parties, parading Katharine around like a doll so that all the young men can gasp and woo before she so heartlessly rejects them.”



Regan glanced at her daughter, but Katharine’s stitches remained steady and even. If she was listening to her great-aunt’s remonstrances, then she certainly didn’t take any of them to heart. 



“It is her turn to garner attention, Aggy. Let her break a few hearts before her own is tied up forever.”



She returned her gaze to the mail. The amount of cards had indeed begun to increase in the last few weeks. “Oh, what is this?” She held up a letter written in a spidery scrawl. “I already received one of these. And replied to it. Why has she sent another?”



Aunt Agnes glanced at the card with a knowing smile. “I saw her last week, when she was in Kent paying a visit to her sister. I told her to send another invitation.”



“What is it?” Katharine looked up from her work. 



“Lady Polmerol’s house party. You remember her, dear? We were still quite close when you were a babe.” Regan moved to put the card aside, hoping the subject would be put away with it. 



“Oh, yes!” Katharine nodded. “But she married that baronet last year, didn’t she?”



“Mm, Lord Pomerol,” Aunt Agnes interrupted, eyes twinkling. Her words were accompanied by the rustle of paper as she set aside her chocolates and picked up her gossip sheets. “Of course, he only went after his current choice of wife because your mother rejected him.”



Katharine blinked. “What did you say? Who did Mama reject?”



“No one,” Regan began, just as Aunt Agnes shifted forward in her chair. “Lord Pomerol,” the older lady pronounced again, and in a significantly louder tone of voice. “He made a few attempts at paying court to your Mama, even visited here several times the year before last, but she turned him down. Told him she was still in mourning, or some other excuse.”



“Oh, Mama.” Katharine’s face fell. “You didn’t! I thought he was a nice man. And really, why do you still tell people you are in mourning. I know you loved Pappa dearly—we all did—but it’s been seven years…”



Regan stood up, a few of the cards sliding from her lap to the floor in her haste. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said, before another word could be spoken. “I think I will go and check on the children.”



She left the drawing room faster than was proper. No doubt Katharine and Aunt Agnes would talk about her behavior during her absence, but Regan could not bring herself to care. She already knew they fretted over her, had endured their constant cajoling to rejoin society and throw off the last of the half-mourning she’d so determinedly clung to for the last few years. 



She looked down at her hand. She still held the invitation to the house party, Lady Polmerol’s smudged handwriting glaring up at her from the cream-colored parchment. Her fingers curled around it, crinkling the paper into a ball before she tossed it onto a table near the front door. Of course Aunt Agnes would contrive for another invitation to be sent. She had hoped the conversation they’d had several nights ago would be quickly forgotten as the week moved along, but apparently the woman was going to be stubborn. 



The staircase stood before her, curving upwards towards the upper floors. She had said she wished to check on her children, but her mind was too much of a muddle and her feelings too close to the surface. Maria and Jack were still so young, only seven and nine years old respectively, yet they possessed that uncanny ability to see through the layers of carefully constructed artifice to the barest emotions underneath.



Her steps led her instead through the back of the house and into the garden beyond. The air seemed to have warmed even more since her earlier time outdoors, and she wondered if the haze of burgeoning clouds on the horizon predicted a harsh evening storm to come. She walked along the gravel paths, her pace slowing after several minutes as her agitation began to fade. A bench sat near an ivy-strewn brick wall, but she wasn’t yet ready to rest, and so she took to snapping a small twig from a lime tree and methodically stripping it of its leaves.



When the twig was bare, she leaned her shoulder against the wall and closed her eyes. The moment she did so, she saw Mr. Cranmer’s face, the light in his eyes, the tone of his voice, the kindness in his behavior towards the children.



She let her imagination continue, that the attention he’d shown her demonstrated a glimmer of interest in her, that perhaps he saw her as…



No, no. That wouldn’t do. There could be only one thing a warm-blooded male of his years could have on his mind, and it wasn’t afternoon strolls in the garden and games of shuttlecock with rambunctious children. It would be the same thing all young men had on their minds, when they weren’t fussing over horses or curricles or the folds of their neck cloths, as Katharine so often complained. And that was giving herself the benefit of being able to win such attention from a man anymore. At least not one heading into his dotage. 



She pushed off from the wall and began her circuit of the garden all over again, though in a more sedate manner. If she was as well acquainted with the habits of her family as she supposed, then she knew that her eldest daughter and her aunt were at that very moment sitting with their heads together, tutting and clucking over what a shame it was that Regan had yet to bring herself out of mourning. 



Seven years, she thought. Seven long, lonely years. She clasped her hands in front of her, the fingers of her right hand toying with the wedding ring on her left.



“I miss you,” she whispered, her voice almost drowned out by the buzzing of insects, the chirping of birds, and the faint sounds of thunder rumbling from the other side of the county. As if only seven years could ever be enough time for a woman to grieve over the man she loved.



***



Regan shifted in her seat and nudged a slumbering Katharine into wakefulness. 



“Wh-what is is it?” her daughter said through a yawn, the back of her hand making an ineffectual swipe at a shimmer of drool that had escaped the corner of her mouth.  



“I believe we’ve arrived,” Regan announced as they passed a tall, stone column she assumed was one half of the gate marking the entrance to Brandon Hall. 



“Oh!” Katharine blinked several times, tucked a loose curl of hair beneath her bonnet, and leaned over her mother to peer through the window. “Have you seen the house yet?”



“No,” Regan admitted. “And if it follows the design of most country estates, it will be several minutes before we do.”



Katharine returned to her seat, all signs of tiredness rapidly clearing from her features as she fidgeted with her gloves and her hair and the buttons of her spencer. “How long have you known Lady Polmerol, Mama?”



“A few years.” Regan smiled at her daughter. “Well, more than a few. We had our first season together. We even married the same year. She lost her first husband some time before your father passed, though. Poor man caught a trifling little cold that developed into something so much worse.” She turned her attention towards the view on the other side of the window, of trees dappled by afternoon sunshine, of a stream curling its way through the well-tended underbrush. “We still made every attempt to communicate with one another, letters and brief visits and the like. And then, after your father died…”



“Oh, Mama.” Katharine reached forward and took her mother’s hands in her own. “I know this has all been very difficult for you, but I do wish to thank you for coming with me.”



“And not your Aunt Agnes?” Regan said, and smiled again at her daughter.



Katharine returned the light tone with a grin of her own. “It isn’t that I’m not terribly grateful to Aunt Agnes for all she’s done for me these past few months, chaperoning me here and there, introducing me to so many people, but…” Her voice trailed away as her expression took on an awkward edge.



“But she’s still Aunt Agnes?” Regan provided.



“Yes,” Katharine bit down on chuckle before it could fully give her away. “Very much so.”



As they approached the house, both ladies made a last check of their gowns and gloves and the angle of their bonnets before the carriage rolled to a halt before the main entrance to Brandon Hall.



The door was opened for them and the step lowered before they were both helped down to the white gravel drive. Regan glanced up at the imposing facade, with its tall windows and twin stone staircases winding up to the house’s front doors.



Regan’s own home was certainly nothing at which to turn up one’s nose. But this was not her estate, with all of its various rooms and corridors surrounded by the sprawling grounds that she knew so well. All of a sudden, she felt as if she’d been transported back to those first days of her first season in London, two decades earlier. Except it was no longer her own marriage prospects that she fretted over, but her daughter’s.



She glanced over at Katharine, who gazed up at the house—and the woman descending one side of the staircase to come and greet them—with a greater appearance of confidence than anything Regan could summon on her own.



“Regan!” The woman approaching them held out both arms and grasped Regan’s hands tightly. “How wonderful of you to come! I had so hoped I could persuade you to join us, and then when I received your acceptance… Well, Theo will have to tell you how pleased I was to have drawn out the elusive Lady Griffith at last!”



“Lady Polmerol,” Regan said, and turned her cheek just in time for it to be kissed. Lady Polmerol was her junior by only eleven months, but Regan thought the years had been kinder to her erstwhile friend’s appearance than her own. At forty-one years of age, their hostess gleamed bright and youthful enough to hold court with any of the young ladies celebrating their first or second seasons. 



“Oh, no! None of that stuffiness between us! I always have been and always will be ‘Maggie’, if you please.” She stepped back to regard Katharine, her light brown curls bobbing as she clapped her hands beneath her chin. “And who is this delightful young beauty? Surely, this cannot be your little Katie, can it?”



Katharine managed a curtsy a moment before Maggie reached for her hands and dropped a light kiss on her cheek.



“Oh, goodness. She has Sir Griffith’s eyes, does she not?” Maggie said over her shoulder to Regan. “Such fine features. I can see who will be a favorite among the unmarried gentlemen in the drawing room tonight!”



Katharine looked over at her mother, a silent plea in her expression, but Regan simply shook her head and gave Maggie a gracious smile before they were led inside.



“Now Theo and I do keep country hours while we’re here,” Maggie explained as they passed through the foyer and towards another large staircase that separated at the top, each side leading into a different wing of the house. “Though I understand that those just coming from town will insist on rising as late as possible, so you’re free to keep whatever hours you wish as long as you are staying!”



They followed Lady Polmerol past colorful tapestries, shining suits of armor, and hundreds of pieces of medieval weaponry that had been forged into sunbursts before they were fixed onto the walls as decoration. 



“I’ve given you adjoining rooms,” she continued as she led them down another corridor rich with the early Georgian touches still leftover from previous decades. “Of course, if you find anything not to your liking, let me know at once and I’ll do everything within my power to remedy it!”



Their rooms were decorated in contrasting shades of pale greens and yellows, Katharine’s in mainly yellow with green accents and Regan’s in mainly green with yellow. A white door separated their rooms, and while each woman inspected the space that would be their home for the next several weeks, Lady Polmerol continued to chatter about dinners and picnics and a shooting tournament planned for the men on the following day.



“And we’ll be having tea in the blue music room this afternoon,” she continued, having hardly ceased to draw a breath during the entirety of her speech. “So you have a bit of time yet to rest and refresh yourselves before coming downstairs to become better acquainted with the other guests who have already arrived.”



As soon as they were alone, Regan began to remove her bonnet and gloves while Katharine tackled the buttons on her spencer. 



“It is lovely here,” Katharine said as she took off her own bonnet and searched for a looking glass in which to inspect the state of her hair. “Though I don’t believe Aunt Agnes would be able to stand the furnishings,” she admitted with a small smile in her mother’s direction.



“She’d have all of this gilded stuff tossed onto a bonfire and have it replaced with clean lines and Grecian urns,” Regan laughed, just as the doors opened and their trunks arrived, accompanied by their maids.



“So,” Katharine said, and gave her mother’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Tea, downstairs with all the guests? You’ve not faced a greater crowd of people than a few neighbors invited over to gossip over fresh scones and cream. Are you ready?”



Regan drew in a deep breath and nodded. “Allow me to wash and change, and then… Yes, I believe I will be.”






Chapter Five


  

  


Regan had lied, of course. Despite her hands and face being washed, her plain traveling gown exchanged for one of blue muslin, and her hair brushed out and pinned up again by the skilled hands of Molly, her maid, she did not feel in any way prepared to face a room full of strangers.



But they wouldn’t all be strangers. Regan knew that, yet more than a half dozen years away from society would no doubt render them as such. 



“Oh, Mama! You look lovely!” Katharine said as she joined her mother outside their rooms before going downstairs. 



Regan accepted the compliment, but she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. She missed her lavenders and her greys, but all of her old gowns had been packed away before they’d left home two days earlier. Today was the first time she’d worn any of the new fashions made for her, the hired seamstresses making quick work of her gowns since the season in town was already at an end and large orders were scarce. Now, not a single shade of mourning or half-mourning resided in her trunks, and each time she glanced at the array of colors and fabrics in her wardrobe, her breath caught in her throat.



She would not have believed one could become so attached to a few muted shades of color, but at that moment, in her vibrant blue trimmed in ribbons that gleamed as bright as sapphires, she might as well have been naked for all the discomfort she experienced as she walked down the stairs with Katharine at her side. 



A manservant directed them to the blue music room, a bright and airy space that looked out over a portion of the lake. Regan only glanced at the windows for a moment before her attention returned to the room itself and those milling about inside of it. Lady Polmerol broke away from a group of older ladies to greet them at the door, exchanging a few pleasantries with them before drawing them further into the room. 



They both accepted cups of tea and while Katharine chose a seat near the window, Regan opted to remain standing.



She could not sit. Her legs wanted to fidget. She sent another glance towards the windows and wondered why they were not all outside, enjoying the clear sky and sunshine. No doubt Jack and Maria were out of doors at that very moment, Maria making mud pies while Jack attempted to launch a flotilla of paper boats. Regan’s fingers tapped restlessly against the side of her cup before she took a sip, though if it was tea or coffee or even brandy she swallowed, the flavor did little to coax her back from her distraction. 



Another glance towards Katharine showed that her daughter had already fallen into conversation with a gentleman who had wandered over to the window. Regan assumed the two had already been introduced, as Katharine’s expression gave no hint that she wasn’t acquainted with the man or wished to be elsewhere. She looked for Lady Polmerol then, the only other person present that Regan immediately recognized, but their hostess was all the way over by the door, welcoming another guest to tea.



Regan’s cup clattered in its saucer. The sight of Mr. Cranmer entering the room startled her.  She hadn’t expected to see him here. To be honest, she hadn’t expected to ever cross paths with him again, a thought that had given her some comfort over the last several weeks. Her fingers tightened around the delicate handle of her teacup as Lady Polmerol led Mr. Cranmer into the room, their hostess’s hands fluttering, her face lit up with the broadest of smiles as if he were the Regent himself come to grace their little gathering with his presence. 



There was no way Regan could excuse herself from the room without calling even more attention to herself. She wondered briefly why the desire for escape should even cross her mind, and then she recognized the same warmth of… something in her cheeks, while the lines that decorated the palms of her hands were slick with perspiration. Here approached this young gentleman, surely more than a dozen years her junior, and she was incapable of keeping her stomach from turning somersaults, as if she were a blushing youth rather than a widow and mother of forty-two years. 



And so she did nothing. She stood there with her teacup, hoping that Mr. Cranmer was a distracted sort and would fail to recognize her out of her colors of half-mourning, or without a large quantity of wine or mud decorating her gown. 



“Oh, Regan!” Lady Polmerol came over to join them, Mr. Cranmer held tight to her side as if they were the oldest of friends. Regan blinked at the familiarity, but showed no other sign of discomposure as they approached. “Thomas here was just telling me that he’d already made your acquaintance at your home in Kent! And here I thought I’d been the one to rescue you from your hermitage.”



“Lady Griffith.” Mr. Cranmer disengaged himself from Lady Polmerol’s side and sketched a small bow. Surprisingly, he appeared to be as taken aback by her presence there as she was to see him. “It is a pleasure to see you again,” he said, his voice tight, the words pushed out through a rigidly set jaw. 



Regan lifted her chin an inch. His gaze met hers as he straightened up, his eyes more grey today against the subtle shades of blue that filled the room around them. Goodness, why did he have to look so very young? She would have thought him barely into his twenties if not for the slight crinkling of the skin around his eyes when he smiled. And he did smile, though it was more the grin of someone caught unawares and attempting to hide his agitation. 



Was he unhappy to see her? And what did his opinion matter to her if he was? But it did matter, of course. And for reasons she did not want to entertain. 



“Mr. Cranmer,” she replied. She looked down at the cup of tea in her hands and wished for a beverage that would not make her mouth feel so dry. “I take it your summer thus far has been a pleasurable one?”



“Yes, it has.” He moved closer to her, not so much that his proximity would be deemed indecent, but near enough that Regan had to tilt her chin further upwards in order to see him better. Did the man have to be so tall? And did the line of his jaw...?



She cleared her throat and took another sip. 



A flick of her gaze took her attention to the windows, to the green lawns that beckoned her. She licked her lips, almost with thirst to be outside and away from all of these people with their too-loud chatter and the laughter that didn’t always sound genuine. When she looked back, it was to find Mr. Cranmer watching her intently. “I take it you are well acquainted with our host,” she said, deftly steering the conversation onto another subject. She nodded towards Lady Polmerol, who had already drifted away to speak with one of the servants about something. “Or did she learn your little trick of stripping someone of their surname the moment they are acquainted?”



He smiled, and for once, he didn’t maintain eye contact with her as he did so. She thought he almost looked embarrassed, an expression that did little to hide his youth. “She is my cousin, if you must know. In fact, we were raised together for a time - well, as much as the difference in our ages permitted. And then I went off to school and she went off to search for a husband and here we are.” 



“Oh, I didn’t know.” In all of Regan’s chats with Lady Polmerol—before she became the current Lady Polmerol—she couldn’t recall a mention of a male cousin raised in the same household. But she realized he would have been a mere child when Lady Polmerol was making her debut. “But your accent,” she blurted out, looking up at him anew. “You sound nothing at all alike.”



“My mother was from Edinburgh,” he said, dipping his head down as if it were a confession. “I was born there, lived there for several of my formative years, then returned for my education.” 



“I see,” was all she could think to say in response. Had she been away from the circles of polite conversation and idle gossip for so long that she’d forgotten how to speak with another person beyond her own family? Or was it that she had not yet recovered from her shock of seeing him here, and on familiar terms with their host?



Regan again raised her cup to her lips, allowing just enough liquid to slide over her tongue that it wouldn’t stick to the roof of her mouth on her next words. “We moved in the same circles in London,” she said, careful to skirt any mention of Edmund. She didn’t believe herself ready to speak about Edmund with someone she hardly knew, and especially not over tea and cakes. “We met at the various balls and assemblies, traded gossip and compliments as all young ladies do.”



“And now your own daughter is the one moving through those same circles?”



“Yes,” she said, with a quick glance over to the window where Katharine and her gentleman still conversed. Her eyes narrowed for a moment as she wondered how her daughter could fall into deep discussion with someone who appeared to be so much older than she was, but Regan pushed the thought away before it could take hold. “And now it’s my turn to remain on the sidelines.” She dragged her gaze back to Mr. Cranmer, her own words laden with as much significance as she could manage. “Until she is settled and content, and then I will return to my quiet days in Kent.” 



“To be with your younger children.” Mr. Cranmer’s expression softened at the edges, though she watched his jaw twitch as he seemed to grind his back teeth together. “I take it you miss them already?”



“I do,” she admitted. “We spent two days travelling, and I’ve never been away from them for even a single night. I’m sure there are other women here who would laugh at my desire to be home with them again. Perhaps I’ve been in seclusion for too long and forgotten the proper way to behave.”



“The way society expects you to behave and what is proper are not always in accord with one another, my lady.”



She looked at him then, and she suddenly wished that he wasn’t quite so young, or that she hadn’t clung to her mourning for so long. “Well, be that as it may, I must remember that Katharine needs me as well. And she will most likely be leaving me soon, off to begin managing a family and household of her own. What time I still have with her, I’ve no wish to squander.”



It left her reeling slightly, at how easy it was to be open with Mr. Cranmer, to admit things to him she had yet to even acknowledge to her own mind. She told herself it was because she’d been so long removed from society that she couldn’t help but share too many of her thoughts with him. She told herself this, and yet she had difficulty making herself believe it.



“If you’ll excuse me.” She pressed the backs of her fingers against her mouth, hoping to disguise the slight quiver of her bottom lip. “I should check on Katharine, make certain the journey here hasn’t left her too fatigued to endure so much company.” It was a weak excuse, but she left him standing there, no more than a curt nod marking her departure. She found her way to Katharine’s side, her daughter alone again after her long conversation with the older gentleman who had paid her so much attention.



“And who was that I saw you speaking to,” Regan said, settling herself on a chair beside Katharine’s. “Behaving for all the world as if there were no one else in the room but the two of you, hmm?”



Her tone was light and teasing, and when she saw a blush color Katharine’s cheeks, Regan’s heart gave an ominous flutter in her chest.



“He’s… he’s Mr. Winthrop. Did I not tell you about him?”



“I can’t recall…” Regan began vaguely, though she was sure she would’ve remembered any mention of a Mr. Winthrop, especially if he had the power to bring such warmth to her daughter’s face.



“I met him at… Oh, I can’t remember precisely when. I saw him once at Mr. Trenton’s, but we were not introduced until several weeks later. But he’s ever so kind, and he loves to talk about all sorts of subjects, and he likes to hear my opinion on matters, as well.”



“And not only about horses and curricles, I take it?” Regan studied her daughter’s expression as she spoke about her Mr. Winthrop.



“Not at all.” Katharine smiled, but not for her mother’s benefit. The light in her eyes was too far away, most likely still musing over her tete-a-tete. “He likes to talk about books, and history, and—Oh! So many interesting things. He’s a historian, did you know? He is an expert on Egypt, along with a great many other places of antiquity!”



Regan looked at her daughter for another moment, before she allowed her gaze to drift towards the view beyond the music room window. It seemed only fitting that she would doff her widow’s colors and re-enter society in order to oversee her eldest child’s search for a future husband, only to find that Katharine seemed to have already caught the attention of—or been caught by—an eligible gentleman. That is, if Regan considered a man who appeared to be nearly two decades older than her daughter an eligible match. 



“Well.” She tore her gaze away from the window and its lovely prospect. Just because there was a possibility Katharine had become infatuated with someone did not mean they would be reading the banns and choosing wedding clothes anytime soon. 



If Katharine wanted to marry this Mr. Winthrop—or anyone, for that matter—she would need her mother’s approval first. And perhaps spending the next few weeks getting to know more about Mr. Winthrop would act as the perfect distraction against a certain tall, dark-haired Mr. Cranmer and his unexpected presence here.



***



Regan had forgotten how something as innocuous as dressing for dinner could transform into a vast production.



For the last seven years, there had never been anyone to impress. Katharine, of course, and Jack and Maria when they were old enough to sit and eat at a table. And for the last few months, Aunt Agnes had joined them on occasion, when she could be persuaded to leave her rooms and venture into the parts of the house the rest of the family frequented. Most evenings, it hadn’t been enough to bother with the dining room at all, Regan sometimes eating in the nursery or simply tasking the servants with setting the small table in what became the breakfast room. 



For those meals, Regan never bothered to change into a different gown or give herself a more elaborate hairstyle. Most of the time, she wouldn’t even see her maid until bedtime, and then only once more in the morning when it was time to dress for the day. But as soon as Regan and her daughter returned upstairs after tea, their maids stood waiting for them, ready to pour baths and apply all manner of perfumes and powders and creams, and all of that even before they’d put on another stitch of clothing.



Regan attempted to wave Molly away at every turn, but her maid would not be put off so easily. 



“Will you have the bronze silk, m’lady? Or the green?”



The two dresses had been draped across her bed, the better for Regan to look over them and decide. But it had been seven years since she’d needed to think about what to wear or which color would suit her best. “The bronze, I suppose,” she said, and reached her arms up as Molly gathered the gown and helped slip it on over her head.



Regan glanced at herself in the looking glass, while Molly stood behind her, adjusting her stays before she tackled the row of minute, silk-covered buttons that fastened up the back. 



“It does cut rather low, don’t you think?” Regan drew in a deep breath and watched the tops of her breasts swell up above the edge of the neckline. “Oh, dear. I don’t remember it being quite so revealing when I last had it fitted. Do you think they made a mistake while they were finishing it? Perhaps made it for someone a bit…” She inhaled again, and nearly gulped at the amount of flesh on display. “... smaller?”



“I think it fits you beautifully, m’lady,” Molly said as she fussed over the last two buttons. “And it is how all the ladies are wearing their gowns now, cut quite low and all. Why, I even heard tell of ladies sponging down their dresses with water, so the fabric will cling to their skin and they’ll look as stark naked as the day they were born.”



Regan swallowed and placed a hand over her cleavage. Had her bosom always been so full? Why, she remembered being Katharine’s age and wishing for a fuller figure to fill out all the gowns made for her during her first season. But that had been twenty years and three children ago. No doubt if she tried to slip into the gown she’d worn on her wedding day, she’d split the seams from shoulder to shin. “If I ever request that you douse me with water before going downstairs to dinner, I ask that you disregard me completely.”



“Yes, m’lady,” Molly replied, her prim mouth quirking with amusement.



“And fetch a fichu, if you will.” She gestured towards her wardrobe. “The embroidered netting, please. I cannot be seen with all this… this skin on display.”



As Regan finished tucking the delicate lace edge of the fichu into place around her collar, there was a knock on the door separating her room from Katharine’s.



“Come in,” Regan said, just as Molly reached up and repinned an errant curl that had begun to slip out of place. 



Katharine slipped into the bedroom, clad in a gown of cream-colored silk trimmed with pink rosettes. The gown accentuated the black of her hair and dark blue of her eyes, while her fair skin glowed an even paler shade than the dress itself. 



“Goodness,” Regan said, already feeling quite unremarkable in her simple gown, devoid of the accoutrements her dressmakers had attempted to convince her were the current height of fashion for a woman of her age and rank. “Now I may be your mother, so you’re free to treat anything I say to you with complete indifference, but... you have grown into a great beauty, my dear.”



Katharine blushed—though not quite as much as when talking about Mr. Winthrop, Regan noticed—and crossed the room in order to kiss her mother on the cheek. “Thank you, Mama.”



“Just don’t let that knowledge go to your head, hmm?” She returned her daughter’s kiss with one to her temple. “No one can abide a vain person, at least not for very long.”



They left the bedroom, arm in arm, the corridors now lit by candles as the sun had set during their preparations for dinner.



“Tell me, Mama,” Katharine began, her voice subdued as they descended the staircase and the sounds of the other guests reached their ears. “I noticed Mr. Cranmer paying you a good deal of attention this afternoon. Do you suppose he has taken an interest in you?”



Regan stumbled over the hem of her gown and reached out for the bannister to regain her balance. “Mr. Cranmer? Surely, you’re in jest. What would a young man like him want to do with me?”



“Perhaps I was imagining things.” Katharine took her mother’s arm again and they continued to the bottom of the stairs. “But there was a fair amount of young ladies present at tea, and he showed a decided lack of attention towards all of them.”



Regan drew in a deep breath as a pulse of heat stole upwards across her bosom and into her throat. “He was simply being kind, is all. I was acquainted with so few others there, and as he had already met me before…”



“Of course, Mama.” Katharine gave her mother’s arm a gentle squeeze. “And I’m sure you have no interest in him.”



Regan turned her head sharply to regard her daughter better. “Of course not,” she said, making sure to keep her voice low as they approached the drawing room. “Why would I...? I mean, he’s hardly a man grown. And I’m not… Well, your father—”



“But father’s been gone for some years,” Katharine said delicately. “No one would think it untoward of you to accept the attentions of a gentleman, to marry again. That is, if you wished to.”



Regan was saved the duty of replying as they entered the drawing room. Lady Polmerol came forward to greet them, and after several minutes of introductions and chatting with a few of the other guests, the time came to walk to the dining room for their meal.



Regan waited as the couples were paired off, Lady Polmerol exhibiting tremendous skill in matching up the various ladies to the partners they would be seated next to for dinner. Rank was, of course, taken into account above everything else, and Regan found herself being escorted into the dining room by a Lord Hays, who was a Baron, if Regan’s memory didn’t fail her. 



He was an older gentleman, though not as old as Edmund would be if he hadn’t—



Well, that was a line of thought she had no desire to pursue this evening. 



The dining room glittered in gold and silver, the plates and stemware and candelabras all shining in those colors. Regan took her seat beside Lord Hays and looked up to find herself positioned not far from Mr. Winthrop. 



On closer inspection, she noted that he was not an unattractive man, though his nose and chin were almost too long to render him truly handsome. His hair was brown, and he was possessed of either a high forehead or a hairline that had begun to recede; she couldn’t be sure which. As he tilted his head to listen to the woman next to him, Regan thought she saw a glint of grey in the hair at his temples.



She wants someone older. 



Aunt Agnes’s words rang through her mind. Mr. Winthrop appeared to be somewhere about his late-thirties in age, and that was if Regan chose to be generous. Without thinking, she looked towards Mr. Cranmer, seated several places down from Lady Polmerol. Beside him sat a young woman, probably close to Katharine’s age, who nearly had her elbow in the soup in her effort to place herself in Mr. Cranmer’s line of sight.



Was he such a catch then, that the ladies would fall into their food while trying to win his attention? Or perhaps they were only enamoured by his beautiful face and the width of his shoulders. Regan couldn’t deny any longer that the young Mr. Cranmer looked remarkably dashing in his steel-grey coat and simply tied cravat, no matter what she’d told herself when she had last seen him several weeks before. He also wasn’t as foppish as some of the young men Katharine had described, but neither did he look like someone who couldn’t afford a proper tailor.



While she began to wonder about Mr. Cranmer and the cut of his clothes, the very man in question turned his head and caught her gaze from his place on the other side of the table. 



Regan paused with her spoon halfway to her mouth. His eyes nearly matched the color of his coat, she realized. He raised his dark eyebrows in question, while that infernal mouth of his tilted into a smile she almost wished wasn’t laced with quite so much benevolence. A part of her, a rebellious part, wanted him to gift her with a grin that would be deemed inappropriate, even scandalous for a crowded dinner table. 



“Lady Griffith, how is Kent this time of year?”



Regan turned away from Mr. Cranmer’s gaze and set her spoon back into her bowl before she slopped white soup all over her lap. “I beg your pardon, my lord. My mind was elsewhere. What did you say?”



Lord Hays gave her a kind smile. “I was asking about Kent. You live there, do you not?”



“Oh, yes. At my husband’s… I mean, at Penwick Park, near Canterbury.” She coughed lightly and reached for her wine glass. Did her face feel warm? Perhaps it was nothing more than all of the candles set about the room, making her forehead prickle with perspiration. 



“I hear that it is a beautiful part of the country,” he said, and paused to wipe his mouth with the edge of his napkin. “The streams, I have been assured, are some of the best for fishing in all of England.”



“Indeed!” Regan turned towards him. “My son fancies himself quite the angler. He takes after his father in that regard, and I find it difficult to check him when he wishes to spend all day by the water rather than attending to his studies.”



A chuckle slipped out of him. “I cannot lay fault at the boy’s feet for his preference. Would that I were young again, and still ignorant of all the responsibilities soon to come to me in the years ahead.” 



“I take it you do not fish as much as you would like?”



Lord Hays tipped his head from one side to the other, considering. The candlelight caught the silver in his hair, while lending a shadow to the strong line of his jaw. “I believe it is more that I should manage my time in a better fashion. Perhaps not spend as much time in London when it is not absolutely necessary for me to be there. But I think I have always been the sort who likes to keep busy, though the question is how much of what I fill my days with is truly important.”



Regan found herself nodding along with his words. “I suspect we all have a tendency to do that, to fill every minute of our lives with matters that often don’t need to be bothered with. Perhaps to avoid other things, other thoughts we would rather not confront. Or because some of us do not like to be found standing still.”



“And fishing requires an incredible amount of standing in one place, an exercise in patience and calm.”



“A wonder my son possesses an affinity towards it, then.” She sighed, not one of boredom or tiredness, but as a feeling of contentedness settled over her. If she could have managed a way to do it without sounding awkward, she would have thanked Lord Hays for his ability to converse with her in a way that set her at ease, and for the first time since she had arrived at Brandon Hall. 



“I will have to visit your precious Kent, Lady Griffith.” Lord Hays took a sip of his soup, his eyes twinkling at her. Or maybe she was imagining it and it was a reflection of the candles. “Is there a particular season you would recommend for a visit?”



“I cannot imagine a time it would fail to enchant someone.” She reached for her glass, noticed the wine that had been poured for her, and pulled her fingers back again. Without thinking, she glanced towards the other side of the table where Mr. Cranmer sat. For an instant she met his eyes, but he looked away first, as if guilty that she had caught him staring. She wondered at that, but would not allow herself to put too much stock in the younger gentleman’s glances. Not tonight. A quick shake of her head, slight enough to not be noticed, and she returned her attention to Lord Hays. “But then, you see, I’m quite partial, so I might not be the best person to ask.”



“Nonsense,” Lord Hays remarked in a deep, resonant voice. “It’s your partiality that elevates your opinion above many others, because you know the place so well, and can be counted as an expert on its delights.”



Regan returned her attention to her soup. Lord Hays’ kind words were all mere flattery, she was sure, but they didn’t unsettle her as her conversations with Mr. Cranmer did. It must be the disparity in their ages, she realized. Lord Hays’ advanced years lent some comfort to her interactions with him, a feeling that there would be no surprises with him. Whereas Mr. Cranmer… Well, he still remained an unknown quantity to her. Bold and flirtatious one moment, pensive and withdrawn the next. He was the ship rocking on stormy waves, while gentlemen like Lord Hays cut through the still waters at a dreamlike pace. 



Because Mr. Cranmer is not like Edmund, a voice in her head reminded her.



No, she thought, and again found herself sneaking another glance across the table, taking in Mr. Cranmer’s profile as he spoke to the woman seated on his other side. A subtle heat returned to her chest, as her eyes lingered on his mouth and the well-defined line of his jaw. She swallowed and gave in to the inclination to pick up her wine glass.



No, he wasn’t like Edmund at all.






Chapter Six


  

  


After dinner the ladies retired to the drawing room while the men remained behind, no doubt to smoke and drink and, Regan knew from what Edmund had told her, to speak about things that most gentlemen considered improper topics for ladies’ ears. Mostly business, or politics, or sometimes even the ladies themselves were discussed through the haze of tobacco fumes and the heady scent of expensive liquor.



Regan often wondered if she’d rather stay behind with the men, to share in their ribald jokes and talk of parliament or the perpetual rumblings of war in Europe. Surely anything would be more stimulating than an hour spent perched on a settee with one Miss Lane, who droned on and on in the voice of a simpering three-year-old about the latest fashions in sleeves and hem lines out of London this season.



It was quite by chance that Regan found herself seated beside Miss Lane, the same young woman who had been so determined to win Mr. Cranmer’s attention at the dining table. She was also the fourth daughter of an earl, a fact Miss Lane was sure to tell Regan more than once in the span of only a few minutes. 



“Poor Mama will be so sorry to have missed dinner,” Miss Lane pouted in a babyish voice, her blond curls bouncing around her ears as she shook her head. “But she says that travel always ‘does her in’, and so she crawled into her bed complaining of a terrible headache and professed that she wouldn’t come out again until Davis—she’s our maid, you know—finds her bottle of cordial.”



Regan nodded politely and added a few words to the conversation when Miss Lane paused long enough for her to do so. After her third cup of tea, the men made their return from the dining room and Regan regretted not excusing herself for a trip to the water closet earlier. Mr. Winthrop wasted no time in seeking out Katharine on the other side of the room, her daughter’s face lighting up with pleasure at his arrival. The two of them fell into their own little bubble of conversation, for all the world as if they were the only ones in the entire room. 



Miss Lane, Regan noticed, became particularly animated once Mr. Cranmer entered the room. She nearly bounded from the edge of her seat, using her fan like a signal flag to catch his attention.



“Oh! Mr. Cranmer! Do come and join us!” she called out, loud enough to be heard by everyone in the room. And possibly several others who had not found their way back to the drawing room yet. 



Mr. Cranmer stopped at the sound of his name and looked over. His eyes widened slightly, the reaction small enough it could have been dismissed as a trick of the light. But Regan was certain she saw it, along with the tightening at the corners of his mouth, though the foundation of his smile did not falter. 



“Lady Griffith, Miss Lane.” He approached them and bowed to each of them in turn. “I thank you for your invitation, though are you sure it would not be terribly rude for me to impose on your conversation?”



“Oh, la!” Miss Lane waved her fan at him and laughed in a high-pitched squeal. “Dear Mr. Cranmer, you are a tease!”



Before Regan could compose the words necessary to enable her to make a sudden exit, Miss Lane began pushing up against her side, shoving her into the corner of the sofa to make more room for Mr. Cranmer’s tall frame. 



“How did you find London?” Mr. Cranmer asked Miss Lane, while Regan attempted to discreetly remove a portion of her skirt out from beneath Miss Lane’s bottom. 



“So terribly dull!” Miss Lane heaved a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes heavenward. “I cannot abide how little there is to do, and all of the dances and parties grow dreadfully tiresome when it is nothing but the same tedious people, over and over again.”



“For my part,” Mr. Cranmer began, his gaze lingering on Regan for a moment before returning to Miss Lane. “I find I can never be bored when I am surrounded by intriguing and intelligent people. That, and I believe one who finds himself constantly in need of diversion may themselves be the one who is dull and uninteresting.”



“Oh, I quite agree!” Miss Lane simpered, seemingly unaware of the thinly veiled barb in his words. “One day, Mama insisted we visit some museum or the like, and I could hardly keep my eyes open. It was nothing but one bland painting after another. But she did have us stop at Gunter’s for ices afterwards, and that was at least something worth putting in a letter!”



Regan opened her mouth to speak, her confidence strong enough to remove herself from the conversation and perhaps even plead a headache in sympathy with Miss Lane’s mother, but Mr. Cranmer noticed her subtle movement forward in her seat, and he stopped her with a question.



“And what about you, Lady Griffith? You used to frequent London, no doubt? Did you find enough entertainment there to keep you satisfied?”



It was then Regan realized why she was so drawn to his eyes. It wasn’t only their color, that shifting of blue and grey that seemed to change on a whim that caught and held her attention. No, it was something more. For all of the quiet kindness etched in his smile, in those faint lines around his eyes she wanted so desperately to touch, there was a heat tucked away in the depths of his gaze, a light that stilled her breath in her throat and ignited a dull ache in her abdomen she hadn’t experienced for some time. 



“I’m afraid Miss Lane would count me among her more tedious acquaintances,” Regan said, meeting his gaze boldly, though she still couldn’t fathom how the simple act of looking at him stirred up an unusual restlessness inside of her. “I always preferred the museums and the libraries, and I could have walked for hours in the less frequented areas of the parks.”



Miss Lane blew out an exasperated breath, while Mr. Cranmer leaned back slightly on his side of the settee. “Which is why, I assume, you prefer the quiet beauty of your home in Kent over the bustle and smoke of town?” He raised one dark eyebrow in question. 



“And why not? I have a household to run, children to rear, and myriad other projects with which to occupy my time in a most satisfactory manner. London no longer holds any appeal for me, especially now that my hus-” She raised a finger to her lips and cleared her throat. “At my time in life, I’ve found that my needs are quite simple, even bucolic, you might say. I shall leave the fussings and trappings of town for those with greater interest in them than I.”



Before Mr. Cranmer could speak again, Lady Polmerol fluttered over to them, her attention fixed on Miss Lane in particular. 



“Miss Bunting wants to perform a duet on the pianoforte, my dear! And I told her how you had only just complained that no one ever wanted to do a duet with you!”



Miss Lane smiled weakly, her gaze darting back and forth between Regan and Mr. Cranmer. “Oh, well. I…” she faltered in a lower tone as her put-on voice failed her.



“Please, Miss Lane,” Mr. Cranmer urged her, the soft burr in his words more pronounced as he stood and held out a hand to help her from her seat. “I cannot think of what would give me more pleasure than to see you stationed at the pianoforte, regaling us all with your musical talents.”



Another hesitation, and then Miss Lane slipped her hand into Mr. Cranmer’s. She seemed as if she did not wish to release him, but she allowed Lady Polmerol to lead her towards the grand instrument situated in the corner of the room.



Regan considered finding another seat, somewhere not beside Mr. Cranmer, but the realization struck her that she would be a guest at Brandon Hall for another two weeks, at least. As would Mr. Cranmer, more than likely. She could not run away from him simply because he made her feel uncomfortable. Though it was a discomfort that frightened her, an awakening of feelings she thought had gone fully dormant after her husband’s death.



And so she remained in her place, crushed into one side of the settee as Mr. Cranmer resumed his seat, only now without the barrier of Miss Lane between them. They sat in silence for several moments, and then, when the first notes of the duet began, he leaned a few inches towards her.



“What do you mean by ‘at my time in life’?” he said, his voice considerably lower now in respect for the music. 



Regan blinked, confused for several seconds until she realized he’d leapt back into their conversation as if there hadn’t been any interruption from Lady Polmerol. “I beg your—”



“‘At my time in life’ implies that one has reached some sort of aged and decrepit state,” he continued, as if she hadn’t even spoken. “It is a phrase that brings to mind a powdered wig and a powdered face and an inability to walk from one place to another without the aid of a cane.”



She clasped her hands and placed them in her lap. “You’re being facetious,” she told him, her gaze fixed on the pianoforte. “I wasn’t aware you were capable of such behavior.”



“I’m capable of a great many things, Lady Griffith,” he said, near enough that she realized he must have closed the distance between them by another inch or two. “And of course I’m being facetious. Just as you’re being absurd, referring to yourself as if you’re already casting a shadow across your grave.” He moved near enough that she felt the brush of his thigh against her skirt as he crossed his legs. “What is your age, if I may ask?”



Regan looked at him sharply, though the humor in his expression softened the edge of her purported scolding. “You may ask, and I may not answer.” A smile capped off her last word, and she fought to keep her voice at the level of a whisper. “I didn’t realize manners had altered so much in the last few years that it had become acceptable to ask a woman such a personal question.”



“So you’re ashamed of how old you are?”



“And now we are to put words in my mouth?” She clasped her hands and set them primly in her lap. “Is this the sort of incorrigible behavior I should expect from my son when he comes of age?”



The lines around his eyes and the appearance of the pale scar on his cheek presaged another grin. “Should you interrogate my cousin, I’m sure she’ll not hesitate to inform you that I have been incorrigible for the whole of the time she has known me.”



She bit down on her lips. Miss Bunting began to sing, and Regan waited until she could trust herself to speak without breaking out in laughter. “Dare I ask how old you are, then?”



The mischievous light in his eyes only brightened. “If I’m not mistaken, I posed the question first.”



“And if I’m not mistaken, I believe a gentleman should have the courtesy to submit to a lady’s request.”



His smile deepened, his chin dropping down to disappear into the folds of his neckcloth while a touch of color warmed his face. Had she succeeded in embarrassing him so thoroughly? And yet she liked this playful side of him, a complement to the other facets of his personality he had already displayed. “I am twenty-seven,” he confessed, once his color returned to normal. “Though perhaps I should add that my birthday is in November, if you wish to also count by half-years.”



Regan took a deep breath. “I am forty-two,” she said quickly. “And my birthday is next month. So, there. I am not at all ashamed of my age.”



“Nor should you be.” He lowered his voice again, until it was a gentle rumble from the back of his throat. She caught herself leaning towards him, despite her original intentions of remaining firmly situated on her side of the settee. “But then, do you not feel the slightest bit of envy for, say, someone like Miss Lane? With all of her youth and her vast, blank canvas of inexperience?” She detected an element of teasing in his words, though if his taunt were directed at her or the absent Miss Lane, she wasn’t certain. “Would you not want to trade places with her and live that part of your life over again?”



Despite the lightness of his tone, his questions daunted her. To return to her youth? To all of the innocence she’d exhibited when she had first met and was courted by Edmund? To experience again the births of her children? Or to once more endure the pain of saying goodbye to her husband, the only man she had ever loved?



“No.” The word slipped out under her breath. “No, I would not...” She glanced over at Mr. Cranmer, who sat watching her, his easy grin replaced by a more somber expression. She closed her mouth and lowered her gaze to her lap, while her speech remained unfinished.



They sat in silence for several minutes. Miss Lane and Miss Bunting ended their song, eagerly moving on to another after they were greeted with fine praise from several of the listeners. Regan looked towards the windows, as if there might be some prospect on the other side worthy of distracting her from her thoughts, but only the reflections of the candles and those seated nearest to the glass met her eyes. 



“I’m sorry,” Mr. Cranmer said, near enough that his words stirred a few of the hairs curled around her ear. 



“For what?” Regan studied him and wondered if he’d ever experienced a grief so tremendous it could threaten to swallow one whole.



“Most likely for too many things to mention,” he told her. “But I offer it just the same, for you to use as you will.”



She licked her lips. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Katharine, still sitting next to her Mr. Winthrop, deep in conversation with him while not exhibiting any signs of impropriety. Regan had agreed to come to this house party for her daughter, Regan reminded herself. To help guide her on the path to matrimony and enjoy what time with her she had with her before her eldest child would be married and running a household of her own. 



And here she sat, questioning if Mr. Cranmer’s attentions towards her were a symptom of his kindness and affability, or if he did have an interest in her, and as something more than simply another person to share a conversation with after dinner. 



Her gaze strayed again to Mr. Cranmer. The man was far too handsome, far too persistent, and far, far too young.



She laced her hands together, only to fidget and pull them apart. But they found their way back to each other, the fingers of her right hand seeking out the wedding band she still wore on her left, hidden as it was beneath her gloves. 



“Thank you,” she said. She noticed his own glance dropping down to her restless hands. Quickly, she released her ring and took to picking a piece of imaginary lint from her skirt instead. 



“You’re most welcome,” he said, just as another bout of light applause marked the end of the second piece of music. And as the applause died, and another young woman stepped up for a turn at the pianoforte, Mr. Cranmer leaned towards her one last time, his breath again stirring the hairs on the back of her neck before he whispered in her ear. “My lady.” 



Regan held her own breath as he stood up and walked away from the settee. She looked around the room, suddenly afraid his attention towards her had been spied by others and would be remarked upon. But they had been positioned near the back of the drawing room, and most everyone else’s gazes were currently diverted by the exchange of performers at the pianoforte. No one appeared to have paid their conversation any mind.



And what would have been the trouble if her close conversation with Mr. Cranmer had been noticed? As young as she accused him of being, he was a man grown. And she was no longer married, nor was her reputation dependent on a record of spotless behavior. There could be nothing untoward construed from a few whispered words to one another in the rear of Lady Polmerol’s drawing room.



The guilt, however, would not fade. Regan couldn’t help but feel as if she had done something wrong, committed some unforgivable sin by continuing to welcome Mr. Cranmer’s attentions, even though she had yet to decipher what the intentions were behind his gentle smiles and teasing. 



“Oh, Edmund,” she whispered, and bit her lip at the sound of her husband’s name upon them.  “What am I going to do?”






Chapter Seven


  

  


Regan woke up early the next morning, before the sun had risen or—she suspected—any of the other guests had yet stirred from their beds. She called for Molly, who poked her head into the room without much delay. Her maid, she knew, was well accustomed to the sort of hours she kept. 



“What would you like, m’lady?” Molly asked, while she opened up the wardrobe and stood back with her hands on her hips, perusing all of the fine gowns on display.



“I would like to go for a walk in the gardens, perhaps around the edge of the lake,” Regan said, as she shuffled behind the screen in her bare feet and stripped off her robe and nightdress. “I spoke to Lady Polmerol last night, and she told me that the grounds are especially lovely at sunrise, and invited me to stroll all about them whenever I might wish.”



“The calico then,” Molly said and took down a gown more simple than the others, but printed with pale orange flowers and green leaves. “And will you wear a shawl, or a spencer? Mm, your brown spencer, I think,” she continued, without waiting for an answer from her mistress.



Regan smiled to herself as she washed her face, neck, and under her arms. She dried off with a soft linen towel and stepped out to find Molly all ready with stockings, chemise, petticoats, and everything else she would need for an outdoor walk on a damp summer morning.



“Tell Katharine where I’ve gone,” Regan said as Molly fixed her hair into two braids, twined and pinned around her head like a simple coronet. “I will be back before breakfast is even laid out in the dining room, I’m sure.”



“Most of this lot will still be keeping to town hours,” Molly said from between a mouthful of hair pins. “You should have a good deal of time to yourself, m’lady.”



“Good.” Regan stood and did not even bother to glance at herself in the looking glass before she snatched her spencer and gloves from the edge of her bed. More than anything else, she needed some time to herself, some time to think. She hadn’t slept well, her thoughts swaying from memories of her years with Edmund, to the easy conversation with Lord Hays over dinner, and finally to the warm glances and whispered words she had shared with Mr. Cranmer. 



She told herself it was not guilt that prevented her from finding any peace once her head touched the pillow. There was no reason for her to feel guilty. And yet the sensation remained, that she had touched on something forbidden, as if she had only plighted her trough to Edmund the week before and those vows rang fresh and clear as church bells in her ears. 



“Stay out of the grass,” Molly warned her, as she tied the bow of her bonnet beneath her chin. “You’ll ruin your boots scuffing them about through the wet and the dirt.”



“I have other boots.” Regan lifted her chin as her maid fussed with the bow until the loops were shaped to her satisfaction. “And these are my sturdiest pair. They will survive several long walks through wet grass and over country lanes before they’re no longer fit to be worn.”



“The other ladies might faint at the sight of you returning with your skirts soaked in mud, and without a patten to be seen.”



Regan smiled as she tugged on the first of her gloves. “Then I will simply have to prevent myself from being seen by such faint-hearted ladies, shall I not? Imagine, my trying to keep up with the children wearing a silly pair of pattens to keep my slippers clean. No, I will continue to wear my boots, no matter what is considered fashionable.”



As soon as Molly declared her mistress fit to be seen in public—or at least by the birds and other wildlife that inhabited the grounds at Brandon Hall—Regan gave her gloves a final adjustment and walked towards the door.



“Are you certain you don’t want me to go along with you?” Molly asked, but Regan shook her head.



“It’s not Hyde Park. I doubt I will be set upon by ruffians or thieves while walking along the edge of a man-made lake. The most injury I might suffer is the indignity of being chased off by a territorial swan. I do believe I will manage.”



“Very well, m’lady.” Suitably mollified, Molly picked up the bits and pieces of discarded clothing scattered across the bed while Regan slipped out of the room.



The house stood quiet, the corridors and galleries dim and grey as the sun fought to burn through the mist that hovered outside. Regan passed several maids scurrying through the halls, probably on their way to tend morning fires and distribute linens and clean laundry that had been starched and ironed the day before. 



Regan walked down to the main entrance, said a quick prayer that the doors had already been unlocked for the day, and then stepped out into the pale, early morning light.



She found the path that led to the gardens easily enough, paved with white gravel and curved to direct her from the rear of the building and the less attractive aspects of the day-to-day life of a large estate. The greenery that lined the path was soaked with dew, and when she looked out across the well-manicured lawns, she had no difficulty spotting dozens of spider’s webs strung across the grass, their threads heavy with drops of water that shimmered like silver.



The farther she traveled from the house, the faster she walked. She needed to move, to feel the ground passing beneath her feet and her arms swinging at her sides. Their journey here, trapped in a carriage and trundling over rutted roads for what had seemed an interminable amount of time, had left her restless. Already, she longed to return to Kent and to the long afternoons spent outdoors with her children, their shoes kicked off in the grass and their skin growing unfashionably brown beneath the warm summer sun.



A line of impeccably trimmed bushes formed a wall to Regan’s right, the landscaping attempting to lead her into star-shaped garden of flowering perennials chosen for their varying shades of orange and yellow. Instead, Regan maneuvered around the bushes and set off down the lawn, which sloped gently towards the narrower end of the artificial lake. 



The swans kept their distance, for which she was thankful. As she approached the water’s edge, several small insects and a hungry fish disturbed the lake’s otherwise calm surface. She paused long enough to become aware of her quick breathing and quicker heartbeat. She turned and glanced back up at the house and realized just how far she’d traveled in a short time. But despite the exercise and the sodden hem of her gown attempting to wrap itself around her legs, it still was not enough to distract her from the thoughts that had plagued her since her arrival at Brandon Hall the day before.



No, no. That was not completely true. Her sleep had been troubled for the last several weeks, since her first encounter with Mr. Cranmer at Mr. and Mrs. Boyd’s. Of course, Aunt Agnes’s declaration that it was time for Regan to leave off the last vestiges of her self-imposed mourning hadn’t helped matters. As if letting go of her grief were as easy as walking into a dressmaker’s shop and ordering a few new gowns.



And what to do about Mr. Cranmer?



She reached down and plucked several blades of grass out of the ground before she twisted them between her fingers and tossed them onto the surface of the lake. She wished to throw something of greater weight, an object that would release a small measure of the tension in her arms and also reward her with a satisfying splash to break the calm of the grey morning, but the groundskeepers had been irritatingly efficient in keeping the lawns clear of such detritus as rocks and errant twigs. 



Another pinch of grass went into the lake, and she sighed. There would be no attempts at deceiving herself into believing that she did not find Mr. Cranmer handsome or that she was not flattered by his attention to her, though there seemed to be some sort of internal struggle occurring inside his head, if she were going to judge by his reaction to discovering her arrival at Brandon Hall. Did he not want her there? But then he had spoken with her easily enough last night, at least once Miss Lane was out of the way and occupied by her performance at the pianoforte. 



She sighed, but that was not enough. A curse slipped out of her and some of her tension released with it. How could she welcome Mr. Cranmer’s attempts at flirtation—if, indeed, that’s what they were—when she had spent the last seven years striving to do little more than honor her husband’s memory?



Each day, she took the time to talk to Jack and Maria of the father they could no longer remember, or to remind Katharine of something Edmund had said to her or some game they had once played together. For the last seven years, she had worked tirelessly to make certain some part of their father remained alive to them. And now…



Regan plucked another handful of grass and let the blades fall out of her fingers. Now, to put aside her mourning felt almost like burying her husband all over again. If she dressed in bright colors and gossiped with other women and dared to even look at another man, it would mean Edmund was gone. Well and truly. And no amount of reminiscing over the past or wearing hideous shades of lavender from bonnet to hem would bring him back again.



Brushing the last of the grass from her gloves, she picked up her skirt and broke into a fast-paced walk that soon became a run. She had not run since she’d been at home with the children, chasing them through the gardens and making them squeal with laughter and surprise when she caught them and tickled them under their ribs. She ran until her chest and the back of her throat burned, until she was sure her shoes were most likely ruined and the bottom edge of her dress soaked and streaked with stains of dirt and grass. 



She stopped when a line of trees became visible through the drifting mist, their leafy branches marking the edge of where the estate’s gardeners spent their energy. Drawing in a deep breath, her hands pressed to her lower back, she turned around and began the long walk back towards the house.



As she made her way around to the end of the lake, she noticed the prickling of sweat beneath her arms and between her breasts. Tendrils of hair had slipped free from beneath her bonnet and clung to the back of her neck and her forehead. Even though a chill still accompanied the morning fog, she knew that it would be a warm, sultry day by the time the sun cleared away the mist.



Regan picked up her skirts, lowered her head, and began to walk up the long, sloping lawn that would lead her back to the gardens. She would need a full bath by the time she returned to her room, and no doubt she would hear Molly’s sighs and tuttings over the state of her clothes. 



She glanced up when she heard the splash of water and saw one of the swans flap its wings several times before settling down on the lake’s surface again. But it was enough to lift her gaze up from the ground, to draw her eye towards two figures in the mist, a man and a dog, strolling towards her along the other side of the lake.



It took no more than a moment to recognize the man’s gait as belonging to Mr. Cranmer. 



Should she turn away and continue on towards the house, pretending that she had failed to see him? No, of course not. She could not run away, especially not when she would most likely encounter him again at breakfast, and dinner, and during any of the other activities Lady Polmerol had planned for them over the course of the coming days.



She did not wait for him, but continued forward, though at a much subdued pace. He would catch up with her in another minute, she thought, and when he saw her, she noticed that his pace slowed, as if he were also weighing his options about whether to continue towards her or turn and stride away.



But the dog forged Mr. Cranmer’s path for him, no matter what his own inclination might have been. The dog reached her first, a beautiful golden labrador who approached with her tongue lolling and her ears twitching to life. 



“Ho, Iris!” Mr. Cranmer called the animal away just as she began to sniff at Regan’s fingertips. The dog obeyed, but not without a soft whine and a glance back in Regan’s direction. “Lady Griffith,” he continued, turning his attention towards her with a bow and a touch of his fingers to the brim of his hat. “I should have guessed you were an early riser.”



“Mr. Cranmer.” She returned his greeting with a small dip of her chin. “I keep my children’s hours, which often means waking up before the sun and going to bed before most people have even sat down for their supper.”



“And taking walks by the lake before the lawn is clogged by a profusion of fashionable ladies and gentlemen seeking to be seen by one another?”



She smiled and brushed a limp curl of hair out of her eyes. “That, as well.” If he noticed the bedraggled state of her hair and dress, he made no sign of it. “I believe I have had my fresh air for the morning, and am just on my way back to the house.”



“Already?” He raised his eyebrows. “My, you do wake up early. I was about to take a turn around the lake with Iris. The poor girl was housebound for most of yesterday, with all the bustle of guests and carriages arriving. I thought she needed some exercise, perhaps a romp in the shallow end of the water. Though if you would prefer, I can postpone her outing and accompany you back…” 



“Please don’t feel the need to go to so much trouble.” Regan waved a hand at him. “I wouldn’t want you to shorten your walk or Iris’s jaunt simply because you were compelled to play the gallant.”



“Very well.” He nodded to her, the beginnings of a farewell. And there, for a moment, she almost thought she saw that flash of relief she had spotted while he had been in her garden, when he had learned she would not be a guest at Lady Polmerol’s house party. 



She took a step away from him. He started to turn as well. And then he stopped, and there was a sharp intake of breath from him, and she thought she heard the faintest of swears muttered against the back of his teeth.



“Though…” he began, and immediately faltered. “Perhaps you would prefer to join me?”



He held out his arm to her, rendering whatever she had thought to say next into a small sound of confusion that fell from her lips. 



“Oh,” she finally managed, and swallowed. “Well.”



Mr. Cranmer grinned and tipped his head to one side, regarding her. His eyes looked more blue in this light, Regan noticed. And she didn’t want to notice, but there seemed to be too much about him that she could not help but pay attention to.



“You don’t have to,” he said, though he still held his arm out between them. “I promise not to show offense if you turn your nose up at me and march straight back to the house. It might even be better for both of us if you do. But I will admit that it would give me great pleasure if you would accept.”



She wanted to accept. It was her first inclination, to reach out and slip her gloved hand into the crook of his elbow. She thought it absurd for her to be drawn to him after so short an acquaintance, but she recalled how quickly she had fallen for Edmund all those years ago—a memory she pushed away as the act of comparing the two men brought on a brief ache of something she hoped was not another twinge of guilt. 



“Thank you.” Her words sounded resigned to her own ears, even a touch unsure. She did not mean it to sound so. But there was some fear there, too, that she had gone and crossed a boundary she was unaware existed until it was too late. With a hand that did not hesitate—traitorous hand that it was—she placed her fingers on the sleeve of his coat. 



They began to walk around the lake, in the same direction as Regan had just traveled, but at a considerably slower pace than a run. Ahead of them, Iris bolted at full speed, barking at one of the aggravated swans before another call from Mr. Cranmer caused the dog to change her course. As they moved, Regan looked up at him, at his profile beneath the brim of his dark brown beaver hat, but glanced away before he could turn his head and meet her gaze.



“How old are your children, if we may return to the indelicate subject of ages?” He posed the question after they’d walked in silence for several minutes.



His words caught her off guard. She had expected him to flirt with her. Or maybe that was what she had hoped he would do. She looked at him, at his changeable eyes, at the softness of his expression, and she was startled at the hint of impropriety coloring her own thoughts.



“Katharine is nineteen,” she replied, and let her eyes drift towards a patch of reeds bordering the lake. “Jack is nine, and Maria will soon be eight.”



He was quiet again, and when she glanced at his face, he seemed to be working out something in his head. But his expression soon cleared, and he looked down at her again, his smile bordering on dashing. “You are one of only two mothers I know who seem to relish spending time with their children. It is unlike what I had been led to believe was the proper way for the upper levels of society to raise children, leaving them to the care of nurses and governesses while the mothers slumber away until the afternoon.” 



And in contrast to the almost jesting tone of his voice, there was an edge of bitterness underlying it all, the same she had heard from him when he had first broached a similar subject weeks before in her garden at Penwick Park. She considered asking if his experience with women like he described extended much beyond his own childhood home, but that, she determined, would indeed be considered an indelicate subject. 



“My children do have a nurse,” Regan corrected him. “Katharine had a governess until she was seventeen, but she will most likely soon be married and Jack will be off to school. He already studies with our vicar, Mr. Cleaves, so…” She bit her lip. She didn’t want to think about her children leaving her, not when her days were so closely twined around their activities. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” she asked, desperate to steer the conversation away from her own life.



“One brother—older, and thoroughly pedantic. That is all.”



“And your brother? Is he married?”



“Oh, yes. And with two sons already, so the burden of continuing the family line is lifted from my shoulders.”



The flippancy in his words didn’t sound entirely sincere. She peered up at him again and noticed the rigid line to his jaw, the tightening of the muscles in his neck before he blew out a breath and made some attempt at relaxing again beneath her scrutiny. “So you have no desire to marry?” she asked, even while realizing the question might lead them back to more dangerous territory.



“I have no desire to marry solely for the sake of being married. I have no need to produce an heir in order to carry on the family name, and I don’t believe I’m mercenary enough to align myself with a woman solely for the acquisition of her fortune.”



“Goodness.” Regan laughed. “Be careful of who you say that to, or you will be accused of harboring revolutionary thoughts.”



Mr. Cranmer joined in with her laughter. “I cannot imagine why. I’m the second son, so I’ve no responsibilities, and neither am I a woman, so I am not dependent on finding a man for security and safety.”



“Then I assume you have your own income?” She didn’t pause to think about how personal her questions to him had become. 



“Enough to live, if I am careful. To purchase clothes for my back and food for my stomach. I rented a room in Cheapside, above the office of a solicitor. I had thought of studying the law myself, but my father...” He made a slight sucking sound with his tongue behind his teeth and broke it off with a chuckle. “And what about you? Will putting a daughter through her paces, sending a son to school put a strain on your purse strings?”



“No,” she admitted, without a blush or a flicker at the inelegance of speaking about money matters. “My husband left behind a rather substantial inheritance, one that will pass to Jack when he comes of age. And I have a moderate living, one my husband ensured would be left to me upon his death. The girls, as well, have dowries large enough to see them well situated, but hopefully not tempting enough to the most mercenary of fortune hunters.”



They continued walking, the mist having cleared enough that the sun shone across the tops of the trees and set the surface of the lake shining. Iris continued to romp in circles all around them, occasionally dashing through the reeds at the edge of the lake before pausing on the shore to shake herself until her coat bristled. Regan glanced back over her shoulder and wondered about Molly, about whether her maid had begun to fret over the amount of time her mistress had been gone on her walk. But they were only halfway around the lake, the house having slipped entirely out of view. 



“I am curious,” Mr. Cranmer said slowly, as they rounded the far end of the water and began their progress back towards Brandon Hall. “As to what has brought you back into society after so many years away from it.” He lowered his head an inch towards hers when she bit her lip. “You have been a topic of conversation, the mysterious Lady Griffith who disappeared from everyone’s guest lists so many years ago. I am sorry,” he added, when she turned her head away to look at the water, “if the topic brings you some discomfort.”



Regan’s fingers tensed on his arm. Was there any reason to prevaricate? She tried and failed to think of one at that particular moment. “It was Katharine, of course. She brought me back. Or my aunt, to be more specific. She refused to escort Katharine to another event, leaving me with little choice but to step in as her replacement.”



“And that’s why you’re here attending a house party, when I suspect you’d much rather be at home, whiling away the summer days with your family.”



“But why are you here?” Regan relaxed as she again shifted the focus away from her herself. “I understand that Lady Polmerol is your cousin, but for someone who spoke so disdainfully about searching for a wife, I can’t imagine why you would look forward to several weeks of being fawned over by all the young ladies who didn’t make a match of it while in London.”



“They do not ‘fawn,’” he pointed out, while a hint of color stole into his cheeks. “I’m not a great enough catch to tempt anyone with a serious mind towards matrimony. Perhaps if I sought out a living in the church or begged my brother to purchase a commission—”



She gave his elbow a playful squeeze. “I believe you are dancing around my original question.”



His steps slowed. “If you must know, I asked Maggie for an invitation.”



“Why? Is entertainment that scarce in town now that the season is ended?”



“Well, I…” His gaze drifted away from her. His jaw clenched, as if he had just bit into something unpleasant, but when he looked at her again, he attempted to relax back into his former affable expression. “I was recently forced to give up my room in Cheapside.” He shrugged, affecting a disinterest in his own plight that did not seem fully genuine. “The needs of a second-born son do not always align with the finances of a second-born son, unfortunately.”



She blinked up at him, still not quite comprehending. “But where do you live?”



“Wherever there is someone kind enough to offer a bed to me for the night.”



It was not what she had expected to hear, that he had tangled himself in such dire financial straits that he no longer had a place to call home. “And your family?”



“My parents are gone,” he said, the words quick and sharp and offering little invitation for further inquiry. “My brother… He would help, I think, if I asked. But…”



Regan nodded. “You do not want to ask.”



“You may now add ‘foolish pride’ to my list of failings.”



She stopped walking entirely. A light breeze had picked up, blowing away the last of the fog and sending a shallow ripple across the water. Ahead of them, Iris nosed at a turtle that had wandered onto the grass from the lake. Regan pushed back a lock of hair that teased her cheek and looked up at Mr. Cranmer. “Lady Polmerol is your cousin. I’m sure she would welcome you to stay here for as long as is necessary.”



“No doubt she would,” he said, and again with that tension in his jaw he could not disguise. “Which is why I have no wish to take advantage of her generosity. She invited me here for the house party, I will stay for the duration of the house party, and then I will depart along with the other guests.” He raised his eyebrows, while what was left of his former grin completed its transformation into something achingly wistful. “Of course, that had been my plan before your arrival yesterday.”



“My arrival?” She swallowed. Her throat, it seemed, had suddenly gone dry. “What does my being here have to do with anything?”



His brow furrowed as he shook his head. “Do you not realize how lovely you are?”



His words pulled the breath from her lungs. She had already stopped, but now she turned to face him, fully aware of the incredulity shaping her expression. “What are you talking about? I am not…” But what she was not, she couldn’t wrap her thoughts around. Mr. Cranmer looked down at her, something like torment in his eyes, and she could no longer make her mouth work properly under the intensity of his gaze. “I am not… a young woman anymore,” she finished, and winced.



He almost laughed. “And how is that relevant?”



“Well, you are a young gentleman, much more suited to the likes of—”



“Someone like Miss Lane, you mean?” The corner of his mouth twitched. “Perhaps I should go back to the house and profess my undying love to her while she regales me with her opinion of the best kind of lace for trimming a bonnet.”



She wanted to hate how easily he made her laugh. “I didn’t mean—”



“Or you could return to your Lord Hays,” he continued. “That is, if your only concern is that we keep to those nearer our own age. He can feign dignity as he stares at your bosom over a breakfast of eggs and kidneys.”



Regan clicked her tongue. “He would not do that.”



“Really?” Mr. Cranmer cocked his head to one side, a teasing light in his eyes. “Then perhaps I was mistaken last night, while I watched him struggle to keep his gaze fixed somewhere above the bodice of your gown.”



Her hand flew to her throat. The man could not be serious. Why would someone like Lord Hays…? Why would anyone, for that matter…? “I do believe you are speaking out of turn. I’m not the sort of woman at which gentlemen stare, unless it is to find some fault.”



He took a step closer. His gaze darkened, and she remembered that expression in his eyes. It was something she had seen when they’d first met, but only for a moment, so brief she thought she had imagined it. A slight lift of one eyebrow, and she realized that along with his playful flirting, his quiet gentleness, there was something else. 



Attraction, her mind wanted to say. Lust. But she balked at the thought and took a small step back. 



“Why do you hold yourself in such low regard?” He appeared to be truly baffled. “Do you really attribute it to your age? To the fact that you have a grown daughter and two more children at home? I cannot imagine what else would make you unaware of how many men in that house could not tear their gazes away from you yesterday.”



“I… well.” Warmth rushed into her cheeks. Seven years had passed since Edmund’s death. Seven years since she’d spent any measurable amount of time alone in a gentleman’s company. She feared she might cry. Or simply laugh in Mr. Cranmer’s face. In the end, she settled for putting enough space between them that her hand fell from his arm. If he took it as a slight, her current state of mind would not allow her to string the proper words together to assure him it wasn’t. 



“So,” she began again, and paused long enough to clear her throat. “What did you mean when you said that my arrival here had upset your plans?”



He scoffed. “That is not what I said.”



She simply stood and stared at him, one eyebrow cocked, her arms crossed over her chest.



“I do not want…” He shut his eyes tight, dropping his head. Behind him, Iris splashed into the water and barked at a pair of dragonflies. In front of him, Regan waited. “You are a mother,” he said, speaking like someone coming up for air. “You have your children, your home, your entire life laid out around you. Who am I to blunder into it, to assume… to even dare hope there could ever be a place for me in it?”



She opened her mouth to speak, then swiftly closed it again. 



“If I were a different sort of gentleman, if I were not a gentleman at all,” he added with a twist of his lips. “I wouldn’t allow any of that to change my mind. I would pursue you, relentlessly, as I wanted to the very first moment I met you.”



The first moment he met her, when she had stumbled into him, her gown stained with wine, before he had known anything about her, not even her name. She tried to laugh, because otherwise she would have to take him seriously, and she wasn’t ready to do that. “So you didn’t come here with the sole intention of casting your charms on me? Silly me, I had almost flattered myself that you wanted nothing more than to begin an affair with the quiet, reclusive widow.”



As soon as the words were out, she worried she had gone too far, even in jest. The heat had yet to leave her face, and the appearance of the sun burning through the fog renewed the prickling of sweat beneath her bonnet and under her garments. 



“Please accept my apology,” she said, and ran a finger beneath the ribbon of her bonnet, where it seemed to have begun strangling her. “I am out of practice, it seems, when it comes to dealing with people outside my own household. I should never have accused you of—”



“Wanting to have an affair with you?” 



She looked up at him, at those words from his own mouth.



And then that mouth curved into a smile, which made him look so terribly handsome and so terribly young. “Believe me, the thought has crossed my mind. On multiple occasions.”



She shut her eyes and pressed her fingertips to her temples. “You are uncommonly bold, I think.”



“I am a second son, after all. I’ve little else to recommend me, so being missish, I’ve found, does not aid in my obtaining what I need to survive from day to day. Nor what I want, if I am allowed a few things beyond the necessaries of life.”



And he wanted her. Not to flirt with or to tease without fear of anything more coming from it. Regan had difficulty shaping her thoughts around that discovery.



“I would like to kiss you,” Mr. Cranmer continued, and Regan’s eyes fluttered open at his statement. “I’ve thought of little else since that evening at Mr. and Mrs. Boyd’s. I’d like to do more than that, if given the opportunity, but I thought I might achieve greater success if I begin with something small.”



Regan laughed, a breathy chuckle escaping from her, while she shook her head in astonishment. “Mr. Cranmer, I’m a married—” She cut herself off. A married woman, she had been about to say. Except she was not a married woman, nor had she been for quite some time.



“And if the thought of a kiss offends you,” he went on after her blunder. “I will not decline even just speaking with you, walking with you, sitting in the same room with you, if that is all you will allow. I find I’ve never encountered a woman with whom I so enjoy being near, as I do with you.”



“You want to kiss me?” She didn’t pause to notice how full of incredulity her voice had become. “Me?”



“You may spurn me, and I will not think any less of you. Perhaps you’ll even recommend yourself more highly to me if you do. But… I have warred with myself about this for weeks, both wanting you and knowing that I am not at all the sort of man you should have pursuing you.” He dipped his chin, as he tended to do when something verged on embarrassing him. “As I said, I’ve nothing to recommend me. In your eyes, I must be little more than an eager whelp and maybe even a fool. But a kiss,” he said, his voice lowered to a whisper as he stepped towards her. “That, or anything you’d be willing to give.”



She licked her lips. It was the last thing she should have done, as it brought his attention to her mouth. The truth of it was, she did want to kiss him. She had for some time, she realized. Perhaps since the same moment he had claimed to begin thinking about it, when a few flirtatious words and a gentle smile had lit a slow-burning fire within her. She wanted to kiss him, and to be kissed, for the first time since Edmund had left her. And instead of feeling guilty, as she thought she would, a splendid thrill coursed through her as she leaned forward, as Mr. Cranmer lowered his head the rest of the way and captured her mouth with his own.



He was timid at first. He put his arms around her, one hand settling in the small of her back while the other found a place between her shoulder blades, his fingers nearly hovering before they finally pressed against her. She moved closer, as close as she could, her head tipping back as those same fingers traveled upwards, over the sensitive skin on her neck and into the tendrils of hair hidden beneath the edge of her bonnet.



Her own arms hung uselessly at her sides, all of her attention diverted by the touch of his tongue to her lips. His hand at her back found its way to her front, his fingers gliding along the bottom of her spencer until his thumb traced the curve of her breast beneath her gown.



She pulled back from him then, her breath coming rapidly. It was too much, she thought, and too soon. She had hoped that she wouldn’t want to respond, that it wouldn’t have been so difficult to keep herself from touching him, from arching her body towards him as his hand brushed the underside of her breast. But all thoughts of Edmund and propriety and where they stood, out in the open as they were, flew out of her head the moment his mouth found hers.



“I should return,” she said, and gestured vaguely in the direction of the house. Her gaze swept the ground, the edge of the lake, even the trees in the distance before she finally looked at him.



His smile was gone, replaced with an expression she was sure matched her own. Shaken, was how he appeared. As if she could look down at the ground again and find cracks in the earth beneath them. His lips were parted, the bottom one still gleaming with the evidence of their kiss. And his eyes… 



He wanted her. Dear God, he wanted her. Not only for innocent, teasing chats and walks around the lake, but in his arms, stretched across his bed, her skin…



“Excuse me.” She turned on her heel, her damp skirts twisting about her ankles as she walked away from him. He didn’t follow her. She heard him call out to Iris, heard the splash of water and the playful bark of the retriever in response. But this would only be a temporary separation, she knew. At breakfast, she would most likely see him again. All throughout the day, every day, for the next several weeks. There he would be, and she…



Well. There would be no avoiding him. The only difficulty, of course, being that she no longer wished to.






Chapter Eight


  

  


Regan appeared in the breakfast room two hours after her return to the house, freshly washed and clad in a gown that bore no signs of grass stains around the hem. Her cheeks, however, still bore a stubborn flush that she could not dispel no matter how hard she tried to keep her manner serene. If anyone remarked on her heightened color, she determined to tell at least a half-truth and attribute it to an early morning stroll about the lake. But the less mentioned about her companion during the walk, the better.



Katharine stood beside her, a picture of fresh-faced innocence and a full night’s rest. Regan glanced at her daughter, watching as she made a quick survey of the room before her eyes widened slightly and a smile touched the corners of her mouth. Regan followed the line of Katharine’s gaze and traced it across the room to where Mr. Winthrop sat, enjoying a large plate of sausages and toast.



Before Regan could make her own search of the room to see if Mr. Cranmer had anticipated her arrival downstairs as well, Lord Hays walked up to the two of them and sketched a polite bow.



“May I aid the two of you in the breaking of your fast?” He gestured towards the sideboard, where an astonishing array of eggs, fruit, toast, and at least three varieties of meat were on display. 



“Yes, of course,” Regan said, immediately aware of how different her reaction was to Lord Hays’ presence when compared with Mr. Cranmer. There was no flutter of anxiety with Lord Hays. Only a serenity, a feeling that he would never speak about having an affair with her or wanting to kiss her because he could not stop thinking about her. With Lord Hays, she felt safe. As Edmund had always made her feel. Safe and content, always composed. “And thank you,” she added, before her sudden descent into thought could be construed as rudeness.



She watched as he filled both their plates, a polite smile on her face as Lord Hays broached such banal topics as the weather and if the gentleman would be permitted to fish in the lake when there were no other activities planned. All throughout the conversation—a decidedly one-sided conversation, as she and Katharine had only to provide a few words of fewer syllables in order to hasten its progress—her thoughts went back to Mr. Cranmer’s earlier comments concerning Lord Hays, and whether or not the latter gentleman truly had spent a portion of the previous evening with his attention fixed on her bosom. 



Her hand went to the base of her throat. Her second gown this morning had been chosen with care, a simple muslin creation with a neckline boasting a frill nearly up to the level of her chin. If anyone was tempted to stare at her chest today, they would be putting their imaginations through a great deal of work.



Once their plates were heaped with food, Lord Hays attempted to lead them to a more secluded corner of the table. Regan, however, spotted Lady Polmerol seated at the head of the table, her place well-lit by the sunshine pouring in through the windows. Like a flower craving the light, she set her course in that direction, leaving Lord Hays to follow her and Katharine, despite the brief  glower that marred his otherwise placid expression.



“Did you enjoy your walk this morning, Mama?” Katharine asked once they were seated and the perfunctory greetings done away with. “You should have woken me. I think a long walk about the grounds would have been the perfect way to start the day.”



Regan kept her gaze pinned to her hands, which were occupied with spreading a rather large amount of butter onto a scone. “It was very damp.” She cleared her voice when she realized her voice sounded odd. “The fog had yet to lift, and my gown was in a dreadful state by the time I returned to the house. I’m sure you were much more comfortable in your warm and thoroughly dry bed.”



Lady Polmerol nodded in agreement as she chewed on a bite of ham. “My maid tells me to avoid going out when it’s wet. Not healthful for the lungs, she says. And I have to admit, I quite agree with her. Better to wait for the ground to dry before one goes traipsing about, letting all manner of chill into their feet.”



“I believe I might be more concerned about a woman walking about without a companion so early in the morning,” Lord Hays remarked, throwing his hat into the conversation after he had finished his first bite of eggs. A smile accompanied his words, though Regan couldn’t decide if she wished to be flattered by his concern for her well-being, or irritated that he didn’t consider her capable of taking care of herself during daylight hours on a privately-owned stretch of property.



“Oh, Mama is always taking walks,” Katharine said, coming to Regan’s defense. “She adores being outside, and cannot abide being trapped between four walls for very long at all.”



Regan smiled at her daughter. “You forget how often your siblings keep me from spending too much time inside. They would even take to sleeping beneath the open sky should I let them.”



“But a great number of hours spent out of doors can also be detrimental to one’s complexion,” Lady Polmerol went on. “Or that is what my maid tells me. Goodness, I don’t know how I survived without her before I was married. Won’t permit me to lift a finger, not even to adjust a hairpin that’s slipped. And should I even think about stepping out of my room until every curl and ribbon is in its proper place...”



Regan raised her eyebrows at her plate, but took another bite of scone instead of putting voice to her thoughts. She knew the amount of time she spent with her children, the time she spent roaming about the grounds of her home was uncommon when compared with the habits of her peers, but had her marriage and subsequent life as a mother so set her apart from those with whom she used to regularly associate?



“It sounds as if she is a most loyal servant,” Lord Hays said to Lady Polmerol. “And your early morning walk sounds most reviving,” he added to Regan, nodding in deference towards both women, though his gaze lingered on Regan. “Perhaps if you find yourself awake so early again  and are in need of a companion, I will gladly offer my services.” 



Regan smiled, though she couldn’t push down the heat that threatened to flood into her face. If any of them could know that she had already had a companion for her walk this morning… “Thank you,” she said, and cleared her throat. “I may take you up on your offer one of the mornings while I am here.” Because certainly she wouldn’t run into Mr. Cranmer outside every morning, would she? Her heart leaped in her chest at the thought, and she had to bite at her lips to keep from grinning like a foolish schoolgirl.



Why could she not stop thinking about their kiss? She was a grown woman. She had been kissed before. But she shifted in her seat, restless and excited and oddly out of breath, no matter that it had been hours since her return to the house. 



It was not until he kissed her that she realized the sincerity behind his flirting. He did want her. He had said she was lovely. He had said that he hadn’t been able to keep himself from thinking about her. And perhaps it was all flattery and his sole intention was to lure her into his bed, but still… 



“So there’s to be shooting this afternoon?” Lord Hays asked after a moment, drawing Regan from the illicit direction of her thoughts. 



“Oh, yes. Just a bit of sport for the men—” Lady Polmerol nodded to Lord Hays. “—and a bit of entertainment for us. I thought it only fair since it’s usually left to the women to play and sing and provide a greater share of the diversions.”



Lady Polmerol continued to speak to Lord Hays about shooting, asking if he considered himself to be an expert shot. While he regaled her with a description of the different sort of firearms typically used by gentleman for sport, Regan leaned in towards Katharine.



“Does Mr. Winthrop shoot?” 



At the sound of the name, Katharine’s face brightened, though Regan recognized the familiar draw of a curtain over her daughter’s features, disguising her strongest emotions from view. “He does, I believe. He was a soldier, you know, but his interests always tended more towards history and the study of ancient cultures. His dream, he says, is to make a tour of Italy and Greece and perhaps even Egypt, if fate should provide the opportunity for him.”



“Egypt! Well.” Regan smiled, in spite of the shock of hearing her daughter speak of such distant places, especially when she considered how quickly Katharine would leap at the opportunity to see some of those distant places for herself. “So he has fashioned himself as something of an archaeologist?”



“He’s had several papers published already,” Katharine went on, her eyes shining as she spoke about this man whom she so obviously admired. “He’s spent a good deal of time in Spain and was able to study many of the older palaces and architecture there. He’s currently assembling a volume on the influence of Moorish architecture in the Iberian peninsula.”



Regan took another bite of her scone. So when she saw Mr. Winthrop and Katharine with their heads together, they certainly weren’t discussing horses or racing curricles. “He sounds like a man in possession of an exceptional mind. And you…” She raised her eyebrows in question. “You share his interest in Moorish architecture?”



“He speaks of it with such apparent passion, that one cannot help but be caught up in his own excitement.” She smiled, and her gaze took on a faraway sort of look that set off a bell of warning in Regan’s head. Her daughter was smitten. There was nothing else for it. But would a bit of flirtation and discussion of continental architecture be enough to earn Katharine an offer of marriage from Mr. Winthrop? Was there some interest on his part beyond what she could provide as a partner in conversation?



She finished her breakfast without any regard to the flavors of the various foods she put into her mouth. Between keeping an eye on Katharine, pinning her other eye on Lord Hays, and repeatedly abandoning both for as long as it took to glance towards the door of the dining room to see if Mr. Cranmer would also be joining the assembled company for breakfast, she had no attention left for the food on her plate. 



The guests were to be left to their own devices for several hours after breakfast. Katharine voiced a wish to peruse a particular atlas in the library, one that had been recommended to her by Mr. Winthrop. She abandoned her mother to the other ladies who were already portioning themselves off into groups of twos and threes for a bit of idle gossip and embroidery or to take a turn about the gardens before they were all to assemble on the East Lawn for the shooting. 



Regan watched the groups begin to disperse and finally abandoned her own empty plate, but not before Lord Hays caught sight of her and smoothly placed himself at her side. 



“Lady Polmerol is particularly proud of her portrait gallery, up in the west wing of the house. I did wonder, perhaps, if you would be inclined to accompany me on a brief stroll in that direction?”



He held out his arm to her, his head inclined in deference. She narrowed her eyes at him, Mr. Cranmer’s comment about Lord Hays salivating over her figure repeating itself in her mind. 



But… no. Certainly not. Lord Hays had reached an age and level of maturity beyond the point of staring at women’s bodies like young bucks in heat. She was a widow, and a mother, and was dressed in one of the plainest of her new gowns. And Lord Hays would recognize those things and behave accordingly. 



She looked up at Lord Hays, at the touches of grey in his hair and the lines of age fanning out from his eyes and across his forehead. A more appropriate age for someone like her, she reminded herself. “For a few minutes, I think.” She placed her hand on his arm, a tentative touch to his sleeve out of sheer politeness and nothing more. Together, they left the dining room and made their way towards the grand staircase at the center of the house, taking the left turn where it split in two different directions. 



The portrait gallery was illuminated along one side by large windows that stretched nearly from floor to ceiling. They let in enough light to set the motes of dust that floated through the air to glowing like fairies, but the direction they faced prevented the sunlight from striking any of the paintings on the opposite wall, even as near to midday as it already was. 



They ambled past portraits of men in dark wigs that draped over their shoulders, of women in stomachers, of families dressed as shepherds and shepherdesses and sporting powdered hair. Lord Hays pointed out the direct line of the Polmerols, leading all the way back to a few damaged paintings that appeared to have survived from the time of the Plantagenets. 



At first, Regan failed to notice when the subject of Lord Hays’ discourse changed from the rather dry history of their host’s various ancestors to a recitation on his own home in Hampshire and how very much he would like for her to visit someday.



“I beg your pardon?” Regan tore her eyes away from a portrait of a handsome soldier in obvious Scottish garb, all dark hair and grey eyes and with a very familiar line to his jaw. “I was just admiring this…” She cleared her throat and hoped the blush creeping upwards from her throat was not visible. “... very distinguished-looking young man.”



“My grandfather, actually.”



Both Regan and Lord Hays spun around at the sound of the voice behind them. Mr. Cranmer strode towards them, a touch of a grin playing at the corners of his mouth. His clothes, she couldn’t help but notice, were clean and neat, and she realized he also must have changed since his morning stroll along the boundaries of the lake. But he wore his hair artfully mussed, the ends carrying a hint of dampness, as if a bit of fog still clung to his person.



“Lady Griffith. Lord Hays.” He bowed towards Regan, but raised his chin with a slight flare of his nostrils as he regarded the other gentleman. Regan held her breath, waiting for him to reference their early morning meeting by the lake with something as audacious as a wink or even a leer, but instead he directed his attention to the painting on the wall, or more importantly, the man immortalized within it. “May I present to you Cameron Munro Docherty, also known as Baron Ramsay to a fair few of his peers?”



The deep burr she had caught in his voice before became more pronounced as he spoke about his grandfather. Regan allowed herself to breathe again as she shifted her weight from foot to foot. A slight alteration in his accent should not have been so disarming, and yet she closed her eyes for a moment, allowing his voice to wash over her, to vibrate through her. 



“The painting was a gift to Lady Polmerol upon her marriage, seeing as how he was her grandfather as well.” Mr. Cranmer finally looked away from the painting and spared a glance for both her and Lord Hays at her side. Lord Hays’ posture seemed to stiffen at the attention, his chin lifting an inch as he tilted his nose into the air. 



Regan gazed at both the painting and Mr. Cranmer. The resemblance between the two men was a remarkable thing, as if Mr. Cranmer had simply stepped down from beyond the confines of the gilt-edged frame and stood before them now, though without the kilt and gold-trimmed jacket of brilliant red. 



For a moment, she wondered what the corporeal Mr. Cranmer would look like in the same uniform, but quickly banished the thought before it could take root. It seemed a dangerous road to set upon, and she’d already partaken of too many dangerous activities this morning, at least as far as Mr. Cranmer was concerned.



“Forgive my intrusion upon your stroll,” Mr. Cranmer went on, seemingly oblivious to the dark look being sent his way from Lord Hays. “But my cousin is in need of your expertise, Lady Griffith. Following the shooting planned for this afternoon, she is hoping to organize a bit of boating on the lake in order to better enjoy the sunset. Alas, I believe she has become overwhelmed at the prospect of dividing so many guests into an army of little rowboats.”



“Oh.” Regan looked up at Lord Hays. The man’s mouth was set in a hard line, and the ice from his glare continued to freeze a path towards Mr. Cranmer. Why there should be enmity between the two men—or at least on Lord Hays’ side—she couldn’t imagine, nor did she want to. The difference in their age perhaps? Their rank? As she moved to step away from Lord Hays, his hand grasped hers, as if he would prevent her from leaving his side. “Forgive me, my lord,” she said smoothly, and extricated her hand with a small tug. “We will have to postpone the rest of our tour until another time.”



“I am at your service, Lady Griffith.” Before he could say anything more, if indeed he intended to say anything more, Mr. Cranmer stepped into the breach and offered his own arm to her. 



“Shall we?” He turned so his back was towards Lord Hays. An intentional slight? Regan could have laughed outright at the silly posturing of men, but instead she bit the inside of her cheek and slipped her fingers into the crook of Mr. Cranmer’s arm. 



“Of course.” She graced Lord Hays with a final glance before she was led out of the gallery. “I wouldn’t wish to leave Lady Polmerol in a panic over seating arrangements. I remember how difficult it could be to make certain everyone had a place.”



“And one would have to accomplish it all without offending the tender sensibilities of the aristocracy, am I correct?”



Regan smiled at the sparkle in Mr. Cranmer’s eye. “Too correct! If one should make the mistake of seating a penniless baronet next to a duchess… well!”



“Heads will roll?” His grin broadened, accompanied by a chuckle, and Regan’s breath caught. Why did he have this power to affect her so much? Because he was young? Because he was handsome and charming? And if that was all it took to set her heart beating faster, had she always been so ridiculously shallow? 



It was the kiss, she told herself. She should not have allowed it. She should have given him a firm set-down and marched straight back to the house. But instead, she had kissed him. She had kissed him back. Because she had wanted to. And fool that she was, she still wanted more.



She had sensed it since their first meeting, an inimitable pull towards him, not quite unlike what she had experienced during her courtship with Edmund, all those years before. 



But, no. The more she considered it, the more she realized this was not at all like when she had met Edmund. Then, it had been a slow burn of infatuation that had grown into a deep love and respect for one another. But this… this was nothing more than idle flirtation edged with lust. Her heart, she was certain, was too tied up with her husband, with her children, to ever allow herself to think of starting all over again with another man. She didn’t think she could endure the pain of it, the fear of losing someone all over again. 



And then, she did look at Mr. Cranmer. Her hand still rested on his arm. She was very near to him, her skirts swishing against the side of his leg with every step. She took the opportunity to study his profile while she assumed he was unaware of her inspection.



“I wish you would call me Thomas,” he said, while keeping his gaze pinned ahead of them. “As you did when we first made one another’s acquaintance.” 



“You know I shouldn’t.” They approached the main staircase, though this part of the house, set aside more for the family’s use than for guests, was remarkably quiet and free of traffic. “I hardly know you,” she said, falling back on her old excuse, though it wouldn’t work much longer. “And what will happen should someone overhear me speak to you with your given name, hmm? They’ll know… or they’ll think that you and I—”



“Are good friends?”



She gave him a reproving look. “They will think more than that. And with good reason. Besides, are you capable of being only friendly with me?” she asked, gritting her teeth when she realized it sounded more like an accusation than she had meant it to be.



He stopped walking and set his hand over hers, his thumb sliding across the top of her knuckles as he turned to face her. “Are you?”



That she couldn’t speak right away, she realized, was answer enough. 



“My thoughts have been muddled these past few weeks,” he went on, and with his fingers still lazily caressing hers. “And for that, I apologize. But at the end of it all, I cannot deny my attraction to you.”



Oh, no. She removed her hand from his arm and turned away from him. She began to walk—away from him, towards the stairs, at a brisk enough pace she could fool herself into believing she could outrun her very thoughts—but he caught up with her easily enough.



“Wait! Lady Griffith!” He made no attempt to take her arm or even snag the fabric of her sleeve, but still she paused, and turned, and waited for him to speak. “Have I offended you?” he asked, his eyes wide enough she feared she had injured him. “If I have, I assure you it was not my intent. Not at all.”



“Then what is your intent, Mr. Cranmer?” She crossed her arms over her chest, a pose she’d picked up from her son Jack when he was at his most stubborn. But it was more to keep herself from reaching out and touching him, to smooth that one wrinkle in his neckcloth, to slide her thumb over the small bit of stubble he must have missed during his morning shave. Silly, foolish fingers. She gripped her own arms until she was sure her knuckles must be white. “Am I a game? A bit of sport with which to amuse yourself, to see if you can win the attention of the reclusive widow?”



Any hint of amusement left on his face disappeared as quick as chalk letters wiped clean from a slate. “I’m truly sorry.” He lowered his head. “I’m sorry you assume my interest in you must stem from nothing more than boredom or immaturity on my part. I know you think me young, perhaps too young for your tastes. But does my age preclude me from thinking you to be one of the most beautiful women I have ever met? That I should be able to clear my thoughts of your face, your figure, even the sound of your voice simply because I am not old enough for your liking?”



Now, it was Regan’s turn to lower her head, to squeeze her eyes shut and wish she could take back her words. There had been no intention to imply anything of which he accused her, that she would brush off his interest in her as only a symptom of the age difference between them, as if it lent a lack of sincerity to everything he did. “Mr. Cranmer…”



He took a step towards her. “You accuse me of not knowing you well enough to think of you in amorous terms. But I believe you are mistaken. I know that you love your children, possibly more than your own life. I know that you loved your husband, that you still love him.”



Regan drew in a breath, but Mr. Cranmer held up his hand, stalling whatever interruption she had been about to make. 



“And I know that someone capable of such immeasurable reserves of affection, such boundless love, is also someone I find very difficult to resist.”



And then… he didn’t move. She wondered at that, why he didn’t close the distance between them, why he didn’t lower his head and kiss her. It seemed the perfect opportunity, while she stood only an arms’ reach away, gaping at him like a stunned fish. 



“You…” she began to say, but any other words failed to find a voice. They all seemed useless. Instead, she took the step forward that he hadn’t. She uncrossed her arms, her fingers flexing before they brushed over the lapels of his jacket, before she smoothed out the crease in his neckcloth. A fleeting thought assailed her, that someone could walk up and find them here, standing together, her hands on him, too close to be explained away as something innocent. Lord Hays, perhaps. Or any one of the other guests currently milling about Lady Polmerol’s home. 



But she pushed that thought out of her head, or perhaps it was merely smothered by the urge to rise onto the balls of her feet, to skim her fingertips over that missed streak of stubble on the underside of his jaw, to press her lips there…



“Oh, Lady Griffith!”



Regan stepped back as swiftly as if she’d been burned. Lady Polmerol rounded the corner then, hands fluttering as she came into view. 



“So Thomas did manage to find you! How wonderful!” She clapped her hands together in front of her chest. “If it wouldn’t be too much of a bother, I must confess I am in dire need of your help. I was planning an outing on the lake for this evening, and I thought I had all the proper seating arranged. But now I’ve been informed that two of the boats have sprung a leak, and they cannot be repaired before tomorrow. So now it will have to be delayed, but even with the extra time, I simply cannot make heads or tails of the seating!”



“I’m happy to give you any assistance I can,” Regan assured her, before the other woman’s hands could take to fluttering again. She glanced at Mr. Cranmer. He watched her with a troubled expression. Had something she’d done altered his features in such a way? Or was he frustrated at having been interrupted by his cousin? “But I have my doubts I’m the best person for the task,” she continued, dragging her gaze back to Lady Polmerol. 



“But don’t you recall that clever little regatta you put together for your husband’s forty-fifth birthday? Why, it was all London could talk about for weeks afterwards!”



Lady Polmerol took Regan’s hand and tucked it against her side, swiftly leading her away from Mr. Cranmer and the west wing of the house. She wanted to look back, to see if Mr. Cranmer followed them. Their conversation, she knew, was nowhere near an end. And the next time they spoke, perhaps… perhaps they wouldn’t be so suddenly interrupted.






Chapter Nine


  

  


The shooting commenced not long after all evidence of breakfast was cleared away. The servants were well occupied during the morning hours setting up awnings to protect the ladies from the ill effects of the midday sun. Targets were also erected on a clear, flat expanse of lawn with which the participants could display their prowess with a gun. 



Regan didn't much care for shooting. Edmund had always preferred fishing, choosing to while away his early mornings at the stream that cut through their property, catching a bounty of fish that would no doubt accompany their dinner later that day. Regan often accompanied him to the water’s edge, sitting on the bank to paint or sew or simply enjoy the pleasure of being out of doors and in her husband’s company.



The constant firing of guns, on the other hand, was a noisy business, not to mention the smoke and the odor of gunpowder it put into the air. She was happy that Jack seemed to have taken after his father in that respect, preferring to perfect his own lures, to tramp into the dirt with his sister in search of worms and grubs and other bait, to wade into thigh-deep water in search of the still, shadowed pools where the largest fish tended to linger. 



Settling herself beside Katharine, beneath the shade of an awning, Regan glanced around at the other women taking their seats at the delicate tables set out for everyone. Most of the women had changed from their morning attire, putting aside the plainer dresses of white and lace for more elaborate styles, more to be shown off among their peers. Regan still wore the same gown she’d changed into after her walk. It seemed pointless, she thought, to go through the elaborate process of undressing and dressing all over again. Even at home with the children, she often wore gowns smudged with food and dirt from her hours spent with them throughout the day to the dining table in the evening. 



But here she was, amid a dozen other ladies who no doubt planned on wearing at least three separate outfits each and every day. Regan didn’t own enough gowns for so many activities, unless she were to send back to her home in Kent for the mourning dresses already packed away before she came. 



“Thank you,” Regan said to the footman who bent over their table, delivering cups of lemonade and a tray of delicate tarts filled with fresh berries and topped with dollops of cream. Joining them at the table were Miss Lane and her mother. The latter glanced up at Regan at her words to the servant, eyes sharp and brow furrowed. 



Regan wondered at the look that reeked of disapproval, and then she understood what of her behavior had brought it on: She’d thanked the footman. Around the rest of the tent, the servants moved as if they were invisible, garnering nary a look from any of the assembled guests. But she had gone and thanked the man, a holdover from her efforts with the children to ensure they always used their proper manners, their “please and thank you’s” whenever the situation called for them.



She met the woman’s glare from across the small table and smiled before taking a sip of lemonade.



“Oh.” The whisper of sound dropped from Katharine’s mouth. Regan looked over to what had caught her daughter’s attention and saw Mr. Winthrop walking across the lawn, several other gentlemen accompanying him. 



There was nothing remarkable about Mr. Winthrop’s build or stature. A man of average height, average weight, with average brown hair that was nearly vanished from the crown of his head, more visible now beneath the full light of the sun as he removed his hat to wipe his brow with a  handkerchief. But Katharine had never been one to wax poetic about a man’s appearance. If Mr. Winthrop had so caught her interest, it was his mind, his intellect that had secured it.



Further on, and Regan spotted Mr. Cranmer speaking with one of the servants who held a musket out to him. There was no grin on Mr. Cranmer’s face. He appeared to be listening to the servant as he went through the particulars of the weapon with him. A few paces beyond, Lord Hays milled about on the grass, though she noticed the older gentleman occasionally glancing in Mr. Cranmer’s direction, before his eyes darted towards the awning, as if he were searching for her.



Regan sat back in her chair and took another sip of lemonade. Lord Hays’ behavior towards Mr. Cranmer still baffled her. If the two men had any prior connection, they certainly made no show of it. Were the dark looks and irritation on Lord Hays’ side to do with Mr. Cranmer’s attention towards her? Was the older gentleman simply jealous?



A new worry struck her as she sat there, while Katharine and Miss Lane exchanged chit-chat—or rather, while Miss Lane spoke incessantly about a new song she had learned and would regale everyone with later in the week. Regan had only been here for two days. Barely two days. Had Mr. Cranmer’s interest caught the notice of Lord Hays? What if others had already become aware of it?



Or perhaps she was seeing something where there was nothing. Perhaps Lord Hays had no interest in her whatsoever, aside from an acquaintance of a friendly nature. She had never put forward that she was in search of a husband. Indeed, she had no desire to marry again. Edmund’s will made certain that she and the children would be taken care of, generous dowries provided for the girls when they decided to marry. Regan neither wanted nor needed a man in her life. She was only here now to see that Katharine found her way towards making a suitable match. And again, Mr. Winthrop crossed her vision, and she sighed.



Mr. Winthrop, with the thin, greying hair. Mr. Winthrop, who appeared to be Katharine’s senior by at least two decades. Mr. Winthrop, who spoke about Egypt and history and all of the things Katharine adored. All of the things that failed to make her a suitable wife for any of the men Regan had hoped would be more likely to snag her daughter’s eye. Men who were younger, for one thing. Well, for nearly everything.



And they were to be guests here for several more weeks, at least. Weeks of Lord Hays and Mr. Cranmer and watching Katharine become more steadily infatuated with a man old enough to be her father. Of course, such a choice for a marriage partner was not an uncommon thing. Most young women ended up with men who were older, more settled, ready for children and the stability of married life. 



Men utterly unlike Mr. Cranmer. But before Regan’s thoughts could circle back around, a call went up from one of the servants. The gentlemen had chosen lots and sorted themselves into teams. The shooting, it seemed, was about to begin.



***



There were four teams of three gentlemen each. The teams were aided by several servants who would load the next shot so the participants needed only worry about taking up their musket, aiming, and firing. Mr. Cranmer and Mr. Winthrop were on the same team, while Lord Hays was positioned several yards away on a team that included Lord Polmerol and a younger gentleman who looked to have never held a firearm in his life. 



Mr. Cranmer was first in his group to shoot. He hit the target, but far from the center. Unperturbed, he passed his weapon to the waiting servant who began the task of loading the barrel with fresh ball and powder. 



Regan winced at each shot that was fired, the noise catching her off guard even though she expected it every time. Despite every attempt to give each gentleman a fair share of her attention, her eyes continually strayed back towards Mr. Cranmer, again and again, until she gave in and took to watching him even when it was no longer his turn to shoot.



It was Lord Hays’ voice that broke the spell. He was arguing with one of the servants, and then with Lord Polmerol when he attempted to intervene. 



“What is happening?” Regan asked to anyone at her table who would provide an answer



“Lord Hays wishes to exchange his musket for a new one,” Mrs. Lane provided, while fanning herself languidly with a lace-edged handkerchief. 



“I believe that he is upset with his performance thus far and so has taken to blaming it on his gun,” Katharine put in. “Though I do not think a new weapon will aid his chances. He does not hold himself well when he shoots. He is too stiff, and the line of his left arm affects his aim.”



Katharine’s observations earned another disapproving glance from Mrs. Lane. Apparently, aside from thanking servants, women should also not express views on such male-dominated pursuits as shooting. Regan picked up a strawberry tart, plunked it onto her plate, and licked a smear of cream from the side of her thumb. “Will he be allowed to switch in the middle of the tournament?”



“He should, if he believes there is something wrong with his weapon.” Mrs. Lane put her nose into the air and spoke without looking at either Regan or Katharine, as if some unseen creature had posed the query. 



Lord Hays’ ruffled feathers were soon smoothed by the intervention of their host. Another musket was provided, and Lord Hays picked it up before offering apologies to the other members of his team. He turned then, raised the musket, and took aim. 



Katharine had been correct in her description of Lord Hays’ stance. Too stiff and awkward, the tendons in his neck tense and standing out in relief above his collar. The shot came, along with its puff of smoke and report that seemed to reverberate across the lawn and into the trees beyond. Even several yards away, Regan could make out the curse that fell from his lips. He’d missed the target entirely. Again. All the exchange of weapons had done was prove he was the one at fault after all.



Regan glanced at Katharine, whose attention was diverted by the next man up to shoot. Mr. Winthrop took his turn. He held the musket easily in his hands, raising it as if it was an extension of his arms. A wait the length of a breath as he aimed, the shot rang out, and a shout of congratulations sounded from Mr. Cranmer and the other gentleman on their team. The ball had struck the target at dead center. Easily the best shot of the afternoon so far. 



Katharine bounced in her seat, applauding along with all the other ladies busy watching the shooting unfold. 



“Pure luck, I am certain,” Mrs. Lane said, still waving her handkerchief about, despite the coolness beneath the awning and the steady breeze that had prevented the warmth of the afternoon from lending too much discomfort to the festivities. “I cannot imagine the poor man has had much experience with a true gentleman’s weapon.” She leaned forward, perfect curls bobbing over her shoulders from beneath the ruffled edge of her cap. “His father was in trade, you know. In Blackpool,” she added, upper lip curled in distaste. “Why Lady Polmerol chose to invite him as a guest beneath her roof, I cannot imagine, unless he has performed some great service to the family and so they feel they must condescend to the fellow.”



“I believe that Mr. Winthrop and Lord Polmerol attended Oxford together,” Katharine spoke up, both her posture and the set of her mouth indicating that she was holding a great deal of irritation beneath the surface of a calm, polite exterior. “They share an interest in history, of which Mr. Winthrop has become quite the expert and much celebrated in intellectual circles.”



“Hmm.” Mrs. Lane gave a final wave of her handkerchief and instead looked out towards the lawn, where the men cycled through their next turn of participants. “A shame then, that his pedigree must be so ordinary.” She spoke the last word in the tone of an obscenity.



Katharine cleared her throat and rose from her seat. “I find I must beg your pardon. I feel a terrible headache coming on and I think I must return indoors to my room. Good afternoon.”



Regan watched her walk briskly back towards the house. She considered following, but knew that Katharine suffered no headache or physical ailment. In fact, Regan considered it a boon for Mrs. Lane that Katharine had excused herself, before she’d taken the opportunity to dig in her heels and pronounce herself a full champion for Mr. Winthrop’s honor. 



“I hope she is well!” Miss Lane piped up, sincere worry etched across her otherwise smooth brow. “I know I had a terrible headache a few weeks ago, and only a glass of wine would succeed in taking it away. But—oh!—did it leave me feeling so muddled for the remainder of the evening! I could scarcely walk without having to lean on someone’s arm for support!”



Regan remained for the rest of the shooting. Mr. Cranmer and Mr. Winthrop’s team won in the end, with Mr. Winthrop earning special recognition for the accuracy of his shots. 



“It’s all down to the weapon in these sorts of things,” Lord Hays commented as he approached their table. His face was flushed beneath the brim of his hat, the color in his face more from his leftover irritation at his poor performance than from the time spent beneath the sun. A servant appeared at his side with a tray of freshly poured lemonade, and he snatched up one of the cups, dismissing the man with a gesture before he drank down the contents in a single swallow. “No matter what skills one may boast about, if you’re handed a faulty tool, then of course it’s an easy thing to be outdone by a few gloating upstarts.”



“I quite agree,” Mrs. Lane said, lace fluttering around the neckline of her dress as she nodded and plucked at the fabric there. “Such a motley collection of guests Lady Polmerol has assembled this year. Like that Mr. Cranmer…” She nodded towards the lawn, where Mr. Cranmer stood chatting with Mr. Winthrop, the both of them evidently in good spirits.



“Mr. Cranmer is Maggie- I mean, Lady Polmerol’s cousin.” Regan cleared her throat when she realized all of the attention from around the table—Lord Hays’ in particular—focused tightly on her. “They were raised together for a time, I understand. She considers him something of a brother.”



Lord Hays made an unintelligible sound in the back of his throat, though its tone was not at all complimentary. His gaze settled on Regan, and she thought he was about to speak, but instead lifted his hat to sweep his hair back from his perspiring forehead before he returned it to his head. “May I escort you ladies back to the house?” he offered instead, some measure of affability returning to his expression.



“But of course, my lord!” Mrs. Lane rose from her seat, nudging her daughter as she stood. “But you should take Miss Lane’s arm, you know. I am a stalwart in the heat, but she is tremendously more delicate than I.” 



Regan found herself maneuvered to the rear of the group by Mrs. Lane’s efforts, though Lord Hays looked back at her more than once as they began their walk towards the house. She wondered if Mrs. Lane had set her sights on Lord Hays as a potential suitor for her daughter, despite the obvious age difference. Lord Hays possessed a title, and an estate, both of which could easily forgive the decades existing between them. 



As they entered the house, Regan took the opportunity to pull herself away from the group and slip upstairs to check on Katharine. Lord Hays noticed her departure, but Mrs. Lane and her daughter did everything within their power to distract him.



She found Katharine tucked away in her room, reading a book no doubt borrowed from Lord Polmerol’s vast library. Her daughter looked up as she entered, a sigh the first thing to leave her mouth before she tucked a bit of ribbon between the pages to mark her place and set the book aside. 



“I am sorry I flounced away, Mama. But that woman…”



Regan took the seat across from her daughter, a lovely cream-colored armchair that provided a view of the rose garden from the open window. “I fear you will always have to encounter a similar attitude wherever you go. And especially if you continue to align yourself with people like Mr. Winthrop.”



Regan waited. She watched Katharine’s reaction closely, the rise of color in her cheeks, the way her back stiffened as she shifted slightly forward in her chair. 



“I know we’ve only been here a short while,” Regan continued, her fingers plucking at one another while she maintained her calm, motherly tone. “But you have always possessed a tendency to feel very passionate about things you favor. As few in number as those things tend to be.” She paused, licked her lips, and forced herself to press forward, no matter the discomfort written across her daughter’s face. “Do you… Do you favor Mr. Winthrop?”



Her daughter hesitated. That alone was answer enough. “As you said,” she began haltingly. “We’ve only been here a short time, so I cannot say in plain terms whether or not I favor him, as you put it. However, I do feel a kinship with him. We share so many of the same interests, and I’ve never before met a man who does not seek to simply brush off my questions as unimportant because I am a woman. He speaks to me as if I am his equal, and I have not encountered that in a man—in a gentleman—since… Well, since Papa left us.”



It was an answer Regan had feared to receive. But her next question, she knew, might provoke an even more difficult response. “What of Mr. Winthrop’s age?”



Katharine blinked rapidly, nonplussed. “I don’t know what you mean? What of it?”



Oh, she was going to make this difficult. “I mean, he is obviously older than you. By quite a few years, judging from appearance alone. And you are still so young, Katie. Would you… could you be happy with a man who is so much more mature?”



“And why should I not? We are of the same mind on so many subjects. Would you have me set my cap at some young rooster merely because he is nearer to me in age?”



“Not at all! But…” Regan looked down at her hands, at her fingers pulling at the fabric of her skirt, twisting it with all of the frustration currently coursing through her. How could she tell her daughter that she didn’t want her to marry an older man, when she herself had done the same thing? 



“You loved Papa,” Katharine countered, as if reading her mother’s thoughts. 



“Nor did I have as much time with him as I wanted.” The confession slipped out, the words carrying only a tinge of the grief that still tainted so many of her thoughts. “If he had been a younger man when we’d married—”



“No.” Katharine shook her head. “If he had been a younger man, you might not have married him at all. He would not have been the man you fell in love with. Tell me,” she leaned forward, elbows on her knees, hands clasped, eager as a child. Still a child, Regan thought. Her child, and she always would be, no matter that she was fully grown and now seeking out a life of her own. “The time you had together, would you exchange it for anything else?”



And now her own hesitation, she knew, was her answer. She was certain Katharine knew this, too, but she wouldn’t let her daughter win the fight so easily. “The pain, Katie. It is like nothing you can imagine. It is like losing a part of yourself, an injury that can never be fully mended again.”



“Mama.” Katharine reached out, tugging at her mother’s hand until they released the poor, tortured fabric of her skirt. Her daughter’s skin was cool against her own, cool and smooth and without any mark or line of advancing age. “I lost my father. The best man I ever knew, will most likely ever know. Do you think you are the only one who carries a heavy weight of mourning? Do you believe yourself alone in shedding fresh tears at the thought of never being able to see him again? To smell his pipe? The rumble of his voice when he forgot himself and read aloud when he thought no one was listening?”



Regan lowered her head, bringing her daughter’s hands up to press against her cheek. 



“I am well aware of Mr. Winthrop’s age,” Katharine said. “But I also cannot pretend there is no other risk aside from that. He could trip on a stone and break his neck. Be trampled by a horse. Choke on an errant bone in a bite of fish. He will live until he dies, until it is his time to die, whether four days from now or forty years.”



There were no tears. Regan was thankful for that, that they could speak of such matters and no longer feel as if they had to rend their garments and don sackcloth and ashes every time the subject of her husband—and Katharine’s father—arose. “I am your mother,” she announced, a strange sad smile toying with the corners of her mouth. “So give me leave to worry over these things. Sometimes I think I cannot help it.”



“I know.” Katharine pressed forward again until she kissed her mother’s forehead. “And for all our talk, Mr. Winthrop may never even make an offer to me. He speaks so much of Egypt and other places that he may not be in a mind to marry at all. I might be nothing more than a willing ear, ready to hear all of his thoughts and theories before he cavorts off to bury himself in some pharaoh’s tomb.”



They sat together in silence then, enjoying the light breeze let in through the open window, the comfort simply being in one another’s company brought to them. And then Katharine sat back again, and she canted her head to one side as she regarded her mother from narrowed eyes.



“But what of you and Lord Hays, hmm?”



Regan blinked, and it wasn’t until she remembered to draw in a breath that she realized her mouth was open. “Lord Hays?”



“I am more than certain you came here without any intention of finding another husband. In fact, I cannot imagine you even entertaining the notion of marrying again, but I think you have caught his notice, whether you wish it or not.”



“Lord Hays,” Regan said again, feeling slightly dumbfounded. All of the time she’d spent worrying that Mr. Cranmer’s behavior towards her would be noticed and remarked upon, and here it was Lord Hays currently rushing into the lead. “No, I hadn’t thought about finding a husband, not at all.” But she had thought about Mr. Cranmer, his mouth on hers, the glide of his hands along her back, the brush of his thumb beneath the heavy curve of her breast. But, no. She had not thought about marriage.



“From what I’ve heard, Lord Hays is very much in want of a wife. You may have to be careful there.”



Katharine’s tone was teasing, but Regan couldn’t help but experience a thread of worry. She had been polite to Lord Hays, and most conversation with him had proved to be easy and pleasant, nothing about his presence setting her thoughts into turmoil as Mr. Cranmer had the power to do. But she hadn’t considered him in terms of a future husband, or father to her children, if she let her imagination continue along that course. Yet she did not doubt he would do well in the role, and she was sure the two of them would be companionable enough. 



“I do not think I like him much,” Katharine said, interrupting Regan’s thoughts. “He seems all that is proper, but there is something in his air, an abundance of confidence I fear does not match his abilities.”



“I have no doubt you would think more highly of him if he spent his days entombed in a dusty library. But I believe him to be amiable enough, and respectable.” Regan smoothed down her wrinkled skirt and stood up. “Or perhaps we are speaking of nothing, seeing as how we’ve not been here long enough to truly see the shape of anyone’s character.” A slight lie, that, and one she hoped Katharine wouldn’t catch. For hadn’t she already begun to pass judgement on everyone she had already encountered? 



“I’ll leave you to your rest,” she went on, abandoning the talk of Lord Hays and all other subjects she suddenly felt too tired to discuss. “Before we know it, it will be time to dress for dinner and put ourselves on display for another evening.”



Katharine sighed, exaggerating her disappointment for dramatic effect. “How is it all to be endured, Mama?”



Regan smiled down at her oldest child. “I am sure your Mr. Winthrop and his talk of medieval Moorish architecture will render it all easier to bear.”



A blush stole across Katharine’s cheeks. “Ah, well,” was all she said, and splayed her hands apart on her lap. “Perhaps your Lord Hays will charm you with another dose of his amiable respectability.”



“No,” Regan said, biting back a laugh. “Not my Lord Hays. Anything but that.”






Chapter Ten


  

  


Another evening, which of course meant another dinner. Regan was seated beside Lord Polmerol, always a gregarious fellow, and so found the meal slipped away rather quickly while adorned by the gentleman’s dry witticisms and jokes. 



Unfortunately, her attention didn’t stay as focused on her dinner companion as she would have liked. Several times throughout the meal she found herself glancing down the length of the table, where Mr. Cranmer had been seated a half dozen places away from her. He seemed to be in amiable spirits, chatting with a Miss Fahey, the daughter of an earl and in possession of a sizeable dowry that had crowned her as one of the finest catches of the year. Mr. Cranmer’s interest in the young woman appeared to be nothing more than what was required of him for the sake of politeness. Regan dipped her spoon into her soup and castigated herself for allowing a spark of jealousy to flare to life inside her.



Mr. Cranmer could speak with whoever he pleased, and with however much joy and animation on his face he wished to display. Matters would be far simpler, she told herself, if the young man would take his interest for her elsewhere and allow her to focus on the task of helping Katharine in her quest for a husband. Though with her eldest daughter already falling for Mr. Winthrop, Regan was beginning to feel as if her purpose here was rendered obsolete. 



After dinner, the ladies and gentlemen parted ways, the women retiring to the drawing room as always, with Miss Lane seeking out the pianoforte in the corner, her fingers dancing absently over the instrument until the gentlemen rejoined them and she once again took up her playing in earnest. 



Regan kept herself to the back of the room, near a window that had been left open several inches in order to alleviate the stultifying atmosphere of the summer evening. When Lord Hays entered, Regan attached herself to Lady Tempest, the mother of Miss Fahey, and the two of them spent several minutes discussing the perils of watching their daughters grow to womanhood and the stress of foisting them onto a society that could welcome them or spurn them, depending on how the proverbial dice landed.



Lord Hays, she noticed, situated himself quite near Miss Lane and the pianoforte. The latter graced him with a smile, and at a nod from Mrs. Lane, accepted his offer to turn the pages of her music while she regaled everyone with a song. Mr. Cranmer, she noted, did not appear.



And all through this, Katharine sat in a small group that included Mr. Winthrop, though their body language implied that the two of them were only paying attention to each other. A cannon could go off outside the window, Regan thought, and neither of the two lovers would be stirred from their conversation. 



Lovers… She let the word roll about in her head, while Lady Tempest spoke about the latest fashion in ladies’ hairstyles coming out of London. There was nothing obviously affectionate about Katharine and Mr. Winthrop’s behavior towards one another. Indeed, they looked to be enmeshed in another discussion of historical matters. There was no particular warmth in the glances they shared. No discreet attempts at brushing one’s thigh against the other person’s leg or not-so-accidentally touching hands as they elaborated on an archeological detail. 



But Regan knew her daughter. This was how Katharine showed her interest in something, through the intensity of her expression, the focus she paid to Mr. Winthrop’s every word. Katharine might not be in love with Mr. Winthrop—she had hardly known him long enough for that—but there was a passion forming for him, and for the subjects he held most dear. If the man indeed were to make an offer at some point in the next several weeks, Regan didn’t doubt that her daughter would accept him. 



It was partway through this pondering that Regan realized she had a headache. It was nothing serious, but enough that something in her demeanor must have attracted Lady Tempest’s notice. 



“You should take yourself to bed for the night,” the other lady commented, and patted Regan’s hand. “This is a beastly business, shepherding our little lambs around in search of an eligible match. And don’t fret over your daughter,” she continued, seeing Regan’s glance in Katharine’s direction, where she continued to sit with Mr. Winthrop. “I will keep an eye on the child, make sure nothing untoward occurs,” she added with a smile and a knowing laugh. 



“Thank you,” Regan said. She made her way over towards Katharine and told her of her intentions to retire early for the night.



“Do you need anything, Mama? A glass of wine, perhaps? Or…”



Regan waved away the offer. “I believe rest will be enough to see me returned to my former self.” She wished her daughter and Mr. Winthrop a good evening and walked up to her room. Away from the drawing room, the house was quiet, and remarkably cooler. She wiped at perspiration she hadn’t realized had formed on her brow and her chin, then pressed the fabric of her gown against her bosom, her shift soaking up the sweat that clung to her skin in beads between her breasts. 



A fire had been built in her bedroom, but she immediately crossed to the window and opened it as far as it would go without drifting shut again. She considered calling for her maid to help her undress, but the dull ache at the back of her head made her wish for solitude more than anything. 



She pushed a chair over towards the open window and collapsed into it, her legs stretched out before her and propped on a cushion she’d taken from the bed. The bed was too near the fire for her to want to lie there yet, and so she put her head back against the plush upholstery, her face turned towards the curtains that shifted slightly as the cool evening air drifted into the room.



She would only close her eyes for a minute or two, she thought. Only until the sweat dried and she could be bothered to tackle the row of minute buttons between her shoulder blades in order to undress for the evening.



The room was considerably darker when she opened her eyes again. Her vision blurred from sleep, she blinked at the gilt-edged clock on the mantelpiece until she determined that three hours had passed since she’d fallen asleep. A groan slipped out of her as she sat up. As wonderful as the air was this near to the window, her body hadn’t appreciated its nap in the chair, and she was forced to arch her back forward until a satisfying crack of sound erupted from her spine. 



Her headache, she realized, was gone, leaving only a strange hollow feeling where it had been. She stood up, regretted for a moment not having removed her gown and stays before settling into the chair, and paced from one side of the bedroom to the other until proper feeling returned to all her limbs. 



Once she trusted herself to move without tripping over anything, she went to the door that separated her room from Katharine’s and knocked lightly with the back of her hand. At a lack of response, Regan opened the door and peeked inside. 



Her daughter’s fire had already been banked for the night, and there, in the bed, lay Katharine, fast asleep with only her shuttered eyes and the dark curls of her hair visible above the edge of the blankets. 



“Well, then.” Regan resisted the urge to tip-toe into the adjoining room and kiss her daughter’s cheek. She would soon have to become accustomed to the idea of Katharine being a grown woman, one who no longer needed kisses and hugs and the sweep of her mother’s hand brushing the hair from her forehead as she slept. Katharine might not need them at least, but Regan wondered if she would ever be able to fully part with them.



She glimpsed the corner of a book on her daughter’s nightstand, and stepped back into her own room with an idea forming in her mind. No doubt a fair number of the household and its guests were still awake, so there would be nothing unusual in Regan walking down to the library to select a few books she could read and hopefully soothe her mind back towards slumber. Picking up a light shawl, she wrapped it around her shoulders as she left her bedroom and started down the corridor towards the main staircase.



The low murmur of conversation from the direction of the drawing room told her that she was indeed correct in her assumption that a few of the guests would still be up and about. She walked past the door, down another corridor, and followed the line of candles lit in sconces on the wall to the library, or where she hoped the library was, if her memory of the brief tour Lady Polmerol had given her the previous day was not in error.



She entered without knocking, as the door stood partially open. More candles burned in their holders on the walls, while a freshly tended fire glowed brightly on the other side of the room. Regan tugged at the corners of her shawl—a window was open somewhere in the room, letting in a cool draught of air from outside—and started searching the first shelf she came to, tilting her head sideways to read the titles on display. 



A fair amount of blinking met her efforts, and she wondered if she would soon need spectacles to see properly in dim light. She walked past one shelf and then another, finally pausing at a small section of novels she noticed were less dusty than the rest, and more in the way of what she suspected were Lady Polmerol’s literary tastes. 



“If you’re looking for something to put you to sleep, I doubt a ghost story will do the trick.”



Regan gasped and spun on her heel. Mr. Cranmer sat in an armchair near the fire. Though ‘sat’ was probably not the most accurate of words. He lounged, more than anything, one leg slung over the side of the chair while the other was stretched out towards the fire burning in the grate. 



He must have been there the entire time, she realized, watching her squint and blink at the books while he waited for the perfect moment to surprise her. “Mr. Cranmer,” she said, and gave him a brief nod. She did not mean to come off as curt, but her heart was still beating erratically in her chest from his reveal. “You aren’t with the other guests?”



“Not tonight, no.” He closed the book he held on his lap—careful to mark his place first—and swung his left leg down from the side of the chair in order to sit up and regard her properly. “There are some, I think, who can tolerate being in the company of others for hours at a time without relief. After dinner, I found that a bit of solitude was preferable to a continuation of the same chatter that accompanied the meal.”



She nodded without realizing it. Even keeping herself from society as she had the last several years, she knew how it felt when the constant company of her children became too much, and she needed even a few minutes on her own to better organize her thoughts or simply catch her breath. 



“I had a headache,” she confessed, her mouth running ahead of her before she could stop it. “I excused myself from the drawing room early and went up to my room to rest. Now I find I’ve napped long enough to rid me of the headache, but also to prevent me from going immediately back to sleep.”



“We would be better served to return to the ways of our forefathers,” Mr. Cranmer said, setting his book aside and shifting forward in his chair. “Have a first sleep, wake up for a few hours, and then go back to bed for the second. My grandfather used to pass his nights in a similar way, and he was someone I never heard complain about having difficulties sleeping.”



“Mmm, there are some days…” She thought of Jack and Maria, of various evenings when they’d run her so ragged she’d been near to nodding off over her soup before the sun had fully set for the day. “I don’t see it as a trend returning to the higher echelons of society, however. Can you imagine if everyone decided to retire to their rooms at dusk? The whole of the peerage would suffer a dreadful collapse!” 



He laughed at that, and she let herself join in with him. She liked that about him, that he nearly always made her smile, or laugh, or think less of how she was expected to behave around others and more of how to simply… be. 



Ah, but that was a treacherous direction to take, to muse over what she liked of Mr. Cranmer. She cleared her throat, covering up the last of her laugh with a cough and turned back to the bookshelves. 



“Is there anything in particular you are looking for, Lady Griffith?”



He had abandoned his chair, walking several paces towards her. She thought of their previous encounters, when they’d found themselves alone together. Another treacherous thought entered her head, as seductive as a promise, and so she blocked it out and turned to face him, a new question sparking to life inside her mind. 



“What do you know of Mr. Winthrop?”



She was right. The question stopped him in his tracks, his brow furrowing before he gave her an answer.



“Mr. Winthrop? The archeologist?”



Regan nodded. “The very same. I saw you speaking to him earlier during the shooting. Are you well acquainted with him?”



“I know him a little from various trips to London, though he’s not one to spend much time out and about in society.” He watched her from beneath dark eyebrows, one of which climbed higher on his forehead. “You are thinking of making a match between him and your daughter?”



A laugh slipped out of her, one tinged with frustration. “I’ve made no effort in that particular direction. Any progress there lies solely on the heads of Katharine and Mr. Winthrop. They immediately took to one another from the moment they met, some weeks ago, from what I can gather.” She shook her head, dropping her chin until it nearly touched her chest. “Here I was, prepared to guide her towards matrimony, and she seems to have no use for me.”



Once the words were out, the truth of them pressed heavily against her chest. This was supposed to have been one of the last things she could’ve done for Katharine before her daughter went off and began running her own household, her own family. And even this was already taken care of, Regan simply waiting for Katharine to come bounding into her bedroom one evening and announce that Mr. Winthrop had made an offer.



“But what you do know of him,” Regan pressed on, unwilling to let the subject drop. “Is he a good man? If his interest in Katharine becomes… becomes something more, do you believe he will make a good husband for her?”



“He is not cruel,” Mr. Cranmer said, and leaned against the bookcase, somehow managing to eat up a little more of the distance between them in that deft maneuver. “He is quiet, studious, most likely a bore to some. Everything I have seen of his behavior matches what you yourself have witnessed. To be perfectly honest, I never imagined the man to have an interest in marrying. He always seemed too engrossed in his studies to notice anything beyond that. A compliment to your daughter, then, that she’s managed to make him take notice of something not wrapped up and tucked away in a gilded sarcophagus.”



“And do you not think—” She cut herself off, worried about how he might take what she’d been about to say. Do you not think he is too old for her? she wished to ask, but every argument in that direction sounded frivolous and absurd, especially coming from her own lips. “You do not think he will grow weary of her… her exuberance?” 



“Her exuberance?” Mr. Cranmer appeared genuinely confused. “I had not thought her exuberant. She seems very calm and—”



She waved her hand, brushing his words out of the air before he could finish speaking them. “Is she too young for him?” A blunt question, but she needed to hear another’s opinion. She needed to know if she was the only one making a fuss about the difference in their ages. Though considering the way Mr. Cranmer tended to regard her, perhaps he was not the best person to query on such a matter.



“Do you mean should he only look at ladies as creaking and dusty as the ancient tomes he pores over so frequently?”



“No, I didn’t mean—” She shut her eyes and pressed her palms against her forehead. It was precisely what she had meant, though she wouldn’t have put it in those exact terms. “I don’t want to see her hurt, that is all. And you can call me foolish if you like. I’m sure Katharine already has. But to marry an older man, to watch him succumb to a malady that is so much rarer in a younger gentleman…” She looked up at Mr. Cranmer. He watched her, his expression one that she couldn’t decipher. He didn’t smile, nor did he seem irritated or bored by her confessions. He listened to her, and when she thought she might cry, when the first tears stung at the corners of her eyes, he didn’t scoff or treat her as some emotional creature. 



I am sorry, she nearly said. But she did not. She wasn’t going to apologize for her words, for how she felt. With the back of her hand, she wiped away her unshed tears. There would be more, she was sure. Yet she needed to do something, to… 



“Lady Griffith?”



“Hmm?” She jolted back to attention as if she’d been shaken.



“Should I fetch you something to drink?” he asked. “A glass of sherry, perhaps? Lord Polmerol does keep a few bottles tucked away in nearly every room of the house.” And then he smiled. And she realized she did not want any wretched sherry or to sit by the fire and talk over matters she’d already gone over a thousand and one times inside her head.



She stepped forward while Mr. Cranmer still leaned back against the bookcase. Onto the balls of her feet, she gripped his shoulder with one hand, cupped his cheek with the other and turned his head towards hers before she kissed him.



If she had intended it as a gentle kiss, all of that fell away as he pushed himself away from the bookcase, his own arms wrapping around her, his hands gripping her bottom as he pulled her fiercely against him. 



God, he was young, she thought. All long limbs and lean, taut muscle. And then there was a slight shift of his hips, and she gasped into his mouth when something else long and taut slid against her. 



But she didn’t stop kissing him. Instead, she bit at the corner of his bottom lip, eliciting his own intake of breath that allowed her to taste him, the hard smoothness of his teeth, the warmth of his tongue as it found hers. She had been scared before, worried over so many things that seemed so inconsequential now, pushed away like the faint hum of conversation from another room. She tilted her head as he thrust his tongue into her mouth, as his hips pushed forward, matching that same movement of their lips.



“Oh,” she said. It was all she could say, all her voice could manage as he pulled his head away only long enough to reach down, to tug at her skirts, dragging the front of them upwards until the cool touch of his fingers skimmed across her thighs. And down his hand went again, knuckles brushing across the tops of her stockings before they travelled upwards, cupping the center of her, rubbing, teasing before he bent his head down and kissed the side of her throat just as he slipped a finger inside of her.



The edge of the bookcase dug into her back, and she realized he’d managed to turn her around, the shelves supporting her as his strokes deepened, his thumb working in tandem while she buried her face in the curve of his neck.



She breathed in deep, revelling in the warmth, the sheen of perspiration above his collar. She wanted to lick at him, to bite him, to taste the salt of his skin on her lips, but something held her back. A thought struck her, pushing through the haze of lust every thrust of his fingers incited. That this was too much, that her age, her status as a mother and widow made it inappropriate. That she had never behaved like this with Edmund, like a wanton thing, her back arched against the bookcases while her hips curved towards him, inviting, desperate for more.



Quick and fierce, she came, her cry muffled by the folds of his neckcloth. Beneath her bunched skirts, his hand stilled, then stroked her once, twice more as her hips jerked, her thighs trembling. 



“Oh… damn.” She swore against him, her eyes shut tight. She could hardly catch her breath, didn’t dare trust herself to attempt to stand without something supporting her for several more minutes. “You bastard,” she said, and a laugh bubbled out of her from deep inside. 



He kissed the top of her head, her forehead, then tipped her chin up to kiss her lips. A soft kiss, almost sweet, and the gentleness of it made her begin to tremble all over again. “I’d do more,” he whispered, his voice a deep rumble that vibrated across her cheek. “But I believe we’ve already taken enough of a chance with an unlocked door.”



Regan gasped and glanced towards the door. It was shut, yes, but not locked. Lord in heaven, anyone could’ve walked in on them. And then…



He pulled his hand out from beneath her skirts, smoothing them back into place while she adjusted her hair, the lace around the collar of her gown. What had she done? What had she done? It repeated itself over and over again, and all while part of her still wanted more, while she did everything to avoid looking at him for fear that she’d simply latch the door and allow him to tumble her over an armchair to better finish what they’d begun. 



“It is late,” was all she said, taking care to brush out any last wrinkles in her skirt he might have missed. “I should return to my room. No doubt Lady Polmerol has another dozen activities planned for tomorrow.” She moved to step sideways, out from between the bookshelves and Mr. Cranmer’s body. A body she was much too aware of at the moment, and so she dragged her eyes away from his hips, the quite obvious bulge in his trousers and pinned her attention on the door. 



“Lady Griffith?” He reached out to take her arm, his fingers sliding down the length of her sleeve to grasp her wrist. 



She turned. Fool that she was, she turned to look back at him. 



He stood there, backlit by the fire, only one side of his face visible in the illumination of a candle that had almost burned itself out on a nearby table. His dark hair, black as ink in the room’s poor light, was mussed, a few curls sticking out every which way. She wanted to smooth it down, or tangle her fingers in it, or… God, she didn’t know what she wanted. More of him, she realized, and tried to push the thought away before it could take hold. 



“Regan,” she said, and licked her lips. “When we’re together, I’d like you to call me Regan.”



His eyes glittered, their color indeterminate, only the shine of them all she could see. “Sleep well, Regan.”



“And you… Thomas.” She pulled away from him, letting his name hang in the air while she walked towards the door, hesitating with her forehead pressed against the heavy oak for only the length of a breath before she opened it and stepped out into the corridor.



An empty corridor. She didn’t know what she expected, what she feared. That there would be a passel of servants and house guests huddled around the keyhole, watching Mr. Cranmer as he pleasured her? 



Her hands continued to smooth the wrinkles from her gown with a compulsive movement as she found her way back to the stairs, and then up, up again towards her room. No one had seen her. She looked at the clock on the mantel. Less than a half an hour had passed. Her attention shifted towards the bed, and she wondered if she would indeed be able to sleep at all this night. 



Again, she licked her lips, remembering the feel of his own on hers, of his tongue thrusting, of his fingers… stroking…



No. No, she very much doubted she would be sleeping at all. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t dream.






Chapter Eleven


  

  


Regan didn’t see Mr. Cranmer at breakfast, mostly due to the fact that she didn’t leave her room.



It was cowardly of her, she knew. But the previous night had been a restless one as she’d predicted, and she didn’t think herself in a fine enough state—either mentally or physically—to put on her morning gown and pretend as if nothing at all had altered while she dipped the corners of her toast into a soft-boiled egg. 



And she simply could not face Mr. Cranmer. Not yet. At least not until she had a better grasp on the tumult of emotions currently coursing through her. Guilt, of course. And then frustration at herself for feeling guilty when—in the eyes of more polite society—she had done little wrong. She was a widow and had been for years. Her husband’s name and inheritance was secure through her son. It was not at all uncommon for a woman in her position to take on a lover, so long as she didn’t flaunt it about for all to see. 



But of course she felt guilty. Hadn’t she always told herself that there would be no one else after Edmund? That she couldn’t contemplate falling in love… No, she shook her head at that. It could not be love. Lust, then? Oh, without a doubt. Edmund had been gone for seven years. In that time, there had been no one else, not even a glance sent in the direction of another man. No wonder Mr. Cranmer had been able to transform her into a quivering mess with a deft stroke of his fingers. 



But why him? Had she been so cloistered from society that it only took the first gentleman to show her any attention to have her wishing that perhaps… perhaps she hadn’t gone and left the library so hastily the previous night? 



If that were true, though, then the attention she received from Lord Hays should have had her swaying beneath his spell as well. Or Lord Polmerol when he had taken to visiting her at Penwick Park before he’d given up and turned his interest towards Maggie. However, it was only Mr. Cranmer she thought of, only his touch, his kiss that had made all of her attempts at sleep a futile endeavor. 



Oh, Lord in Heaven. What had come over her?



She straightened up at a light tap on the door connecting her room with Katharine’s. She still wore her dressing gown, her hair an untidy mass of snarls and waves over her shoulders. She’d sent her maid away a half an hour before, claiming another headache, and had done little since but pace around the room and consider the wisdom of packing up and absconding from Lady Polmerol’s only a few days after they’d arrived.



“Mama? Are you awake?”



Her daughter poked her head into the room. Katharine was fully dressed, in a simple white gown with a falling collar that accentuated the fine line of her neck. Finding her mother awake, she stepped fully into the bedroom, her nose wrinkled and brow furrowed—most likely at the state in which she’d discovered her mother. “Are you still suffering from your headache?”



“Oh, no.” Regan waved a hand, unsure if Katharine referred to the false headache she’d claimed last night or the other false headache she’d claimed this morning. “Only tired. I didn’t sleep well.” That much was not a lie, at least. 



“Have you eaten anything?” Katharine crossed the room, towards the bell-pull near the bed. “Even some tea and toast or a cup of chocolate would help, I’m sure.” 



Several minutes later, a tray set between them, Regan nibbled at a piece of toast that had been heavily slathered in butter and jam. 



“Tell me, Mama,” Katharine began, as she stirred her cup of chocolate with a delicate silver spoon. “This house party… Is it too much for you?”



“Too much?” Regan wiped a smear of butter from her bottom lip and looked across at her daughter, at the concern folding down the edges of the young woman’s face. “I don’t know what you mean.”



Katharine sighed, tapped her spoon on the edge of her cup, and set it down on the saucer. “You’re not accustomed to all of this. At least not since Papa… Well, all of the talking and the noise and the heat and so, so many people beneath one roof. If you wish to return home, where you are more comfortable, I will not voice a single word of complaint.”



Regan took another bite. Her stomach gurgled in anticipation. Perhaps Katharine had been correct in her assumption that a bit of something to eat would do her well. “But what of Mr. Winthrop?”



Katharine paused, her cup poised only an inch from her mouth. “Last night, after dinner, Mr. Winthrop expressed an interest in coming to visit us in Kent.” She chanced a brief glance at her mother over the rim of her cup. “Only to see Papa’s library, you understand. I told him about a few volumes we had, and that he would be welcome to come and study them if he ever found himself in the area. That is, if you would not mind.”



Her daughter’s cheeks had blushed full red during this recitation. Regan finished her piece of toast, hiding a small smile amid the act of chewing. “Of course he would be more than welcome.” She said nothing about how she suspected that Mr. Winthrop’s interest in visiting their home most likely had very little to do with Edmund’s collection of history tomes and more to do with the young woman sitting across from her. 



“But thank you for your concern,” she added, referring back to the earlier part of their conversation. “I will admit, these last few days have been a touch… overwhelming.” She cleared her throat and tried to stifle her own blush. Her thoughts leapt back to the previous evening, her back pressed against the library shelves, Mr. Cranmer’s fingers skimming over the bare skin above her stockings… “We can stay, of course. I have a feeling I will be much better today, so please, don’t worry about me.”



Katharine smiled, relief evident in her expression. Regan noted the sacrifice her daughter had been willing to make, to give up her time with Mr. Winthrop in order that her mother might not be forced to endure an uncomfortable situation. 



“Now,” Regan said, and reached for a second piece of toast. “Let us finish our breakfast and begin our day, hmm?”



***



The day, as it turned out, was incredibly fine. So much so that Lady Polmerol suggested an impromptu picnic and strawberry picking on the lawn beyond a recently remodeled orangery near the eastern end of the grounds, on the opposite side from the lake. 



Many of the guests opted to call their carriages round to be driven across the several acres towards the white stone and glass building, though a few—Regan and Katharine included—chose to don their sturdiest bonnets and shoes, hoist the baskets onto their arms, and travel the distance on foot. 



Regan wasn’t surprised to see Mr. Winthrop join them on their walk, and she suspected that Katharine had invited him to accompany them the moment Lady Polmerol’s scheme had been given voice. Mr. Cranmer also made the decision to walk, but he held Lady Polmerol’s arm while the retriever, Iris, frisked at their heels and bounded forward before needing to be called back again.



She hadn’t spoken to him since their encounter in the library the previous evening. Neither of them had made a move to approach the other, though she had run into him near the front entrance as everyone gathered to leave for the picnic. They had traded nods, quiet and polite, and Regan had managed to keep a rise of color from invading her cheeks as his eyes sparked cool fire at her before he turned away again to speak to his cousin. 



It was not something she could avoid forever. She would have to speak to him, sit next to him at dinner, perhaps even dance with him at the ball Lady Polmerol hinted at holding during the last week of the house party. And she doubted that what had happened between them was a chance occurrence. Whatever power was at work, pulling them irrevocably towards one another… No, it was nowhere near at an end.



Mr. Winthrop walked between Regan and her daughter as they made their way around the house and up the slope that led to the orangery. A white gravel lane curved alongside them, the various carriages and curricles trundling along the path while the ones who had decided to walk cut a direct line across the well-manicured lawn. One of the curricles pulled to the side, allowing others to pass, before Lord Hays waved a halloo to them from several yards away. 



Their trio approached him, Mr. Winthrop bowing to the gentleman while Lord Hays returned the gesture with a curt nod treading the border on politeness. Apparently, Mr. Winthrop’s association with Mr. Cranmer in the previous day’s shooting competition had not been forgotten, nor had Mr. Winthrop’s prowess with a rifle. 



“I have room here for an additional occupant,” Lord Hays stated once the initial greetings had been done away with. He gestured towards the seat beside him, wide enough for one person and no more. “Perhaps if Lady Griffith is worried about becoming overwarm in this heat…?”



He left the question open, but Regan shook her head. “Thank you, my lord, but as it is an incomparably fine day, I find I would rather walk.” She hoped he would understand that she would much rather partake of the excellence of the day on foot than in the confines of a carriage, even an open curricle. But he didn’t appear to be the least bit offended, his manner all affable and kind.



“Well, if you are determined.” He tipped his hat towards the three of them and took up his reins again. As he rejoined the slow crawl of vehicles working their way along the path, Katharine turned towards Mr. Winthrop, adjusting her bonnet to shield face from the sun as she did so.



“Have you any previous acquaintance with Lord Hays?”



Mr. Winthrop’s eyes narrowed slightly, though Regan couldn’t tell if it was because of the brightness of the day or because of the question posed to him. “I have not had that pleasure, no. I had heard his name a few times, but I don’t believe we frequent the same circles.”



Regan wasn’t surprised at that. From the interactions she’d had with Mr. Winthrop, he was a quiet, soft-spoken man. Lord Hays, while not crossing the line into ostentation, dressed himself in a manner Regan had come to expect from most members of the peerage, while Mr. Winthrop seemed to prefer colors and styles that suited his more practical manner. Who was there to impress if he spent the majority of his time studying dusty books and scuffing through the dirt of archeological sites?



While Katharine and Mr. Winthrop shifted the conversation towards the weather and how it compared to places like Spain and Morocco and Cairo at the same time of year, Regan allowed her attention to wander. Ahead of them, further up the slope, Mr. Cranmer chatted with his cousin, Lady Polmerol, while he held a parasol above her head to protect her from the sun. Lord Polmerol had opted for a curricle, his gout apparently flaring up again, and Iris bounded back and forth between Mr. Cranmer and the vehicle carrying her master, in-between barking at birds that dared to flutter in her path.



It all seemed a bit unreal, really, what had happened between them only the night before. She had begun to doubt the truth of it, now that a new day had dawned and she found herself meandering about the grounds with the rest of the guests. Could it have been less than twenty-four hours since they’d been in the library together, his hand beneath her skirts, her face pressed against the curve of his shoulder as she cried out during the peak of her climax?



A shiver coursed through her, despite the warmth of the day. A part of her wanted to stride ahead, to turn him around and look into his face, to ask him if it had not simply been a dream. But that would be foolish, she knew. And nothing more than an excuse to speak to him again. The last thing she needed was to chase after some callow youth because she experienced a warm fluttering in her belly every time he came near. 



Though perhaps ‘callow’ wasn’t the right word. He hadn’t at all behaved like someone who didn’t know his way around a woman’s form. And there she had been, seven years without the touch of a man, and as much as she loved Edmund, he had never… well… 



Suffice it to say, they would never have done anything even remotely scandalous. Like in a library. With the door unlocked. While standing up.



Regan blew out a breath and waved her hand in front of her face. She hoped the heat would be enough to cover her blush, and she discreetly dabbed at the sweat that had begun to form in the hollow of her collar bone. If she and Katharine did stay for the duration of the house party, there would be ample opportunity to speak to Mr. Cranmer again. But it was the thought of what else there would be ample opportunity to do that made the color rise in her cheeks. 



And if she found herself with Mr. Cranmer again? Alone, perhaps? Would she…?



She bit down on her bottom lip and fixed her gaze on the lawn before her. For a moment, she didn’t feel at all like herself. Since Edmund’s death, her children had always been her first priority. And now, while she was supposed to be shepherding her daughter towards marriage, she was busy having clandestine meetings in the library with a man over a dozen years younger than herself. 



Was this what happened when one led a rather quiet—if self-imposed—existence for too long? Perhaps if she hadn’t taken to wearing the mantle of ‘widow’ for so long…



But that much was nonsense. She wasn’t a flighty thing, some young child just let out of the schoolroom and out from beneath the watchful gaze of a stern governess. She was a grown woman, one who had married and buried a husband, and was now watching her eldest child forge her own path into maturity. She didn’t need to find an excuse for her behavior with Mr. Cranmer because there was no need for one. Unfortunately, her own conscience, and the guilt that came with it, was another matter entirely.



Ahead of them, several pavilions had already been erected, while large blankets were draped on the lawn for those who preferred to sit in the sun. Following Katharine’s lead, they set themselves up on a blanket, rested long enough to replenish themselves with a cup of lemonade, then gathered up their baskets and joined the rest of the guests to pick strawberries.



The fruit was bright red and fully ripe, the small stems heavy with their bounty. Baskets were quickly filled, while the steady chatter of the pickers and the drone of bees created a soft music to accompany their efforts. The older guests retired quickly to the shade of the pavilions—the ones who even dared to leave them in the first place—while the younger ladies and gentlemen lingered for longer, until the humidity in the air became too much and a few hovering mothers chivvied their daughters out of the sun for fear of ruining their complexions so early in the season. 



Regan, Katharine, and Mr. Winthrop were the last to return to their blanket, followed only by Mr. Cranmer and Lady Polmerol. Servants moved about the clusters of guests with their pitchers of cool drinks and chilled salads prepared specially for the picnic. Mr. Winthrop fetched cushions for herself and Katharine, though neither Regan nor her daughter would have cared if they were given little more than a moss-covered tree root as a seat. Beside them, on the next blanket, Mr. Cranmer, Lady Polmerol, and a few other young people whose names Regan couldn’t recall settled in for a light lunch along with the berries they’d just picked.



Regan listened to the others more than she contributed to the various conversations. She loosened the ties of her bonnet with a hope that the perspiration on her face and neck would dry, but the air had only become more sultry as the day went on. She looked towards the horizon, the clear sky dissipating into a haze of thick, heavy clouds that threatened storms for later in the evening. She feared Lady Polmerol’s regatta would have to be delayed for another day, or else risk everyone being caught out in heavy rain and lightning. 



“And what about you, Lady Griffith?”



Regan turned at the sound of her name, her attention having been focused on the discussion between Katharine and Mr. Winthrop about Napoleon’s time in Egypt with his army. “What about…?” she echoed, her gaze darting between Lady Polmerol and another older lady, a Mrs. Fairfax, if she was not mistaken. 



“We were speaking of how we met our husbands,” Lady Polmerol explained as she waved a fan in front of her face, setting the feathers in her bonnet to fluttering around her head like a halo of small birds. “I first encountered my Charles in Bath. Do you remember? His sister was recovering from a fever and had been sent there to sample the waters until her health was fully restored. He claimed to have watched me during my morning strolls of the Pump Room for several weeks before he worked up the courage to beg for an introduction!” She clapped her hands, laughing at the memory. “And Mrs. Fairfax met her husband when he accidentally trod on her skirt at a ball and ripped away half the hem when it caught on his heel as he tried to make a hasty retreat. Can you imagine?”



Mrs. Fairfax nodded along, her bright face suffused with mirth. “You have no idea how thrilled I was when the fashions called for shorter hemlines last season!”



As the laughter settled down, Lady Polmerol reached across the blankets and laid her hand on Regan’s arm. “I recall when you met Sir Griffith, but if it is too painful for you to speak of…”



Regan smiled in an effort to allay her friend’s fears. “No, no. Not at all.” She tucked her own hands into her lap, but resisted the urge to let her shoulders round forward, to draw every part of herself inward and away from those now paying close attention to her. “Well, you were there, were you not? Lord and Lady Radley’s ball, if I’m not mistaken. I had been in town only a short while, and everything… Oh, it was all a whirlwind. But I saw him across the ballroom; this quiet, unassuming figure who looked as if he wished to be anywhere but where he was.”



Her smile broadened as her mind swept back to that evening. “My dance card was already filled, and Edmund and I had no mutual acquaintances that I knew of. So the evening wore on, both of us stealing glances at one another over the heads of all the other guests. And then… one of my partners was suddenly called away, and I was left without someone to dance with at the end of the evening. Without an introduction, without my even knowing his name, he swept in and asked if he could be permitted to take the young man’s place.” 



She shook her head, blinking away the burn of tears at the corners of her eyes before anyone could see them. “It was a breach of etiquette, really. My mama delivered quite the lecture to me the next morning, yet I was… I was enthralled with him.” She pressed her lips together. Edmund had been so unlike anyone else she had met. True, he rarely spoke, always seemed awkward in the company of others, but there had been a gleam in his eye, a glimmer of mischief and humor and everything that she had grown to love about him. 



“And we were married, less than two months later,” she finished, her voice more quiet than when she’d begun. Her fingers had tangled themselves together in her lap. She unlaced them, wiped the sweat from her palms on her skirt as if she were smoothing out a few unwanted wrinkles, and looked up again.



Mr. Cranmer’s gaze met her own. He must have been watching her for some time, she realized. She swallowed, but did not look away. How could she? His eyes were too bright, and there was something… something in his expression she had difficulty trying to identify. Not pity, nor anything like the faces of sympathy and false hurt displayed by the other people around her. But whatever was there, etched in his features, it calmed her and made her wish they were the only two people present.



“You must miss him terribly,” Mrs. Fairfax said, breaking the connection to Mr. Cranmer. 



“I do.” There was no use prevaricating, or presenting a false image of herself as someone who didn’t mourn the loss of her beloved husband on a daily basis. “Very much.”



“But you will marry again, will you not?” This question from the edge of the pavilion, where Mrs. Lane—who had spoken—and her daughter occupied chairs in the shade. Lord Hays sat with them, and while Regan did not think he’d been attending to the conversation before, she noticed a change in his posture as several listeners waited for her reply. 



“To be honest, I hadn’t considered it.” Again, her gaze strayed to Mr. Cranmer, but she looked away before anything significant could be sent between them. “I have my children to fill my time now, and I am very comfortable with my quiet little life in Kent.”



“But what of your son?” Mrs. Lane pressed, even after Regan had turned her attention elsewhere. “Doesn’t he need a father? Someone to guide him as he matures? Surely a household of females will not—”



“A game!” Lady Polmerol exclaimed suddenly, clapping her hands together as she rose to a kneeling position on the blanket. She gave a pointed look at Regan and raised her eyebrows. Regan nodded her thanks for the hasty interruption, and for her friend taking on the burden of speaking over Mrs. Lane until the older lady faltered into an offended silence. 



As Lady Polmerol laid out the rules of the game and began to separate the willing participants into teams, Regan shifted towards the far end of the blanket where she could comfortably watch Katharine and Mr. Winthrop join the frivolities. 



If she had been at home, with all of her children, she would’ve joined in as well. One of the younger gentlemen produced a handkerchief and a game very similar to Blind Man’s Bluff was begun further up the slope and far enough away from the pavilion and the blankets in the hope that no accidents would occur. Mr. Cranmer and Lady Polmerol took on the duties of overseeing the game, calling out various players when they attempted to skirt the rules, leaving Regan the only one still sitting out in the sun after Mrs. Fairfax took refuge beneath the pavilion.



Lord Hays, she noticed, remained in the pavilion, caught in conversation with Mrs. Lane and her daughter. She was thankful for that, thankful for other mothers looking for husbands for their daughters and in so doing, giving Regan a few moments of blessed solitude. 



Her attention shifted again towards the horizon, where the clouds continued to build. Perhaps the storms wouldn’t reach them, perhaps drifting into another valley before sunset. Or perhaps the stillness of the air and the incessant buzzing of insects presaged a deluge. But all of that was some hours away yet. For now, she watched her daughter traipse about the lawn, her head thrown back, laughing as another young lady in a blindfold nearly caught her.



For now, Regan was simply a mother. A mother, and a widow, and nothing more. Certainly not a lover, or a wife, or someone who allowed passion to rule her decisions. And yet she couldn’t quiet the small voice that questioned if maybe, just maybe, it was time for something more.






Chapter Twelve


  

  


The storms arrived just after sunset. 



Lady Polmerol had already cancelled her plans for boating on the lake, so there were no further grumbles of disappointment when the first flash of lightning was spotted through the windows. To replace the boating, Lady Polmerol announced there would be a bit of music and dancing in a room she referred to as the Blue Parlour, followed by a light supper. 



Regan had no inclination to dance. But Katharine had acquired Mr. Winthrop as a partner for at least one dance, and several other gentlemen had stepped up as well to make a similar request. Regan’s plan was to join the rest of the older ladies at the side of the room, where chairs had been set up for those more interested in watching the entertainments than joining in. 



Of course, her plans—as too many plans often did—went awry the moment she and her daughter entered the parlour. A gentleman she hadn’t given much notice to before approached her. Regan’s first thought was that he had come to beg a dance from Katharine, but instead he focused his attention on herself, bowing over her hand and greeting her with an eager expression. 



“Lady Griffith, I would be honoured if you would join me for the first dance? That is, unless you are already otherwise engaged?”



Regan made a surreptitious attempt at clearing her throat while she struggled to remember the gentleman’s name. Mr. Prentiss? Peerless? She remembered being introduced to him on the first day of her arrival at Brandon Hall, but she’d found names and other details more difficult to recall the older she became. “Thank you,” she said, careful to avoid saying his name and embarrass herself by getting it wrong. “I had not thought to dance this evening, but I daresay I can enjoy one turn about the room before I settle in with the other mamas keeping an eye on their daughters.”



“His name is Mr. Perkins,” Katharine whispered as they watched the gentleman return to the other side of the parlour. 



Regan patted her daughter’s arm. “Thank you. I’ve simply no memory for names these days.”



“Well, I’ve no doubt you’ll be bombarded with names this evening, or do you think Mr. Perkins will be the only one to ask you to dance?” Katharine’s mouth was turned up with mischief. “I would not be surprised to see you end the night having danced—or at least be asked to dance—by a greater number of gentleman than any of the other ladies present.”



Regan brushed away the nonsense with a flick of her hand. “I will dance with Mr. Perkins, if only to recompense for my inability to remember the poor man’s name. But I would much prefer to spend the rest of my evening beside one of those ghastly potted plants, drinking as much punch and indulging on as many edibles as my head and the seams of my gown will allow.”



“Hmm, we shall see…” was all Katharine said to this, before Mr. Winthrop came up and offered his arm to lead her out for the first dance.



Regan joined Mr. Perkins and the rest of the dancers on the floor. It was a simple country dance to begin with, the steps and patterns easy enough for Regan to keep up with and not feel as if she would make a fool of herself from lack of practice. When the dance ended some minutes later, she had expected herself to be more winded than she was. Mr. Perkins already showed red cheeks and a sheen of sweat on his brow, but Regan issued a silent thanks for all the years she’d spent chasing the children around the grounds. She wasn’t even out of breath, and not a single pin in her hair seemed to have slipped out of place.



“May I fetch you some punch?” Mr. Perkins offered as he escorted her towards the edges of the room. 



“Yes, thank you!” As he went off towards the table set up on the opposite side of the parlour, Regan eyed the chairs set up beside the plants, most of them already filled with the mothers and older ladies and gentlemen who had no desire or need to stand up and parade around with the younger guests. She was just about to slip into an empty seat at the end of the row when Lord Hays appeared at her side. 



Her smile tightened. The more time she spent in his presence, the more she suspected he had indeed singled her out for his particular attention, despite Mrs. Lane’s determination to see him attached to her daughter. But did she herself feel anything towards the man? He seemed to be everything that was proper in a gentleman of his rank. He shared some similarities with Edmund, but did that mean she should accept his advances? 



She reminded herself that she hadn’t come here looking for a husband. Of course, she hadn’t come here looking to begin a dalliance with a younger man either, but she had already started down that path, it seemed. 



“My lady.” He reached out for her hand. She hesitated, then offered it. When he kissed her knuckles instead of the air above her skin, she held her breath. But there was no tightening of anticipation in her abdomen, no quickening of desire when he raised his eyes and gazed up at her from above her hand. The man was handsome enough and kept himself impeccably turned out. No doubt he would make a good, stable husband for her, and a fine stepfather for her children. There was no reason why she shouldn’t welcome his attention. Except that beyond outward, superficial reasons, she felt nothing towards him. 



“If your hand has not already been claimed,” he said, straightening up. “I wonder if you would be willing to accompany me on the floor for the next dance?”



“Oh.” The single syllable slipped out, and she watched as his forehead creased while she hesitated over how best to reject his well-intentioned offer. “I hope you will not take offense. I had not meant to dance at all this evening, only Mr. Perkins caught me off guard, and so I agreed. But…” She glanced towards the empty chair, only a few paces away. “My intention for the remainder was to act as an observer, nothing more.”



“An excellent plan!” The furrow disappeared from his brow. “If you will allow it, I would not mind resting these poor legs of mine and observing with you?”



“I will enjoy your company, then.” She found that she spoke honestly, no matter that she held no romantic feelings towards him. Perhaps she could make him understand that she wouldn’t mind having him in her acquaintance as a friend, but nothing beyond that. 



But could ladies and gentlemen be friends without there existing an expectation for something more? Regan looked into Lord Hays’ face and wondered if he thought he might win her as a wife before the year’s end. 



No, she would have to make her preferences clear to him before things could be allowed to progress any further. 



“Give me a moment to have an extra chair brought around,” Lord Hays said, before leaving her at the edge of the room in search of a servant. 



She turned and began to pace, deftly skirting the group of ladies and gentlemen assembling for the second dance. Ahead of her she spotted the forgotten Mr. Perkins returning with two cups of punch. Turning around again, she glanced towards the room’s exit, blocked to her by a half dozen people all chatting and fanning themselves in the oppressive warmth that seemed to have overtaken the room. Regan sought out Katharine, who was happily sipping punch with Mr. Winthrop and Lady Polmerol. She began to head in that direction, but a touch on her wrist halted her.



She spun on her heel, expecting to see Lord Hays ready to inform that he’d obtained an additional chair and was ready to lead her to the outskirts of the room, to the shelter of the potted plants and the buzz of gossip from the assembled matrons, but instead she gazed up into Mr. Cranmer’s face. 



“M-Mr. Cranmer.” She hadn’t wanted to stammer, not on the first words she’d spoken to him since the evening before. She licked her lips and watched his gaze dip down to the quick movement of her tongue. 



“Lady Griffith.” 



Before that moment, she had never thought her name could sound so scandalous. Quickly, she glanced around them, knowing that if someone were to see the way he looked at her now, could hear the way he’d spoken her name…



“I’m sorry,” she said, and kept her gaze pinned to a simple silver stick pin in the center of his cravat. “I was on my way to speak to my daughter. If you’ll excuse me.”



And yet she didn’t immediately extricate her wrist from his grasp. Instead, she stood there, facing him, wanting to speak to him but not having a thought in her head as to what to say. She wanted to talk about the evening before, and yet another part of her wanted to pretend it had never happened. Her attention returned to his face. 



No. No, she didn’t want to pretend it had never happened. It had been wonderful, an encounter fraught with the danger of being caught at any moment. And he had made her remember that after all these years, she was still a woman, no matter that she had spent the years since Edmund’s death shuttering away her passion, her desires, behind a veil of grief and motherhood.



“Do I owe you an apology?”



She blinked at his question. “An apology? For what?”



A quick breath escaped him, almost a laugh but not quite. “For…?” His dark eyebrows danced as he seemed to be experiencing his own difficulty picking out his next words. “We have not spoken to one another all day. I thought, perhaps, you were angry with me.”



Angry? With him? And here she had spent the majority of the last few days feeling angry at herself for daring to give a handsome and charming young man a second—and third, and fourth—glance. And much more than a glance, really. “No, not at all.” She fumbled into silence, then pulled her hand away as she began to twist her fingers in front of her. 



“It’s only…” He cleared his throat behind his fist and scanned the room, though there didn’t appear to be anyone paying them any particular attention at the moment. “I’m not the sort of gentleman who forms a habit of luring widows into darkened corners in order to seduce them. In fact, I’m not sure that would make me any sort of gentleman at all.”



There was genuine fear in his voice, she thought. Fear that she would think less of him, that she would dismiss him as little more than a scoundrel or a rake. At least that was her assumption, considering that it was the same fear she had already applied to herself. 



“I should find Katharine,” she said, wincing at the excuse she knew it to be. But a quick scan of the room told her that her daughter was still safely in Lady Polmerol’s care, waiting on the sidelines for the next dance to begin. 



“Dance with me.” His request came nearly at the same moment as her declaration to seek out her eldest child. She looked back at him, his words failing to penetrate until he repeated them.



“I cannot.” She said it quickly, before she could think anything of it, before she could give herself enough time to change her mind. “I’ve already declared my desire to observe for the remainder of the evening. And Lord Hays—”



“He asked you to dance?” One dark eyebrow quirked upwards. “Ah, of course he did.”



“But I turned him down,” she went on, careful to keep her voice at a level she hoped those closest to them could not overhear. “And if I were to accept an offer from you…”



His smile grew. “Then he’ll know, without a doubt, how unequivocally he’s been rebuffed.” He moved towards her, without a step, a slight shift of his weight that closed the sultry distance between them. “And you care so much for Lord Hays’ feelings that you’ve no desire to cause him pain?”



If there had been no one else around, she might have allowed her own feelings to get the better of her. “You’re teasing me,” she accused him. “Lord Hays is a gentleman and a friend. Nothing more.” 



“Are you implying that I am not a gentleman?”



She drew in a sharp breath, but her words failed her. 



In response, he lowered his head, but she saw the guilty flush push upwards into his forehead, the crinkling of the skin there as his eyebrows performed another dance. “I am teasing you, yes. I think I must, or else give way to desires I have great difficulty keeping in check whenever I am around you.” He held out his hand to her. “Lady Griffith, may I have the great pleasure of joining you for a turn about the dance floor?”



Regan looked down at his hand, the curve of his long fingers, fingers that had already explored parts of her body she had not given herself leave to think about for far, far too long. There was something unspoken in his request, and perhaps he was not even aware of it. But she felt—she knew—if she took his hand, if she danced with him, to her own mind it would be tantamount to declaring to both Mr. Cranmer and herself that what had already happened between them was by no means at an end.



Her fingers twitched at her side. She thought of Edmund, the happiness she’d shared with him, the safety and contentment he’d brought into her life from the moment they’d met. And then she thought of her children; Katharine, who would no doubt soon be leaving her to begin a life of her own. Jack and Maria, who had already displayed an inclination towards growing up too fast for her liking. 



And amid all of those thoughts and concerns, one realization became increasingly clear: She had given so little attention to herself, to her own wants and needs. She had gone and ensconced herself in Kent, bearing the role of widow and mother like a shield, a shield against the grief she experienced after the death of her husband, a shield held up against the world at large, as if she could always keep it from touching her, keep things as much the same as possible after the loss of Edmund. 



She wondered if even that lingering guilt she experienced at accepting Mr. Cranmer’s attentions was simply another part of it, another bit of heraldry on that shield she had constructed around herself. To keep herself safe. To keep things always the same. To live on through her days as if her husband was not really gone, but would simply return from an excursion to the neighbor’s or a morning of fishing to take up his pipe and seat himself in the library, with the windows left open to better hear the play of his children on the lawn. 



“Yes.” She spoke the word beneath her breath, low enough she could not be certain Mr. Cranmer heard her. And so she placed her hand within his own, her fingertips just dancing across his palm before he tightened his grip in response. 



He swallowed, the up and down motion of his Adam’s apple visible above the line of his neatly tied cravat. She couldn’t believe the poor man to be nervous, and yet he seemed to understand it was more than a simple dance with him she had accepted. “I will do my best not to disappoint you,” he said, his grin—the same grin that made him look so terribly young, that almost stole her breath and made her snatch her hand back in realization of her potential foolishness—quivering with something she couldn’t attribute to mirth alone.



“I fear I’m more likely to be the one who does not rise up to your expectations of me,” she replied, knowing full well that they were no longer speaking of their skill at executing steps on the dance floor. “Despite my age, I am not…” She cleared her throat. “I would not count myself as an experienced woman.”



“You have only ever danced with your husband, you mean?” And there went his eyebrows, no doubt rising in response to the blush creeping up her chest and into her neck. 



“Precisely so.”



“Then perhaps this will prove to be an education for the both of us.”



Together, they walked out onto the floor, joining the other couples assembling for the next dance as the musicians struck up the first notes of an introduction. Several couples away, Regan spotted Katharine paired with another young gentleman who had asked her to dance. Further on, Lord Hays lingered in a corner of the room, watching her and Mr. Cranmer with a look of pointed concentration on his face. 



She turned away, fixing her attention on her partner. Mr. Cranmer stood across from her, tall and elegant and incredibly handsome. Strikingly handsome. Or perhaps it was only the potency of her attraction to him that made him appear irresistible to her. Edmund hadn’t been what others would have classed as handsome, and yet she had thought him to be one of the most attractive men she’d ever laid eyes on. 



Regan would remember little of the dance. She gave no thought to those around them, the looks or the gossip her accepting Mr. Cranmer’s offer would incite among the other guests. Lord Hays was immediately forgotten, and even Katharine only earned her attention as they wove through the pattern of the dance, the hem of her skirt brushing her daughter’s as they exchanged partners and again returned to their former places. 



There were hardly any words exchanged between herself and Mr. Cranmer. Every time she looked at him, she again felt a prickle of heat creep upwards from her abdomen, a flush that made her catch her breath as if she were a young girl all over again, attending her first dance, enjoying the undivided attention of a man who looked at her as a woman.



The dance ended, and she and Mr. Cranmer bowed politely to one another. She thought he would escort her from the dance floor then, that they would go their separate ways for a time, converse with the other guests, dance with other partners. Instead, he steered her towards a hidden door in the back corner of the room, made to look like the rest of the wall in which it had been built and narrower than the main entrance where most of the guests made their entrances and exits. They were screened by another row of those infernal potted plants, and after making certain their departure would not be noted, Mr. Cranmer opened the door and beckoned for her to follow him.



“Where are we—” she began, but he held a finger to his lips as he held out his hand. She took it, not pausing long enough to ask herself how she could act so rashly, and let him lead her into an antechamber that narrowed further into a corridor. 



“A passage for the servants, mostly,” he explained in hushed tones once they had put more distance between themselves and the larger parlour. The din of voices faded away behind them, and the way ahead was lit by only a few candles, tucked into sconces on the wall in order that maids and footmen might traverse the less public portions of the house without stumbling over their own feet. 



“But where are you taking me?” To her own ears, she sounded like an overeager child, hoping… expecting a grand surprise. This far away from the clamor of the other guests and the music that had filled the parlour, a low rumble of thunder reached her ears. 



Mr. Cranmer held her hand. He’d held her arm as they left the parlour, then slid his fingers down to wrap loosely around her wrist. Now he took her own fingers in his possession, the pad of his thumb stroking the tops of her knuckles as he led her through another labyrinth of rooms and corridors until they stepped into a space decidedly cooler than the one they had just inhabited. 



They paused in the doorway. Regan looked up towards the ceiling, or where a typical ceiling tended to exist. What met her gaze was panels of glass giving her a view of the sky above them. The walls were constructed mostly of glass as well, with only a few solid panels nearer to the floor to remind her that they were indeed still indoors. 



“Maggie hopes to renovate this part of the house next year,” Mr. Cranmer said, leading her further into the conservatory. A good portion of the space appeared to have become little more than a storage area for large pots and benches and bits of greenery that had been left to grow unchecked, though someone must have continued taking the time to see them watered for them to grow beyond the confines of their planters. “It was built by the current Lord Polmerol’s grandfather, but was left to its own devices once the orangery was put in by his son.”



A flash of lightning lit up the sky above them. Regan held her breath and counted until the accompanying thunder followed several seconds later. She was not afraid of storms. In fact, she thought them awesome in their beauty and power. When another branch of lightning—this one more visible than as a mere brightening near the horizon—forked from cloud to cloud, she let out a small gasp. 



“You’re not afraid?” he asked, and his tone made her wonder if he thought he’d made a misstep by bringing her here to see the sky’s entertainment. 



She shook her head, her gaze still fixed on the windows. “Not at all. My son doesn’t care for storms, though he would never admit it. Katharine and Maria, however… Well, there are times when I think they would run outside and twirl about in the deluge if I did not take care to remind them what a danger such weather can be.”



He moved back until he stood beside her. Together, they stood still for several minutes, simply watching the show put on above them. 



And then the rain began.



It did not start out as a light sprinkle and increase in volume. Rather, it hammered onto the windows around them as if a spigot had been opened, the sheets of water running down the glass obscuring their view of the lightning and transforming the jagged branches of light into blurred glows without definition. 



“Goodness. I’m sure Maggie is thankful she postponed the boating until tomorrow.”



Not more than a second after the last word had fallen from Regan’s lips, the warmth of Mr. Cranmer’s breath grazed the skin below her left ear. 



She closed her eyes as his lips brushed the side of her throat. She had known, she realized, that his leading her here, away from the dancing and the rest of the guests, would ultimately bring them to this. And she had gone with him, so very willingly. 



“Regan.” His teeth nipped the side of her jaw as he moved behind her, his arms enclosing about her, one hand sliding upwards and settling just under the heavy curve of her breasts as the other ventured down, down, down, until his fingers pressed firmly between her legs.



She fought the immediate urge to turn and face him. There was something so much more enticing, more scandalous about keeping him behind her, only the feel of his hands, his body against hers without seeing his face. He shifted so that she felt his arousal slide across her bottom, and she arched into him without thinking, the hand he had between her thighs pushing urgently through her layers of clothing. 



Again, his mouth found the side of her neck as he pulled at her skirts, gathering them up until they were bunched around her hips and his long, cool fingers found the soft, wet heat at her center. 



It was all happening so fast, his first touch of his lips to her skin only a moment earlier, and yet at the same time, they couldn’t move with enough haste. He teased her with his fingers, dipping inside of her, then thrusting in a slow rhythm that made her gasp for breath.



She came quickly, biting down on a cry that was drowned out by the roar of the downpour all around them. 



“I cannot…” she began, but what she could or could not do disappeared from her thoughts before she could put it into words. Mr. Cranmer still held her, his thumb stroking the underside of her breasts while the fingers of his other hand slid slowly—so slowly—out of her. 



“Shall we return to the dancing?” His own voice came out as more of a rasp, the burr of his accent so thick she wished she could wrap it around herself like a cloak. “I’m sure there are some who will notice our absence before long.”



She licked her lips. He was right, she knew. No doubt their disappearance had already been noticed, was already travelling the rounds of the rooms behind them in a susurration of whispered gossip. But lust, she feared, had clouded her thoughts. Along with her good sense. If, indeed, she’d been left with any measure of that precious commodity once Mr. Cranmer had smiled at her for the very first time. 



It had been too long, she realized, since she’d experienced a man’s touch, the sweep of his lips along her jaw, down the length of her neck. She had thought it was something she could do without, that the love and companionship from close friends and her children were all she, a grown woman, would need. 



But it had not been enough. Grief had drowned out all other wants and desires at first. And then she’d taken to using it as that damned shield, a way of blocking all other emotions from exerting control over her. 



Worst of all, she had not understood how much she’d yearned for this, for how long she had simply wanted to feel like a woman again, wanted and lusted for, until Mr. Cranmer had happened into her cloistered existence.



“No.” She said it in answer to his proposal that they return to the parlour, but when he stiffened and began to draw away, she realized he must have thought she wanted to put an end to what was currently transpiring between them. “No, I don’t want to go back.” She turned until she faced him, one of his arms falling away while the other clung to the swell of her hip. “Stay here,” she said. “With me. Please.”



She had expected him to smile, but he was all seriousness, all solemnity as he pressed against her, her skirt falling back down to her ankles as his hands slid up and over her arms, her shoulders, the fingers of his right hand tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her bottom lip before he leaned in and kissed her. 



No, the word played over again in her head, one of the last coherent thoughts she entertained before they found their way towards one of the benches along the conservatory wall. There would be no going back after this.






Chapter Thirteen


  

  


It would amaze her later how time seemed to move in fits and starts. First, she stood with him in the conservatory, the rain cascading in sheets down the panels of glass all around them. In what felt as brief as a blink, an intake of breath, there was the solidity of a bench beneath her, a flash of lightning illuminating the figure of Mr. Cranmer—Thomas… she would have to take care to call him Thomas now, at least in all her thoughts—before her. 



A dozen reasons for why she should stop what was about to occur sparked to life in her mind. What if they were discovered? Was it proper for her to be with a man she’d only known for a short while? What if…? What if…? What if…?



She closed her eyes, squeezing them shut for a brief moment. 



“Regan.”



His voice cut through the cacophony inside her head. A rumble of thunder rolled out beyond the walls of the conservatory, shaking her to her core. She shivered then, but not from any change in the temperature of the room. 



He dropped down to his haunches in front of her, his elbows balanced on his thighs before he reached out and took her hands, drawing them off her lap. “Are you frightened?” His tone made the question sound incredulous. How could she—wife, widow, mother of three—be frightened of what was about to happen between them? She was not an innocent bride, but Edmund had been her only lover. And for the last seven years, there had not been even him.



She shook her head at him, even before she could give his question its due. Another bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, lighting up the room, lighting up Thomas’s face, the brilliant color of his tempestuous eyes. “No,” she said, in case he didn’t see the shake of her head. “I am not afraid.” Not with you.



The realization startled her. But there was no reason to deny it. She had no fear that he would hurt her. And she knew that if she had denied him, if she had asked to return to the parlour with the other guests, she knew that he would oblige her, and without hesitation.



He raised her hands to his mouth, brushing his lips across her knuckles. That alone was nearly enough to undo her all over again, but she held her breath as he turned her palms over to kiss the inside of her wrists, the tip of his tongue skimming the most sensitive skin there before she inhaled sharply.



“Oh.” A gentle pull and he shifted forward onto his knees. “Thomas.”



Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness in the room, enough that she could see his lips were parted even without the aid of another flash of lightning. She bent forward and caught his mouth before he could say anything, before another bout of hesitation could put an end to what had already started. 



Her hands slipped free from his grasp to slide over his shoulders, one pushing over his collar, up into the thick waves of his hair. She was at an advantage, she realized, being slightly above him on the bench. His head tipped back, allowing her to kiss his jaw, to graze her lips across the faint growth of stubble already making its appearance. 



“Regan,” he said again, and she smiled to herself, at the sound of her name whispered from his mouth, his breath gentle and warm across her cheek.



And while she kissed him, his hands slipped downward, grabbing the hem of her gown and pulling it upwards again; over her ankles, her calves, the light touch of his fingers marking his progress along her stockings. Above her knee she drew in another breath, holding it as his touch crossed the barrier to the bare skin of her upper thighs, and then—



“Heavens.”



She was still so wet, still so ready for him. He slipped his finger inside of her once, just once, and she gripped his shoulders as her back arched and her hips jerked forward to the very edge of the seat. 



He released her then, even while she still held onto his upper arms. She realized where his own hands were, fumbling with the front of his trousers, and then there was the hard, solid heat of him between her legs, sliding against the inside of her thigh. 



She could stop him now. Simply place her hands on his chest, push him away and tell him to halt. But instead her fingers dug into his sleeves, dragging him closer until her skirt was gathered at her waist, until the tip of him was there… right there…



Slowly, then. Excruciatingly slow, as he slid into her an inch, and then another. Her thighs clenched, she gripped him fiercely between her legs, her gaze pinned to the shadowed outline of his face. She held onto his waist with one hand, while her other hand moved between them, trailing over his abdomen and upwards, until she settled over his chest and the rapid beating of his heart beneath his shirt. 



Once he was fully sheathed inside her, she didn’t want him to move. Not yet. She had forgotten this part of it, the fullness of it, while her body shivered with myriad sensations. He knelt between her legs, his hips flush with her own. The hand she had at his waist crept upwards and inside his coat. For a fleeting moment, she had enough time to wish his clothes away along with her own, to feel more of his skin, to touch all of him and not simply imagine the sweat-slick tautness of his body along hers, but then he pulled back and thrust into her again, and all those wishes were swept away.



They clung to one another, balanced precariously on the narrow stone bench. She said nothing, could think of nothing to say while he slid in and out of her. She could only hold onto him, clutching his shoulders, listening to the erratic pace of their panting breaths. 



“God…” Barely a whisper as a new sensation overtook her, stronger than what she’d experienced with him in the library or a few minutes before. “Oh, God!” 



She couldn’t catch her breath, could not stay on top of the heat as it coursed through her. And just when she thought it was about to subside, it caught her again, sweeping her upwards, taking away her ability to think or feel anything but the man inside her, holding onto her.



“My lady,” he gasped against her hair, his own frame shuddering as he finished inside of her. 



It had been too long, she realized, her hands sliding down the length of his back, keeping him close. Another flash of lightning brightened the room around them, but the thunder was longer in coming, only the steady sound of the rain reminding them that the storm had yet to fully recede. 



“Did I hurt you?”



She looked up at him as he pulled away from her. She couldn’t make out his expression in the darkness, and she was thankful he couldn’t clearly discern her own features. “No, no. Not at all.” A partial falsehood, that. Already there was some soreness between her legs, and no doubt there would be more pains and aching in her limbs as her breathing and the beating of her heart returned to normal. 



With his handkerchief, he cleaned up the both of them as best he could and set himself to rights as she adjusted her skirt and smoothed out the wrinkles in the fabric. “We should go back,” she said, just as the realization that they could do no such thing took hold. 



For how would it appear to Lady Polmerol’s room full of guests should they return after a lengthy absence, together and noticeably mussed? 



Mr. Cranmer moved onto the bench beside her. Without a word, he pulled her into his arms again, her cheek pressed against his shoulder while they listened to the rain, the thunder, the far-off hum of music and dancing. 



She would remember this moment. The calm of it, in those few brief moments before her guilt at what they’d done could assail her. 



Because despite all of her excuses—that she was a widow, that she was old enough for society to allow her a dalliance or two without the fear of accompanying scandal—still the feeling nagged that she had overstepped some unspoken boundary and committed a wrong for which she needed to atone. 



“We should go back,” she said again, and this time, he sighed at her words. 



“I can return first, if you wish. So we are not seen walking in together.”



A laugh slipped out of her, more at the absurdity of it all than sheer amusement. Even when she was younger and unmarried, she had never been tempted to steal into a dark corner with a gentleman for an embrace. And when Edmund had come along and begun his courting of her, they had adhered to all of the strictest rules of propriety, sharing not even a kiss until the day of their wedding. 



But now…



“Oh, I don't even know myself.” Half of her face lay against Mr. Cranmer’s shoulder, while the other half she covered with her hand. “I am not…” She paused then, long enough to sort her thoughts and think of what to say next. “I assure you, I do not make a habit of slipping into abandoned conservatories with young men to…” She cleared her throat and smoothed her hand down the front of her skirt; a useless gesture, as she doubted the wrinkles would come out without a full attack from a hot iron. 



“And do you believe it would make any difference to me if you did make a habit of it?”



She looked up at him, his face near enough to hers that she could make out the broad strokes of his features even without the aid of the intermittent flashes of lightning. 



“I simply…” She foundered again, wondering what it was she really wished to say or why she even felt the need to say it. “I don’t know anything about how to do this.”



One corner of his mouth quirked upwards. “You seemed to do very well a few moments ago.”



“No, I don’t mean—” She swatted his arm and sat herself up straighter. It took a tremendous amount of energy not to bury her hands in the fabric of her skirt and twist it all into fresh wrinkles and folds. “I don’t have affairs. I was perfectly happy to spend the remainder of my widowhood without the thought of another man coming in to disturb it. I had my children, I had an estate to run, and I was… I was happy.” 



As soon as she said it, she knew the truth of it. She had been happy. She had missed Edmund, of course, but at the same time she had been incredibly thankful for the blessings still left to her. It had not occurred to her to wish for more. Motherhood had been enough. Taking care of the estate —her son’s inheritance—had been more than enough. An easy thing it had been, to trace out the path of her future life, seeing her children grown and married, given grandchildren to dote upon, settling into a quiet existence managing the house and bit of land left to her once Jack was grown and moved in to take control of the main portion of the estate. An existence without scandal or excitement, one she had thought she’d always wanted. That was, until…



She touched his jaw, sliding her thumb down to the point of his chin before she swept it upwards to the soft curve of his lower lip. You’ve turned everything on its head, she wanted to tell him. Instead, she leaned forward, touched her lips to his cheek, the still-quirked corner of his mouth, and then kissed him fully. 



“I must go back.” She stood and gave her gown a final adjustment, then plucked at a few of her curls and straightened several pins. “Katharine is still dancing, I’m sure, and I have been a most neglectful chaperone thus far. If I’m not careful, she’ll be in Egypt with Mr. Winthrop before I’ve even noticed she’s late for breakfast.”



“I’ll go to the library for a bit,” Thomas said as he stood and fussed with the folds of his neckcloth. “Stagger our return, I think.”



“Yes, that will be better.” She glanced towards the door, the way they had come in, and back at him. What should she say now? How did one go about finishing a tryst and the return to their everyday activities? “Thomas?”



The thunder rumbled low and distant as he closed the distance between them. “Still referring to me by my Christian name, then? So I have not completely humiliated myself this evening?”



She sought out his hands, her own fingers feeling astonishingly hot against the coolness of his skin. “Thank you.” It sounded awkward to her own ears, and she hoped he could not make out her grimace in the faint light of the room. “What I mean to say is…”



“This isn’t farewell, is it?”



“I beg your pardon?”



He dropped his chin until she could see only the top of his head, the thick black of his curls that she always wanted so much to comb through with her fingers. When he raised his head again, the weak glow of lightning gave just enough illumination for her to make out the blue of his eyes, the dark lashes framing them. 



“I hope you don’t think me already satisfied.”



Heat rose into her cheeks. “You’re not… satisfied?”



“Oh, damn it all!” 



Before she could make heads or tails of what he meant to say, he drew her against him, his hand at the back of her head as he tipped her chin upwards and kissed her, dipping his tongue into her mouth, tasting her, making her want him to hoist up her skirts all over again.



“This wasn’t enough,” he said at last, his voice deep, the heavy burr of his Edinburgh accent curling around her, settling deep in her abdomen. Another kiss, then. On her cheek, her forehead, and back again to her lips. “If you want nothing more to do with me after this, then I will leave you be. But I hope… I wish this to be only the beginning.”



Only the beginning. “I have to go now,” she said, and drew away from him. “But, yes.” She couldn’t say more than that, her body still shivering from his touch, her mind still a scattered mess. Out of the conservatory, through the other rooms he’d led her through earlier, back and around until she found her way to a small chamber set aside for the ladies to use when they needed to rest or fix some portion of their wardrobe. 



She slipped inside, she hoped, without being seen by any of Lady Polmerol’s other guests. A maid waited inside, ready to assist her. 



“There is a small tear, I believe, in my hem,” Regan said, borrowing the excuse she had heard from Mrs. Fairfax earlier that day. “I made an attempt at fixing it myself, but all I’ve done is wrinkle my skirt and muss my hair trying to bend over far enough to reach the damage.”



The maid stepped forward, her face blank of any kind of suspicious expression. Regan sat on the edge of a small sofa while the maid looked over the part of her gown she indicated with a vague gesture of her hand. 



“I see it, my lady. Shall I pin it for you or would you prefer I put a few stitches in to repair it? It’s only a little tear.”



Regan swallowed and sent up a quick and quiet prayer that there was at least some evidence to transform her lie into truth. “Pin it up, please. I’ll have my own maid take care of it in the morning.”



The repair took only a moment. After that, the maid set Regan’s hair to rights and helped to smooth down a few of the deeper wrinkles that had so stubbornly taken up residence in her skirt. 



A short walk then down the corridor and back to the blue parlour, where the dancing was still taking place. The soft strains of the music met her before she’d reached the door, the rhythmic step of dozens of feet as they moved through the patterns of the dance. She slipped inside, she hoped, without garnering any undue attention. There, on the other side of the room, she saw Katharine seated among a bevy of older ladies, Mr. Winthrop standing behind her chair, bending down to whisper something in her ear. Katharine smiled, her eyes bright and animated. Regan could not recall the last time she had seen her eldest daughter so happy.



Regan nodded to a few ladies and gentleman as she walked along the outer edge of the room, her smile carefully crafted to be as relaxed and calm as possible. She didn’t know if there was a blush on her cheeks, though she felt a residual warmth in her chest and abdomen, as if Mr. Cranmer had lit a fire inside of her, one that couldn’t easily be put out again.



“I wondered where you disappeared to!” Lady Polmerol intercepted her near the sideboard, where half-empty bowls of punch and a few trays of light sandwiches had been set out for the guests. 



“An accident with my hem,” Regan said, allowing her eyes to roll slightly upwards towards the ceiling in accompaniment to a small sigh. “It is pinned up for now, though I’m not certain it will be able to survive another turn around the dance floor.”



“I saw you dancing with Thomas.” Lady Polmerol’s expression was clear and innocent. Regan breathed another sigh that hopefully nothing untoward had been connected with her dancing with Mr. Cranmer and her lengthy absence immediately afterwards. “I didn’t realize the poor boy could be so clumsy on his feet!”



Regan smiled and said nothing. Let Lady Polmerol assume her cousin had tramped on her hem and torn it, explaining away her exit from the parlour. But her smile tightened when she saw Lord Hays approach from behind Lady Polmerol. His own gaze was narrowed slightly. Or perhaps Regan was only imagining it. She couldn’t help but feel as if her activity with Mr. Cranmer in the conservatory had been stamped across the front of her gown. A bout of nervousness overtook her, and she ran her hand down the front of her bodice and the upper part of her skirt, as if to smooth away any lingering wrinkles that might give her away.



“Poor Lady Griffith has been attacked by my cousin!” Lady Polmerol announced as Lord Hays came up to stand beside her.



Regan’s breath caught, her heart in her throat. Frantically, her gaze darted from Lord Hays’ face to Lady Polmerol’s, but it was only humor etched in the lines of the latter’s expression as she explained away the damage to Regan’s hem. A joke, that was all. While Regan calmed herself, her hand still resting on her abdomen, she caught Lord Hays’ gaze. Or rather, she noticed the direction of his glance, how he looked over her carefully, though with enough absence in his attention that he couldn’t be accused of studying her too closely.



“Well, Lady Griffith.” Lord Hays dipped his chin, looking at her from beneath his brows. “Should I ever have the pleasure to dance with you, I promise to abstain from damaging your gown.”



Lady Polmerol laughed. It was the reaction his words were intended to incite. Yet Regan could only exhale, her tongue darting out to moisten lips that felt so dry all of a sudden. 



Did Lord Hays know? She didn’t believe he did. But did the man suspect? She couldn’t trust her own ability to read other people’s actions and reactions, especially while her own head, her own thoughts were still in a whirl. 



She excused herself from Lady Polmerol and Lord Hays’ conversation and found her way back towards Katharine’s side. Mr. Winthrop greeted her as well, offering to fetch a cup of punch for her, which she kindly declined. He didn’t appear to want to leave her daughter’s presence if he could avoid it, and so she wasn’t going to be responsible for parting them. 



Instead, she took a seat offered to her, between an older lady and Katharine, far enough in the back of the room she hoped no one would pay her any attention for the remainder of the evening. Her gaze flicked to the door more than once however, and she couldn’t deny to herself that she was watching, waiting to see if Mr. Cranmer would return to the parlour. 



He did some time later, once another dance had begun, though a few of the older guests had already abandoned the parlour and—Regan suspected—were putting an early end to the evening. She followed his progress into the room, noting how much less disheveled he appeared than when she had left him in the conservatory. Had he slipped upstairs to his room to tend to his appearance? Or hidden himself in the library again until he deemed it safe to make a showing in the parlour again?



His gaze sought her out at once. She feared he would cut a line across the room towards her, drawing undue attention to the both of them. But he only smiled, and winked—Dear heavens! She had to look away and suck in her cheeks to fight the smile that threatened to cross her lips—and set himself into conversation with one of the other guests. 



She could watch him all night, she realized. The way his hands moved as he spoke, the flutter of his fingers when he seemed especially excited about something. His hair, always on the cusp of unruliness, a defiant halo of shadow around his head. His eyes. His mouth. That thin thread of a scar on the side of his face she still knew nothing about. 



And again and again, his eyes found hers. And she wondered if he was doing the same, memorizing those little morsels of herself, the way she looked, the curve of her shoulder, something in her expression that perhaps only he could see. Something he might tuck away into the corner of his mind and cherish.



Oh, she was being silly, she knew, and giving way to complete infatuation. But it felt good to allow herself that freedom again, even if it was only for now, for these few weeks together at Brandon Hall. Contemplating a future beyond the house party was not something she could give herself leave to do. 



Her gaze flicked towards the other side of the room again, towards Thomas and… ah. There was Lord Hays, accompanied by Miss Lane and her mother. Regan didn’t know which party was more intent on pursuing the other in that arrangement, and she told herself she really did not care. But it was the look shared between Thomas and Lord Hays that caught her attention. Not the usual aristocratic snub from the latter that she had come to expect. No, a shadow crossed Thomas’s brow as he regarded Lord Hays. There and gone again, but it was enough. Enough to make it clear there was indeed a history there. No matter that neither gentleman seemed keen on acknowledging it to anyone else around them. 



But Regan had enough experience with her children to know secret looks and unspoken threats traded without a whisper of a word being spoken. Something existed between them, beyond anything Regan could guess. A shake of her head and she tried to dispel it. What did it matter? She wasn’t seeking out a future with Thomas, so what matter then was his past? 



All she wanted, she told herself, was the joy and freedom of the moment. Beyond that… no. There could be nothing more.






Chapter Fourteen


  

  


The morning was clear, only the dampness still clinging to the grass and the edges of the window panes letting anyone know of the storms that had blown through only a few hours before. Regan stood at her window, looking out, breathing in the air that almost carried a chill to it, though she was sure the warmth would build again as the day progressed. 



She leaned against the sill, gripping the edge of it with hands that couldn’t decide if they wanted to fidget or simply dig into the wood until her knuckles turned white. Her eyes ached from lack of sleep, while other parts of her ached from Thomas’s attentions to her in the conservatory the night before. 



“Oh…” The sound slipped out, and her head drooped forward.. Her thoughts would not quiet, even with the arrival of a new day. 



What had she done?



Well, she knew very well what she had done. The more pertinent question was what on earth was she to do now?



She’d had sex with Thomas. It made her wince to put it so bluntly, even in the silence of her head, but there really was no other way to shape it. She could say that they had made love, but had love even been involved? Lust? Oh, very much so. Even now, in the soft light of the morning, her body still hummed with desire for him. 



Hummed? Yes, that was a rather accurate way of putting it. Because it was precisely as if he had plucked out the beginning of a melody inside of her, the first notes having sounded all the way back at their first meeting, when she had run into him with that confounded wine stain on the front of her gown. And now the song was gaining strength, becoming more difficult to ignore.



But did she want to ignore it?



Regan raised her head and gazed out across the lawns, to the shadow of trees beyond where a few wisps of stubborn fog had yet to dissipate beneath the heat of the sun. A sudden urge struck her, to find her way down to that expanse of lawn and simply run and run as fast as her legs would take her. 



Of course, that would be the coward’s way out. To leave and to run back to her home in Kent and pretend that nothing here had ever happened. Back to her children, back to her duties managing the house and land there, back to where she had lived with her husband for over half of her life. As soon as she thought it, a disgruntled sound escaped from the back of her throat. She did not want to leave. She wanted to stay. She wanted him.



Which made her want to run all over again.



A knock on the door pulled her out of her thoughts before she could cycle back towards the feelings of confusion she knew were creeping in at the edges of her mind. 



“Ah, Molly!” She turned from the window, raising her chin in an attempt to dredge up as much enthusiasm as she could, lest her maid would see the tumult of her thoughts or the shadows beneath her eyes. 



Molly quirked an eyebrow at her mistress, but said nothing beyond the basic morning greetings as she crossed to the wardrobe and searched through the gowns. 



Regan folded her arms over her chest, her shoulders rounding forward. A part of her had no wish to change out of her nightdress, as if by keeping it on she could somehow prevent the day from progressing any further. A childish notion, but then she certainly had not behaved according to the strictures of her age over the last few days. What woman with four decades of life behind her had a tryst with a younger man in a conservatory, and a library, and—



“The yellow muslin this morning?” Molly held up the gown, the light from the windows highlighting the shimmer of embroidery along the hem. “It will most likely stay cool until the afternoon, so the longer sleeves should keep you from needing a shawl.”



“Hmm? Oh.” Regan nodded. The yellow muslin, yes. “That will do very well.”



While Molly gathered up the rest of what was needed to render her mistress fully clothed for the day, Regan walked to her bed and sat down on the edge of it. The blankets behind her were a tangled, twisted mess, the pillows pounded completely out of shape. No, she had not slept well. Most of the night had been spent battling against the urge to seek out Thomas again while wave after wave of guilt crept up on her, until she finally gave up on sleep entirely and took to moving restlessly around her room like a penned creature.



She continued to fidget, plucking at the threads on the coverlet, only halting and pushing it hastily away when she’d begun to pull out a few of the stitches along one edge. By then she was grateful when it came time to strip out of her nightdress and bathe herself, to take her hair out of its messy braid and brush it with a fierceness that made Molly retrieve the brush from her and finish the job before Regan could give herself a receding hairline. 



But dressing and preparing for the day gave her something to do. And there would be breakfast already laid out downstairs, surely. And after that, she planned on taking a walk with Katharine, and there would be more meals and tea and finally the weather seemed ready to cooperate for Lady Polmerol’s boating excursion on the lake. 



Dressed and with her hair pinned up in a simple twist at the back of her head, Regan glanced at her reflection in the mirror on her dressing table. She looked pale and wan, she realized, but with two contrary spots of color in her cheeks. 



Well, she would just have to hope the other guests would suppose her to be feeling the ill effects of too much wine or good food the previous evening, or that the exertions of the dancing had pushed her to her limits. She moved to knock on Katharine’s door, but Molly stopped her before her knuckles could tap on the wood. 



“She’s still asleep,” Molly said, putting away the extra pins and combs that had not gone into Regan’s hair. “Shall I tell her you’ve already gone down to breakfast when she wakes?”



Regan nodded. “Yes, of course.” She tried to hide the disappointment from her voice. She didn’t want to go downstairs alone. But then she realized that perhaps it was better this way, as without someone at her side, she could slip away at a moment’s notice without the bother of having to make her excuses to anyone.



But she couldn’t dispense of that conspicuous feeling as she made her way down to the dining room, where indeed tureens of warm eggs and ham and mushrooms were set out for the few guests already up and dressed for the morning. There were only three others present, and Regan was thankful to see neither Thomas nor Lord Hays there. Perhaps Thomas was outside already, walking around the lake with Iris, the ends of his hair curling slightly from the perspiration on his neck, his shirt clinging…



No, no. Regan blew out a breath and picked up a plate from the sideboard. One of the footmen stepped forward to help her, and despite her lack of sleep, she filled her plate with enough food to sustain her for a long march about the grounds surrounding Brandon Hall. 



The thought of fresh air and exercise lifted her failing spirits, and she determined on going for a long walk through the less cultivated, more wooded areas of the park. She hoped Katharine would wish to join her, but if Regan had to go alone, she knew she would be able to go at a much faster pace. 



Regan chose a place at the far end of the dining table, spacing herself away from the other guests. It was early enough that everyone else seemed to be possessive of their privacy, and not much inclined to socializing or conversation. It was an atmosphere that suited Regan very well, and she tucked into her breakfast with gusto. 



She realized just how superficial her manner was when Thomas appeared in the doorway, and her appetite disappeared just as a bite of toast slid slowly down her throat. He looked for all the world as if he had slept incredibly well, his complexion bright and the gleam in his eye only flickering when he spotted Regan at the end of the table. 



Did he regret what they had done? He gave no sign of it, and to Regan’s chagrin, he strode calmly into the room and helped himself to a plate of food, one heaped high enough to rival her own. She willed him to sit far away from her and sent him as meaningful a glance as she could muster as he walked towards the table. If he could read the message in her eyes, she did not know it, as he seemed to compromise by choosing a seat only two chairs away from her own. Close enough that they could speak to one another without having to raise their voices, but with enough distance between them that it would not look as if they were purposely dining together.



“Lady Griffith,” he said, offering her a small nod as he pulled out his chair before a footman could step forward to do it for him. He had greeted the other guests in the same manner, all smiles and politeness and without any evidence that he wished to delve further into conversation with them. 



“Mr. Cranmer.” She made a pointed show of picking up her fork and scooping a large bite of food into her mouth. What would he do? Would he attempt to refer to what had happened between them only the night before? She swallowed and almost choked, quickly covering her mouth with her napkin as she struggled not to cough her breakfast across the tablecloth.



“Are you all right, Lady Griffith?” Without prompting he stood up and fetched her a glass of water from the pitcher on the sideboard. She took it gratefully and sipped until she trusted herself to draw a proper breath again. 



“Thank you.” She set down her glass and returned her napkin to her lap, smoothing it out again and again until she worried she might wear through the fabric. Thomas had returned to his own seat, but she felt his gaze on her. Or perhaps she only imagined that his attention was pinned to her. His presence was enough to break apart her ability to think clearly, if she had even been capable of such a feat at any point since she had danced with him the evening before. Even now, she was torn between wanting him to flirt with her, to spar with him in return as she always did, and to leave the dining room and so prevent anyone from reading in her look or behavior that there was something between them.



Because there was something between them. She couldn’t deny it. Certainly not after last night. But what would it become from here forward? Did he expect their affair to continue? Did she want it to?



But that was the difficulty. She did want it to, without a doubt. She had told him as much last night. But those had been words spoken in the afterglow of lovemaking. A restless night alone in her bedroom, with only her thoughts for companions, had gone and muddied her brain all over again. 



She did not want another man in her life. A new man. Someone who was not her husband, her Edmund. She had been doing very well honoring his memory with her commitment to widowhood and the life she had made for herself after he had died so suddenly. She had managed to forge on without him, quietly—perhaps vainly—proud that she did not need anyone else. 



A lie, she realized. One of the greatest she had ever told herself.



“And did you sleep well last night, Lady Griffith?”



She looked at him. Or rather, she glared at him. But he had already returned his attention to his plate and the eggs piled there.


“I slept quite well, thank you.” And he would ask that, because he must have known the moment he looked at her that she had not slept well at all. And all while he sat there with his fresh face, that infuriating smile dancing at the corner of his mouth…



“I always find the country air to be quite refreshing,” he went on, and all while still picking at his eggs. “Much different from London. It’s too easy to feel as if one is suffocating while in town.”



She nodded despite her original plan to engage him as little as possible in case the wrong word or glance would give herself away. “I remember,” she said, her own fork scraping lightly along the edge of her plate, her appetite long forgotten. “I never really liked being in London for the season. It was always too…” She looked up at him, and he caught her gaze at the same moment. “Suffocating, yes. I cannot think of a better word to describe it.”



So they shared that, the preference for the country over the smoke and bustle of the city. She toyed with her food some more before finally pushing her plate away. “How did you sleep last night, Mr. Cranmer? If we are insistent on discussing mundanities so early in the morning.”



“Not very well,” he admitted, with another shift of his attention in her direction. “I had something on my mind, and I found it difficult to settle my thoughts.”



He wanted to say more. She saw it in his eyes, in the silent movement of his lips, as if words danced on the tip of his tongue but he would not, could not, say them. 



“Well, I hope you find better rest tonight.” 



“We shall see.” The corners of his mouth were quirked, his smile threatening to burst into life. But when he looked at her, there was a darkness in his eyes. Desire, Regan thought. Mixed with hope. “Though I think it may depend on how the day unfolds.”



Regan drew in a deep breath. Other guests were coming into the dining room, while the ones still seated around the table were busy with their breakfast, their newspapers, or their own quiet conversations with one another. No one paid her or Thomas any attention. 



“Mr. Cranmer,” she began, and paused long enough to clear her throat. But her confidence waned at the sight of Katharine entering the dining room, with Lord Hays only a few paces behind. 



Katharine appeared bright and rested, a soft smile turning up the corners of her mouth as she laid eyes on her mother. Lord Hays, on the other hand, hesitated just inside the door, his gaze landing on Regan before it slid over to Thomas. His brow furrowed at the sight of them, as if he could not work out if they were seated near each other by coincidence or by design. 



Regan bristled at the thought of being judged for her choice of breakfast partners, especially as they were not even sitting directly beside one another. But then, Lord Hays’ behavior towards Thomas had tread the line of impoliteness in all the interactions she had witnessed between the two of them. And again she wondered… What existed there between them? Was there some piece of past history neither of them had yet to divulge? Or was she simply creating a narrative from a few dark looks and awkward manners?



“Good morning, Mama!” Katharine took the seat beside her mother, nodding politely at the footman who brought her plate to the table for her. “I spoke to Lady Polmerol upstairs, and she shared the gardener’s belief that the weather will remain clear for the boating on the lake this evening.”



“That should be lovely,” Regan said. It was all she could say at the moment. She watched as Lord Hays fetched his scant breakfast of toast and coffee and took a seat on the other side of the table, as far from Thomas as he could manage without turning on his heel and leaving the room. “Very lovely,” she added, while her body buzzed with a combination of delight and trepidation at how, indeed, the day would unfold. 



***



The weather held, and the boating commenced. 



Regan did not see how all of it was managed, though there were glimpses of servants and workmen traipsing up and down the lawn throughout the morning and afternoon, carrying boats and chairs and tables and every other thing necessary for an outdoors event in which no one wished to fully abandon the comforts of indoors. By the time the bottom edge of the sun touched the horizon, nearly all of the guests had assembled down by the side of the lake where a large pavilion had been constructed, its peaked fabric standing like striped mountains in the valley between the gardens and the woods.



The first thing Regan noticed were the lanterns strung along the pavilion, their golden lights inside holding onto the remaining glow of the sunset and holding off the darkness seeping in from the direction of the trees. There was a path marked from the house to the lake, also lined with the same paper lanterns, and as she neared the edge of the water, she noticed the lights bobbing on the lake’s surface, floating along like pieces of moonlight plucked from the sky.



It was enchanting. If Lady Polmerol’s wish had been to invoke some kind of magic from the ancient lands around her, Regan didn’t think she could have worked her spell more effectively. 



She walked down to the lake with Katharine and Mr. Winthrop, with Mrs. Fairfax and her daughter coming along behind them. Regan had spent most of the day with them, and it did not strike her until she saw Mr. Cranmer already beneath the pavilion that she had been careful to avoid him since breakfast. 



It had not been a conscious decision. She had clung to Katharine’s side for most of the morning for no other reason than she wanted to spend time with her. And in the afternoon, she had sunk into conversation with Mrs. Fairfax, while the other ladies and gentlemen sorted themselves into their own groups for riding and games and other suitable diversions for a summer’s day. 



And now he stood there, the light from the lanterns softening the youthful angles of his face, his smile quick and infectious as he leaned in to say something to his cousin, something that made her laugh aloud and swat his arm with the back of her gloved hand. 



He saw her, then, as she stepped beneath the cover of the pavilion. His eyes first, and then the rest of his body turned towards her, a subtle movement, as if she had the power to elicit a reaction from him beyond what he could control. She wanted him to speak to her, or for her to work up the courage to cross the distance between them and speak to him. 



She was in a decidedly better mood this evening than the one she had been in this morning, especially now that her body had been rejuvenated with several meals and more than several cups of tea. But Katharine was saying something, and then there was the clinking sound of metal on glass before Lady Polmerol called for silence and addressed the assembled guests.



Regan heard little of what was said. A few of the guests moved nearer to Lady Polmerol to listen, and in the shifting of positions she and Thomas worked their way towards one another, like streams siphoning into a larger river. 



“Good evening, Lady Griffith.” His voice was low, barely even a whisper. But there was enough depth to it that it still managed to ignite a low fire inside of her, the same warmth as alcohol settling in her stomach. 



“Mr. Cranmer.” She nodded to him while trying to keep her attention on something their hostess had said, though her gaze kept sliding over bits and pieces of him: the corner of his jaw, the curve of his lower lip, that one errant curl of hair that stuck out from behind his ear. Her hands twitched with the urge to reach up and twist that inky ribbon of hair around her finger, but instead she let her weight shift from one foot to the other, so that she moved close enough to him that her shoulder brushed against his own.



“I would have invited you into the boat I will be manning,” he went on in that low, rushed whisper of his. “But as Lord Polmerol’s gout seems to be troubling him again, I was taken into Maggie’s crew at the last minute.”



Regan smiled. She could not help it. It was one of his talents, to draw a grin from her even when she was torn between wanting to turn away from him or snatch up his hand and drag him back to the house, to her room. To any room. “I thank you for the almost invitation,” she said, proud that she could speak without a tremor in her voice to give away how tightly strung her nerves had become. “But I look forward to my trip with Mrs. Fairfax and her daughter. And Mr. Perkins will be our captain, if I am not mistaken.” The young man she had danced with the previous evening, though he had spent a good portion of his afternoon attempting to catch the attention of Miss Fairfax. 



“Perhaps another day, hmm?” 



He was always hinting at more, she realized, dangling a potential future in front of her as if waiting for her to reject him or agree to continue on with their affair. “Perhaps,” was all she said, before Lady Polmerol finished speaking and the guests who would be enjoying the boats shuffled their way towards the edge of the lake. 



“Oh, Regan!” Lady Polmerol bustled up to her, her eyes wide and shining in the light from the myriad lanterns. “Because of my husband being indisposed this evening and having to rearrange a few of the seats, I had to move you from the Fairfax’s boat and into the one with the Lanes and Lord Hays. I hope that will be all right?”



Mrs. Lane and her daughter. Regan only caught her grimace just in time. Miss Lane was young and a trifle flighty, yes, but still a sweet young woman. As for her mother… 



“Well, if it’s going to upset things too much, maybe I will stay behind this evening.” There were several older ladies and gentlemen still gathered beneath the pavilion, helping themselves to a wide array of food and drinks that had been set out for them, and for the boaters upon their return to shore. 



“I would not wish for you to give up your place,” Lady Polmerol said, looking anxious. “Perhaps if we… if we…”



“I believe I have it all sorted out,” came Lord Hays’ voice from behind them. He walked up to the two of them, standing closer to Lady Polmerol in order to face Regan. “I hope you will not accuse me of stepping on your authority,” he said to their hostess. “But Miss Griffith and Mr. Winthrop have been switched into the boat with Mrs. and Miss Lane, and in all the mayhem, I have somehow managed to procure a boat with no one but myself as a passenger. That is, unless Lady Griffith would care to join me?”



It was a deft move. Not for one instance did Regan believe Lord Hays had ended up with a boat of his own through pure chance. If she were younger, she might have been fooled into thinking it a coincidence, but life and experience with three children—and the clever machinations they could concoct when they wanted their way—had taught her that there was usually a greater hand at work when things seemed to fall into place so easily.



Her first instinct was to reject his offer, to step back beneath the pavilion and find a comfortable seat between two matrons while she picked at a plate of food and watched the boats maneuver between the floating lanterns. But curiosity made her hesitate. 



If she were of a mind to marry again, Lord Hays would be the respectable choice. He was nearer to her in age, in status, and shared many characteristics with Edmund. And she did not believe him to be the sort of man who would take to hiking up her skirts in a library only a few paces away from an unlocked door. 



So why did he fail to catch her interest as Thomas did? Lord Hays was not an unattractive man, so she could not base her disinterest in him physically as only a superficial matter. And he was pleasant enough to spend time with. Many women endured worse in exchange for companionship or security. Perhaps when this fling with Thomas was at an end—because surely what she had with him could not survive beyond a few days or even weeks of passion—she could look towards someone like Lord Hays as a choice for husband. If, indeed, she ever found herself searching for a husband again.



“Thank you,” she said to Lord Hays, bringing forth a smile from him. A smile that did not light a fire within her, or entice her to slip away with him into some secret, shadowed place. But it was a comfortable smile, one that made her feel safe.



A servant was there to hold the boat for them as they climbed aboard. It was a simple rowboat, painted a gleaming white that reflected the light of the moon climbing up above the horizon. Regan settled herself on the cushioned seat in the prow while Lord Hays took up the oars. Most of the other boats were already out upon the water, gliding between the lanterns on their own miniature rafts. 



The knock and splash of oars, the ring of laughter and conversation filled the air above and around them. Regan had feared that there would be some danger with taking the boats out after the sun had set, but between the shine of the moon and the lanterns both on the lake and around the pavilion, there was enough illumination to see all the way to the other edge of the water and beyond. 



Regan reached over the side of the boat and dipped her fingers in the water, still warm from the heat of the sun shining on its surface throughout the day. Her mind immediately leapt to the thought of how wonderful it would feel to sneak down to the lake one morning for a swim, before the rest of the household awakened. Edmund had insisted on teaching her to swim not long after they were married, his belief being that as England was an island surrounded by water, it only made sense that its inhabitants should know how to survive in it. 



“What are you thinking of, Lady Griffith?”



Lord Hays’ question pulled her back to the present, and she took her fingers out of the water, surreptitiously drying them on the fabric of her skirt. “My husband,” she admitted without thinking. 



She could still make out his features, even in the dim twilight. He did not look at all surprised, only curious as his eyebrows rose in question.



“He taught me to swim,” she said, and smiled at the memory. “He taught Katharine as well, though it’s not something she will often boast about. And if he had lived long enough, I’m sure my younger children would be as adept in the water as the fish my son so yearns to catch.”



Lord Hays did not speak for a moment, and only the steady strokes of the oars broke the silence between them. “It is uncommon for a woman to learn how to swim,” he said evenly, and Regan could not tell if there was a hint of disapproval in his words, or if she was imagining it. 



“It is, yes,” she agreed. “And I will admit I have not had an opportunity to swim for years. Perhaps I have already forgotten how.”



“I’m sure there is greater forgiveness towards certain eccentricities of behavior when one is still young,” Lord Hays went on. “I do wonder what the gossips would make of you or I if we were to leap into the water and paddle about the lake.”



“I would have thought it to be the other way around.” Regan sat up straighter as they drifted closer to one of the other boats. She saw Thomas’s profile, heard him say something in his deep voice, though she could not make out the precise words. Reluctantly, she dragged her gaze back and tried to remember what she had been speaking about. “I think there is more forgiveness for improper behavior towards older ladies and gentlemen. How often do we disregard an aged aunt or grandfather speaking out of turn? Yet if a child speaks in the same manner, we consider it a sign of bad character in need of correcting. If, indeed, the child in question is not written off as entirely spoiled.”



He seemed to consider her theory, though he said nothing, only turning his head to one side as he watched the boat that passed beside them. Thomas’s boat.



“I think you are right,” he said at last. His work with the oars stilled and he allowed the boat to drift smoothly through the water. “Years ago, my grandmother—the Marchioness of Tynley—carried on a decade-long affair with one of her footmen. Everyone knew, of course, as she made very little attempt to keep it secret. And yet no one spoke a word against it.”



“Of course, she was a Marchioness,” Regan made sure to mention. “I doubt the same leeway would be given were she a farmer’s wife or the mother of the local vicar.”



“Very true,” Lord Hays said, and picked up his oars again, though he made no immediate move to row with them. “You, for example, are the widow of a knight, and with that comes some privileges, though perhaps not as many if you were a Duchess or the wife of an Earl.”



She studied his expression, her eyes narrowing to see him better in the waning light. Was his mention of her a coincidence, or was he intentionally introducing her and her status into the conversation for a reason?



“I wonder…” he began as he dipped the oars into the water. “Were you well acquainted with Mr. Cranmer before you came here?”



Ah. So there it was. The answer to her question, and delivered with such nonchalance.



“I met him on two separate occasions,” she said. There was no reason to lie. She did not doubt that anyone who took the trouble to watch her and Thomas together would see something there between them, even if they only recognized it as some manner of friendship. “And what of you?” she asked, flipping the question around before the attention could linger on her relationship with Thomas for too long. “I suspect you and Mr. Cranmer have a history? Or am I imagining the coolness of the room when the two of you are near each other?”



Silence, then. Another boat swept past them, its occupants chattering and laughing gaily. Lord Hays waited until they had drifted further away from them before he spoke again. “I know him more by reputation,” he said, his words slow, sounding as if they were being carefully chosen. “Though we were not formally introduced until a few days ago.”



Reputation… Regan could not help it. Her attention latched onto that single word. She swallowed hard, her next question sticking in her throat. Because if she inquired further, she feared putting too much of her interest in Thomas on display. And she was interested in him. There could be no denying that. But was she interested in him beyond what he could offer her for the duration of a summer house party?



“He is young,” Lord Hays went on, before Regan could finish shaping her own words. “And along with that, he is rash and careless. Unthinking of how his actions may harm others.” He looked at Regan across the boat, his gaze as focused as if he could pin her in place with his attention. “This is only what I have heard, of course. Perhaps I am mistaken.”



Those last words, spoken in an offhand way, enough to make Regan wonder why they had been said at all.



Why no specifics in his accusations against Thomas’s character? Claiming that he was ‘young’ and ‘careless’ in the same breath did not lend much weight to Lord Hays’ lack of cordiality towards him. Either there was something more, something Lord Hays was reluctant to speak about, or he wanted to leave things open enough for Regan to fill in the blanks herself and rid himself of the potential blot of spreading gossip.



“Well, I shall take care while I am here,” Regan said, and in a way she hoped would put an end to their current discussion. Lord Hays was not her husband nor even someone she was publicly courting. He had no claim on her or her actions with any of the other guests. Perhaps… perhaps he only had her best interests at heart and truly wanted to shield her from some potential hurt. But Regan couldn’t dismiss the feeling that there was something underhanded about the entire situation. Unfortunately, she still didn’t know enough to decide who was daring to practice the deception.







Chapter Fifteen


  

  


The sky was clear, filled with stars. A fire burned brightly behind Regan, the warmth at her back a contrast to the chill drifting in from outside. She wore a light shawl around her shoulders, yet she had no desire to close the window since the heat and humidity of the previous days had been banished with yesterday’s storms. 



The boating had ended hours before. It was morning now, no doubt, though Regan had neglected to keep track of the precise hour. She should have been in bed and asleep already. Her eyes burned with exhaustion, her limbs aching with the desire to crawl into her bed and succumb to the tiredness hanging over her. But beneath the tiredness, her body’s inclination to cling to the hours she kept while at home with her children, there was a hum of wakefulness she couldn’t dispel.



Once she had bid goodnight to Lord Hays and the other guests, had seen Katharine into her bedroom and tucked beneath the covers with a book, she found that it was Thomas who occupied her thoughts. 



Because unlike Lord Hays and his staid, safe propriety, Thomas had managed to stir something to life inside of her. An awakening, of sorts. A reminder that she was still a woman. Beyond the titles of wife and widow and mother, something to be put away and left to moulder in storage. She could still live.



So why then… why the glint at the edge of it all, the feeling that she had somehow betrayed her husband? 



Gone now for too many years, and yet she still felt a twinge of guilt with every touch upon the memories of the time spent with Mr. Cranmer. And it wasn’t only the sex, though she was sure if  certain people discovered her tryst with him, there would be a fount of sermons as to why her affair with him was wrong. Though, as Lord Hays had pointed out, there would also be a large portion of society that wouldn’t bat an eye. 



But even spending time with him had felt like a scandalous thing, as if enjoying the company of a young man would tarnish the image the world had constructed of her as a quiet, retiring widow. 



Oh, what a lie that one was. She couldn’t lay all of the blame on society. She had done nothing to show herself as anything but a woman perfectly happy to withdraw from the outside world and allow the lives of her children and the memory of her dead husband to consume her. To become her.



She squinted out at the darkness, at the faint lines of trees and a few of the more decorous outbuildings she could discern without the aid of the moon. Like a living tombstone she had become, honoring the life she’d led with her husband. 



A sigh slipped out of her, one that finished on a low, rough laugh. 



Already, she was being too hard on herself. Her life after Edmund had not been an unhappy one. Her children had been everything. They were still everything to her. Their lives, the promise of their futures had fulfilled her. And with the care of the estate fallen into her hands, there had been little time to yearn for anything more. In fact, she had not thought there could be anything more. 



Her happiness with Edmund had been a gift, one she knew was far greater than many people were ever given. And several weeks ago, it had been enough. But now…



She pushed back from the window, began to pace a slow circle around the circumference of the room. Her fingers tangled in the fringe of her shawl, restless, agitated. On her nightstand was a candle in a fine brass holder, unlit. A scrape, a spark, and the wick caught with a flame that flickered in reflection of her own nervous movements.



It wasn’t a thought she gave herself much time to consider, and later, she would realize, that was why it was so easy for her to agree to the idea, to act on it before she could talk herself out of it.



And maybe, just maybe, she was fueled by rebellion against Lord Hays’ vague warnings to her. He had not come directly out and said she should stay away from Thomas, but the implication had been more than apparent. 



She peeked into Katharine’s room first. Her daughter was asleep, one candle burning low, a book lying opened, pages-down on her chest. Regan slipped into the room on the balls of her feet, picked up the book and set it on the nightstand beside the bed. The candle sent up a thin ribbon of smoke after she blew it out. And then a kiss to her daughter’s forehead, a small lump lodging in her throat when she remembered that it might be one of the last times she could glide in and tuck her in for the night.



The corridor outside was dim, but not completely dark. There was still a faint glow from the direction of the main staircase, the lamps and candles downstairs not yet put out for the night. Regan held her shawl tight around her shoulders, her fingers still fidgeting with its edges as she walked quickly towards the other side of the house where the family had their rooms.



If she was caught, she would tell a lie. She couldn’t think of an appropriate one, one that wouldn’t arouse suspicion, but she did not doubt something would occur to her if her presence in the other side of the house—and only a few hours before dawn—was questioned. At the moment, all she could focus on was moving without making a sound, holding her breath to better listen for a footstep that would alert her to another person’s approach. 



She counted the doors as she tiptoed along the hall she knew would lead to Thomas’s bedroom. The corner of the house, he had mentioned to her in an offhand way, with a view of the fountain and the birds that came every morning to wake him up with their ablutions. 



And there was the door. It looked no different from all the other doors along this side of the corridor, but it seemed to loom larger to her, an impenetrable bulwark between herself and… 



Well.



She swallowed hard, her heart hammering so fast and so loud she worried it would be heard by every other person in the house. The wood of the door was cool beneath her fingertips. Her fingers curled into a loose fist. She knocked lightly, so light she doubted he would hear it. And then again. And she waited.



She would be caught. But she dared not look down the corridor, to see if anyone had followed her. With her chin lowered, her eyes on the tips of her slippers visible beneath the hem of her gown, she forced herself to control her breathing. 



He did not hear her. He was asleep. Or perhaps he had not even retired to his room for the night. He might still be in the library, snoring in one of the armchairs near the fire. She should leave. She almost said the words aloud, so strong was the thought in her head. She should leave. Scuttle back to her side of the house, to her room, to her bed. Alone and quiet. As she had spent all of her nights before this one. For too many years.



A door closed somewhere else in the house, far below her feet. She blew out a breath that carried a mild curse. The fringe of her shawl still twisted between her fingers, she turned away from the door and began her stealthy trek back to her own bedroom.



A click sounded behind her, along with a slight creak. She had been discovered. She froze in place, a dozen excuses for her being there tumbling around inside her head before there was a step and then a touch on her upper arm.



“Regan?”



He spoke in a low whisper, hardly more than a breath that stirred the loose strands of hair around her ears. 



She turned, her heart still thumping madly in her throat. In the dark she could make out so little of him, his eyes, his mouth mere smudges on his face. But soft, warm light spilled out from his doorway, casting him in silhouette. He no longer wore his coat or his neckcloth, even his waistcoat was missing as well. His linen shirt was open at the throat, and there her gaze lingered, the line of his bare neck drawn in charcoal and shadow. 



“I couldn’t sleep.” She’d made no plan of what to say to him if he were to answer the door. All of her energy had been pinned on nothing beyond making her journey across the upper floors of the house unseen. But those four words seemed to be enough, and he nodded, as if he, too, had been unable to find rest.



The touch of his hand on her arm was like an anchor. He pulled her towards him just as she leaned in. Their lips touched briefly, a spark of heat between them, and then she followed him into his room, not once looking back as he closed the door behind her. 



A low fire burned in the grate, enough to battle the chill wafting in through the open window. Several candles burned in holders scattered across the room, though one was low enough its flame was almost smothered in its own wax. 



She felt foolish, noticing all of these things instead of the man standing in front of her. Her gaze darted down then, to the floor between them, and she noticed he had also removed his boots for the night, his feet bare at the bottom of his trousers.



A laugh bubbled up inside her, and she fought to stifle it. She raised her hand to her mouth, her lips held tight between her teeth, but as soon as she looked up and caught Thomas’s gaze, the giggle slipped out before she could catch it. 



“I’m so sorry,” she said, and shook her head as one of his dark eyebrows arched upwards. “It’s only… I have never done this before. Stolen like a thief into a man’s room, I mean. There is something rather absurd about it.”



He took a step back and crossed his arms over his chest. The movement shifted the deep neckline of his shirt, and she had to concentrate to keep from staring at the bared ‘v’ of skin there. “If we are confessing, then I will admit I have never had a woman sneak into my room before in the middle of the night. Though I wasn’t aware it would involve the woman laughing at me and telling me how absurd it all is. If that is all there is to it, then I’m glad it is not a frequent occurrence.”



He was teasing her, and she was thankful for it. Her nerves had her hands trembling, and the sight of him standing there in his bare feet and wrinkled shirt, his mouth curved in a soft smile, his eyes alight with humor… Well, it was what she needed to breathe again. 



She sagged back against the door, her hands finally releasing her shawl so she could sweep her hair back from her face. She had taken it down for the evening an hour before, weaving it into a loose plait that curled over her shoulder. But several strands had already escaped from her poor efforts and kept sliding across her cheeks to curl beneath her chin.



And now what? When she raised her eyes again, the glance took in the sight of his bed on the other side of the room, the whole of it draped in shadows. Her attention darted back to his face. A beautiful face, though she still could not decide if the beauty she saw there was of a more classic sort or rather that her own attraction to him accentuated his appearance in her eyes. Perhaps she never would. 



The play of shadow and light from the fire illuminated the small scar on the side of his face, painting it in sharp relief. She stepped up to him and touched the side of his face, her fingers tracing along the pale indentation of the past injury.



“What happened?”



It was a personal question, and she bit her lip, regretting it a second after it spilled out of her mouth. But he tilted his head to lean into her touch, his eyes shuttering briefly as he nestled the edge of his jaw into the palm of her hand. 



“Forgive me,” she said. “I should not have—”



“My brother,” he interrupted her, his eyes opening again. But his gaze was somewhere far away, fixed on something she could not see.



“Is it a long story?” she asked when he did not seem inclined to speak further on the subject. 



A small smile then, and she traced the upward curve of it with her thumb. “That must depend on how I choose to tell it.”



How and not if, she noticed. He reached up and took her hand from his face, drawing her away from the door and further into the bedroom. But instead of leading her towards the bed, he settled her in an armchair near the low-burning fire. He left her for a moment to fill two glasses from a bottle on a messy writing desk, then returned to offer one of the glasses to her. 



“Whisky,” he announced as she sniffed at the rim of the glass and wrinkled her nose. “It is not often I indulge, but tonight…”



The implication was there. Something in the story about how he received his scar would not be pleasant, and the alcohol was necessary to see him through the telling.



She took a sip from her own glass, allowing just enough whisky to wet her lips and flow past the tip of her tongue. Even as she inhaled, the warmth of it crept upwards into her head, though it wasn’t enough for her to be affected by it. But her recent experience with too much wine made her question precisely how much she could drink before her thoughts and reactions would dull. 



Thomas pulled his own chair nearer to hers, close enough he could nudge her foot with his own should he wish. He sat forward, his elbows resting on his thighs while he slowly spun his glass between his hands. “I am not the favored child in my family. My brother is my senior by seven years. With a son already produced and groomed to inherit, my mother’s greatest wish was to give birth to a daughter. After years and years of hoping and praying for such a blessing, she was given me.”



He paused to take a sip. A rather large sip. When he was finished, he pushed his fingers through his hair and left his hand to rest on the back of his neck. “I was not a healthy child, not when I was young, at least. Always ill, always small, always bringing home every sniffle and fever with which to curse the household. Another reason for my parents to prefer my brother, he who was tall for his age and strong and gifted with the constitution of a draft horse.” He raised his glass as if proposing a toast. “So, what was left for me but to adore him, too?”



A hint of a smile lit up his eyes, but it faded quickly, the sadness in his words again overwhelming his features. “He was already attending school by the time I was old enough to toddle on my own feet, but when he was home I followed him everywhere. To him, I was nothing more than a nuisance, I’m sure. But I wanted to emulate him in every way, to grow as healthy and strong as him, to be as beloved by my parents as he always was. As he still is,” he added, and took another sip of whisky. “Being the oldest he was, of course, the first to marry, the first to give my parents grandchildren.” He waved a hand in front of his face, as if flicking his words out of the air. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. You asked about this…” He ran his finger down the length of his scar. “... and so I will tell you.”



“You don’t have to.” She reached out and placed her hand on his wrist. “I was only curious. If it’s too difficult to speak about, or—”



“Therein lies the problem. I’ve never spoken about it before now.”



One final sip and he drained the last of the whisky from his glass. Regan looked down at her own, hardly touched, and set it down on the floor at her feet. 



“I was five years old. A small thing, and I followed Richard around like an eager puppy, begging for scraps of love and attention. One day, my brother came out to the stables. I was already there, one of the servants having been tasked with teaching me to ride my brother’s old pony. When Richard arrived, I wanted to help him saddle his horse. I begged and begged and finally he relented. I remember… dropping something. I cannot recall what. It’s an interesting thing, how you can picture some parts of a memory with so much detail while other things fade out of importance.”



His voice had changed. Lower now, and Regan leaned forward in her chair, towards him, to listen. His accent, too, had thickened, whether because of the whisky or the childhood reminisces, or possibly both together. It was strange, how he could manage to sound older and more vulnerable at the same time. 



“He was holding his whip. He struck me with it. One sharp movement of his arm, and it felt like fire cutting through my skin. And then he scoffed before he turned and walked away.”



Regan held her breath. Thomas went quiet for a moment, and she began to think he was finished with his story when he drew in a breath that sent a slight shudder through his shoulders. “I walked back to the house with blood dripping down my face, soaking my clothes. I told my mother what Richard had done, how he had hit me, and she called me a liar, said that her son would never do such a thing. Her son…” He chuckled, but it was horrible for Regan to hear. “As if he was the only child she had.”



The chair creaked as she slid forward in her seat, as she took one of his hands in her own. “Thomas, I…” She couldn’t imagine a mother being so callous towards one of her own children, but in the back of her mind she knew that not every mother possessed the ability to love their children in the same way. “I am so sorry, Thomas.”



He shook his head even as his grip on her hand tightened. “It was only a few months later they sent me south to live with Maggie’s family. And I was happy there,” he assured her, and brought her hand up to his lips to kiss her knuckles. “In the end, it was the most fortunate thing that could have happened to me. My aunt and uncle, they cared for me, loved me as if I was their own child. I was happy,” he said again, and Regan wondered if the repetition was not only to convince her, but partly to convince himself. 



“Do you see much of your family now?”



Thomas seemed entranced by his empty glass, tilting it so that it would catch what light was left from the dying fire. Regan experienced a flutter of anxiety when she wondered if a maid would soon be in to bank the fire, someone to witness her presence in his room. But she pushed it away and focused her attention on her companion.



“I see my brother, on occasion. He is not the boy he once was, spoiled by my parents and always given his own way. Marriage suited him, made him better, I think. And children… No, he is not at all what he once was. He has even apologized for his treatment of me, several times. But I have not seen either of my parents for many years,” he finished. Was that bitterness in his voice? Or relief? “I returned to Scotland to attend school when I was old enough, but every holiday I went back to the home of my aunt and uncle. Maggie was grown and married by then, so I believe they enjoyed having a younger child in the house again. My parents, my own family… they paid for my upbringing, my education, and until my father dies I receive a small allowance from him. Aside from that, I doubt either my mother or father would care if I live or die.”



Regan inhaled sharply at the harshness of his words. The thought of her own children ever entertaining a similar belief assailed her, and she reeled at the imagined pain of it. How much worse for Thomas, who experienced it in truth?



“But as you said, you have your aunt and uncle, you have Maggie who clearly loves you as if you were her own sibling. And you have your brother and his family again, despite the difficulties that once existed between you. Your parents may not have cared for you as they should. Perhaps they were not capable of the kind of love you needed. It can only be a blessing then that they sent you away to a home ready and willing to accept you. Can you imagine your fate if you’d always remained at home?”



He laughed then, and the sound of it caught Regan off guard. “Maggie used to tease me that I was so small when I arrived at my aunt and uncle’s that I could have taken up residence in her dollhouse. But my health improved significantly after I left my family in Scotland. I grew like a weed, I ate everything put in front of me, and I’ve hardly been ill since.”



She looked at him then, at his long frame contained in the ill-fitting armchair. He had the appearance of someone who had always enjoyed only the most robust of health, though she regarded him differently now than when she’d first made his acquaintance. Then, he had been nothing more than a carefree gentleman, a younger son left to flirt with fun and dissipation without the burden of inheritance hanging over his head, an image enhanced by Lord Hays’ cryptic remarks towards his character. 



But now…



“We are such complex creatures,” she spoke her thoughts out loud. “I am sure there are some who believe a person’s character can be summed up in only a few terse lines, and yet even the lowliest of us could fill up an entire volume with all of the facets of our heart and mind.”



She thought of all her experiences from her childhood, the love she had for her husband, the sheer joy that had filled her with the births of her children, and then grief that had swallowed her when Edmund had left her. And then there was the loneliness since then, the mingling of pride and fear at seeing her children grow, at the knowledge that they would someday leave her for lives and families of their own. 



She wondered if even now, the reason she was here, allowing herself to be distracted by Thomas was because she did not want to face the realization that her oldest daughter would soon be marrying and leaving her.



“Regan.” 



He seemed to be nearer to her than before, though she knew he hadn’t shifted his chair during the time she’d let her thoughts roam. Her gaze lingered on his loose shirtsleeves, half pushed up his forearms to reveal the dark hair on his skin. Further on and she looked at his chest through the open collar of his shirt, drooping as it was from him leaning forward. There was the same shadow of dark hair there, and she breathed out slowly as the warmth of a blush crept upwards into her throat. 



Hadn’t Thomas accused Lord Hays of ogling her decolletage? And here she sat, doing the very same thing as soon as the opportunity arose. 



“Yes?” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, high and slightly breathless. Like a young woman about to be caught in a compromising situation, rather than a middle-aged widow who had already tangled herself in several compromising situations with the man before her. 



“Why are you here?”



She laced and unlaced her fingers in her lap, giving herself a moment to gather her thoughts. “At your cousin’s house party or in your room?”



He slid off his seat, crossed the space between them with a single step, and braced his hands on the armrests of her chair. He leaned close enough his breath skirted her cheek, close enough she didn’t have time to close her eyes before he kissed her. 



It began as something swift, something without depth or promise. But it changed in a moment. Thomas’s tongue touched her lips, and she opened to him, her back stretching upwards as he leaned into her. 



“Tell me you’re here to stay,” he said after he broke the kiss. “At least for tonight.”



At least? Those two words repeated themselves in her mind. Did he want her for more than this? More than the brief trysts they had already shared? Oh, she was letting her imagination break out beyond what was reasonable. Of course he wouldn’t want more than this. A few nights of pleasure, kisses stolen in shadowed corridors, a final embrace when Lady Polmerol’s party ended and the carriages lined up in the drive to take everyone home again.



He wouldn’t want more. She reminded herself of that. He was young, untethered to anyone or anything. And she was a mother. She had an estate to look after until her son came of age. She had lived and loved and mourned before Thomas had even finished school. 



“I will stay,” she said, and kissed the side of his jaw. The bristles of his unshaven face tickled her lips. “For tonight.”







Chapter Sixteen


  

  


There was no reason whatsoever for Regan to be nervous. She had been with Thomas once already, nearly twice if she counted their brief assignation in the library. And yet as she kissed him, as the shadow of his bed loomed behind them, she couldn’t help but feel a frisson of timidity. 



In the library, in the conservatory… both of those times had been ruled by the fear that they would be discovered in the act. But now, they had privacy. No one would be coming in to disturb them. Regan knew she had several hours at least before the maids would begin their rounds, lighting fires and cleaning out chamber pots as the first light of dawn set fire to the horizon.



For tonight…



Her own words rang in her ears. It didn’t have to be more than this. She could have these few moments of pleasure, enjoy this awakening, this reminder that she was still a desirable woman, one with ample desires of her own. And when the house party was over, she would return to Kent with her daughter, and she would never—



No. No, she would not think that far ahead.



For now, for tonight, she would keep the rest of the world at bay.



“Regan.” The way he spoke her name, as if it were a holy word, spoken only in whispers, only in church. Yet the sensations his touch created were by no means something she thought should be associated with the services of a Sunday morning. He held out his hand to her. She looked at his fingers, at the deep lines etched across his palm.



His skin was warm beneath her touch. She worried that her own hands were slick with perspiration, but if he noticed, he made no sign of it. Standing so close to him, without the fear of being discovered, she could appreciate how tall he was, even in his bare feet, or how well his shoulders filled out the soft lines of his shirt, without the benefit of his outer clothes to lend him artificial breadth. 



Her hands found their way to his chest, her thumbs just grazing the open collar of his shirt. She wanted to kiss him there. Instead she tugged on the fabric, dragging the last of its hem out from where it was still tucked into his trousers.



“Hm.” The sound escaped her before she could stop it. Her hands trembled as she released his shirt, and she stilled them by placing them again on his chest. Eyes closed, she drew in a deep breath and released it slowly through parted lips. She was not a young woman. She was not a virgin. This was not even the first time she had been with Thomas. And yet she hesitated.



“What is it?”



She looked up at him at his question. How could she explain what she was feeling? She had made a choice to come to his room tonight, all the while knowing what it would lead to. But hadn’t that been her intention? She simply needed to admit it to herself, that in the end, she wanted to be with him. In his bed. Tonight.



“I want to undress you.” The words were spoken before she could think over them, before she could take them back. She braced herself for a twinge of regret or embarrassment, but neither of them came. 



His reaction was subtle, a lift of his chin, a slight flare of his nostrils as he breathed in deeply, but nothing more. The inside of her cheek held between her teeth, she tugged at the hem of his shirt, gently at first, before she pulled it up and up and over his arms and off of him. 



She took him in. The shape of him, the leanness of him, the tapering of his torso down to his waist and hips. The dusting of dark hair across his chest that arrowed down towards his navel and further down…



The fabric of his shirt still carried his warmth. She did not want to let it go, did not want to put it down, instead holding it in front of her, bundled between her hands, her fingers tracing one finely stitched edge. 



He was beautiful. Fear shot through her, that she did not belong here… with him. She thought of her own body, the fullness of her hips and thighs since Maria was born, the jagged silver lines across her abdomen and breasts from when she had grown so large while confined with Jack. Apart from the faint scar on the side of his face, his body appeared to be untouched by the life he had so far led. 



She looked away from him only long enough to drape his shirt over the back of the armchair nearest to her. When her attention flicked back to him, her gaze dropped down to his hips, to the fastenings of his trousers before she looked up again at his face. 



There were no more words to say. Without breaking her gaze with his, her fingers skimmed the taut skin of his abdomen. She found her way to the top button of his falls, drew in a short breath, and undid it with a quick twist of finger and thumb. She was only halfway done with the rest when his trousers slid an inch down his hips, held in place only by her hands on the next button. A moment, then. Long enough to breathe, to blink, before she slipped her hand inside and wrapped her fingers around the base of his shaft.



“Oh, God…” Thomas’s head tipped back, his eyes fluttering closed. 



Regan moved her hand up the length of him. He groaned in response as his hips shifted towards her, an unmistakable request for more. 



With her other hand, she made quick work of the rest of his buttons. His trousers slid down to his ankles, baring the rest of him. Baring all of him.



Before she could move her fingers again over his shaft, he reached down and wrapped his own hand around her wrist, stopping her. “Wait,” he whispered, his eyes still closed. “I’ll be finished before we’ve even begun if you continue with that.” His mouth quirked in a smile, and he raised her hand to his lips. 



Regan held her breath. He stood before her, unclothed, the light from the fire playing across his skin. So much skin…



He kissed her palm. “I think you’ve left me at a severe disadvantage.”



Her gaze drifted down the length of his torso, over his hips, his thighs, and back again. She met his eyes with a smile. “‘The rules of fair play do not apply to love and war.’”



“And which is this?” he countered, matching her grin with one of his own.



She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. It wasn’t love, surely. Lust, yes. But love? She hardly knew him, really. Though a voice in the back of her thoughts reminded her that she had spent less time with Edmund before she was certain she wanted him as her husband. But she was older now, much older. And hopefully with that age came some wisdom. She was not a foolish girl in the blush of youth to fall in love with a man at first or even second sight. At least not anymore.



“War, if I am not mistaken,” she said, imbuing her voice with more playfulness than she felt. “You are naked, while I am still fully clothed. I believe that places me in the lead.”



He moved closer. She did not think there was much space left between them, yet there was his body, warm and taut against hers. “Are you certain of that, my lady?”



She placed her hands on his chest, her fingers brushing through the dark hair there. “My turn, then.”



His arms slipped around her. Four buttons at the back. He worked each one open, his fingers searching for her skin but finding only another layer of fabric beneath. “Damn, how many gowns are you wearing?”



Her cheeks ached as she fought against the urge to laugh. “Too many, it seems.” 



The buttons undone, her sleeves slipped off her shoulders with a simple push. A drawstring held her shift in place, a thin cord untied with a flick of his fingers. 



Was his hand cool, or was her skin on fire? She inhaled sharply as he pushed the edge of her shift down, exposing her shoulder, exposing the top of her breasts. He ran his finger along the top of her corset, a seemingly impenetrable barrier between them.



Without a word, she turned around, putting her back towards him. He cursed quietly as he fussed with her stays, but in a moment he had them off, and then her gown, her shift, everything slid down to the floor, the layers of fabric landing around her feet with a soft whoosh of sound. 



“Well,” he said, his breath warm against the back of her head. He placed his hands on her waist, his thumbs gliding lazily over the swell of her bottom as his fingers worked their way downward. “More fabric, I see,” he said when he reached the tops of her stockings, the only clothing she still wore. “Perhaps we’ll leave them for now. I rather like the look of them.” His touch worked its way forward, over her abdomen, and then down… down between her thighs. 



She gasped as he moved closer, pressing his body against hers. And then he slipped a finger inside of her, only one at first, teasing her an inch at a time. 



“Lord in heaven,” she breathed, and let her head fall back. 



His other arm wrapped around her, his hand cupping one of her breasts, his thumb grazing her nipple, back and forth, until she squirmed backwards, pressing her rear against his shaft. 



He groaned at that, but his ministrations between her legs only quickened. 



“Oh, Lord. Thomas,” she said on a moan, and fidgeted again. She wanted more than his fingers, more than the teasing he insisted on performing. 



He pushed his finger inside of her deep, his knuckles buried in her curls. Without breaking contact with her, he shifted her towards the bed, near enough that she could reach out and grasp the edge of the mattress. Suddenly, his hand pulled out and she felt the tip of his cock at her entrance. She was still standing, she realized, and almost panicked. And he was behind her! Edmund had never—



Thomas pushed into her. Slowly, so slowly she almost cried. It was exquisite, the way he filled her, the small shivers that shot through her as he kept pressing forward until his hips were flush against her backside. 



He bent over her, one hand clasping her hip, the other reaching out to brace himself on the bed. “Are you all right?” he whispered, his mouth quite close to her ear. “Did I hurt you?”



“No.” She shook her head, her breath coming in short gasps. “No, not at all. It’s only, I’ve never…” She swallowed, feeling oddly embarrassed, despite what they were currently in the middle of. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”



He paused then and kissed her shoulder. “If I am doing too much—” he began, but she shook her head again.



“No, it’s…” She bit her lip. Slowly, she pushed back against him, one hand reaching back to grasp his hip, to hold him tight to her. “It’s wonderful.” 



Wonderful… It was more than that, something she could not put into words. Her fingers dug into his hip as he pulled back and thrust into her again. Oh, it was too much. She laid her head on her arm, the bed creaking as she leaned into it. Too much, too much… 



It happened sooner than she anticipated, the warmth rising inside of her, her thoughts spiralling out of control as she shuddered and broke apart before him. 



He thrust into her once more before he finished with a soft moan. And then his arms were around her, his lips on the back of her neck, her hair, before they collapsed together onto the edge of the bed.



“Regan.” He pulled her into his embrace, tucking her body against his. His arm brushed across her abdomen as he reached for a corner of blanket to pull over them, and she shivered at even that slight touch.



She opened her mouth to speak, but without a thought as to what she might say. Everything was mere sensation to her now, the slide of his legs against her own, his breath across the top of her head, the heat of him as it enveloped her. 



“I will have to go back to my room.” It tumbled out of her, the realization that she could not stay there. Behind her, Thomas sighed.



“I know.” He kissed the side of her neck, just beneath her ear. She shivered again, and he laughed. “But this doesn’t have to be the end of it.”



She rolled onto her back and looked up at him. Lit by the soft glow of the fire, his dark hair tousled about his head, there was something both feral and vulnerable about him. A blink of her eyes and it was gone. “What do you mean?”



“Well.” He pulled at the ribbon that held the end of her braid in place. Most of it had already slipped out of the plait, but he combed his fingers through the rest of it, spreading it across her shoulder. “There is tomorrow night, you know. And the next night. And the night after that.”



It unfurled before her, a limitless trail of nights spent with Thomas, just like this. In his arms, in his bed. She closed her eyes. It was a tempting dream, to imagine a future with him, but it wasn’t one in which she could lose herself. This… this was an affair. A fleeting thing. How could it be more than that?



“Tomorrow night.” Her fingertips danced over his jaw, across the stubble growing there. “I will come to you then.”



She shifted on the bed, pushing herself up to her elbows, the blanket with which Thomas had covered them slipping off her shoulders and down to her waist. Her hand shot down to retrieve the blanket to cover herself, but his hands were quicker than hers. He reached out and cupped one heavy breast, his thumb tracing a faint circle around her nipple. 



“I should leave.” Her voice was higher than normal, carried on a breathless whisper. 



His thumb drew another circle. “You should.”



“Before someone discovers me here. Or finds that I’m not in my room.”



“No, no. We wouldn’t want that to happen.” His hand stopped. He licked his lips, while his gaze dipped down to her waist, where the blanket was pooled. A flick of his wrist and she was uncovered again, all but for the stockings still fastened just above her knees. 



She heard him sigh. “Christ, you’re beautiful.”



In that moment, she forgot about the marks on her body from years of bearing children, where she had taken to carrying more weight, where her skin was no longer as smooth as it had been when she was young. In that moment, she realized she was beautiful. Desirable. And that she always had been. 



“I don’t want to leave,” she said, meeting Thomas’s gaze. 



He smiled. God, that smile. Her hips nearly squirmed on the bed with a simple quirk of his mouth. “Then don’t.” He leaned down, took her nipple into his mouth, pulled on it greedily while his hand slid down over her abdomen, his fingers disappearing between her legs. 



Her head lolled back as her knees parted for him. Slowly, slowly he delved into the slick heat there, her hips twitching with every slide of his fingers. 



“Stay with me,” he said, his breath cooling the skin on her breast his tongue had moistened. “All night.” He kissed her abdomen. “Every night.” He slid down on the bed, positioning himself between her legs, his head between her thighs.



She drew in a sharp breath, ready to protest at what he was about to do. And then his lips were there, the heat of his mouth mingling with her own warmth. She couldn’t speak, could only lean back, her hands burrowing into the sheets until she thought she would cry out in pleasure. Until she did cry out.  



He held her then. Moving up beside her, he gathered her into his arms while she still lay limp and breathless. She curled into him, her skin against his own, their sweat and warmth mingled as he reached down and tugged at the blankets to cover them.



Every night, Regan thought, as her eyelids fluttered closed, as the fringes of sleep touched her limbs. What a beautiful, impossible dream.  







Chapter Seventeen


  

  


It was still dark outside when Regan returned to her room. The maid had not been in yet to clear the fireplace, to empty the pot under the bed, and so she breathed a sigh of relief as she leaned back against the door. 



She had done the best she could to dress herself after slipping out of Thomas’s bed. While he slumbered beneath the covers, one bare muscular leg sticking out from under the edge of the sheet, she grappled with her shift and her corset, finally giving up on the latter and simply tucking it beneath her arm once she managed to fit herself back into her gown. Her hair was hopeless, and she could only pray she wouldn’t stumble upon anyone on her journey back to the other side of the house.



In her own room, she undressed again, tossing her clothes onto a chair and slipping into a nightgown and robe her maid had laid out for her hours before. Before she climbed into her own bed, she opened the door between her own room and Katharine’s. 



The fire had burned out and none of the candles or lamps were still lit. She stepped far enough into the room until she could see her daughter curled up in her bed, dark hair spread out on the pillow like an inky halo. Regan whispered a short prayer, the same she had taught the children when they were young, and retreated back into her bedroom.



Her own bed felt terribly cold after the hours spent with Thomas. She shivered as she scooted down beneath the covers, keeping her robe on for the additional warmth. She would not be able to sleep, she told herself. There was an ache between her legs, along the backs of her thighs. And when she closed her eyes, there he was. His touch. His voice. The slide of tongue, his fingers, of him inside of her.



She shivered again and pulled the blanket up to her chin. No, no. How could she rest when so much excitement, so many wonderful sensations still rippled through her? Onto her side, she focused on the window, on the pale grey light that had just begun to illuminate the eastern horizon. No, she would not be able to sleep. But she would just close her eyes for a moment, and then…



A light knock on the door, and Regan groaned at the sound. “Hmmph?” was all she could manage before the door opened quietly and her maid stepped into the room. 



“Are you awake now, my lady?”



Regan blinked and brushed a thick lock of hair out of her eyes. The light from the windows was considerably brighter than it had been only a few minutes ago. She blinked again and pushed herself up to a sitting position. “What time is it?”



“Nearly eleven, my lady. I came to wake you earlier, but nothing could stir you. Miss Katharine said I should leave you to your rest and check on you later in the morning.”



“Eleven o’clock?” Regan looked towards the carriage clock on the mantle, but her eyes were too bleary with sleep to make out the position of the hands. “It cannot be. I never oversleep.”



Molly busied herself at the wardrobe, sorting through clothes while Regan untangled herself from the bedcovers and slid her feet down to the floor. “Will you have breakfast in your room or downstairs? They are still serving the other guests who tend to rise later in the day.”



“Oh.” Her hair seemed insistent on clinging around her neck and catching in her eyelashes. “Downstairs is fine. Where is Katharine?”



“With Lady Polmerol in the garden, if I am not mistaken.” Three gowns found their way out of the wardrobe. Molly held them up for inspection, but to Regan’s fogged mind, they all looked the same. 



“The one on the right,” she said, and sat down again on the edge of the bed. She winced slightly at the ache between her legs, still lingering despite her several hours of rest. Even through her tiredness, astonishment overwhelmed her as the memories of the previous night came flooding back. 



Had she really gone to Thomas’s room in the middle of the night, like some daring, wanton thing? A part of her still could not believe it, as if it were only a dream, a fantasy, and she would dress and take herself downstairs and still be the same quiet widow she had been for so many years.



She bathed and dressed and sat in front of the mirror while Molly took pains to brush the myriad tangles from her hair. It crossed Regan’s mind that her maid might suspect something, but she trusted the woman to never breathe a word of it to anyone, nor to broach the subject with her mistress unless Regan were to mention it first.



“Thank you, Molly.” There. She told herself she looked just the same as ever. No one would be able to survey her appearance and suspect she was having an affair with a younger man. Her eyes fluttered closed, and she adjusted the fine netting of her fichu. But she would have to face Thomas again, in the presence of the guests. And without a blush rising to her cheeks, without a look, a whispered word, a stolen touch that could be seen and turned into fodder for gossip by those around them.



Regan walked downstairs with her head held high, her breathing even, all while her heart danced a jig inside her chest. She doubted Thomas would be in the breakfast room, unless he had slept in as well. But she searched the room for him regardless, though it was clear from the first step she took into the room that he was not there. 



The food was still warm, and so she fetched a plate and filled it with eggs and ham and toast. She did not realize how hungry she was until the aromas from the various dishes reached her. If she had been at home with her children, she would have tossed etiquette out the nearest window and eaten as much as her ravenous appetite demanded. But in front of the handful of guests scattered about the room, she took care to eat slowly, to push her food about her plate and make it seem as if she would not possibly be able to consume it all.



No one sought to relieve her of her solitary place near the end of the table, for which she was silently grateful. Once she was finished, she dabbed at her mouth with her napkin and went upstairs to pick out a bonnet before walking out to the garden to find Katharine and Lady Polmerol. 



It was another beautiful day, white clouds like puffs of cotton dotting the remarkable blue of the sky. A light breeze shifted the ribbon of her straw bonnet, and she looked around for any sign of her daughter or Lady Polmerol. 



And Thomas, she admitted to herself. 



Perhaps he had yet to come down from his room. Or perhaps he was out riding. She gave her head a small shake. Here she was, giving too much concern to the whereabouts of a young man as if she were still a young woman and it was her first infatuation. Enough of that.



Katharine. She would find Katharine and work through the rest of her day from there.



The paths through the rose garden were made of fine white gravel that crunched beneath the soles of her shoes. She lowered her head, allowing the sun to warm the back of her neck, to ignite a prickle of heat and perspiration between her shoulder blades. When she raised her gaze again, it was to see a pair of well-polished boots walking towards her.



“Lady Griffith.” Lord Hays greeted her with a bow. 



She nodded her head in return, her mouth attempting not to show any disappointment that it was him who had found her first, and not Thomas. “My lord.” 



Instead of allowing their greeting to be a passing thing, Lord Hays turned around and fell into step beside her. Regan glanced away towards the edge of the garden, to the sloping lawn beyond, and wondered if Thomas were walking around the edge of the lake, Iris nipping at his heels. 



“I looked for you at breakfast,” Lord Hays began, drawing Regan’s attention back to him. “Your daughter said you were still resting. I confess I was worried you had taken ill, that perhaps our excursion on the lake had been too much for you, but I am glad to see you in such good looks this morning.” He took out a watch from the pocket of his waistcoat, flipped it open and checked the time. “Ah, afternoon, I should amend.”



Regan looked towards the other side of the garden, where she thought she saw the top of Katharine’s bonnet among a burst of white roses. “My life in Kent is a more subdued existence,” she said, while attempting to quicken her pace. “I keep my children’s hours when I am at home.”



“This must be quite the departure for you then. Late evenings spent with diverse company...” he trailed off, his grey gaze glancing at her sideways.



She cleared her throat and looked ahead again. Did he know she had gone to Thomas’s room last night? Did he suspect? And at the end of it all, did it really matter?



“My daughter and I will be home again soon enough, and able to return to our normal way of things.”



“Of course. Though this might be an advantageous experience for you, to experience again a way of life you have not known for some time. To mingle in society, perhaps allow yourself to entertain the thought of looking for suitors.”



She swallowed, but it caught in her throat. With the back of her hand to her mouth, she coughed lightly. “I am not certain I will ever be prepared for that.” Her words were low, more for herself than the man who insisted on walking beside her. 



“But a woman on her own? With children? With a son in need of a father’s guidance?”



It did not matter that she had asked those same questions to herself countless times. Lord Hays did not know her or her children. It was not his concern if she decided to set herself up in a convent on the other side of the world for the rest of her days.



“Whether or not I ever feel the inclination to marry again, I doubt it is something I will discuss with someone while strolling among the roses.” She tried to keep her tone light, polite, but something in his own voice had set her on edge. 



“But would you discuss it with Mr. Cranmer?” 



She stopped mid-stride. “I beg your pardon?”



Lord Hays looked around, as if to ascertain how many other people milled about the garden with them. “Forgive me, Lady Griffith. When I spoke to you of him last night, I fear I was too reticent. Cowardly, if I am going to be honest. I did not want to speak unkindly of someone in your acquaintance, but… That man seems to have taken a marked interest in you, my lady. Enough that it has brought attention to his behavior towards you.” He looked down at her from beneath the brim of his hat, grey eyes shining like an affront to the beautiful blue of the sky above. “I would not see you harmed.”



“Harmed?” Was her voice higher than normal? Or was that simply her imagination? “Whatever it is you have to say—”



“May I speak freely?” 



She blew out a breath in frustration. If only the man would stop dancing around the point. “I believed you already were.”



Birds chirped overhead. All around them, a soft buzz of conversation waxed and waned. And above them, the edge of a cloud passed over the sun, lending a sudden chill to the air that cooled the sweat on Regan’s skin. 



“Last night, you mentioned that you had noticed some… tension between Mr. Cranmer and myself.”



Regan nodded. “I did, yes.”



His mouth worked before speaking again. “And I fobbed you off with a few words alluding to his youth and maturity, treating them as mere excuses. But I find I must be blunt. Mr. Cranmer is no gentleman. I know for a fact he is… Well, he is a scoundrel of the worst kind.”



She searched his face. Where before there had been an edge of haughtiness, his status carried  in every line of his features, now it was swept away and replaced with a troubled expression. 



“I have not said anything thus far because I had no wish to create a scandal. I am Lady Polmerol’s guest and it would be terribly remiss of me to speak up against someone who is practically a member of her household, her family.” Lord Hays cleared his throat and passed a hand across his brow. “However, when I noticed the particular attention Mr. Cranmer paid to you, and that you did not appear to find his overtures unwelcome… Forgive me, my lady. But these last few days have been rather a trial for me, sleeping and dining under the same roof as that man. If I have not been as congenial as I would like…”



Was there sincerity in his voice? Regan wished for a way to hear his words over and again, to see if she could find the truth in them or immediately dismiss them as a lie. “What sins do you believe Mr. Cranmer guilty of committing? They must be grievous indeed for you feel the need to issue a warning to me.”



He gestured towards a nearby bench, but she shook her head.



“I would rather continue our walk,” she said, and with those words set her feet into motion again. There was too much agitation in her limbs to consider sitting still for more than a few seconds. 



Lord Hays clasped his hands behind his back, while his gaze narrowed as he searched the sky above him. He did not speak for several moments, and Regan wondered if he would suddenly rescind his accusations against Thomas before they had even been said.



“I have a ward,” he began, his steps slowing. “The daughter of a very close friend of mine. Several years ago, her mother died. Soon after, her father took ill and followed his wife from this world. Without any close relatives in England at the time, she was left in my care.”



“How old was she at the time?”



“Only twelve, the poor thing.” He shook his head, his mouth shaped into a thin, grim line. “I confess, I did not have a heavy hand in her upbringing for the first few years she was placed in my care. I often had business in London, and so she stayed at my estate in Hertfordshire with my housekeeper, a governess, and all the servants there. Perhaps if I had… if I had been a greater presence in her life…”



Regan pulled at the delicate lace edging the sleeve of her gown. She dreaded the turn Lord Hays’ tale was about to take. Her teeth gritted, she inhaled slowly through her nose and breathed out again, waiting for him to continue. 



“When she was fifteen years old, it was discovered that she was with child. I cancelled all of my plans in London and returned to Hertfordshire as soon as possible. At first, she would not speak the name of the father, for fear—I suspect—that I would do something rash like challenge the man to a duel.” A hint of a smile touched the corners of his mouth. “Young ladies, always living in fear of the most dramatic of outcomes.”



She did not share his grin. They had nearly arrived at the other side of the garden, where Lady Polmerol and Katharine were still seated. Her daughter caught her eye, a questioning look on her face at her mother’s own expression. A slight shake of her head, and Regan deftly turned Lord Hays onto another path of the garden, one that led them away from the two ladies conversing on the bench. 



“It was my housekeeper who informed me of one particular man’s presence in the neighborhood in those months before my ward found herself with child. And when I confronted her with this information, well… she confessed everything.”



Lord Hays stopped walking. He turned slightly away from her, as if he could not face her. Regan did not know if it was guilt or something else he wished to hide from her at that moment. 



“You can scarce imagine my discomposure when I arrived here and found that very scoundrel to be here as one of the guests, and our hostess’s cousin. Should I have left immediately after I arrived?” His lips moved, and Regan thought she heard a small swear under his breath. “I could not decide which were the greater hallmarks of a coward: to remain here and pretend as if I did not know of his behavior, or to run away, to allow his sins to go unchallenged by my absence.”



Just say his name, she thought. Say his name…



“Mr. Cranmer is a second son,” Lord Hays went on, seemingly unaware of the tension in her shoulders, in the set of her jaw as she ground her teeth down to dust. “Too often, that is the way of younger sons, I’ve found. Without the responsibilities of an inheritance to look after, with nothing to occupy them… well, they find something with which to occupy themselves, to the detriment of many.”



Regan did not know if she breathed. The sun on the back of her neck scorched her skin, and the hair tucked away beneath her bonnet itched with perspiration. It could not be true. Not Thomas. She had always prided herself on being a fine judge of character. But had she been away from society for so long that Thomas’s flattery, his interest in her had clouded her judgement?



She looked sideways at Lord Hays. Or was it more likely to be that this man was lying to her? But if so, what was the motive? Could it be jealousy? Had Lord Hays noticed the interest between Thomas and herself and decided to destroy Thomas’s character? 



And why? So that she would then turn her attention to Lord Hays instead?



“What of your ward?” Regan asked, surprised at how calm her voice sounded, while her very bones seemed ready to vibrate out from beneath her skin.



“Jenny,” he said on a sigh, naming the girl for the first time. “She wrote to Mr. Cranmer, informing him of her condition, asking him to respect her honor and to fix the mess he had made of her life. But she never received an answer.”



“Perhaps…” Regan licked her lips. Her mouth was suddenly parched. “Perhaps the letter did not reach him. Perhaps he does not even know—”



“Oh, no. He cannot use ignorance as an excuse. Jenny saw him again, once, when he made a return to Hertfordshire. She told him of… what he had done to her.” Lord Hays looked at her, his eyes sad, yet glittering with anger. “He abandoned her. None of us saw him again.”



“Until now?” Regan chanced. 



“Until now,” he echoed. “But I have not yet told you the worst of it.”



Of course there was more. Regan would have been shocked if what she’d been told so far had been the end of it. 



“I have not seen Jenny for three years, not since she realized—well, when we both realized that her… seducer—” he spat out the word as if it were poison. “—was determined to leave her to her fate. She ran away. For what reason, I cannot guess. Fear of society’s censure?” He blinked rapidly. Were those tears in his eyes? Or was it simply a trick of the sunlight reflecting off a water feature in the center of the garden? “But she is gone. I don't even know if she still lives, or the child for that matter. In the middle of the night, she left my house. Packed a small bag with a few of her belongings and…” A wave of his hand, the escape of a panicked young woman drawn in the air with that flick of his fingers. 



“But…” Regan began, then snapped her mouth closed. She could not believe this of Thomas. She would not. 



And then a tiny voice chirped to life in the back of her mind, telling her that perhaps… perhaps she had allowed lust to blind her.



She squeezed her eyes shut and pinched the top of her nose with her fingers. “Have you spoken to Mr. Cranmer? Asked him if he has any knowledge of Jenny’s whereabouts?”



But already, Lord Hays was shaking his head. “I sent a letter to him by way of his brother, hoping that it would make it into his hands at some point. A few months later, I received a reply. One line, scrawled across a battered slip of foolscap. ‘Do not bother me with this nonsense again.’ I can even show it to you if you wish, though it is tucked away in my writing desk in Hertfordshire.”



“And that is all of it?” Regan turned to face him. They were in the very middle of the garden, beside a small fountain that sent a bright spray of water into the air. She told herself she needed the sound to calm her nerves. “Your ward missing, and Mr. Cranmer refusing to be of any aid?”



Lord Hays nodded. “That is where we are, yes. Not a very satisfying conclusion, I am afraid.”



No, no. It could not be true. She turned her head, scanning the rest of the garden, the lawn beyond its boundaries for any sign of Thomas. She would find him, and she would speak to him, and he would clear away all of these tales spewed by Lord Hays. Thomas would deny everything, provide her with a proper explanation, and…



“Th-Thank you,” she faltered, and cleared her throat. “My lord. For your warning about Mr. Cranmer. I will certainly take everything you have said into account.”



“That is more than I could have hoped for, my lady.” 



He bowed. She curtsied. The gravel crunched beneath her heels as she turned away from him and strode across the garden, towards where Katharine still sat with Lady Polmerol. 



“Oh, my! You do look flushed!” Lady Polmerol waved her over and shifted on the bench until there was room for Regan to take a seat, but she declined the offer. “Something to drink then? I’ll send for some lemonade.”



“No, I am well. A little warm, that is all.” She fanned herself with her hand, her gaze still darting this way and that in search of Thomas. But she could not go on like this, waiting to happen upon him and barrage him with questions. One of them being whether or not he had sired a child upon a fifteen year old girl. “Katharine, would you care to join me for a walk?” She needed to be away from the house for a bit, to calm down and gather her thoughts. “There is a little path that leads into the woods. It would give us some welcome shade.”



“Of course, that would be lovely!” Katharine stood and brushed a few wrinkles out of the front of her skirt. “Lady Polmerol, would you care to join us?”



Lady Polmerol waved away the offer. “I thank you for the invitation, but I’m afraid I will have to decline. I was awakened much too early this morning when my maid informed me that Thomas was to depart.”



Regan inhaled sharply. “Mr. Cranmer?”



“It was a to-do this morning! The sky was not even light yet, and there he was, bustling with bags and having a carriage brought around. The poor man had not even taken the time to shave!” Lady Polmerol rolled her eyes heavenwards, as if asking for a blessing on her cousin and his scandalously bristled jawline. “But he would not wait. Simply said there had been a message delivered early this morning and he must take care of it.” 



“I hope nothing is the matter.” Katharine glanced at her mother, but returned her attention to Lady Polmerol. “Did he know how long this mysterious business of his would keep him away?”



“He did not say. I may not see him again for several months, or he might return in a day or two. Thomas is…” She tilted her head to one side, her mouth pursing as she appeared to think over her next few words. “Well, you should not set your clock by him. That much is certain. I do enjoy when he comes to visit, but there is still that air of irresponsibility about him. Always short on funds, no matter how much his brother increases his allowance. Always running about, to London, to Brighton, to Hertfordshire...”



Regan blinked. Hertfordshire. Why would she say Hertfordshire, of all places? 



Lady Polmerol finished her farewells and made her way back to the house. Katharine stood and slipped her arm through her mother’s. Regan felt her daughter’s eyes on her, but she looked towards the lawn instead, her gaze fixed on a narrow path that led to a folly situated just beneath the cover of a few trees. 



“Oh, Mama.” Katharine sighed once they were well out of earshot of anyone still strolling around the house. “Will you not tell me what is troubling you?”



Regan blinked the fog from her eyes and turned to look at her daughter. “Troubling me? I don’t… I mean—”



“I watched you while you spoke with Lord Hays. I do apologize,” her daughter said, fingers tightening on her arm, lending additional sincerity to her words. “It was wrong of me, I know, to infringe on your privacy. But what he had to tell you, whatever it was… you did not seem to react well to it.”



Was Regan so much of an open book, that anyone could look at her and discern the secrets of her mind? Or was it simply that Katharine knew her better than so many others? “No,” she confessed at length. “I did not care for what he had to tell me.”



“And you cannot say more than that?”



Regan licked her lips, words that wanted to be spoken hovering above the tip of her tongue.



“But it had to do with Mr. Cranmer.”



Again, Regan made no reply. But she noticed the lack of question in her daughter’s tone. “Well, he has already gone away, so I do not see how it matters what may or may not be said about him.” She patted Katharine’s hand. A perfunctory movement, one made to hide the slight tremor in her own fingers. “Come along now. Let us walk. I feel an overwhelming urge to make long, unladylike strides across the lawn. Then you can tell me more about Mr. Winthrop. I fear I am in great need of distraction at the moment.”







Chapter Eighteen


  

  


She would wait to speak to him in person before she would allow herself to believe a word of it.



This was what Regan told herself. She knew how poisonous gossip could be, how easily a few words whispered in the correct ear could destroy a reputation down to its foundations. Of course, she also knew that it was more difficult to demolish a man’s reputation than that of a woman. Men could sow their oats, so to speak, make a mistake, sire a few children out of wedlock and have those pernicious whispers of gossip remain as nothing more than a sibilant hiss in the background of their existence. 



She could not wrap her thoughts around what Lord Hays had told her. Was there any manner of truth to the tale? Had Thomas seduced and then abandoned a young lady, leaving her ruined and burdened with the care of his bastard child?



Bastard…



The word rolled around in her mouth, leaving an unpleasant taste at the back of her throat. Illegitimate would be a kinder phrase, but the former did a better job of expressing her current feelings.



For who really was the bastard? The child born out of wedlock, or the man who had fathered the poor soul in the first place?



Her footsteps sounded softly on the carpet. She glanced down, worried she had begun to wear a strip through the fibers and down to the floor beneath, but there was a slight flattening visible where she had taken to pacing back and forth, back and forth for the last few…



She turned her head and sought out the clock on the mantel. An hour? No, it could not have been so long already, could it?



The window. That was it. She needed some air. The sill pressed against her hips as she leaned forward, her forehead against the glass, nostrils flaring as she inhaled deeply, drawing in as much of the fresh, evening air as her lungs could contain. But it was not enough. She reached out and grasped the edge of the window, pushing it further open until the gap was large enough she could bend forward and dive through it if she’d been so inclined. 



It had been four days since Thomas had left. Four days since Lord Hays had accused Thomas of seducing his ward and then running away without a care for the mess he’d left behind. Four days for too many thoughts to tumble about inside her head, all of it churning together until she wished she could siphon out half of it just to have her mind to herself again. 



And what if Lord Hays was lying? She always went back to that, once she’d worked through an assortment of visions featuring Thomas and some faceless girl, left to cradle a crying babe in her arms, one that looked remarkably like his supposed father. But what would be the reasoning behind it? To discredit Thomas in her eyes? Because Lord Hays had seen the attention Thomas had paid to her and so thought it a cunning way to clear the field before him? Because… Because Lord Hays wanted her for himself?



She almost laughed at the absurdity of it. To think that one man would go so far as to ruin the character of another in pursuit of her attention. As if she were important enough to elicit such behavior from a gentleman. 



Now, then. She tugged at her gloves, reached up to adjust the deflated puff of her left sleeve. Dinner. There would be no avoiding it. She turned away from the window and crossed towards Katharine’s door. A light knock, and Katharine herself opened the door mere seconds later. 



“Mama! Your headache? You are quite recovered?”



Regan twisted her mouth. There had been no headache. Even Katharine knew there had been no headache, but she was kind enough to cling to the falsehood and allow her mother a bit of privacy while her thoughts whirled. 



“I cannot hide away forever. I am a guest. I am supposed to be your chaperone, though Lady Polmerol and Mrs. Fairfax seem to have done a great deal to take you under their respective wings.”



“They have both been very gracious,” Katharine admitted. “And I believe Lady Polmerol thinks Mr. Winthrop to be a very decent man. She says her husband has come to rely on him in so many things.”



A breath paused in Regan’s throat. It still left her stunned at how quickly, how easily her daughter had fallen for Mr. Winthrop. But then, hadn’t it been that way with herself and Edmund? And she had not known Thomas very long before the two of them—



Well. That was a subject better left abandoned. She stretched her hands inside her gloves and plucked at the ribbon woven through Katharine’s bodice, tightening the bow there. “Mr. Winthrop,” Regan began, and cleared her throat. “Has he…?”



“Made an offer?” Katharine smiled. “He has not said as much, but I believe… Well, there was some implication that he would like to speak to you first. To ask for your permission.”



So it had gone as far as that. They hadn’t even been at Lady Polmerol’s for a fortnight, but Regan reminded herself that for the majority of that time, Mr. Winthrop and her daughter had been nearly inseparable. At least as far as etiquette and the rules of polite society would allow. 



A terrific pang of guilt assailed her then, that she had allowed herself to become so wrapped up in her own turmoil with Thomas and Lord Hays that she had not seen how quickly, how surely Katharine had fallen for Mr. Winthrop.



“Do you love him?”



The question hovered between them. Regan knew her daughter was not like so many of the other young ladies in search of husbands, mincing around and fluttering their eyelashes and feigning interest in subjects they could not have cared two whits about. Katharine would want a man who could challenge her intellectually, who would not want her only as someone on whom to beget heirs, but as someone to be a companion for the rest of their lives. 



“I do not know.” Leave it to Katharine to take the route of honesty, rather than speak words meant to spare her mother’s feelings. “I am not certain I would even recognize it were I to feel it. But I know I respect him, and there is affection there between us. I believe that could grow into love, if fostered properly.”



Her words did not spark with any grand passion, but then her eldest daughter had never shown herself as pining for such qualities when looking for a husband. 



“Do you believe you will be happy with him?” 



“I think I will be content with him.”



“And that is enough for you?” Even before the question had left her mouth, Regan already knew what the answer would be. 



“It was enough for you and papa,” Katharine replied.



The reply crept up on Regan, astonishing her as the meaning penetrated her mind. Is that how Katharine had seen her own marriage to Edmund? That they had been content with one another and nothing more?



But there was some truth to it, Regan was forced to admit to herself. Theirs had not been an openly passionate marriage, especially in public. Despite her youth when she had married Edmund, they had always behaved like a quiet, sedate couple as if when they had celebrated their first year of marriage it had instead been their twentieth. 



Was that why she had found herself so quickly drawn to Thomas? She had never lamented a lack of anything during her years with Edmund. But she was older now. One of her children was already grown. Could it be possible that she craved a small amount of excitement, of flirting with scandal now that a dalliance with a younger man no longer held the power to harm her reputation?



“If Mr. Winthrop is your choice, then he is my choice for you as well.”



“Oh, Mama.” She took up both of her mother’s hands and kissed her knuckles. “I think he may wish to speak with you tonight.”



Regan smiled, a genuine smile that seemed to reach its fingers all the way down to her heart. “I look forward to it. He is a good man, especially if he has managed to win your affections.”



“Then, to dinner?”



Regan’s smile faltered. She did not mean it to, but the steady schedule of breakfasts and teas and suppers and picnics and not-quite-impromptu entertainments had begun to take their toll. She missed quiet, she realized, though she would have never described herself as a recluse. But perhaps that was also why her marriage to Edmund had suited her so well, neither of them seeking out the whirl of social functions that called to so many others. 



“I think you are homesick,” Katharine said, before Regan could make an attempt at reinvigorating her former smile. 



“I believe you are right.” Regan stepped back, her gaze glancing from one corner of Katharine’s room to the other, the size and furnishings making it a near mirror of her own on the other side of the door. “I miss Jack and Maria desperately. I would give anything to hear them squabbling in the corridors.” She laughed, her shoulders sagging slightly. “You must think your poor mother to be a dullard, wanting nothing more than peace and quiet and the occasional scraped knee to tend to. I’m afraid I am not made for this role, a chaperone escorting you from one event to the next. Oh.” She put her hand to her brow. “What will I do when it is Maria’s turn? What if it takes her several years to find a husband?”



Katharine plucked up her mother’s wrist and let it fall back to her side. “Or perhaps Maria will have no wish to marry at all. Or perhaps she will find herself in love with one of the young gentlemen in the neighborhood, and save you the trouble of escorting her anywhere. Or perhaps you will be married again by then, and your outlook on such activities will have undergone a tremendous change.”



Married again? She had entertained this same question a thousand times, and the answer was always an unequivocal no. There had been Edmund. Now she had her children. And by the time Jack and Maria were grown and settled with their own families, she would be far too old to court the interest of anyone worth marrying. And now…



“Mama.” Katharine touched her mother’s cheek. “You must think of yourself, you know. It has been long enough since Papa left us. And I doubt he would wish to see you pining away—”



“I am not pining!” 



“But neither are you living. I’m sure widowhood suits some women well. I am not saying there is anything wrong with never seeking out love or companionship again once it is lost to us.” She paused to tug at her top lip with her teeth, a clear indicator that she was thinking over what she was about to say next. “I watched you when we first arrived here, you and Mr. Cranmer. And I saw something in your face, something I thought I would never see again. Is there… Is there something between the two of you?”



Regan sighed. Who was this young woman before her? When had her daughter grown to gain so much wisdom and attention to detail? “No.” She shook her head. “There is not. At least, I do not think there should be. And I was told that he had once behaved in a manner unbefitting a gentleman. If there is any truth to it, it’s a grievous charge.”



“Mr. Cranmer has denied it?”



“He left before I even heard the words spoken against him.” She would not say the accusations had come from Lord Hays, or what they pertained to. Those details were not for her to share, whether true or not.



“Then perhaps you should wait until you have confirmation or denial from Mr. Cranmer himself.”



Regan nodded. Four days of mental tumult, and all because she could not speak with Thomas and hear his side of matters. 



“But for now, I believe we should look towards returning home.”



“Home? Already? What of Mr. Winthrop? I do not want to take you away—”



But Katharine held up her hands, stemming her mother’s flow of words. “There is already an understanding between us. And if he speaks to you tonight, then I see no reason why we cannot leave for Kent. If I am to be married…”



Regan was unable to hear much of what her daughter said beyond those words. Married. Her eldest child would be married. Oh, how had the years slipped away so quickly?



“Dinner first,” Regan said, and held out her arm to her daughter. “I will speak to Lady Polmerol tonight and see about arranging our departure for tomorrow or the day after.”



They walked together to the drawing room, only separating when it came time to go into the dining room. Katharine, Regan noted, was seated beside Mr. Winthrop, and when she looked towards Lady Polmerol in question, the response from their hostess was an ostentatious wink. 



So it was a known thing. Katharine and Mr. Winthrop. They would be married. Her first chick was about to leap from the nest, and Regan could only hold her breath as she watched her daughter’s wings unfurl. 



The meal came to a finish too quickly. Now that Regan had made up her mind to take Katharine’s advice and return to Kent, the evening moved forward in rapid jumps of time. The men stood to pull the chairs out for the ladies. The ladies departed and made their return to the drawing room. Regan sought out Lady Polmerol and turned her desire to leave Brandon Hall into a spoken request. 



“So soon?” Lady Polmerol’s smile was bittersweet. “No doubt you are longing to return to your children. And Katharine…” Her gaze darted towards the young woman in question, and her smile broadened. “I take it there is an attachment between the two of them?”



“It seems to have progressed that far, yes.”



“Oh, good!” She clasped her hands together, a spark of delight in her eyes. “I had high hopes for the two of them, you know. But they had been introduced before you arrived, or am I mistaken?”



“They had met before, though I suspect the amount of time they were permitted to spend in one another’s company since our arrival was all that was needed to make them see how well suited they are for one another.”



“Well, I am glad to have been of some assistance in that quarter!”



The men returned a short time later, and Regan glanced up in time to see Lord Hays enter the room. He did not seek her out, the continuation of a pattern he had adopted after delivering his revelation about Thomas and Jenny, his ward. She did not know what to think of his decision to throw her thoughts into so much turmoil and then simply leave her be, unless his hope was to let her think on the matter on her own and allow her imagination to embellish the details he had already given her. 



She looked away from him, unable to decide on her feelings towards him. Was he a decent gentleman, genuinely concerned that she might fall prey to Thomas’s deceitful nature? Or was he himself the one practicing deceit?



Across the room, Mrs. Fairfax sat with her daughter and another young lady, and Regan shifted forward in her seat, ready to relocate to that part of the room when she noticed the shadow cast over her by the arrival of Mr. Winthrop beside her. 



“May I speak with you, Lady Griffith?”



“Of course, Mr. Winthrop.” She gestured towards the seat beside her and was thankful they were already in one of the more quiet sections of the room left to them. 



“You must know, of course, the reason for my wanting an audience with you.” He sat very straight in his chair, his hands on his thighs at first, then sliding forward to grip his knees with knuckles that swiftly changed color from pink to white. He was nervous, the poor man. And that only endeared him to Regan more. “Your daughter, Miss Griffith… Well, I know that your husband has been gone for some years, and in place of asking him for her hand, I come to you for permission. To w-wed,” he stammered out, two spots of color staining his otherwise studious expression. “To be frank, I feel a great admiration for your daughter. I had not thought of marrying, of having a family, but from the very first time I met Miss Griffith, my inclinations on those matters underwent a serious change.” He cleared his throat, raised his chin an inch as if to rein in his emotions before they could escape from him. “It would do my heart and my mind well to know that you give us your blessing, my lady.”



It was a strange feeling that assailed her, to find herself in the position of facilitating the lives and loves of the generation beyond her. There would be a wedding, and perhaps children. She would be a grandmother, might even be blessed to live long enough to see herself bestowed with the title of great grandmother in time. And so the lives would continue to unspool after her, year after year, rippling out beyond what she would even exist to see.



But, oh! Such maudlin thoughts, when all this man wanted was to marry her daughter. To love her. Regan should be happy. She was happy. And yet there was a sadness edging it all. Now that they had come to it, she did not want to see her daughter go away from her. An overwhelming desire to hold onto her, if only for a little longer, another year, perhaps two…



She closed her eyes. Her hands tangled in her lap. Katharine had found someone she believed worthy of her, someone with whom to spend the rest of her life, to be a father to their children. She exhaled through slightly parted lips. If her daughter could claim half the contentment Regan had found in her own marriage to Edmund, then she could not ask for a greater blessing on her daughter for fear of asking too much. 



“Of course you have my blessing.” She reached across the space between them, placing her hand lightly on Mr. Winthrop’s forearm. “If my daughter has chosen you, then I can think of no one better to be her husband.”



His relief was apparent. Had he thought she would refuse him, or was it simply because it was another step forward achieved? But despite the streaks of grey fanning out through the hair at his temples, there was something youthful about that small sag of his shoulders, as if a weight had been lifted. She loved him all the more then and sent him off to sit by Katharine’s side, which is where she was certain he most wanted to be now that they were free to move fully forward in their courtship. 



She watched him cross the room and settle beside her daughter. In that moment, she felt a quick tug on her heart followed by a soft twang, as if a string had been cut. There were other strings, she knew, connections to her children that would never be severed. But something had changed. Katharine was no longer fully her own. She belonged to another, and in time, others would claim even more of her daughter’s love. Regan could only draw in a deep breath and send thanks to the heavens that love was not a finite thing. 



The room had become uncomfortably warm with the arrival of the gentleman. Even with the lack of a fire there was too much breath, too much perspiration filling the atmosphere. Lady Polmerol seemed to notice the change in temperature and suggested everyone move out onto the terrace, where servants were already setting up tables and chairs and hanging lanterns to better create an artificial twilight beneath the winking stars. 



Regan stood and was joined by Katharine and Mr. Winthrop in the slow, meandering exodus towards the doors, lured by the promise of fresh air. A brief rise in conversation drew Regan’s gaze behind her. She looked back once, then again, as if she did not trust her own eyes. There stood Thomas, in the flesh, speaking with his cousin. 



She did not realize she had stopped moving until someone jostled her elbow. Thomas was smiling, she noticed. Why she fixated on that more than anything else, she could not say. But then she looked at his hair and his clothes, clearly disheveled as if he had only stepped out of a carriage a minute before. And his eyes… she was several feet away, almost on the other side of the room, but did they look tired? Her curiosity was piqued, but still she stood there. She could not simply walk up to him, bold and brazen enough to draw all the eyes of the company working their way out of the drawing room. She wasn’t even certain she wanted to speak to him yet. What would she say? 



Did you seduce Lord Hays’ ward, leave her with child, and run off like the worst kind of cad and coward?



She would have to speak with him. She could not leave things between them as they were. And yet, how were things between them? There had been no talk of a serious attachment. And how could there be, considering the discrepancy in their ages, the responsibilities they bore—or did not bear—on their shoulders?



A bit of fun. A bit of flirting. A bit of passion. That was all this was. Nothing deeper, nothing to touch her heart. 



Easy words to tell herself. At once, she knew them for the lies they were. She was not the sort to dally with a man and leave him again as quick as the wind changed. Already her chest ached, and her stomach twisted itself in knots. She wanted to go to him, to speak with him, to hear his side of the story. She needed to know that she hadn’t been wrong when she thought she’d seen the first glimmers of his character weeks before, when he had tied Maria’s bow beneath her chin while he sported grass and leaves in his hair. 



She had seen his heart that day from the very beginning. Clear and unguarded. And she realized that even then, so quickly, she had allowed herself to fall for him. If only a little. 



“Mama?” Katharine was at her side again, Mr. Winthrop behind her. 



“Um,” was all Regan could manage. She looked at her daughter, only to find Katharine had already taken note of Thomas’s arrival. 



“You should speak to him,” Katharine said. Not a question. But neither was it an order. 



Still, Regan hesitated.



“We are leaving tomorrow,” her daughter reminded her. “If you do not approach him tonight, you may not have another chance.”



She met her daughter’s eyes. Eyes that seemed to have gained wisdom beyond her years, and in so short a time. Or perhaps that wisdom had always been there, growing and growing, and Regan had been too distracted by clinging to the idea that her eldest daughter was still a child, her maturation into a womanhood a hazy, distant thing. 



“It is there, in your face.” Katharine smiled, one eyebrow quirking upwards. “You care for him.”



Oh, she did. No hint of a question at all, that time. This, she realized, was why it had been an easy thing to hide away in Kent for so many years after Edmund’s death. She had her children, she had the house and the land, but her heart… her heart could not be touched. And it had hurt so much after Edmund’s death. Why even bother to put herself in a situation where she could experience so much pain again? 



What if Thomas was everything Lord Hays said he was? What if he had ruined that poor girl? What if he had a child somewhere, a child he had abandoned?



She swallowed. Lifted her chin. Pushed her shoulders back. She would go up to him, damn the rest of the room and whatever gossip it might incur. Katharine sought out her hand and gave it a squeeze before Regan took her first step forward. That was as far as she went before Thomas saw her, before he hastily finished up his conversation with Lady Polmerol and met her in the middle of the room, as the last of the guests made their way out onto the terrace. 



“I need to speak to you,” she said, her voice gaining confidence with each word. “And it will not wait.”







Chapter Nineteen


  

  


I need to speak to you.



It had taken all of Regan’s courage to say those words. She could only hope she wouldn’t have to say them again, because she did not know if she could say them again. Her heart was about to burst out of her chest, and every swallow made her more than aware of the food from dinner, fighting to remain down in her stomach where it belonged. 



“And good evening to you, Lady Griffith.” The smile was still there. And yes, his eyes were as tired as she had thought they were. Moreso, even. He looked almost haggard, with the shadow of a beard clinging to his jaw and thin veins of red running into the whites of his eyes. Had he been drinking? No, he didn’t smell of spirits. But she could smell him, and leather, and the distinctive odors of outdoors and the smoke of an inn clinging to his clothes. “What is wrong?” His eyebrows knitted together, tugging on the scar beside his eye. 



Her mouth worked wordlessly before she could frame what to say next. “How do you know something is wrong?”



“It is in your eyes,” he said, even as his own searched her face. “Your expression. And I think I’ve begun to fear whatever it is you feel compelled to tell me.”



So first Katharine, and now Thomas. Was there no thought or feeling she could hide from others? Had a life outside of society so thoroughly inhibited her ability to mask her emotions? Or had she never even possessed such an ability in the first place?



“Can we go somewhere more…” She looked over his shoulder. A few guests lingered near the terrace doors. Lord and Lady Polmerol were behind them, directing two of the servants to bring another table outside. “Quiet?” 



“Come along.” He reached for her arm, his fingers sliding down to her wrist and then grasping her hand as they left the drawing room, going away from the terrace and the guests arranging themselves there. 



Was he going to lead her to the library? No, he turned and led her further into the house, through a narrow door she would not have seen on her own, so well was it built into the wall, and down, down into the servants’ area of the house. They passed people busy with their work. No doubt a fresh wave of gossip rippled out behind them as many pairs of eyes glanced up to watch them as Thomas led her through to the rear entrance.



Outside, the air was cool, and she wished she had known to bring a shawl. He skirted the wide gravel area where the less attractive things as wagons and deliveries were brought up to the house, cutting round to the stables and beyond, where a well-worn route led through a thin line of beeches. The moon was high enough above the horizon to provide some light, while the last of the twilight still lent the sky behind them a soft, purple glow. But Thomas knew his way, stepping with ease over every tree root, every rock to spring up in their path. 



There was no need to ask where he led her. She had seen the folly before, only a few days ago in fact on one of her walks through the garden with Katharine. He did not speak until they arrived inside the artfully crumbling edifice, made to look as if it had ancient roots in the land, when it was most likely built within the last dozen years.



“Well?” Thomas turned to face her. “You wanted quiet. But for the grasshoppers and the occasional twitch of a bat’s wings, I think you have it.”



His words carried a false jollity, as if what he had seen in her face in the drawing room was serious enough to put him on his guard. Her jaw quivered before she spoke. From the chill riding on the air? Nerves? Or fear that what she was about to ask him was going to be proved true?



This was not a conversation she wanted to have. If she could step back in time for several days, avoid Lord Hays before he could speak with her…



But would she want that? To move forward in ignorance? Yes, the accusation had been made. But that did not make it an irrefutable fact. 



“Lord Hays,” she began, and winced. No, that was now how she wished to start at all. She stepped back, turned away from him and crossed her arms over her chest. She was cold now, her arms and head bare. Gooseflesh prickled beneath her hands, where her palms slid across her skin. Before she spoke again, she turned back to look at him. She wanted to watch his face as she asked her questions. “Who is Jenny?”



His lips parted. A slight droop of his shoulders and she realized he had sighed. “I see Lord Hays must have shared an interesting story with you while I was away.”



“What do you believe he told me?”



Now it was his turn to pace, to turn away from her, to place one hand against a deteriorated column and lean his weight on that arm, as if he needed the support of the building around them to keep himself upright.



Heavens, he looked so tired. Where had he been? What business had taken him away so unexpectedly and then brought him back again looking as exhausted as the horses that had led him here? Yet those were questions for later. Now, there were more pressing matters to discuss.



“I have no doubt Lord Hays’ version of events was quite the woeful tale. Young Miss Kennett, his ward, seduced by a rogue, left in anticipation of a happy — or, in this case, unhappy — event.” The hand on the column pulled itself into a fist, his fingers scraping against the stone. “And how long did it take Lord Hays to insinuate I was the rogue?”



“There was no insinuation. Your name was spoken directly.” 



His head drooped, his fingernails scraping once more on the column before he stepped back and turned around to face her. “That bold, was he?”



“I think he believed himself in a position to warn me. And did he?” She drew in a breath. For fortification, to tamp down the nerves that had her nearly vibrating in her shoes. “Need to warn me?”



“I am not the father of Miss Kennett’s child.” No hesitation, and with truth in every tired line of his face. “We are acquaintances, yes. Friends, even. I have known her for years. But there has never been anything more than… friendship between us.” He cleared his throat behind his fist. As his gaze drifted upwards, she could almost hear the prayer for patience on his lips. “Now, I do not ask you to believe me. I’m sure if Lord Hays took the trouble to seek you out, to warn you, as it were, he did not shy away from providing an entire catalog of evidence with which to damn me.”



“He claimed Miss Kennett herself confessed you as the father.”



The burst of laughter that exploded from him cut through the silence beneath the trees like the shot of a hunter’s rifle. “I beg your pardon,” he said, and swept his hair back from his forehead with both hands. “But that much I know to be an absolute untruth.”



“And how do you know that? Lord Hays claims Miss Kennett has left the protection of his household, that—”



“The protection of his household? Dear God, tell me he did not use those words!”



Regan floundered. “I cannot recall his precise phrasing, but…” She stopped, her mouth set. “What is your part in the story then? How do you counter Lord Hays’ accusations against you?”



“I warn you now, I cannot tell you all of it.”



“Why not?”



“Because it is not my story to tell.”



Her brow furrowed. Was this truly a show of respect towards Miss Kennett? Or an excuse to allow gaps and inconsistencies in what he was about to say? “Then tell me what you can, and perhaps that will be enough to illuminate Lord Hay’s reasoning for slandering your character to me.” She sat down on the edge of the stone bench that ran in a circle along the interior wall. Her hands found their way to her lap, then her knees, then back to her lap again as her nerves had filled her with too much energy for her limbs to contain. 



Did she believe Thomas when he told her he was not the father of Miss Kennett’s baby? She wanted to, she realized. But there was something he was not telling her, something she doubted he would tell her, and she could not decide if that lent more or less truth to his words, that he would not lay all the facts before her without pause.



“As for the latter, I already know the answer to that. But I am surprised you have not deduced it on your own.”



She tilted her head to one side as she looked at him, as if that slight change in her posture would allow her to better work out what his words meant. 



“Lord Hays needs money.” Thomas shrugged, the gesture indicating how often the search for financial gain drove the wheels of the world forward. “He has a title, yes. He has several properties as well. But they’re decrepit, in need of extensive renovation. And that is not to mention the mountain of debts accrued by years of his attempting to maintain a style of living his family coffers have not been able to support since before his grandfather took his dive from this mortal coil.”



“He wants my fortune then?”



“Your son has yet to reach his majority.” 



Not a question. A statement that settled uncomfortably beneath Regan’s ribcage. Here she had almost taken to being flattered by the attention of two gentleman at once. Now the one was currently defending himself against an accusation of siring a bastard while the other may have only paid her any attention because of the fortune in her care until Jack was old enough to claim it. “Thirteen years,” she said, stretching out her fingers and willing her frustration to push away from her with the gesture. But her shoulders twitched, and her feet tapped the floor, and she no longer wanted to remain sitting. “Thirteen more years until his Jack can lay his claim to everything.”



“Thirteen years for Lord Hays to fritter away your son’s inheritance. That is, if you were to marry him.”



“I do not want to marry.” She stood up, crossed her arms over her chest and scuffed the soles of her slippers on the gritty floor. A sullen child was how she knew she appeared, but she no longer cared about appearances. One or both of these men had attempted to fool her, and the entire mess served as a reminder as to why she had been so much happier tucked away in Kent for so many years. “You believe Lord Hays saw you as competition for my attention, and so decided to malign you in the hopes that I would alter my focus towards him?” 



She paced again, crossing from one side of the folly to the other in a few quick strides. At the rear, facing the woods, she leaned against the bench, wishing she could dunk her head into the cool stillness beneath the trees as one would thrust their head into a clear-running stream. “Oh, damn you all,” she muttered, unconcerned of his reaction at hearing such language fall from her mouth. “I wish I knew what to think. But you… you supposed gentlemen, creating enough dramatics as to make Shakespeare believe you had gone too far.”



He walked up behind her. He made no move to touch her, and for that she was grateful. She did not know if she would fall into his arms or twist around in them to slap him. 



“At the risk of repeating myself until you are well sick of the sound of my voice, I assure you I am not the father of Miss Kennett’s child. I would swear as much on anything… everything I hold dear.”



Ah, but did she really believe him? There was truth in his voice, or so she told herself. Or perhaps her feelings for him were clouding her judgement. Perhaps…



“But if you need further confirmation,” he went on, still speaking to her back as she would not yet turn around. “I can have Miss Kennett write to you, telling you the truth of the matter in her own words. Regan,” he said, and she heard his sharp intake of breath. “Lady Griffith,” he amended, as if he had lost permission to use her name. “I will move mountains, if I must, in order to know that you believe me.”



Regan pushed away from the bench and turned to face him. “Lord Hays claimed to possess a note, written in your hand, meant to prove your role in all of this…” She waved her hand, describing the drama with an arc of her fingers. “But letters can be forged, or penned under duress,” she added, making it clear what she thought of either man’s boast of being able to prove their honesty with ink and paper. “But what about Miss Kennet?” She bit at the corner of her mouth while she rubbed at an ache in the back of her neck. In the dark, the light from the moon spilling onto the edges of the folly, she studied the outlines of his face, his jaw and cheekbones and nose as if sketched before her on a blank page. “Do you know where she is?”



His eyelashes fluttered. She had caught him off guard. So much so that “Ah...” was the only sound to escape his lips after several seconds.



“I take it this is the part of the story with which I will not be regaled?”



He shook his head. “I cannot. I gave my word.” Was this mere prevarication on his part? Or was he to be respected for holding to his honor?



“And what are you permitted to tell me?”



He sighed, one hand ruffling his hair again as his shoulders sagged. 



“Please, sit,” she told him. No matter that he was a gentleman in the presence of a lady. “You look as if you are about to fall off your feet.” 



He dropped onto the stone bench. “I knew Miss Kennett when she was a child. Maggie’s first husband had a home in Hertfordshire, nothing as grand as this, but after the parliamentary season they would often retire there for a few weeks, as a way to recuperate from the rigors of town, I suppose.” He spoke quickly, though his voice was low, as if the trees and brush around them held ears waiting to hear. “Brindledown is there, Hays’ country estate. I never saw much of him. He preferred London from what I understand. But his ward, Miss Kennett, lived there, along with a sparse collection of servants. Since there were not many tasked with keeping her in check, she took to rambling around the countryside. We often played together, despite the years between us. She seemed lonely and in need of a friend.” He smiled, his gaze losing focus as remembrance took over. “Our acquaintance was sporadic, however. Sometimes months would slip away between meetings.”



He leaned forward until his elbows rested on his knees, the tips of his fingers tapping against each other over and over again, a restlessness invading his hands. 



“One of the times I saw her was when she was fifteen years old. Still wild, still unpolished, and… with child. She refused to tell me the name of the father, but the implication was clear: The man came from Hays’ own household. A footman, I assume. Or a gardener. The list of servants at Brindledown was a short one, so there were not many to suspect. But still, she would not say. A few more months passed…” he fluttered his fingers, sweeping away the interval with a brush of his hand. “And I received a letter from her. Well, hardly a letter. A note, really. She asked for my help. And so… I gave it.”



And there the story would stop, Regan understood. Thomas licked his lips, clasped his hands together, and lowered his head until she was left to gaze at the unkempt darkness of his hair. 



“But you say she is well? Miss Kennett?”



Thomas nodded and twisted his hands together until one knuckle cracked. 



“And the child, too?”


“Very well. He is a veritable angel, except when he is not,” he added with a lopsided grin.



She lowered herself onto the curve of bench across from him. Drawing her knees up to her chest, she hugged her legs, despite the dampness clinging to her hem. Her arms were still cold, while an endless warmth bloomed in her abdomen and would not abate. An apt feeling then, considering the situation in which she currently found herself. 



Had she been a fool to think she could embark on an affair with Thomas that would not affect her deeply? That there would be no repercussions? Yet she sat there, asking herself why she could not walk away. She would be leaving in the morning. Returning to Kent, to her life there, her children, the preparations for Katharine’s marriage to Mr. Winthrop. She had told herself it would be an easy thing to leave him, that her time with him would not touch her. Again and again, she could not stop lying to herself. 



“I am returning to Kent tomorrow.” There. The words were out. She set her chin on the top of her knees and watched him in the darkness. How would he react? And why did it matter so much to her?



“You are finished with your experiment already?” His grin was rueful. “I offer my apologies if I am in any way responsible for your hasty retreat.”



She plucked at the fabric of her skirt, wriggled her toes inside her slippers, anything, really, to postpone the continuation of their conversation. “I do not care for any of this,” she said. “The machinations of polite society. I married young, before the end of my first season. I have no memory of…” She shrugged, cutting herself off before she could reveal more to him than she wished. “But Katharine is attached to Mr. Winthrop. He spoke to me tonight, asking permission for her hand. Though I doubt so small a thing as my blessing would prevent the two of them from finding their way together.”



“They are in love?” 



“They have found contentment, at least,” she clarified. “And in time, I hope that will lead to a greater share of affection between them. Already, they have more than many couples can lay claim to.”



He was watching her. In the dark, his eyes shone. There was nothing predatory in that gleam, but there was something in the way he looked at her, the way he always looked at her, as if he could see through the fragile facade of her expression to the innermost workings of her thoughts.



“So this is farewell, I take it?”



Was it farewell? She had not considered it, but if she and Katharine were set to leave in the morning, there was a fine chance this would be the last Regan would see of him. 



But the finality of that realization cut her to the quick. After tonight, what reason was there to see him again? She would not leave Kent again in order to carry on an affair, and inviting him to her own home for a liason, where her children lived, was absolutely out of the question. And that was without even adding the question of whether or not she could trust him. 



“I daresay it is.” Her feet slipped off the bench, seeking out the floor beneath her while her hands gripped the cool, rough stone. “Thank you,” she said, and instantly regretted it. For what was she thanking him for? Oh, it felt crass and she wished she could gobble the words up again. 



“You are… welcome?” His face had gone rueful. “I am deeply sorry I had to leave you these last few days. But there was an emergency and—”



She waved away his excuses. Whatever had taken him from Brandon Hall, it was not her concern. If she was going to make a clean break of this, then it had to begin now. “I should return to Katharine’s side. I have neglected her too much these last weeks, thinking rather of myself, thinking of…” you, she nearly said. But she did not. Instead, she held onto the word, tucking it into her heart, hiding it away in the hope it would hurt her less the deeper it could be buried. 



He stood at the same time she did. She slid her hands down her backside, smoothing out her skirt and brushing away a few bits of debris the fabric had picked up from the bench. But while she worked to make herself look presentable again, he walked up to her, close enough to touch her. And yet he did not.



“You believe Lord Hays then?”



“What?” Her hands dropped to her sides. So close, she could feel the warmth that radiated from him, and she had to stop herself from leaning towards him. Like a moth to the flame, she thought, and crossed her arms over her chest. A shield between them.



“I am young, I know. A second son. Shiftless. Reckless. Of course it is easy to view me as some sort of libertine, eager to seduce and conquer, expanding my empire.”



Her eyebrows rose. He nearly laughed, but the moment of levity passed quickly. 



“But I came here because I thought you would not. Even though I wanted you, in any capacity. To bed you, to speak with you, to merely share the same air as you. No doubt you think I make a habit of such behavior. Lord Hays would have you believe I do, but I assure you I do not. But if you are finished with me, well…” He took a step back, his weight shifting as if he were about to treat her to a bow worthy of the grandest ballroom. Instead, he held out his right hand. His palm turned up. A request. Not a demand.



She should not. Her thoughts of him had been terribly shaken when Lord Hays had delivered his accusation against him. Not because she fully believed Thomas guilty of any of the crimes laid at his feet, but because she understood then how much pain it would cause her to discover if even one of the accusations was true. 



And that realization frightened her more than anything else. She had given herself to Thomas because she had told herself it would not mean anything. Simply passion. An awakening, to remind herself that she was still a desirable woman, that she possessed a life beyond the years of grief and widowhood and motherhood in which she had willingly disappeared. But now she did not want to leave him. She wanted to be with him tonight, and tomorrow, and every day and night for as far as her mind would let her see. 



There he stood before her, young and handsome and so, so unsuited for what she wanted of him. Because she was not the sort to carry on an affair, to see him every once in a while until he tired of her or met another, younger woman he would want to make his wife. She already had children of her own. She was old enough she did not think she wanted to have any more. And would he want to relegate himself to a quiet life in the countryside for the rest of his days? Helping to raise another man’s children? 



She brought her hands up to her chest, her knuckles tucked beneath her chin. One touch, that was all. She reached out, placed her own hand in his. 



His lips were warm on the tops of her fingers. She held her breath, because it was that or reveal some sort of emotion she fiercely fought to keep inside.



“I wish you well, Lady Griffith.” 



Not Regan, she noticed. Already, that time had passed. She would be Lady Griffith and he would be Mr. Cranmer and should their paths ever cross again, they would share a few words of polite conversation, all of it meaningless, before they went their separate ways. 



“No,” she said. Softly, so softly she did not think he heard her. So she took his face between her hands, and she pulled his mouth down to hers, and she kissed him. Fiercely, without trepidation. 



No, she did not want this to end. She did not want to let him go. What had she done? She had let herself fall a little in love with him. Without being bidden, her imagination had supplied an impossible future for the two of them. And so she let the kiss come to its natural end. And she stepped back. And she took her hands away from his face. 



“I am sorry.” That her heart had wrapped itself around him, that she could not simply enjoy these few weeks with him and move on. It had not been her way with Edmund, and she doubted it would ever be her way, not with anyone else. 



“I will walk you back,” he said. No argument from him that she should stay, that she should spend one more night with him, that they should pretend they could have more. She would not ask it of him. And he was young. No doubt he would recover from this much quicker than she, if he would need any time to recover if any of Lord Hays’ accusations were true. And perhaps her age would allow him to believe she could not be touched, that there would be another man some months, perhaps even weeks in the future. 



She placed her hand on his arm. She kept her head down, her eyes scanning the moonlit ground for any roots or brambles that might catch her feet or snag at her skirt. Thomas directed them towards the rear of the house again, through the low corridors, up the narrow, twisting stairs the servants used so they could move from floor to floor without being seen. 



At the end of the hall that would lead her back to the drawing room and then to the terrace, she made to leave him. He did not touch her again, did not kiss her. There was too great a risk of being seen. 



“Goodnight,” was all he said. No “my lady” or “Lady Griffith” to finish the phrase. A quick nod, and he turned on his heel and walked away. 



She stood there for several seconds, or several minutes. She did not know which. An entire night could have slipped away and she did not think she would notice. But she waited until Thomas’s steps faded into noise that hummed through the house, of doors closing and people talking and servants clearing away the mess of their meal only a few rooms away. 



“Goodnight,” she echoed, though he was too far away to hear it. Goodnight, she said. But not goodbye. 







Chapter Twenty


  

  


Regan did not see Thomas again before she left. She spent most of the night awake, either pacing or watching the clock or looking out her bedroom window without seeing anything at all. She composed a letter she had no intention of giving to him, crumpling it up and setting it to light with the flame of her candle before she tossed it into the fireplace, the paper curling and turning black before it seemed to disappear entirely. She was behaving entirely like a child, she told herself. Her brief time in London before she had married Edmund had shown more maturity from her. 



But then, Edmund was not Thomas. And she was not the same woman she had been over twenty years before. 



They did indeed leave in the morning. She and Katharine ate in their rooms while their luggage was borne away and loaded onto the carriage. Lord and Lady Polmerol bid them farewell, as did Mr. Winthrop, though his attention was focused solely on his betrothed. Regan caught herself glancing at the stairs, at any and every doorway, waiting for Thomas to make an appearance. 



He did not.



Neither did Lord Hays. In fact, she saw nothing of him after Thomas’s return. Because he had made his accusations against Thomas with the belief he would not have to face him again in Regan’s presence? Regan did not know. Nor, she found, did she care. She was done with men and all of their flummery and schemes and lies. All she wanted was to be home again, and as the carriage trundled through the gates and up the long, curving lane towards her own home, she gripped the edge of her seat, fighting the urge to fling open the door and run the rest of the way to the house. 



Jack and Maria were waiting for her. They must have noted the approach of the carriage, and were already careening down the front steps, bits of gravel kicking out behind her son’s shoes as he ran and barreled into her arms. 



And there came the nurse behind them, chiding them for their indecorous behavior, bustling like a sheep dog to draw them away and make the two children stand together and greet their mother with some small amount of manners and dignity.



But Regan did not care two figs for dignity. She wanted her children. 



“What have you been up to?” She looked down at Jack’s trousers, rolled up to the knee, and Maria’s skirts all dark and sodden at the hem. “In the stream, I suppose? Well, let us hope you’ve not gone and ruined another pair of boots,” she admonished, though there was no sting in her words. She kissed their heads, then their cheeks, then pulled them towards her again, revelling in the smell of them, all outdoors and damp and perspiration with a hint of something to do with berries. Jam, no doubt, judging by the sticky smear across Maria’s cheek.



“Inside, then,” Regan chivvied them on and up the stairs again, though she regretted it as soon as they stepped through the door and she felt the walls and ceiling as they seemed to close in around her. After several days in a carriage, in various inns and the cramped rooms they offered, she had no desire to be inside at all. “Some tea and sandwiches on the terrace, please,” she told Mrs. Higgs, their housekeeper, who bustled away while Molly attempted to convince her to go upstairs and change out of her travelling dress.



“I am fine,” Regan told her. “I am in greater need of fresh air and sustenance than to change out of a wrinkled gown laden with dust.”



She removed her bonnet and gloves, pushed back a few stubborn tendrils of hair determinedly clinging to the perspiration on her neck. The children continued to bound around her like excited rabbits, and she herded them through the house and towards the terrace, where their energy would have more room to be expended. 



“Ah, you’re home earlier than I anticipated.” Aunt Agnes stepped out from the music room, a place she had taken to using for her own day to day activities as the children did not frequent it as much. “I heard a carriage coming up the drive but I did not think it would be you.”



“Yes, it is us.” Regan fiddled with another hairpin and finally gave up as she walked outside, blinking at the sunlight. “I would have sent a letter, but no doubt our journey would have anticipated it. Katharine is to be married,” she said. “To Mr. Robert Winthrop, former Captain in His Majesty’s army and now a budding historian.”



Aunt Agnes followed behind her, tugging at the floppy lace that edged her cap. The older woman glared at the sun as if her glance held the power to banish the light from the sky. “Sounds fitting,” she said, and not with any malice. “I hope they will be happy. Katharine would not do well with a man lacking in intelligence. She has no patience for fools, and would be miserable with someone who did not pique her interest.”



“We are in agreement there.” Regan sat and smiled when a tray was brought out, featuring a pitcher of lemonade and a generous allotment of sandwiches and other treats. “Oh, jam tarts? Lovely.” As if summoned with a charm, Jack and Maria raced over and each nabbed several tarts. Now Regan knew where the streaks of jam had come from on her daughter’s cheeks. The children ran off again, laughing as they stuffed their mouths full, and Regan laughed while Aunt Agnes shook her head.



“You give them too much freedom.” Aunt Agnes allowed Regan to pour a glass of lemonade for her, then picked up one of the sandwiches and gave it a sniff before taking a bite. 



“They are still children,” Regan said, deciding between a tart or a sandwich first and then taking two of each onto her plate. “Let them be as much for as long as the world will allow. You know Jack will be leaving for school this winter, and Maria…” She breathed deep. Her nose itched, but she ignored it. “Just let them be. For a little while longer, at least.”



They ate together, Aunt Agnes relaying what little there was to tell of the various happenings of the neighborhood while Regan and Katharine had been away. Regan listened while she ate and watched the children play on the lawn. Apparently Maria had found a litter of kittens in the stable and was determined to keep at least one of them. With a piece of red ribbon, she lured the kitten across the grass, both of the children collapsing into giggles when the kitten would pounce and attack like a tiger in miniature. 



She was happy to be home. To see her younger children again, to sit and look out at the grounds that had been the frame of her life for the last two decades. She had thought she would come back and everything would slip back to exactly the way it had been before she had left. But there was a discomfort in her head and her heart, a feeling that nagged at her as if she’d forgotten something. As if something was missing, and she wanted to grieve for it all over again.



“Regan?”



“Hmm?” Regan looked back at her aunt. “I’m sorry. Did you say something? I must have let my mind wander.”



“You have been staring at nothing for the last several minutes.” Aunt Agnes wiped at her mouth with a napkin, took a sip of lemonade, and all while watching Regan closely. “What happened to you while you were away?”



“What?” Regan sat up straighter in her seat. Her shoulders pressed back. Hands sliding along the edge of the table before they fluttered down into her lap. She had been thinking about Thomas, of course. Or rather, doing everything within her power to not think about him, and failing miserably. “I-I do not know what you mean.”



“This is not about Katharine being married, is it?” Aunt Agnes lowered her chin, her grey brows furrowing. “You are different.”



Regan laughed. No, not quite a laugh. More of a ridiculous burble in her throat she attempted to cover up with a bite of jam tart, which stuck to the roof of her mouth and brought on a short burst of coughing. “Well, if I am to be perfectly honest,” she said, her throat still raspy around the remaining crumbs in her throat. “It was… difficult, at first, to find myself in a swirl of social—”



“What is his name?”



So, no more pretending then. Silently, Regan cursed her face, the movements of her body, anything and everything that had given her away, that always gave her away to anyone who took the time to look. “Mr. Cranmer.” Admitting it felt like a confession, one that allowed her to breathe more freely. “He is Maggie’s cousin, actually. He was here once before, though I do not think you were introduced.”



“Which…?” Aunt Agnes’s gaze drifted towards the house, her eyes clouded in thought. “Oh, he is quite young? One of the gentlemen who paid a call earlier this summer?”



“Yes.” Regan swallowed and reached for her lemonade. 



Aunt Agnes’s smile was an enigmatic one. “I see.”



And what did that mean? Though Regan assuaged her panic when she realized it was probably nothing more than a reference to Edmund’s age in comparison. 



“I would inquire as to the difficulty of the situation,” Aunt Agnes went on. “But I would wager I could guess correctly on no less than the third try.”



“Aggy—”



The older woman held up a hand. “I have been married twice, if you would take care to remember. Two husbands I have seen lowered into the ground before me, and I have raised six children and made certain each and every one of them was married to someone who suited them.”



Regan held her mouth firmly shut. It was always an astonishing reminder that the woman who supposedly so abhorred the raucousness and mess of children had reared a half dozen of her own. 



“You are afraid.” Aunt Agnes spoke the words with an easy carelessness that did nothing to lessen their sting. “And I’m sure whatever fear you have, it is unfounded. Do you wish to see the young gentleman again?”



Of course she did. The truth sprang to her mind so quickly it almost made her head spin. She wanted to see Thomas again. She wanted Thomas. But there was still the matter of Lord Hays and Miss Kennett and the fact that she did not know if she could even trust him. “We did not speak of any future we might have together,” she said instead, and immediately the words rang false in her ears. 



Every night. That was what Thomas had said. But had it been drawn out of him by the passion of the moment? She was sure men said all sorts of things they did not mean to a woman they had in bed with them. 



“It is just…” Regan sighed. She could hear the children still playing on the lawn, their laughter mingling with the birdsong, with the buzz of insects and the soft creak of tree branches as a light breeze bent them to its will. “He is so young.” As soon as she said it, she heard it for the ridiculous excuse it was. At no point in their acquaintance had Thomas’s age marked him out as immature or unsuited to carry the responsibilities of a grown man. 



“And when so many told you that Edmund was too old for you, that you should look for someone closer to your own age and temperament, what did you say?”



Regan remembered those conversations. Her own mother advised her not to marry Edmund, explaining that while a difference in ages was expected, sometimes even recommended, they all feared that in this case Edmund was too… well, boring to make her happy.



Oh, how wrong they had all been.



“I said it did not matter.” Regan spoke with her eyes closed, with her face tilted skyward. There was sweat on her brow, gathering in the dip between her chin and her bottom lip, but she made no move to wipe it away. “I loved him, and that was enough.”



“And would it be enough now?”



Regan swung her head around to look at her aunt. “Where were you when I was about to marry Edmund? I think I could have used you then.”



Aunt Agnes’s smile was bittersweet. “I was occupied with burying my first husband and you still had both a mother and father to guide you. And you married Edmund in the end, so I do not think my presence was all that necessary.”



“Perhaps not.” But it was heartening to have someone who could so quickly cut to the heart of a matter, whether it was what she wanted to hear or not. “But it does not signify. There was a rumor of scandal around Mr. Cranmer and I was not able to learn the absolute truth of the matter. We have already made our farewells. With Katharine about to wed Mr. Winthrop, I do not see us being thrown into any of the same circles again.”



“And so you will remain here? As you have?”



As you have. There was a greater indictment in those words the more Regan played them over in her head. “I am happy,” she said, with more defiance than intended. 



“I believe you.” Aunt Agnes took her last bite of sandwich and brushed the crumbs from her fingertips. “But I would rather you not use that happiness as an excuse to deprive yourself of something more. Contentment can often blind us, if we let it.”



Her aunt excused herself then, proclaiming her need for a rest just as the children returned to the terrace, Maria begging for a saucer of milk for the kitten while Jack complained that he should have a turn to hold him. Regan was glad for the distraction, letting her break away from her own thoughts before they became too dismal. 



Would she ever see Thomas again? The hopeful part of her held up the question as a promise. But if she let her life go back to the way it was, then she doubted their paths would have reason to cross. And perhaps that was for the best. She told herself that, willing herself to believe it. As things were, they were quiet, they were simple. Her days were sketched out before her with little variance from one to the next. And wasn’t that what she had always wanted, what she had been gifted during her years with Edmund? 



“Come along,” she said, carefully taking the kitten from Maria’s hands and giving the animal over to Jack. “Let us go to the kitchen and see what can be found for her to eat, hmm?” 



Distraction, she reminded herself. A healthy dose of distraction to keep her from thinking about the things that were too difficult to consider.



***



Regan glared at the list of names before her, willing it to arrange itself and save her the headache that would inevitably come if she spent another minute attempting to sort out who would be invited to the wedding and the wedding breakfast that would inevitably follow. 



Because there would be a wedding breakfast. Aunt Agnes had insisted on that much, at least. But they would not be married in London, a fact that made Regan eternally grateful to her eldest daughter. Nor would the wedding be put forward as a grand or fashionable event of the season. It would be a small wedding, or as small as they could manage without fear of offending any of the local gentry living within their small circle of Kent. 



And yet there was still so much planning to be done. Flowers and food and deciding which guests would stay at the house and which would take rooms at one of the local inns, not to mention Katharine’s dress (and Maria’s, seeing as how the girl would not be refused a new gown for her sister’s wedding) and the legalities of everything. Regan had sat with Edmund’s solicitor — well, her solicitor now — the day before, going over a contract put forward by Mr. Winthrop that would make certain Katharine would keep a large measure of her dowry for herself, no matter that Mr. Winthrop would be her husband and so legally allowed to spend every penny of her money on gold leaf for his carriage, if he so desired. 



Regan sat back and stretched her arms up and over her head, a most unladylike pose, but as no one else was in the study with her, she was unconcerned with how she might appear to others. 



She had been home again for over three weeks and had fallen back into the routine of looking after the house and going over menus with the housekeeper. Aunt Agnes had left to return to her own home at the other end of the county, though she promised to make a return the week prior to Katharine’s wedding. And through all of that, she continued to send Jack to the vicarage for tutorage in Latin and Greek in preparation for his commencement at school after the beginning of the new year.



Because another child would be leaving her already, a thought she did not like to contemplate for more than a moment or two. And so she took to burying herself in the work of the estate (Would the north fields need to be left fallow next year?) and the wedding (What if it chose to rain that day? They would need to travel to the church in a closed carriage) to take her mind off of everything else. 



Everything… including Thomas. 



It was at night, alone in her bed, that she thought of him the most. Before the house party, her bed had never felt cold or empty. But of late, she noticed her hand creeping towards the other side of the mattress, her fingers wanting to brush against the heat, the skin of another person. 



If her affair with Thomas had done anything, it had made her want someone in her life again. And not only her children or Aunt Agnes. It was not companionship that she needed. It was something… indescribable. Something more. 



What she could not decide on was whether what she needed was some ephemeral thing, an idea or person yet to be found, or if she simply wanted him. 



Her hands fell into her lap and she tipped her head back to gaze at the ceiling. It was unbearably stifling in the room, though there had not been a fire lit for several days. Pushing back her chair, she went to the window and threw open one side of it, hoping for a breeze to cool the warmth of her cheeks but finding only more warmth and humidity but on a greater scale. 



She remained by the window despite the heat. There was the scent of roses on the air, of cut grass and the sun-warmed stone of the walls. And there was the lilting speech of Maria, carrying on a decidedly one-sided conversation with one of her dolls in the shade of a tree. 



Would there be a storm tonight? She looked towards the horizon, at a haze that seemed to be building there. But… wait. She narrowed her eyes. It was a cloud there, but not in the sky. A bit of dust kicked up by a carriage trundling up the lane towards the house. Was it Jack, already returned from the vicarage? No, no, of course not. Dale would be fetching him back in his cart, and not for at least another hour. 



A sigh slipped out of her. Visitors, then. She would sort out the rest of the guest list tomorrow. A ring of the bell brought Mrs. Dale into the main hall as Regan crossed to the stairs. 



“There is a carriage on its way up the drive,” she told the housekeeper. “Fetch some tea — No, it is too warm for tea. Lemonade? Some lemonade and light sandwiches in case whoever it is in need of refreshments. Put them in the morning room since that is out of the sun at this time of day and I will be down as soon as I scrub the worst of this ink from my fingers.”



But she did not make it to her room. The carriage drew up in front of the house. She heard the stamp of hooves and rattle of harness, the creak of the carriage itself before voices sounded their way through the foyer and up to where she stood. Dale shuffled across the checkered marble to open the door just as it was pushed open from the outside. 



Regan stood at the rail, looking down. There stood Thomas, still speaking with someone she could not see. And then Dale lent his voice to the cacophony. Too many voices, all of them belonging to men, their tones echoing off the walls and ceiling and reminding Regan that it was not only children who could create a maelstrom of shouts and antagonism at a moment’s notice.



She descended the stairs. Her steps were quiet on the carpet, but Thomas’s gaze found her. He moved as if to step further into the house, but Dale and Mr. Tempest, the groundskeeper, made every attempt to block his way. 



“Mr. Cranmer?” she said once she reached the bottom of the stairs. Her tongue felt thick in her mouth. How she managed to shape vowels and consonants into audible words, she could not fathom. “What brings you here all of a sudden?”



The other men fell silent. Thomas raised dark eyebrows beneath the brim of his hat. “Lady Griffith,” he said, his voice like a comforter that wrapped itself around her. “I am in need of sanctuary.”







Chapter Twenty-One


  

  


“I am in need of sanctuary.”



Regan thought of something to say in reply to that, but immediately discarded it. “I beg your pardon?” she said instead and hoped the greatest measure of her shock did not register on her face.



“Well, not for me, but…” Thomas licked his lips. His cheeks were flushed, his skin carrying a sheen of perspiration. He gestured towards the door behind him, still open, and the carriage that stood at the edge of her line of sight. 



She followed him. Out the door, down the steps, into the blazing sunlight of mid-afternoon. “We are sorry to intrude on you like this. Miss Kennett insisted we find someone else to turn to for help, but unfortunately we found ourselves without a great deal of time with which to better survey our options.”



Miss Kennett…



Regan walked up to the open door of the carriage and peered inside. It was a bonnet she saw at first, plain and straw but pleated with soft yellow fabric on the inside so that it resembled a shell. Brown hair framed an oval face, wide brown eyes fixed on the small child sleeping half in her arms, half on the seat beside her. 



“Miss Kennett?”



The girl startled and looked up. The boy did not stir in her grasp, only his lips pursing as a fresh thread of drool glinted from the corner of his mouth. “Are you… Lady-Lady Griffith?”



Regan nodded and held out her arms. Miss Kennett shifted forward and passed her child — all blond curls and soft sounds, the boy could not have been more than three years old — into Regan’s embrace, then took Thomas’s hand as he reached around to offer it. 



“I am sure you are tired after your journey,” Regan said, holding the child close to her as they ascended the steps into the house. She seemed to be moving through all the proper stations of greeting company, her voice high and light, as if it did not belong to her but to someone else, someone wholly unaffected by the appearance of her lover and a young woman with an illegitimate child on her doorstep. “Mrs. Dale?” she called out when that woman appeared again in the foyer, wiping her hands on her apron. “Take Miss Kennett upstairs and see to it that she’s settled in the… um…” Her brain had stopped. She could not think of rooms or the fact that this was her house or anything beyond the warm, slumbering child in her arms.



“The green room,” Mrs. Dale provided helpfully. “The one beside Miss Katharine’s should do.”



“Very good.” Regan gave the boy back to Miss Kennett, who hoisted him up with practiced ease and laid his still slumbering head against her shoulder. “Mrs. Dale will lead you upstairs and bring you something to eat. Um, and… luggage?” She glanced towards Thomas, who nodded once. “Yes, we’ll see to that for you as well. Now, go and rest for a bit and we’ll do a better job of introducing ourselves later, hmm?”



She watched Miss Kennett go up the stairs until the young woman rounded a corner and disappeared from sight. And then she turned. There stood Thomas, all disheveled again, and she wondered how many miles of road he had traveled during the last month. 



“I am sorry,” he said, but she waved him quiet. Too many servants about, and though she trusted her staff, she did not believe anything they had to talk about was fit for any ears but their own. 



“In here.” She led him back towards the study, where her desk still bore the work she had abandoned only minutes before. He went inside first and she closed the door behind them, her forehead touching the painted wood as she sought to gather her thoughts.



And oh, how many thoughts there were. 



“I would tell you to begin at the beginning,” Regan said without turning around. Her breath struck the wood and blasted back into her face. “But I fear we would be here half the night until the entire story was told.” 



She did not want to look at him. Looking at him would be acknowledging that he was here, in her own home. That somehow, her time with him at Brandon Hall had not been a product of her imagination. And that her life was going to be a stubborn thing and refuse to settle back into the prior, safe existence she had thought it might resume once more.



She turned around.



He stood by the window. He had removed his hat and pushed his hand through his hair, making it stand up in places as if he had recently suffered some great fright. And perhaps he had. She thought back to how wide Miss Kennett’s eyes had been, like some startled bird. 



“I know you gave your word to Miss Kennett that you would hold some information to yourself,” she went on when he did not speak right away. “But I do not think there can be any further secrets between us, not in this matter.”



He leaned back against the sill. With one hand he reached up and tussled with the knot of his neckcloth, making a mess of it before he swore and yanked the thing free. “When I left Maggie’s so suddenly two weeks ago… It was to see Miss Kennett.”



Well. That was one mystery solved. Regan crossed the room and tugged at the bell-pull. “You have known of her whereabouts since she left Lord Hays’ protection. Where has she been all this time?”



“In Suffolk,” he confessed easily enough. “Living in the dower house at the edge of one of my brother’s properties.”



“Oh, good Lord.”



“My brother never goes there,” he explained, an edge of exasperation in his tone. “And so I hired a few servants to look after her, made certain she was never in want for food or clothing.”



Regan blew out a breath. “Out of your own pocket?”



“I am a second son,” he said with a half-hearted shrug. “When stories began to make the rounds that I was frittering away what small allowance I had on the usual things second-born sons are wont to fritter away on, I did nothing to correct the misapprehension.”



A light knock sounded on the study door. “Come in,” Regan said, her breath stuttering in her throat. 



A maid appeared, and Regan sent her away again with orders to return as quickly as possible with food and drink for their guest. The same orders she had delivered to Mrs. Dale a short while ago, but had probably been forgotten in the chaos of Thomas’s arrival. Once the girl was gone, the door clicked shut, Regan placed her hands on her hips and gave herself leave to pace the length of the room. “Go on, then,” she prompted, and Thomas appeared momentarily flummoxed until he was able to find the thread of their original conversation. 



“Ah… I left Maggie’s to see Miss Kennet. Peter, her son, had taken ill. A high fever. The poor boy would not wake. So I sent for a doctor, stayed there until we were certain the child would survive. He is well enough now, still a bit pale and tired, but there is no reason to believe he should not make a full recovery.”



No small wonder Miss Kennett had been so reluctant to give the boy up, even if only for a minute, considering how close she had come to losing him.



“And so I returned to Maggie’s, and you…” He closed his mouth, his lips a thin line. What were his thoughts at that moment? Did she even wish to know them? There was a hint of something in his expression? Was it injury? Perhaps he had expected to return from his journey to help Miss Kennett’s son and have the two of them begin again where they had left off. Perhaps when she had left so suddenly, he had taken it as a kind of rejection.



Yet here he stood, in her house, and with an unmarried young woman and her illegitimate child upstairs. 



If anything, she could not doubt that he trusted her.



“Well.” A small shake of his head and he continued. “For over two years I had kept Miss Kennett in Suffolk, and no one had spoken a word of it beyond the border of my brother’s property. But… I do not know. The doctor? His assistant? Someone must have talked, must have gossiped about the single young woman and the little boy tucked away on the edge of the Cranmer estate. A man arrived several days after I left. He claimed to be a solicitor, but he refused to acknowledge for whom he worked. But the gardener caught him skulking about in town, asking questions of the locals, and Lord Hays’ name was mentioned…”



“You believe he found her?” Regan’s question was nearly cut off by the return of two maids, one bearing a tray of sandwiches and other delectables and another with a tray that held a large pitcher of lemonade and glasses.



She watched Thomas as he eyed the food and drink set out before him. The man was probably half-starved, judging by the shadows beneath his eyes and cheekbones. 



“Go ahead,” she said once the maids had departed again. “You forget I have a growing son. There’s no need to stand on ceremony with me.”



He crossed to the tray, poured a glass of lemonade, and downed it in a few loud, gulping swallows. The sandwiches were next. He took up a half dozen of the neat triangles, popping them into his mouth one at a time, while etiquette would have demanded several delicate bites to finish off only one of them. 



“Yes, I believe he discovered them,” Thomas said, once half of the sandwiches in his grasp had been demolished. “Another message arrived. I rushed out again, helped her to leave before we were proved right and Lord Hays made a greater overture than sending out a skulking figure claiming to be a solicitor. She did not want to come here,” he added, his gaze bold and yet pleading, willing her to understand. “But taking her to Maggie would have meant another two days of travel, and I did not know who else we could trust…”



Regan shook her head, cutting off the rest of his explanation. “I hold nothing against you for choosing to bring her here. The safety of her and the child are paramount, but…” She ran her hand across her forehead, not surprised at the slick of perspiration there. “Do you honestly think she would be in any danger from Lord Hays? She is his ward, and no matter our… our opinions of the gentleman, do you suspect she would come to serious harm in his care?”



Thomas swallowed his last bite and brushed a few lingering crumbs from his fingers. When he leaned back against the sill again, his features took on a pensive shape. The shadows beneath his eyes worried her, and he appeared to have lost some weight since she had seen him last. 



“She has a small fortune,” he replied, and Regan had to think for a moment to understand he still meant Miss Kennett. “A dowry of a thousand pounds, and beyond that another…” He screwed up his face in thought. “... five hundred pounds a year. Nothing to tempt a serious fortune hunter, but if Lord Hays’ debts are as overwhelming as I have heard, he may have lost the freedom to be discerning.”



“He is in such desperate want of a wife that the thought of raising another man’s child — an illegitimate child — does not make someone like him recoil?” She shook her head. “But she is so young, as well. Goodness, he must be nearly thirty years older than she is.”



“As for the difference in their ages, I do not think it is of great concern to many couples I have heard of.” He raised his eyebrows, the look on his face a pointed one. 



She nodded once. “I believe this is when I am expected to acknowledge your hit by announcing ‘Touché?’”



A glint in his eyes. Despite his obvious exhaustion, despite the awkwardness of their parting at Brandon Hall, there was a glimmer of the man she had come to—



To what? To love? No, she would not confess to that. Not yet. But to care for? To feel some affection towards? Oh, yes. She could admit to that much at least. 



“Speaking of the other matter,” Thomas continued, his voice deepening, his words slowing with the effort it took to keep the conversation moving forward. Regan gestured for him to sit down and rest, but he shook his head, resolute. “If I sit, I do not know if or when I shall stand up again.” He sighed and tipped his head back, his eyes closed. His throat was bare, his collar partially open, and Regan caught herself staring at him, at that hollow beneath his jaw where she knew she would find the steady beat of his pulse. She cleared her throat and willed him to return to the matter before them. “The child,” Thomas said, and opened his eyes again. “Miss Kennett’s implication is that Hays wanted to separate them, to remove Peter from her care after he was born. To save her from scandal, was apparently his argument. Miss Kennett refused to acquiesce, and in fear of him forcing his hand… she ran away.”



“With your help,” Regan added. 



“With my help,” he repeated. 



Regan tried not to spare too much thought for the controversy in which she had become entangled. But she could not send the girl away again. That much was certain.



“I will speak with Miss Kennett.” She looked towards Thomas, still across the room from her. And she had done everything she could to keep him apart from herself since he had arrived. Even now, alone in the same room with him, she felt… a pull. She had hoped that feeling would have gone away the moment she told herself there could be nothing between them. But unfortunately, it seemed she could not put away her feelings as easily as snuffing out a candle flame. “And I will see to it that a room is made ready for you.”



“Oh, no.” He pushed himself away from the windowsill. “I only meant to see Miss Kennett brought here safely. I would not want to—”



She held up her hand, and he faltered into silence. “You need good food and you need rest. One night, and as many meals as my cook can force into you, and then you may be on your way again. It is agreed,” she finished, taking on a tone she would use with her children when they attempted to fight with her. “Now if you will excuse me, I will see to my other guests.”



She walked out before he could stop her. If he had even made any plans to stop her. There was no time to pause and parse through her thoughts on the very real matter that Thomas was here and that she had practically ordered him to spend the night. 



Up the stairs then, towards the family quarters. Mrs. Dale had said they would put Miss Kennett in the room next to Katharine’s, and indeed that door was slightly ajar, a quiet bustle of activity reaching her ears before she even arrived at the room and stepped inside. 



One of the maids, Sally, stood before an open trunk, sorting through a scant collection of stockings that appeared to have borne a fair amount of mending during the course of their existence. Regan knocked lightly on the edge of the door, drawing the eyes of both the maid and Miss Kennett, the latter perched on the edge of a chair, a drowsy Peter still curled up in her lap. 



“Lady Griffith!” Miss Kennett shifted forward as if she would stand up, but Regan shook her head, gesturing that the girl should stay where she was. “I wanted to say again how appreciative I am of your generosity in allowing us to come here. I had told Mr. Cranmer that he must write a letter, but he claimed that we would most likely precede any note we should send, and I feel most awful about coming upon you without any warning like this.”



Regan crossed the room and took the chair beside Miss Kennett, only a little table bearing a tray of tea and sandwiches between them. Judging by the empty plate and cup, and the diminished pile of food, it appeared that Miss Kennett had arrived as famished as Thomas. Regan smiled, glad to see the crumbs and to know that if she could not solve every problem, she could at least be sure their hunger was fully sated. 



“I don’t want you to trouble yourself about anything while you are here. Mr. Cranmer has told me some portion of your story,” she said, glancing down at Peter, who watched Regan warily with three fingers stuffed into his mouth. “And I will do everything to see to your comfort and safety.” She did not know why she added that last word. Again, she wondered how much trouble Lord Hays might cause should he discover that his ward had taken refuge beneath her roof. Would he come for her at all? Would he make a scene, demand to have Miss Kennett returned to his care?



The maid finished putting away the last of Miss Kennett’s things and slipped out of the room, closing the door behind her. Regan waited several seconds, counting them in her head, before she leaned a few inches forward, her hands gripping the armrests of her chair. “If there is any reason you fear for yourself or your son as far as Lord Hays is concerned, I will tell you now that I will have him forcibly removed from my property should he make any threats against you, or attempt to take you home against your will. Mr. Cranmer mentioned that Lord Hays had intimated he would remove your son from you, and if that is true, then I will be the one to drag him from the house myself should he come here and make a similar claim.”



Miss Kennett drew in a slow breath, her jaw quivering while her eyes filled with tears that would not fall. “Th-thank you, Lady Griffith,” she said, her voice a high, breathy whisper. “Mr. Cranmer had told me you were the best of women, that you loved your children more than anything and that… that you would understand.”



Regan blinked. The best of women? A bit of an exaggeration there, but if it gave Miss Kennett some confidence in Regan’s abilities to protect her, then she would do everything in her power to live up to the accolades. 



“I am so sorry we came here, but Mr. Cranmer was very careful to assure everyone we met on our journey that I was a widow journeying with my young son to stay with family, and that he was my brother.” Her mouth quirked, her expression reminiscent of a shrug. “I do not like to tell lies, but it seemed we were left with little choice.”



A rash decision, but most likely a wise one. “So should I call you Mrs. Kennett, then?”



Miss Kennett lowered her eyes. “If you like. I think I will have to come to terms with it, no matter how I feel about telling such an untruth.”



Regan put her hands on her thighs, her restless fingers wishing to pull at the embroidery in her skirt, though she held them still. “I will leave you now to get some rest, if you can,” she added, smiling at the boy now beginning to squirm restlessly in his mother’s lap. “And please do not worry that you will be making a nuisance of yourself by being here. I’m sure Thom—” She caught herself and cleared her throat. “I’m sure Mr. Cranmer has told you about my children, two of whom could bring the rafters down on our heads with how much they stampede through the house. Ring for one of the servants if you find yourself in need of anything, and you are more than welcome to wander through the house and grounds at your leisure, or simply keep to your room for a bit if that is what you prefer.” 



She stood up and moved towards the door. Miss Kennett made a small sound behind her, and when Regan looked back, it was to see the young mother biting furiously at her thumbnail. “Lady Griffith,” she began, and looked away, then looked down at the top of her son’s blond head before her gaze swung back to Regan’s face. “I know there were some… things, some details of my situation that I forbade Mr. Cranmer to speak of to anyone. But…” Again, her thumb went to her mouth, her teeth working quickly. “There are some things I did not even tell him.” She adjusted Peter in her lap, dropping a quick kiss on the boy’s head before she summoned up the courage to continue. “I was afraid if I told him the truth, he would do something rash. And I did not want to see him be foolish for my sake. He is a bit like a brother to me, and I am certain that if he had known, he would have gone and called him out and made everything into a greater scandal than it already was.”



Regan took a step towards Miss Kennett’s seat. There was something in her chest, something that seemed to be weighing on her lungs, preventing her from drawing in a deep breath. She feared what Miss Kennett was about to tell her, and yet somehow, deep down, she already knew what the girl’s next words were going to be.



“I told Mr. Cranmer it was a member of Lord Hays’ staff who…” She swallowed loudly, glancing again down at her son. “But it was not. I did not want to lie, but…” Another swallow, and then 



several of those unshed tears streaked down her pale cheeks. “Lord Hays is Peter’s father,” she said, so quick and quiet the words disappeared as swiftly as a puff of cool air on a warm day. 



“Oh.” What else could Regan say? Her mind rifled through a dozen other choices, but nothing was suitable to the revelation of a young woman admitting that her guardian had preyed upon her and left her with child. A man entrusted to take care of her, to protect her.



“I am sorry,” Miss Kennett whispered.



“No,” Regan found her voice again, her hands brushing away the girl’s apology before it could reach her. “None of that. You have no reason to say such a thing. Come here.” Regan resumed her seat and reached out for Miss Kennett’s hand, the one not still clutching her son. “I cannot imagine what you must be feeling, but know that I hold no judgement against you.” There would be others who would, but Regan did not want the poor girl to fret about that now. No doubt she had spent the last several years worrying about it without anyone adding to that stress for her.



“Perhaps I should not have kept it a secret,” Miss Kennett said, her voice still low, as if the truth were a difficult thing to speak out loud. 



Regan shook her head. “You did only what you thought was right at the time. That is all any of us can do.”



“If you were to tell Mr. Cranmer the truth, I would not be upset.” She looked over at Regan, her expression clearly plaintive. 



Regan nodded. “I believe he is resting now. But I will speak to him later.”



“Thank you.” Miss Kennett smiled and brushed her son’s fair hair back from his forehead before she dropped a kiss on his crown. 



Regan looked at the boy again, taking in the soft, youthful features of his face, framed around eyes as grey as a winter’s day. She recognized those eyes as belonging to Lord Hays, and she wondered how much more the boy would grow to resemble his father as the years moved onward. 



“You’re welcome.” Paltry words, and ill-fitting to Regan’s ears. But what more could she have done or said in the moment? It was a mess, all of it. But the girl needed help, and Regan could not stand by and allow Thomas to shoulder the entire burden of keeping her hidden, keeping her safe.







Chapter Twenty-Two


  

  


Regan ate in the nursery with the children.



The windows were open, and yet the stifling heat of the day did not abate. The meal was light, some cold chicken, a salad of cucumbers and grapes, and for dessert a few miniature lemon tarts served chilled. 



The food was delicious, but Regan only picked at her plate. Her children ate with ravenous appetites, as only children could after a long day of playing in the sun and preparing to grow like weeds for the remainder of the summer. After dinner, they washed and dressed for bed, and she read to them until the sun dipped below the horizon and darkness spread like ink across the lawns. 



Maria fell asleep in her lap, while Jack snored from his bed, the covers already kicked away and his toes twitching where they dangled over the edge of the mattress. Setting aside her book, Regan carried Maria to her own bed, tucked her in, and kissed her sweaty curls. She covered Jack with his discarded blanket, pulled the windows partially closed, and slipped out of the room on the balls of her feet.



So many mundane, everyday activities, but they were enough to keep her thoughts from spiralling beyond her control. Thomas was still here, somewhere in the house. She had told him to spend the night, and though she had feared he would rebel and leave as soon as he had a solid meal inside of him, he seemed amenable to remaining long enough to achieve at least one night of rest. 



Miss Kennett and her son had kept to their room for most of the day, venturing out long enough to explore a small portion of the garden, where Peter showed a penchant for running faster than his small, chubby legs would have led anyone to believe. Regan had not considered for how long Miss Kennett would be staying. A few days? Several weeks? It was not the burden of having more people in the house that gave Regan pause, but rather the fact that her staying here — hiding here, to be more accurate — was not a permanent solution. Regan feared a reckoning of some sort, though she could not imagine how or when it would come about.



The house had grown relatively quiet with the onset of evening. The younger children were asleep. Katharine, she knew, was in the library poring over books and maps having to do with the Ottoman Empire. The servants would soon be turning in for the night, if indeed Mrs. Dale and her husband had not already. And Thomas…



Oh, of course her mind would save him for last. 



She paused at the bottom of the stairs. She could return to the study, to the work of seating guests at the wedding breakfast and the totting up of figures for her steward that still awaited her. Bed was out of the question. She wondered if there would even be any restful sleep for her tonight. 



Her hands fluttered for a moment before she pressed them flat against her abdomen, willing herself to breathe more slowly. She would have to speak with Thomas about Miss Kennett. And what else would they discuss? Would she even mention the time they had spent together at Brandon Hall? Had she so quickly shuttered that part of their history away? 



The night air called to her. Slipping into the study long enough to pick up her household keys and a shawl she remembered leaving in there that morning, she headed for the little-used terrace behind the house, the one that opened up from the ballroom.



It was not a part of the house she frequented. There had not been a ball held here since… Goodness, years before Edmund died. And so the daunting, gilded space remained closed up, dust cloths hanging over chandeliers, transforming them into ghosts inhabiting the periphery of her vision. 



The room was stifling, so shut up it had been. She unlocked one of the tall doors, braced herself for the squeal of abandoned hinges, but there was little sound to mark her exit from the house. There was nothing out there at the back of the house, the barrenness matching the room she had just moved through. No furniture or lanterns or even potted trees or topiaries to soften the lines of stone that made up the walls and balustrade. 



But she had always liked this side of the house. Preferred it, really, even though the gardens were not as well landscaped here, a flat bit of lawn meandering down to woods that were actually wild, rather than a carefully sculpted piece of forest kept clear of underbrush and with neatly tended paths. That wildness of it appealed to her, and too often she caught the children creeping beneath its boughs, creating tree houses out of criss-crossing branches and making forts from hollowed-out stumps and overhanging rocks. 



She leaned against the balustrade, the hard stone cutting into her abdomen. Oh, things had been so much simpler before she had gone to Brandon Hall, before she had met Thomas Cranmer, before she had ventured out and attempted to live a life beyond the quiet trappings of grieving wife and mother. Everything had been so very safe, and then she had gone and tried to have an adventure. 



Her head found its way into her hands, her elbows scraping across the stone. “Oh, heavens. What next?” The words rang out absurdly loud to her own ears, and she paused, waiting for an answering echo. But there was no reply, unless she considered the hum of a thousand crickets the commencement of a serious dialogue.



Would Lord Hays discover Miss Kennett’s presence under her roof? And what would occur if he did? To demand the return of his ward could ignite the flames of a scandal he may not want sparked to life at all. Perhaps he would leave matters be. Perhaps…



There were too many ‘perhaps,’ too many ways the future could diverge. Again, she recalled the imaginings she had for her own life, before Thomas had come into it. To see her children grown and sent off into their own lives, to settle into another home when Jack came of age and maybe took a wife of his own, to…



Well, there had not really been more than that, to tell the truth. 



She tilted her head back until she could see the stars above, pinpricks of light without the glow of the moon to diminish them. She could sleep beneath that sky, pretend it was near enough for her to reach up and swirl her hands through its heights. 



And then a sigh slipped out of her. She wanted Thomas. She wanted him desperately. Not only in her bed, but in her life. Somehow, she could not imagine how, but she wanted him here, with her. When she had walked downstairs and found him standing by the door, it had looked so right to see him in her home. She wanted him to stay. Whether as her husband or her lover, she wanted him to be a part of her life, this new life she had somehow forged for herself without at all intending to. 



A sound behind her caught her attention. Not a cough, not even the full clearing of a throat, but a noise she recognized as belonging to a person, to someone who must be watching her.



She knew without turning around that it would be him. She closed her eyes and stood upright, brushing a few pieces of grit from her elbows. Had she willed him into finding her with the strength of her thoughts? But then she looked back and saw not only the door to the terrace sitting open but the ballroom door open beyond that. She remembered that she had not bothered to close them, unwittingly leaving a trail through the house as to her whereabouts for anyone willing to put forth a small amount of effort to find her. 



“It seems you discovered my hiding place,” she said, spreading her hands out in front of her. 



Thomas stood in the doorway, hesitant, as if he could not make the final decision to either join her outside or to retreat inside again. “Are you hiding?” He cocked his head back towards the house. “Because if you would rather I leave you to your solitude…”



“No, you can stay. Please,” she added, so it would not sound like she was only giving him permission to remain with her out of politeness. “I need to speak with you, actually. But I think I have been avoiding that particular task for most of the evening.”



“Good news, then?” He smiled weakly and joined her by the balustrade, yet kept a significant amount of space between them. He took on her previous posture of leaning out to look over the darkened lawn towards the trees, his weight on his elbows and his hands clasped before him. 



Apparently they had abandoned all pretense of standing on ceremony with one another, and Regan’s shoulders sagged as she pressed back against the rail, her own attention turned towards the house.



“It is peaceful here,” he said, giving her more time before she could no longer ignore the subject of Miss Kennett and her child. “I can see why you would prefer to be here over any other place.”



“I prefer to be here because I am a bit of a coward.” She tilted her head back and looked up towards the roof, or rather where the crenellated edge of it blotted out the sky. “I always assumed I was a creature of habit. I wanted routine, every day to show little variation from all the days that came before. Unfortunately, it seems I neglected to remember that children grow up, husbands…” No, she would not say that word. Not now. “Those we love too often leave us,” she said instead. “But if I stayed here, if I was determined to live my life as if I would face no alteration, then my misguided mind could believe I could prevent anything else from changing.”



He said nothing to that. What was he thinking? When they had first met, she had thought him to be little more than a typical young gentleman, revelling in the irresponsibility gifted to him as the second son, enjoying the advantages of youth and charm and beauty. But instead, he had shown the complexities of his own existence, the dearth of love in his own childhood, and the risks he had taken in sheltering his friend, Miss Kennett, from Lord Hays. 



And so her thoughts circled back to the most pressing matter at hand, and she knew she could not avoid it any longer. “Miss Kennett,” she began, giving the sudden change of subject a moment to sink in. “When I spoke with her earlier, there was something she told me which, at the time, I found rather shocking. Though the more I think about it, the more surprised I am that I did not suspect it from the start.” She looked at Thomas, framed by the darkness, as he was. “The father of her son is Lord Hays.”



She did not know what sort of reaction she expected. A gasp. A curse. A fist shaken towards the heavens. What she had not anticipated was his slow nod accompanied by a quirk of one eyebrow. 



“You knew,” she said.



“I had an inkling.” 



“An inkling?”



He sighed and pressed his clasped hands against his forehead. “That she would not tell me the name of the father was nearly as much proof against Lord Hays than if she had blurted out his identity from the beginning.”



“Do you believe she was trying to protect him?”



“I believe she was afraid of him.” A wave of his hand, as if he could anticipate the direction of her thoughts. “Not that he would cause her physical harm, but he wanted to control her. He wanted to force her into marriage, though I’m not sure if producing a child with her was an intentional act towards that goal.”



“And all for a bit of money.” She lowered her head, felt the hint of a breeze stir the hairs on the back of her neck. The first true movement of air she had felt all day. 



“Desperation does not suit some of us,” Thomas said. 



“And you?” Regan asked. “Have you ever been so desperate?”



“To ruin an innocent young lady for monetary gain? May God strike me down if I should ever devolve into such a scoundrel.” The overlying tone of the words was light, but a thread of anger ran beneath his voice. She wanted to ask how he had dealt with seeing Lord Hays as a guest of his cousin’s, suspecting of him what he did. But that, she supposed, would be a question for another time. 



“What now?” She turned to him, though his own posture did not change. “Miss Kennett is welcome to stay here for as long as she needs, whether it be a few days or… as long as she needs,” she repeated. 



“I will help, you know.” Thomas still would not look at her, as if he were holding a conversation with one of the trees beyond the railing. “You do not have to bear the burden of paying for her keep.”



“You have already gone above and beyond what was needed of you,” Regan told him, and watched as a small, muttered curse slipped out from between his lips. She swallowed, cleared her throat, and went on. “I will accept nothing from either you or Miss Kennett. She and her son are my guests, as are you,” she added quietly. 



She could ask him to stay. The offer hovered over her tongue, but she could not bring herself to say it.



“Well, I will only be your guest for one night,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand. “I have risked enough scandal for you by bringing Miss Kennett across your threshold. Should the village gossips discover that I am here as well, I can only imagine what—”



“I do not care about that.”



He turned his head to look at her. The first he had looked at her, truly looked at her, since joining her on the terrace. 



Tell him, she thought. Tell him you want him to stay. For you, and no one else.



“You are Miss Kennett’s friend,” she said instead. Coward, her thoughts continued, but she brushed it away. “And she is here, in a new place, caring for a child she fears may be taken from her should her whereabouts be discovered by the wrong person. I would like…” She licked her lips. Why could she not say what was in her heart? “Perhaps you should consider staying, at least for a little while. Until she is fully settled.”



He stood up then, and despite the fact that her eyes had adjusted to the lack of light out here, the edges of him still seemed to blend into the shadows. Even as he took a step towards her.



“For Miss Kennett,” he said. “I will stay. For a little while.”



It was enough. She had won a partial victory, but she felt as if she had accomplished it without fully knowing what her goal was to be.



Oh, and what could possibly happen should the mills of gossip indeed take his presence here and use it as gristle? She was a widow, one who had been married for years without a hint of rumor or scandal to mar her relationship with her husband. She also had a house full of servants, her children — one of them fully grown and betrothed — and Miss Kennett with her child. It was not as if she was here with only Thomas for company.



Her mind stuttered at that. Only Thomas. 



“I am tired,” she said, and winced when she realized it had been spoken aloud. “I am sure you are, too. I think we will all feel more like ourselves once we’ve had a proper night of rest.” She moved away from the balustrade, away from him. “Until tomorrow, Mr. Cranmer.”



She did not wait for him to return the farewell. She turned and she escaped, her hands clenched into fists at her sides while she fought to not break into a run.



Coward, her mind said again.



And she knew her mind was right. 







Chapter Twenty-Three


  

  


It was quiet in the drawing room, with Regan and Katharine and Miss Kennett seated in various chairs set about the room. Katharine was ensconced at the writing desk, penning replies to various letters and invitations (though Regan suspected that the longest missive was intended for her betrothed and would not likely be finished for another hour.) Miss Kennett sat near the window, a piece of embroidery in front of her. Regan had complimented Miss Kennett’s skill with a needle and thread several days before, her work neat and delicate and showing obvious aptitude for the task. 



“I can also crochet,” she had said, showing a lace collar created with a small silver hook and thread, the quality of it finer than anything Regan had ever seen.



Only six days had passed since Miss Kennett had arrived in Kent, but Regan had learned that Miss Kennett’s education had not been lacking. Aside from her talent with embroidery and crochet, she spoke French and some German, played the harp tolerably well, had a strong foundation in mathematics and geometry, and was incredibly well read for someone her age. 



“I had not much to occupy me while I lived at Brindledown,” she admitted, referring to her time at Lord Hays’ estate. “And I did have a governess, plus there was a substantial library on the grounds, though most of it was so old and dusty I wouldn’t be surprised if I was the first person to open any of its volumes in three or four decades.” 



“Probably not,” Regan agreed, considering that Lord Hays had not chosen to spend much time at his ancestral estate, aside from when he jaunted back from London long enough to see Miss Kennett impregnated with his child. 



“What are you working on today?” Regan set down her book — a gothic mystery, but too overwrought for her current mood — and blinked the words from her vision. Yesterday, Miss Kennett had been putting the finishing touches on a flowered band to dress up a rather plain bonnet. This afternoon, all Regan could make out were a few stitches of blue on a white field.



“It is to be a ship.” Miss Kennett indicated a detailed plan on the paper beside her. “Peter is in love with all things to do with the ocean, and so there will be waves cresting white against the rocks here, and the ship positioned in the deeper waters over there,” she said, waving her hand over the still empty fabric. 



“I would accuse you of being overly ambitious,” Regan said, her gaze darting from the paper to the fabric and back again. “But as I have already seen evidence of your incredible skill, I will not doubt that you shall do every stitch of that scene justice.”



A blush stole across Miss Kennett’s cheeks. “I-I thank you, Lady Griffith, for the kind words. Perhaps I could design something for you, or for the children! I would so enjoy creating a gift to give you in exchange for allowing Peter and me to stay here as guests in your home.”



“You owe us nothing,” Regan assured her. “But if you feel you must repay us in some way, then maybe you could show Maria a bit of your work, teach her the fine way you do some of your stitching. She needs to move on from mere piecework, and I am not as gifted with a needle and thread as I would like to be.”



“I would love to teach her!” Miss Kennett’s face lit up with excitement. “I could work with her while Peter has his nap. We could even sit outside, since the weather has been so fine the last few days.”



The stifling heat and humidity of the previous week had indeed given way to a string of cooler days, and Regan could not help but think of autumn, even though it seemed as if the summer months had only just begun. “Yes, that would be…” Regan bit her lip, her thoughts suddenly expanding on their discussion. “I have an idea,” she said, and shifted forward in her chair, her hands braced on her knees. “Once Katharine is married and gone from here, and Jack goes to school, I will be in need of a governess for Maria. We had one before, for Katharine, but she moved to Yorkshire a little over a year ago to be wed. But if you—”



She stopped at the look on Miss Kennett’s face, pale and wide-eyed. “Oh, my lady. I do not think… I mean…” She swallowed, her gaze darting from side to side. “I mean, considering my situation…”



“Your situation?” Regan leaned back and looked towards Katharine’s back, still bent over her letter. “You are young, yes,” she said carefully. “And I am sure you still carry much grief over the recent loss of your… husband.” She cleared her throat. “But if you are worried that your son will be a distraction from your duties, or that I do not believe you to be qualified for the task, then please do not fret. I think you would do a commendable job, but I will give you time to consider it, if you wish.”



Miss Kennett’s eyes remained wide open, but she nodded once. “Thank you, my lady,” she said. And swallowed again before returning to the beginning of her embroidery work in front of her. 



Regan blew out a breath in a long, slow sigh. She wondered at what she had just done. If Miss Kennett accepted, and she could not yet be certain that she would, it meant that Miss Kennett — and the risk of scandal if the truth of her son’s parentage was discovered — would be a part of her life and household for years to come. 



It had not been a hasty decision, though. For the last few days, she had asked herself how best she could help Miss Kennett. Miss Kennett who was intelligent, well-educated, who had a son to raise and a tremendous secret to keep. It had been a foolhardy offer, fraught with danger. What if it was discovered that she was an unwed mother, and that Regan had knowingly invited her into her home, to live among her family? The scandal would taint both Katharine and Maria, and even herself. 



But Miss Kennett needed help, and she had neither the status nor the money to purchase her way out of ruin. Maria and Katharine both had sizeable dowries, and they were the granddaughters of a baron. There would be talk if the truth were to come out, but they would not be banished from society because of it.



Miss Kennett, on the other hand…



Yes, Regan was glad she had made the offer. Even if she did not accept, Regan wanted the young woman to know that she was not bereft of champions, that Thomas would not be the only person willing to help her.



“If you two ladies will excuse me,” Regan said, standing up and smoothing the wrinkles out of her skirt. “I have some business to tend to this afternoon. If either of you need me, I plan on being in the study until supper.”



She smiled at each of them, picked up her book, and departed. Her smile faltered as she left the drawing room, the corners of her mouth descending into a tight line by the time she arrived at her study. There was work to be done. There was always work to be done. She was not sure if it would make her a better or worse mistress should she turn over every aspect of the running of her estate and the tenants’ farms to her steward. Other women did. Other men did, as well. But she rather liked having a hand in the decisions that ultimately affected the daily lives of herself and her children. She wanted to be busy. She wanted to have something to do. It kept her mind from burrowing too deep into itself, and some days, that was a blessed thing. 



Her work took up several hours, her neck aching from looking over too many tidily written sums, along with the reports from her steward of what repairs the various tenant farms would need before winter. The Bannons would need a new roof, as the attics had developed a leak, and the portion of road leading to the Gendry’s was so pockmarked that it had caused damage to Mr. Gendry’s wagon, another repair or replacement that would no doubt need to be reimbursed. 



She was still sorting through a mass of letters she had put off dealing with — more social than business, though the business of keeping up with social matters when an eldest daughter was on her way to be married was at least as stressful as any work the estate left on her lap — when a knock sounded on the door.



“Enter,” she said without looking up, expecting it to be one of the maids with tea or a reminder that supper would soon be served.



But she knew it was not any of the staff or even her children as soon as the door opened and he stepped into the study. She drew in a breath, the words before her losing focus as she reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose. 



“Lady Griffith?”



Six days it had been. Six days since she had invited him to stay here for as long as suited his pleasure. Six days during which he had not sought her out, had not spoken to her beyond the banalities of polite conversation in the presence of others. 



But then, she had made no move to seek him out, either. Not that she had not wished to. Dear Lord, every night had been a torment, knowing that he slept beneath the same roof, or did not sleep, if he was at all disturbed by her presence in the house as she was by his.



“Mr. Cranmer.” All politeness as she pushed back her chair, as she stood up from her desk and the mass of work laid out across its surface. She moved as if to walk towards him, to hold out her hand in greeting as if he himself were one of her tenants come to steal a few minutes of her time. 



Her hand fell back to her side after she had taken only three steps. He remained near the door. The partially open door. As if he now lived in so much fear of bringing scandal down upon her household that he would not occupy the same room as her without the proper show of propriety. 



“I didn't mean to interrupt you,” he said, nodding towards her desk.



She shook her head. “I needed a rest,” she assured him. “Any longer and I would have developed a permanent stoop to my shoulders from peering at my steward’s immaculate but miniscule handwriting.”



He smiled, but it was fleeting. “I spoke to Miss Kennett just now.” He glanced over his shoulder, at the open door, as if the entire household staff might be standing by the gap and eavesdropping. He took another step into the room. “She told me of your offer, to keep her on as a governess for your daughter. You did not have to do that.”



“I know I did not have to do that.” There was a vexatiousness to her tone she could not pull back even if she had wished to. The sight of him there, in her study, one of the more quiet, undisturbed parts of the house, brought out a peevishness from inside of her. Why had he had not made any move to speak to her during the last six days? Because this was her home? Because her children were here? Because if scandal touched her here, it was not something she could simply climb into a carriage and be driven away from?



Or was it because — as he’d said only six days before — that he was only staying for Miss Kennett, until she was settled and comfortable?



“Of course you did not. But it was well done of you. Very well done.”



His praise should have warmed her heart. But instead it left her feeling… deflated. “I certainly did not do it in order to earn your approbation,” she said, her ire spilling out of her now. “She is in need of help and I am in a position to provide it. She has some money, yes, but not enough to go someplace where no one knows her and begin again. Certainly not enough to provide for a growing boy for the rest of his life, and while Lord Hays is still legally in charge of her affairs. Something had to be done.”



She turned partially away from him, her hands on her hips. She needed to move, needed to pace. She certainly could not look at him. Everything about him left her feeling as if she was standing on a knife’s blade. 



And yet even without fixing her gaze on him, his presence insisted on making itself known to her. The sweep of the dark curls on his head. The constant shadow along the edge of his jaw, as if he was always in want of a closer shave. The curve of his mouth. The smell of him. The slow hiss of his breath as he sighed.



“Lady Griffith—” he began.



“Do not call me that!” she cried. “Not after…” She closed her mouth, shut her eyes, nearly kicked the leg of the table closest to her. 



There was a click. She looked over her shoulder to see Thomas standing with his back against the door. A door that was now firmly shut. Propriety be damned, apparently.



“Have I done something wrong?”



That he would begin with such a question. She shook her head. 



“But you are angry with me.” He didn’t pose it as a query. She was upset. He had recognized it and acknowledged it. Were there many other men who could do the same?



Again, she shook her head. “I am not angry with you. It is more that I am… I am frustrated with myself.”



He said nothing to that. She was still pacing, still clenching her hands in the fabric of her skirt. No doubt she appeared ready to lash out at him, but that was not what she wanted, not at all.



“You must think that Miss Kennett is well and truly settled with us now,” she began, feeling her way through her words, untangling them as she would a mass of knotted yarn. “So I expect you will be leaving soon.” It was difficult to keep the question out of her own voice. But she watched him while her courage waxed and waned within herself. 



“I should, yes.” He remained with his back pressed to the door, the fingers of his right hand tapping out a tattoo beside the doorknob. “I will have to find something with which to occupy my time now that I no longer have Miss Kennett’s needs at the forefront of my mind. And my purse strings.”



She walked up to the window. It was not open today, but she looked out through the glass, at trees and lawns and dots of color she assumed were flowers if she could force her sight to focus on them. Instead she stood there, listening to him, while her heart pounded in rhythm with his fingertips on the solid oak of the door. 



“I had thought about going into the law,” Thomas went on, before the silence could stretch to near painful limits. “There are so many others out there like Miss Kennett, their lives dictated by the moth-eaten papers of dusty wills drawn up by generations before them. Perhaps, if I could see a way to help some of those people caught in the tangle of entailments and primogeniture and…” He shrugged. 



Regan did not see the shrug, but she heard it. In the way his words fell away from him, in the rush of breath that slid out of him, in the stutter of his fingers as they ceased their drumming and flattened themselves on the door. 



He wanted to help people. Just as he had helped Miss Kennett. But what would he say if she offered him a different sort of life? Would he consider staying here in Kent with her, helping her with the running of the estate, with her family? Or would it not be enough for him? Would she not be enough for him?



Their time together at Brandon Hall had been fun and pleasurable, but there had been no promises made, no future discussed. A timeless thing, unbeholden to the past or whatever may come afterwards. 



And he was so young, she reminded herself. Over and over again. He was young. He would not wish to settle, not yet. And she was established, with children grown, with every day dwindling the possibility that there may be more children. Surely he would not want to step into a life, a world already set into place by someone else. He would want to forge his own path, have his own home and family line to create. Or maybe…



Or maybe she could simply ask him what he wanted, instead of pretending she could read his wants and desires. 



“Thomas.” His name. His first name. She turned away from the window, though her hands reached behind her, seeking out the sill for any support it would impart to her. “I thought I could pretend,” she said, pausing to bite down on her lip before it could betray her with a quiver of nervousness. “I thought I could be a merry widow, taking on a lover and casting him off again without a qualm of guilt, without it ever truly reaching me.” She placed her hand on her chest, over her heart. “But I am not like that. A part of me envies people like that, who can…” Her head tilted to one side and she took her hand from her chest to twirl it through the air, poorly sketching out the words she wanted to say but that had so swiftly flown from her head. “I am not like that,” she repeated. 



And still, he would not move from the door. This man, this infuriating man who had pursued her only a few weeks before, stood there with as much animation as a coat rack, only the rise and fall of his throat giving away the fact that he might actually be a living, breathing creature. 



“I want you to stay,” she said. It was not as romantic as it had sounded when she had planned it all before, the words instead coming out as if they were forced from her. “And I know how absurd it must seem to you, and no doubt you will laugh or think I am silly and that I have been closeted away here with my children for too long, but…” She paused to swallow, then nearly choked because her mouth was too dry. Her hand at her throat, she fought to calm her breathing. She sounded like a fool. Dear lord, she must look and sound like a complete and utter fool to him. He would thank her for her interest in him, but there would be something mocking underneath, and he would leave her. Because he had an entire life still in front of him yet to live. And she… 



Thomas reached beneath the doorknob and locked the door. 



Her mouth snapped shut. And then she licked her lips with a tongue that felt like sandpaper and tried again. “What…?”



He took a single step away from the door. Into the room. Towards her. “I did not want to say anything. I did not know if it was my place to say anything. And here, with your children, with your servants… If I did something wrong, if I looked at you or touched you or — God forbid! — if I kissed you and someone saw…”



He had held back for her. Because he was worried about bringing scandal down on her head in her own home.



“I had already taken a risk bringing Miss Kennett here, I did not wish to compound the difficulties of the situation.”



“The difficulties of the situation…” she echoed numbly. 



“I am in love with you,” he said. He spoke in a hurry, tossing out the words to see what would come of them. “With your life, your family. With every little thing that makes up who you are. And I know there are some who will think I am too young to believe myself capable of strong feelings without first spending myself on the world, but I do not want that. I don’t need it. I saw you, and I spoke with you, and I wanted you… more than anything else.”



Regan stayed where she was, stranded in the middle of the room. Six days he had been here, and they had said little more to each other beyond the perfunctory greetings and words required of them by politeness. But she had always been aware of him, in the garden playing with the children, in the nursery with Peter and Miss Kennett, building towers out of blocks for the little boy to knock over. 



With ease, he had ingratiated himself into the household, never once behaving as if their quiet life in the country did not offer enough excitement for him. As far as she had seen, he had been perfectly content. No, more than that. He had appeared happy. And yet…



She looked at him. At his eyes. There was something there. A reticence, she thought. Perhaps even fear. And she realized at that moment it was taking all of his courage for him to stand there and tell her he loved her. Because… because he assumed she would reject him? Because of his youth? 



“Oh.” She nearly laughed, her fist against her mouth. 



She sniffed. The effort to prevent herself from laughing had made her nose begin to run, and now she worried that tears would be next. “What fools we are. Always believing what our minds tell us others think of us, what we assume others want.” She covered her face with her hands. The desire was there to curse, or to cry, or to stamp her foot on the rug and laugh like the fool she had already claimed herself to be. 



And she was tired. She had not slept properly for days, every night knowing that Thomas was in the house, only a half dozen doors separating her own bedroom from his. She had thought about going to him. Every night. Last night, even, she had donned her robe, a sturdy, sound-reducing pair of socks and made it as far as the hall before her courage had failed her and she had turned around and returned to her room. To her bed. Alone. 



“I do not want to be alone anymore,” she said, in reply to her own thoughts. Her own fears, she realized. “I know it sounds absurd when I have my children, but there are times when I miss companionship, when I miss…” She paused, her color rising. “What we… did together at Brandon Hall,” she forced herself to continue, forced herself to have this conversation now before she lost any other chance to speak with him. “I did not know it could be like that, between a man and a woman. I loved Edmund because he made me feel safe, because he was safe.” 



She would not say boring. Because even though her husband had been calm and quiet and reserved, there had never been a moment during their marriage when she could have claimed to be bored by him. “Yet you possess the singular talent of shrouding me in that same cocoon of safety… while also making me feel as if I am about to tumble into the unknown.” She smiled. “And I adore it. I adore how I feel when I am with you, and I want to feel that way every day for the rest of my life.”



He did not say her name. She thought he might. He crossed the last of the distance between them, and she met him halfway. He did not kiss her at once. Neither did she. But he held her in his arms, one hand reaching up to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing something away from the corner of her eye. 



“Speak,” she thought. “Say something.” She did not know if that order was for him or for herself. But she did not want to talk anymore. She had told him the truth. He knew now, and he could do with that information what he would.



And what he did was touch his lips to hers. Lightly. So lightly she thought she might curse and drag him more tightly against her. He pulled away from her long enough to look into her eyes. She studied his own face, her finger tracing that faint scar on his cheek, nearly hidden by his hair. 



“Your hair is entirely too long to be fashionable in London,” she said, all mock severity, as she twisted one of his dark curls around her fingertip. 



“Well, I am not in London, my lady.” Mmm, his voice had deepened, that burr she loved so much vibrating through her, making her muscles tighten between her legs. “I am precisely where I want to be,” he said, then pursed his lips, eyes narrowing in thought. “Well, not quite where I want to be. Not yet.”



Her brow furrowed in confusion. But only for a moment. Then his hands pulled at her skirt, hiking it upwards inch by inch until he had most of the fabric bunched up around her hips. She reminded herself that the door was locked. The windows behind her and beside her were shut. No one could walk in on them or interrupt them. And if anyone tried, they could go to the very devil. 



“Dammit,” he cursed, and she laughed when he realized what had him vexed. His hands were full of her gown. Her legs were bare, but for her stockings. But he was still fully covered and unable to open his trousers without letting go of her and throwing away all of his hard work. 



She clicked her tongue at him and reached for his falls. Her fingers worked quickly. She was not nervous this time. One button, two buttons, then enough that she could slip her hand inside, enough to grasp him and hold him, to relish the hardness of him against her palm. 



She wanted this, as well. To be wanted like this, to be desired. And to desire him in return. 



He reached between them and stilled her hand. “I’ve been a wreck for six days and nights,” he growled out, his mouth still curved in a grin. “I do not have the patience for teasing.”



“Am I teasing you, Mr. Cranmer?” She slid her hand along his length, brushed her thumb across his moist tip. 



A string of curses tumbled out of him. One arm wrapped around her lower back, the other still struggling to keep her skirts pinned up around her hips, he walked her backwards until they bumped up against a piece of furniture. Her desk, she spared a quick glance to see, half of her papers skimming through the air as he hoisted her up on its edge and moved to stand between her thighs. 



He was there before she could fully orient herself, the head of his cock teasing… teasing just for as long as it took her to grab the side of the desk and clutch his shoulder, and then he thrust into her, full and deep, his hips flush against hers. 



Something clattered behind her on the desk, but she did not care. With a nudge from him, she wrapped her legs around him, holding him inside of her, while she squirmed with the need to keep him there and the urge for him to pull out and thrust into her again.



“Now I am where I want to be,” he said, his words whispered into her hair, tickling the top of her ear. 



There was no more hesitation after that. Their lovemaking was swift and fierce, both of them coming quickly, while she bit down on her cry in case anyone should be walking past the door at that moment. 



She held onto him, placing her head on his chest, listening to the rapid beating of his heart as his breathing slowed to a more normal pace. 



“Regan,” he said, and kissed her hair. “I feel I could do this a dozen more times today and still not be fully sated.”



She laughed. She could not help it. “I think we would be very tired by the end of it,” she spoke into his shoulder. “And hungry. And everyone would wonder where we were.”



“No, it would not do to have your Mrs. Dale knocking on the door, the entire household lined up behind her.”



A sobering image, that was. Regan cleared her throat and pulled away, enough to look up into his face, to see if his thoughts were written across his features as clearly as she believed hers to be. “I do not want this to end,” she said, hoping he did not think this… this meeting in the study was some manner of farewell. “If you will have me—” But she could not say anything more. He kissed her again, beginning with an urgency that softened into something more lingering as the seconds slipped away. 



“If I will have you?” He kissed her forehead then, and laughed loud enough for the sound to rumble through her as well, a minor earthquake of mirth. “I have labored through the last few weeks, agonizing over the fear that I am not enough for you. That you would require someone with more experience, someone closer to you in age and wisdom. I did everything I could to push you from my thoughts after I met you and your children, after I saw how much of a life you already had. I did not think I would be equal to it, that I—”



She placed her fingers over his lips. His breath was warm on her skin, but she did her best to ignore that at the moment. 



“I love you,” she said. Three brief words, and yet their utterance seemed to change the very air in the room. “That is all. And if you love me as well, if you love my family, my children, then that is enough. That makes you more than enough.”



“Lady Griffith.” One corner of his mouth lifted in that crooked smile of his. “Regan,” he said, his voice now deeper than before. He shifted and she only remembered then that he was still inside of her, fully erect again as if they had not finished only minutes before. 



“Oh,” she gasped. “This is wicked.” But she did not stop him.



He pulled out and slid into her again. “Will you marry me?”



“What?” She blinked and struggled to look up at him. Though it was difficult to focus on anything when he insisted on thrusting into her with maddening slowness. “I thought…” Hadn’t that been what they were discussing? No, neither of them had mentioned marriage, at least not that she could remember. 



“Will you accept my offer to become your husband?”



“Yes. Yes, of course!” She slid her hips nearer to the edge of the desk. His next thrusts were harder, powerful enough to shake the books she had stacked on the shelves nearby. 



“And you will consent to be my wife?” He slid into her once more, then paused, his hips against hers, his gaze seeking out her own. “Know now that I will take whatever meagre scrap you offer me. I will live in your attic and only sneak down to your room at the witching hour of every night, if that is what you wish. But I want to marry you. I want to share in this life with you. I want…” His words faltered into silence.



Regan nodded. “I know,” she said, and burrowed her head into his shoulder, into his heart. “I know. It is what I want, too.”







Chapter Twenty-Four


  

  


“I love him, you know. No matter that I did not believe it possible.”



Regan sat on her knees, on a blanket she had brought with her to prevent the damp from soaking into her gown. It was late in the afternoon, nearly evening judging from the angle of the sunlight slanting through the trees that arced over the churchyard. She had already plucked out a few weeds that had fought their way through the earth to spring up around the base of her deceased husband’s headstone. She chided herself for not visiting as much of late, but then she had been busy, and the children, and Miss Kennett, and Thomas…



Well.



“We never had an opportunity to discuss what would happen should one of us leave the other before our time. But then,” she huffed a small sigh. “I guess if you are already gone from me, then it was your time after all.” She twirled a short blade of grass between her fingers, then broke it in half and let the pieces fall to the ground. “Where you are,” she pressed on, not looking at the stone itself but at the leaves on the ground, on a small mound of earth piled up around a hole into which a steady line of ants was streaming. “I do not know how much you can see, but… I am going to marry him. I love him,” she repeated, not to force the point, but because it pleased her to say it. “And he loves the children, and I think he will be a wonderful father to them. He will not replace you. No one could ever do that, but they need someone else, especially now with Katharine soon leaving. I need someone. I did not believe I would, or at least I told myself that I would not, but...”



She heard a sound, the distinctive crunch of footsteps, though they were still some distance away. Regan stood up, picked up the blanket and shook it out, and folded it again while Katharine — because now she was close enough for Regan to see that it was her daughter — approached from the lane that cut the shortest path from the churchyard to their home on the other side of the small rise. 



“Mama,” was all she said to begin with, and came up beside her, twining her arm in with her mother’s. They stood in silence together for several minutes, long enough to listen to the skylarks above them, to the hum and chatter of life all around them, as they paid their respects to those who had lived and died before them. 



“I will never cease to miss him,” Regan said. Her voice was not as thick as she had expected. It was not a fact that continued to cause her grief, it simply… was. 



“I know.” Katharine laid her head on her mother’s shoulder. “He would like your Mr. Cranmer.”



Ah, back to the possessives. Regan gave the blanket another nervous fold and tucked it beneath her arm. “We are to be married.” Again, she spoke easily, despite the fact that she was a tangle of nerves inside. And guilt. And sadness. And utter, utter happiness. How strange it was that so many of life’s milestones carried such an array of emotions with them, rather than simply one or another in stark relief. 



“Oh, Mama.” Katharine slipped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed her. “I will not say that I knew it, but I will admit I hoped. There was something there between you, all the way back when you first met. I saw it then, though I am sure you would have denied it.”



Regan smiled. “I would have, yes. I don’t think I was quite ready to admit to myself that I was capable of moving forward again.”



And so they stood there, swathed in the quiet stillness of the oncoming evening. Regan opened her mouth to speak, but closed it again. How many more moments like these would there be? Just her and Katharine, together? 



But that was not how life should be. One could not pluck a moment or a feeling or a memory from their days and continue to live it over and over again without alteration. She would have to watch her children grow. The memories she had of her husband would slowly corrode, some of them disappearing entirely. But if she did not allow those things to pass away, there would not be room enough for the new.



“When will you tell Jack and Maria?” Katharine’s question broke the spell, and along with her voice so many other sounds rushed in to fill the silence that had been there before. 



“Tonight,” Regan replied. “At bedtime, I think. Will they be happy, do you suppose?”



“I believe they are in absolute thrall to Mr. Cranmer,” Katharine said, a smile in her words if not on her features. “If the two of you had not already come to an agreement about marriage, I do believe they would have taken it upon themselves to move things forward for you.Though I warn you that Maria might be a little sad to hear that you are to be his intended bride, as I very much suspect she had taken on that prospective role for herself.”



Regan laughed, then bit her lip. “We should go back before we are stranded here in the dark.”



“As if you do not know every step, every rock and tree root by heart,” Katharine said. But it was not a reproof. In the months following Edmund’s death and interment, Regan had made the journey to the churchyard every day, no matter the weather or any other prior engagements waiting for her at home. “Have you given any thought to the wedding itself?” her daughter asked as they wove through the other headstones, working their way back towards the path that would take them to the road. 



“Not at all,” Regan said with a laugh. “My head has been so full of your nuptials, I cannot lend room for anything else. But I do not want our joy to overshadow your own, so I thought we might wait to make any kind of official announcement until after you and Mr. Winthrop have wed.”


“That is kind of you, but not necessary.”



“Of course it is not necessary, but still. I’ve been married before. I don’t want a large wedding or announcements in every paper or a grand tour of the continent following the ceremony. I will be happy with the most unimportant of ceremonies in this very church. That is, if Thomas does not want anything more. And I do not suspect he will.”



Their conversation turned to other matters as they walked, to the flowers beginning to fade in the garden, to the cool weather and shorter days that stretched out beyond. Katharine talked about Egypt, where Mr. Winthrop planned to take her not long after they were married. Regan said little, though she knew it would mean her daughter would be gone for quite some time, years perhaps, and so far away from England, from her home. 



They walked up the drive and into the house as the sliver of moon peeked above the hills. The children would be all ready for bed, no doubt, and so Regan excused herself to join them in the nursery where they would most likely be waiting for her. 



They were, of course. Maria expecting no less than three stories — two of which had to come direct from Regan’s imagination — and Jack sneaking a few wooden soldiers into his bed with him, where he seemed intent on recreating the entire battle of Thermopalye with less than a half dozen men on either side. 



When the stories were finished, she drew a great, deep breath and told them that she and Mr. Cranmer were to be married. Maria sat up in bed as quick as if she had a spring beneath her, clapping her hands and squealing loud enough for Jack to cover his ears. 



“So I take it you approve?” Regan asked once she had managed to calm Maria’s cries down to a few excited peeps. 



“I like him,” Jack pronounced with considerable gravitas, feigning a serious manner that belied his youth. 



“Does this mean he will be our new Papa now?” Maria asked, her eyes wide and gleaming in the candlelight. 



Regan held her breath and counted to three. Their new Papa… How much of Edmund did they even remember? Maria, surely, could have no real memories of him, not even old enough to walk when their father had died. And Jack… Perhaps Jack did not remember him, either. But Regan could not bring herself to ask if he did.



“If you would like him to be, yes. He will be your Papa. Though he can still be Mr. Cranmer to you if you would rather.”



“When can I call him Papa?” Maria nearly bounced in her bed, but Regan placed a hand on her shoulder, stilling her excitement. 



“After the wedding. Which will not come until after Katharine’s wedding to Mr. Winthrop, so I’m afraid you will have to wait a little longer, at least.”



Maria frowned, but Jack nodded sagely, his untidy hair flopping into his eyes. 



“Now, you must go to sleep.” Regan kissed both of them, tucking them beneath their blankets and pulling the soldiers out of Jack’s bed so he would not roll onto them during the night. She blew out their candles, checked that the windows were open enough to let in some air while they slept, and slipped out just as Maria’s eyes drifted shut and Jack let out a snore.



She returned downstairs, her hand to her abdomen as she realized how long it had been since she had eaten a proper meal. She had not given any instructions to Mrs. Dale as to supper, however, and so she turned around and went to Katharine’s room, knocking lightly on the door. 



Katharine was already ensconced in a chair near the fire, a book in her lap and a tray of sandwiches and cold salads at her side. “You may join me, if you wish,” she invited. “Miss Kennett has already gone to bed with Peter, and I do not know where Mr. Cranmer has taken himself off to.”  



Regan shook her head. “I’ll send for my own tray and leave you to your stories. Good night, my dear.”



“Good night, Mama,” she said, her attention already darting back to the pages of her book.



And so a choice had been set before her: To retire to her own room for the evening and take her supper there, or to seek out Thomas and… 



And what? He was her betrothed now, though only a few members of the household were aware of it. It did grant them some leeway as to how much time they could spend in one another’s company without the hushed whispers of gossip erupting to life around them, though it did not mean that Thomas could move into her bedroom and live for all the world as if they were already man and wife.



She went to her room, ordered a small meal to be brought to her there, and with Molly’s help changed out of her day attire and into a nightgown and robe that managed to cover more than the clothes she had just removed. She opened her window to temper against the small fire that glowed from the fireplace, then began turning down the covers of her bed while she waited for her tray to be brought. 



The maid arrived, bearing several plates that looked like exact copies of what she had seen in Katharine’s room. “Will there be anything else?” she asked as she set down the tray and adjusted its contents.



“No, that should be all. Perhaps a book and bed,” she added, thinking that her daughter’s way of finishing the day might be the best. 



The sandwiches were delicious, and though there were enough for several people, Regan worked her way through all of them, leaving only a few crumbs and smears of butter behind. Thank heavens for the voluminous folds of her nightgown, she thought with a smile, as it allowed her to eat as much as she wished and sink down into her chair, her bare toes stretched out towards the fire, a study in complete contentment.



She had just begun to doze when a light knock on the door brought her head up with a jerk. “Come in,” she said without thinking, expecting Molly or Mrs. Dale or perhaps even one of the children shuffled down from the nursery in the aftermath of a bad dream. She shifted only slightly in her chair, sitting up enough to draw her feet back from the subdued flames of the fire.



But it was neither one of the servants or the children who stepped sideways into her room. Her breath stilled at the sight of Thomas, still mostly dressed, though his waistcoat and neckcloth must have been abandoned before he had made the journey to her room. 



“What are you—?” She blew out a breath in exasperation, then grabbed for the edges of her robe, as if he had not seen every inch of her bared skin in the past. “What if someone sees you?”



He closed the door behind him. “We are to be man and wife, you know.” 



Dear heavens, the man was smiling. Huffing again, she stood up and brushed the crumbs from her dinner off the front of her robe. “But we are not man and wife yet.” She ran her hand across her mouth as well, in case there was any evidence of the too-many sandwiches she had eaten lingering there. “Goodness, there are times when I am not sure I would be able to distinguish between you and an excited puppy.”



And then he laughed, low in his throat, and she knew she could not send him away.



“Have you eaten?” The question was so ordinary, so commonplace, but it was what sprang to mind. He was nearly family, and so her instinct was to treat him as such. “I can have some sandwiches brought up if you are feeling peckish.”



He shook his head. “I am not hungry,” he said, though that didn’t truly answer her initial question. “I wanted to tell you that I will be leaving tomorrow.”



Her hands froze over the supper tray. Thank goodness she had not been holding a plate or she might have dropped it. “What?”



He waved at her concern before it could spirit away her imagination. “Back to Suffolk, to see the dower house on my brother’s property closed up again. The servants are still there. Miss Kennett and I left in so much haste that I wasn’t able to take care of things properly. But I would like to make certain everyone has been paid and given references for a new situation, for those that are in need of it. There are also a few things that were left behind, some of Peter’s toys and other possessions of Miss Kennett’s that we did not have room to bring with us. But now that she is planning on making this her new residence…”



Regan nodded. “Of course. Though if you need any help, I can send along one of the footmen. Or perhaps Dale. He would most likely grumble at being sent from his post for several days, but he is wonderful at management, and would know exactly how best to see that your servants are treated fairly.”



“That would be most welcome. Anything to shorten the journey and make the task an easier thing to bear.”



She finished organizing the plates on the tray — she had no need to sort them, but she had to give her hands something to keep them occupied — and tugged again at the edges of her robe. “How long do you think you will be away?”



“I hope not for more than a week or two.” He strolled into the middle of the room, his own hands fussing with the cuffs of his shirt, rolling them up from his wrists until he finally gave up and pushed them up to his elbows. “And then… Well, I thought I might visit my brother for a few days, after I return Dale to you. He should know that I am to be married. And I do not think it would look well for you and I to be sleeping beneath the same roof in the days leading up to the wedding.”



She had not thought about that. “Yes, you should see your brother,” she said. Her chin had dipped low, and she did not bother to hide her disappointment. 



“I would rather remain here,” he assured her, and there was a note in his voice that made it clear he was not simply saying it to placate her feelings. “I would rather we were married tomorrow, or at least as soon as could be managed.”



“Off to Gretna Green then?” Her heart fluttered at the idea of it, though she knew it could not be. “As exciting an adventure as that would be, Maria would be sad to miss the wedding. I think she has her heart set on a new gown for the occasion, and to be the first to call you ‘papa’ once our vows are spoken and all is made right and legal.”



“Papa…” His eyebrows danced upwards as he grinned. “Really? She wants to call me papa?”



“She will be shouting it out to you tomorrow if we are not careful,” Regan warned, a laugh bubbling up in her throat.



“And you…” He walked towards her, his hands moving as if they would reach out to her before he slipped them behind his back instead. “It does not pain you, that she should want to call me that?”



“I would be lying if I said that it did not give me some cause for sadness.” She wrapped the two sides of her robe around herself, like a shield, but against what she could not say. “But she doesn’t remember Edmund. She was only a baby when he… well. But she’s so ready to be your daughter, and I hope that does not frighten you. She can be very eager when there is something she wants. But… does it?” she pressed the point. “Frighten you? To so quickly step into the role of a father?”



He was close enough to touch her. And he did, first placing his hand beneath her chin, then tipping her face upwards to kiss her lips. Lightly, quickly. “It did at first. When I discovered you had children and your life here, I must admit I was intimidated. Afraid, really. But now… I know I’m not marrying only you. I want a family. I want to live in a house filled with the laughter of children.”



“Even if they are not your own?” It was a bold question, but it needed to be asked. She did not doubt that he would love her children as much as if they were his, but she needed to hear him say it, if only for her own peace of mind. 



“I love them because they are yours,” he said, and pulled her into his embrace. “But I also love them because they are brilliant, remarkable children. It is not a choice between you and them. It is all of you, because there is room for all of you in my heart.”



From anyone else she might have thought his words to be too cloyingly sweet, but he spoke with the earnestness of youth, from a genuine desire to love and to be loved. And so she tucked her head against him, and blinked away the tears that suddenly sprung from the corners of her eyes. 



“I know that I should send you back to your room,” she said, speaking the words into his collar. “That we should keep up appearances for a little while longer, but I really don’t want to.”



He laughed and kissed the top of her head. “I can go if you like.”



But she shook her head. “No, no. I want you here.” She pulled him towards the bed. There was nothing seductive in the maneuver. She slipped out of her robe and slid beneath the covers while he removed his boots and trousers but left his shirt. He joined her and she nestled against him, her arms seeking him out, his own wrapping around her and holding her close. 



This was what she needed, what she had craved for so many years without even realizing it. The intimacy of another person in her life, another person to hold her while she slept. Someone to be with her, to assure her that loneliness did not have to be a permanent thing. 



And so she closed her eyes, and she threaded her legs through his, and she slept. 







Chapter Twenty-Five


  

  


The weather turned after Thomas left to return to Suffolk, marking the beginning of the end of the warmest weather of the year. Bands of rain swept in two days after his departure, darkening the sky along with the children’s spirits. The ground quickly changed to mud after one full day beneath the inclement skies, and Regan refused to let Jack and Maria out to play in it, no matter how sturdy they claimed their boots to be and no matter how much they begged every time they saw her. 



On the second day of rain, she tasked them with creating and putting on a puppet show for little Peter to enjoy in the nursery. The show was such a success they brought it down to the drawing room, putting on a repeated performance for the entire family and those servants who were able to abandon their duties long enough to enjoy it. 



By the fourth day of rain, the children were bickering with one another over every slight — both real and imagined — and Regan was forced to separate them in order to preserve not only her own sanity but that of every other person in the house. 



By the sixth day, like Noah standing at the bow of the ark waiting for the return of a dove with a branch, Regan stood at the window, gazing up at a sky that no longer tore itself asunder to drench the countryside. The rain had stopped the night before, and sunshine — glorious sunshine! — scythed its way through the clouds and turned the drops of water still clinging to every surface into rare jewels. 



Regan dressed and went down to breakfast, joining Katharine in the sun-dappled parlour. The children would no doubt be bouncing off the walls of the nursery, waiting for her to come up and deliver her verdict to them as to whether they would be permitted to play outside or not. Regan sipped her coffee and smiled at the thought of making them wait just a few minutes more for their pleasure. After driving the household mad for nearly a week, they could suffer for another hour in their turn.



“There is something for you,” Katharine said, glancing up from her plate long enough to push a small stack of letters towards her side of the table. 



Regan pursed her lips at that. Most of the letters were usually for her, but then Katharine’s eyes twinkled and she tapped on the topmost letter on the pile. “From Mr. Cranmer.”



A corner of toast held between her teeth, Regan snapped up the letter, cracked the seal with her thumb, and unfolded the messy pages until she found her way to the beginning of the missive. “Ah, good,” she said, scanning the scrawled lines. “Mr. Dale has proven to be a godsend, he says, and they have secured positions for Miss Kennet’s former cook and maid within Mr. Cranmer’s own staff… Wait. No. His brother’s staff. Ah, that makes more sense.” She continued reading silently, smiling at a secret joke, then blushing slightly at a more ribald pronouncement she certainly would not be mentioning aloud within Katharine’s hearing. “Apparently his brother is currently staying at his country house in Norfolk, so Mr. Cranmer hopes to take a small detour that will bring him back here for a day to deliver Dale to us before continuing on to visit with his brother’s family.”



Katharine looked up from her own letter, one Regan suspected from the familiar handwriting was from Mr. Winthrop. “Does he say when he will return? I’m sure Jack and Maria would love to see him again, especially now that the weather is not so dismal.”



“Hmm.” Regan read through another paragraph. “He does not say. Though considering when the letter was dated and the state of the roads, I doubt we will see him for at least another two or three days.”



“Oh, Maria will be disappointed.”



“I am sure she will survive it.”



But for her own part, Regan experienced a small thrill of anticipation. She had not expected to hear from him at all while he was gone. But now they had word that he would be here again within a few days, and Regan had to tamp down the edges of her smile before her mouth threatened to push past the boundaries of her face.



“Well,” she said as she finished her food and her second cup of coffee. “I should venture upstairs before your brother and sister burst through the windows in search of sunlight.”



“They’ll still need their boots,” Katharine said, sounding so grown up and motherly that Regan almost tripped on the edge of the rug as she stood. “Mrs. Dale said it is still nothing but mud everywhere, but it does seem to be drying quickly enough.”



By the time she arrived at the door to the nursery, she found all three children — Peter included — dressed for outdoors and sitting very quietly together, as if they knew their fate depended on their behavior. Miss Kennett sat near the window, working on more of her embroidery, singing to herself while the children played and whispered in subdued tones.



“Well?” Regan announced without preamble, drawing all four sets of eyes to herself. “Who is ready to walk down to the lake and see if the rain has made it overflow its banks?”



They made a merry party marching down the drive, Miss Kennett carrying Peter on her hip and Regan bearing the load of a small bag of apples for the children to snack on when they needed a rest and bit of refreshment. Regan thought they would keep to the lane for as long as possible rather than cut across the lawn, giving the grass more time to dry out beneath the sun. They had only been outside for a minute when Regan caught sight of a black shape on the horizon, the soft sloping hills situated in a way that gave her a view of the gatehouse and the beginning of the drive leading up to the house.



“What is it, Mama?” Maria tugged on her sleeve. “Is it Mr. Cranmer? Has he come back already?”



Regan squinted beneath the brim of her bonnet. The carriage was unfamiliar to her, but it was certainly not the one Mr. Cranmer and Mr. Dale had left in six days before. “I do not know. Shall we return to the house and wait for their arrival, or shall we walk a little farther and meet them along the way?” The weather was so fine it had made her playful, and the idea of their little band trundling up to greet their visitors made her smile. 



“My lady,” Miss Kennett said from behind her. 



Regan turned. Miss Kennett’s complexion was pale, her eyes wide and unblinking. And fixed in the direction of the approaching carriage. 



“Miss Kennett?” Regan took a step towards her, her arm outstretched. The poor girl looked ready to drop where she stood, though her grip on Peter remained strong, even tighter than before.



“I recognize the carriage,” she said, finally blinking, finally tearing her gaze away to swing it towards Regan. “It belongs to Lord Hays.”



It could not have been a greater shock if someone had thrown a pail of icy water onto Regan’s head. Her breath stopped, perhaps even her heart as it thudded once, twice in her chest. And then she inhaled, and she spun on her heel as she took in her surroundings as if seeing them clearly for the first time. 



“Take Peter to the nursery,” she told Miss Kennett. “Keep him there until I tell you when it is safe to come out again.”



The young lady did not hesitate, but returned to the house as fast as she could with Peter in her arms. 



“Jack, Maria?” Regan called her children to her. “Go to the kitchen. Tell Mrs. Dale I need you to help sort out refreshments for our guest, hmm? And then tell her you may stay there — out of everyone’s way, please — and have as many treats as you wish.” 



The children scampered away, the gravel from the drive spitting out behind their heels as their departure turned into a race between the two of them. Regan waited until everyone else had disappeared inside again, and then she set her mind to work.



“Right,” she said under her breath, and looked down at her gown, then raised a hand to touch her hair, pulled back in a plain, rather untidy knot for the day. “Best to make him wait.”



***



She gave her instructions to the servants: Put Lord Hays in the drawing room. Offer him all manner of drinks and delicacies. Make him feel welcome. Make him feel at home. Have Mrs. Dale apologize for the delay but make certain to let him know that the mistress of the house would be down in only a moment.



That had been an hour ago.



Regan stood outside the drawing room, her hand hovering an inch from the doorknob. Her gown had been changed, the faded, outdated muslin put aside for a day dress in pale yellow silk. Her hair had been brushed to a shine, styled in intricate braids her maid twined around her head, and held in place with small combs of gold and silver filigree. She wore no jewels but for a small chain with a single, small teardrop pearl around her neck. The pearl had been a gift from Thomas before he left for Suffolk, an heirloom from his grandmother. She reached up and held the small treasure between her fingers for a moment, willing it to take on the role of a talisman and give her strength. 



She opened the drawing room door. 



Lord Hays sat on a sofa, angled away from the door and set towards the cold fireplace. With one arm stretched out across the back, he appeared to have made himself comfortable during his extended wait. Regan bristled at the sight. He looked too comfortable, as if he were trying the room on for size and finding it just to his liking. But she wanted him to be comfortable, to be fully at ease when she spoke to him. She wanted to catch him off his guard. 



She tapped on the inside of the door with her knuckle and cleared her throat delicately.



“Ah!” His face lit up when he saw her. He stood quickly, then slowed his pace as he walked around the sofa and reached out to take her offered hand. “Lady Griffith. I do apologize for coming upon you without an invitation, but as I was in the area, I thought it would be more impolite of me to miss the chance to pay a call.”



“Lord Hays.” She gritted her teeth as he kissed the air above her hand. When his gaze touched her face again, her smile softened. “I would certainly take offense if I had learned you had traveled so near to us and did not deign to make a visit.” She deftly pulled her hand from his grasp and gestured towards the sofa and chairs. “I take it you have been well looked after while I have been detained? I do apologize for making you wait, but the running of a household can take up more hours than we often anticipate.” 



She would give him no more details than that, and she doubted he would ask for more. He did not seem the type to be truly interested in what made up her day to day life. He was there, she was his audience, and she doubted that this would end up as a mere social call. At worst, he had deduced Miss Kennet’s presence there in her household. At best, he had come to flirt with her and perhaps take another chance at winning her hand. The latter, at least, she could put an end to easily enough.



“You do not have a capable steward to look after these matters for you?” Lord Hays waited until she had chosen a chair opposite him before he resumed his seat on the sofa. “As a well-bred gentlewoman, I would not think you should have to take so much upon yourself.”



“I have a very capable steward,” she said, busying herself with the remains left on the tray that had been brought in for him. The tea was still warm, and so she poured a cup for herself. She offered to pour for him as well, but he declined. “An extraordinarily capable housekeeper and butler as well, but as my husband did before me, I prefer to oversee things as much as possible. All of this will one day pass to my son, and I would not care for it to be frittered away through neglect or mismanagement.”



“You should marry again.” He spoke easily, as if it were a bit of a joke to be shared between them. But Regan watched his expression, the narrowing of his eyes as he appraised her.



“I think I just might take your advice,” she replied, and sipped her tea. She had made it sweeter than she usually preferred, but it suited the falseness of her mood. “My son should have another parent, especially as he will soon be navigating the twists and turns of school at the beginning of the year.”



Lord Hays smiled. Was that a predatory gleam to his eye, or was Regan allowing her imagination to see something that was not there? “I hear you are also to have a daughter married soon. Miss Griffith is to be wed to… oh, what was the gentleman’s name again? I fear it has quite escaped me.”



Regan took another sip and matched his smile over the rim of her cup. She doubted he had forgotten Mr. Winthrop’s name, instead choosing to pretend he had as a veiled insinuation that the man was not worth remembering. “Mr. Winthrop,” she supplied, and reached for a biscuit. Quite boldly, she dunked a corner of her biscuit into her tea and took a dripping bite. “He is becoming quite well known in academic circles, if what Katharine tells me is true. I must admit, I am quite in awe of the extent of his knowledge on historical matters.”



“Ah, yes. History,” he said, his voice dry enough to rival the Sahara. “And what of you, my lady? Will you be venturing back into the marriage mart once you have seen your daughter wed?”



“Oh, no. I do not believe I shall trouble myself with any of that.” She brushed a few crumbs from her fingers and set to plucking the rest from her lap with overly dainty movements. “You see, I already have a gentleman in mind, and I think he will do very nicely.”



Lord Hays shifted in his seat. His brow furrowed, his mouth twitching between a grin and a twist of confusion. He was suitably nonplussed, with just a tinge of hopefulness framing it all. “And… is this gentleman’s name a great secret?”



“Not at all!” She set down her cup and clasped her hands together in her lap. “You know him, of course.”



“Of course.” His mouth settled into a smile. He thought she was toying with him. And she was, though not in the way he suspected. “And what a very, very lucky gentleman he is.”



“Very much so,” Regan went on. “Though I must admit I find myself to be just as lucky, just as blessed. Mr. Cranmer is indeed one of the finest gentlemen I have ever met.”



It took a moment. The eyes changed first, the brows sinking down over his eyes. Then the smile faded, his lips parting as his jaw wobbled with words he could not seem to properly speak. “What?”



“Mr. Thomas Cranmer,” she said again, her manner just as bright as before. “We are betrothed. Did you not know? Well, it is very recent and we’ve not spoken of it too much. I don’t want to draw any attention away from Katharine and Mr. Winthrop. I am sure you would pay the same courtesy were you in my place.”



“You are going to wed Mr. Cranmer?” His voice had changed, like controlled thunder. 



Regan sat up straighter. Her hands itched to ball into fists, but she exhaled slowly and flattened her palms on her thighs instead. “Yes. Do you not wish to offer us your felicitations?”



The fingers of his right hand drummed on his knee. His other hand gripped the arm of the sofa, his knuckles turning white. “You little bitch,” he muttered, possibly low enough that he thought she would not hear. But years of raising children had trained her ears to hear every muttered word, every mutinous whisper. 



“Well,” she said, and rose from her chair. “I am so sorry you must be going now, my lord. A shame your visit had to be of such short duration.”



He blinked at her, his mouth still partially open. 



“Shall I order your carriage brought around?” she prompted, while he gaped like a fish.



“Lady Griffith.” He pronounced her name like a swear. The bow that he gave her was stunted and meant to insult. He walked out of the room, his movements stiff, his shoulders hunched up inside his jacket. 



Regan located the nearest manservant with a glance and raised her eyebrows at him. He nodded once and fixed his attention on Lord Hays, his weight shifting forward onto the balls of his feet. The man looked ready to pounce at the first signal, and Regan could only hope it would not come to that.



Lord Hays crossed the hall, but instead of walking towards the front of the house as she had anticipated, he cut a line towards the stairs and the private sections of the house.



“Lord Hays!” she said, loud enough she was sure every person under the roof heard her. 



He turned to face her, one foot already on the first stair, his left hand gripping the bannister with enough ferocity she thought he might tear it free from its holdings should someone attempt to pry him away from it. “I came here today because of a rumor that reached my ears. Your… betrothed—” he spat out the word, “—was seen at an inn not a half-day’s journey from here, in the company of my ward, Miss Kennett. Now,” he breathed, and lifted his chin, putting as much height between them as he could. “Where are they?”



A spoiled child. That was how Regan saw him. An overgrown boy who thought he could rant and rave and win what he wanted by throwing a tantrum in her presence. 



“Mr. Cranmer is not here,” she said, her voice vibrating with tension though she fought to keep her tone level. “And Miss Kennett’s whereabouts are not your concern.”



“I am her guardian!” he ground out between gritted teeth.



Regan held her breath. She counted to three. She exhaled. “You will compose yourself while in my home. Or I will have you removed from it.”



Lord Hays released his hold on the bannister. The sweep of his gaze widened, taking in the servant behind Regan, the shadows of other maids and servants lingering in doorways, just beyond sight. The commotion had brought them bubbling to the surface, and now he seemed suddenly aware of the audience settled in place to watch the performance.



“Perhaps…” he began, and took his foot off the first stair. “We should discuss this. Somewhere else.”



She could still have him thrown out. But that would only be a temporary solution. Legally, she knew, he was in the right. If he were not content to allow the matter to be swept under the rug — and his behavior today gave every indication that he would not be — he could return and have Miss Kennett and her son forcibly taken from the house. He was a member of the peerage. He was above her in rank. And he was a man. The law would sit comfortably on his side.



“I have a lovely bit of woodland on the north side of the garden,” Regan said, for all the world as if their conversation had never deviated from its previous banalities. “My children like to play in it and pretend it is much wilder than it actually is. Would you join me for a stroll?” Her tone was sharp, yet edged with enough sweetness to leave him no recourse. He would come with her, or he would leave. 



He lowered his chin and gestured for her to lead the way. 



The lovely bit of woodland was little more than a collection of young elms flanked on one side by a hedgerow thick with dog roses, but it was near enough to the house that Regan did not feel to be putting herself in any danger with him, yet provided the distance necessary to lend them some privacy. And Regan greatly preferred keeping him out of the house and away from Miss Kennett for as much as possible. 



“I am sure Mr. Cranmer has filled your head with all manner of tales about my treatment of Miss Kennet,” Lord Hays said the moment they were out of earshot of the household servants. “But as I said before, I am her guardian. Her father entrusted me with her upbringing and care. It would be remiss of me to… to abandon her when she was most in need of my guidance and protection.”



“Your protection,” Regan echoed. She set herself several paces away from him. The urge to do him physical harm might prove overwhelming and she did not wish to give in to the temptation, no matter how satisfying it might be. “It might surprise you to know that the details of Miss Kennett’s situation did not come from Mr. Cranmer but from Miss Kennett herself. She told me that you are the father of her child. Is she correct?”



He hesitated. Regan would remember that much. The fleeting look of panic, hastily hidden away again as he tried to regain his equilibrium. But she would not give him the chance to deny it. Better to chip away at his foundation now that she had witnessed the first crack.



“The child resembles you, quite strongly about the nose and mouth.” She had not thought about it before, but it was true. As young as Peter was, some of his features had already begun to echo those of his accused sire. And no doubt as the boy grew, the resemblance would only strengthen.



“You will tell me I must marry her, then?”



Regan inhaled. Not a denial. Nor an absolute admittance of the truth. But it would do. “I am fairly certain that prospect is the last thing she wishes. Though it is what you wanted, is it not? Her dowry, while not remarkable, would be enough to pay off at least some of your most impending debts.”



He had the grace to at least look somewhat shameful at this accusation, but it did not win any amount of sympathy from her.



“It is why you took an interest in me at Brandon Hall, because even though my husband only had his knighthood bestowed upon him a few years before his death, the fortune he left to me is quite substantial.” It was crass to speak so boldly of debts and dowries, but she no longer believed Lord Hays to be worth exerting herself over the various rules of conversational etiquette. 



“You lay a greater sin at my door than I deserve,” he told her, his tone still haughty even through his attempt at absolving himself. “Any interest I showed in you was only of the most sincere kind. Your fortune had nothing at all to do with it. Of course, now that you have thrown in your lot with the likes of young Mr. Cranmer, perhaps I should regard it as a blessing that I did not succeed in obtaining your affections after all.”



A part of her wanted to fume in greater anger than what his words provoked, but she found everything he said left her feeling exhausted. “How much?” she asked suddenly. “How much to give up your guardianship of Miss Kennett and her child, to leave here and never come back?”



He drew back in surprise at her sudden change in direction. Would he call her out on her offense? Would he recoil in horror and claim that money meant nothing at all to him? Or would he—



“The full amount equal to Miss Kennett’s dowry, plus fifty percent.”



Regan raised her chin. She had not expected him to acquiesce so quickly, but neither was she surprised. “Twenty-five percent.”



“Forty.”



She smiled. “Refuse to accept my offer and you will receive nothing. I will send Miss Kennett to the continent where you will never find her and let slip to the ton a salacious rumor I heard of Lord Hays’ indiscretion with his ward.”



“You despise all of society and London,” he said, grey eyes narrowed. 



“For you, I would make an exception.”



He raised his arms at his sides and let them fall again. “I could fetch the local magistrate and have Miss Kennett returned to my care, and all of this would be settled.”



“But you will not,” she said, gambling with her next words. “Because you are afraid of the scandal it might provoke. Because you know that Miss Kennett will always do everything in her power to run from you. So I think you will take the money and the silence that comes with it.”



He laughed, a sharp sound that made Regan feel slightly ill. “It seems you have me at your mercy, Lady Griffith.”



She ignored his comment, spoken in tones no doubt meant to provoke. “I shall have my solicitor contact you at his earliest convenience. If there is nothing else…?” She paused, not long enough for him to think, only enough to make him believe she would give him a chance to speak up if he so wished. “Then I will order your carriage to be made ready for you. Good day, my lord.”



Swift and without a look back, she turned and made her way out of the trees, around the hedgerow and up the front steps of the house. If Lord Hays chose to follow her, she did not care. She glanced at a table in the foyer and saw his walking stick and gloves, and realized he would need to return, if only for those, but she would not be there to make inane conversation with him. Once his carriage had been brought around, once he was on his way and she had seen him go passed the gatehouse, then she would go up to the nursery and tell Miss Kennett that it was safe to come down again. Until then, she gave the orders necessary to expedite his departure, and she went into her study — cool and dark and with the curtains still drawn — and paced the length of the room a half dozen times until her heart stopped feeling as if it were trying to leap from her throat. 



Not once had Lord Hays mentioned a desire to see his child. Not once had he asked after the welfare of Miss Kennett or her son. Did he even know whether he had a son or a daughter? She had been careful not to say either way, but she doubted it would have mattered. He had pounced on her offer of money in exchange for his guardianship rights like a cat on a wounded mouse. 



She had expected something more from him. No, not that. She had hoped for something more, some kernel of possibility that he cared for more than what a woman could bring to him financially. Apparently, Regan had been more optimistic than she realized.



Several minutes passed before she could breathe steadily. She glanced out the window, peering between a slight gap in the curtains like some heroine from a gothic novel, she thought. There was nothing of interest to be seen from this side of the house. She abandoned the study and crossed to the drawing room, where one of the windows was open and a buzz of commotion met her ears before she was even halfway across the carpet. 



“... I have done nothing untoward…” Lord Hays, that was. She recognized his imperious tones. The next few words were too muffled for her to make them out. And then “... if I had known how easy it would be to bed her, I’d have been between Lady Griffith’s legs before she could have even given a whelp like you a second glance.”



The words did not shock her. Perhaps they should have, but instead of reeling from the offense, she only felt that same exhaustion again, that Lord Hays should continue to stoop so low when he had already placed himself there on the strength of his own behavior. 



“What?” Lord Hays again. “You are not going to call me out? Defend the honor of your betrothed and challenge me to pistols at dawn? If she were mine—” Whatever he said next was cut off. Regan pulled back the curtain fully and looked down at the drive. There stood two carriages, Lord Hays’ already standing ready for him with the door open, and behind it was one of her own, Mr. Dale directing the servants to have it taken around to the rear of the house. 



But it was the sight of Thomas that caught her attention. He was not standing near enough to Lord Hays to touch him. Another step or two forward would have been necessary for that. But he held one arm out towards him, his palm out as if telling Lord Hays in no uncertain terms to simply… stop.



And Lord Hays had stopped. At a gesture from a so-called “whelp,” the older gentleman had faltered into an uneasy silence. 



There were no more words. Regan watched as Lord Hays made an attempt to push his shoulders back, to set his jaw with a determined air. But he moved like a chastised dog as he climbed into his carriage, disappearing into the darkness before the door was shut, the driver adjusted the reins in his hands, and the vehicle set into motion. 



Goodness, she hoped to never set eyes on the man again.



Regan left the drawing room and met Thomas just as he came in from outside. 



“I see you had a visitor today,” Thomas ventured in lieu of a greeting. 



Regan took in the sight of him. She was beginning to tire of so often seeing him coming and going on various journeys. He looked tired — again — and if it were not for the bustle of servants, for the children most likely about to escape from the kitchen, she would drag him up to his room for a bath and a long nap. And perhaps a little more than that. 



“No one of real consequence,” she said, and let him take her hand, her breath held as he kissed her fingers. “There will be some fuss about paperwork and such, I am sure. But if all goes well, we should not have to trouble ourselves about him again.” She would tell him about the money that would have to go to Lord Hays to buy out his guardianship of Miss Kennett. But not here, not in the open where everyone or anyone could listen in. 



Thomas removed his hat and absently beat the brim of it against his palm. “I admit, I was worried when I approached the house and saw his carriage sitting in the drive, but it seems you managed everything quite well on your own.”



“I am a very capable woman,” Regan said, trying — and failing — not to grin as widely as him. 



“I see.” He took a step towards her. “Perhaps you do not need a husband after all,” he said, his voice pitched low enough that his words would not carry. “If you can vanquish even the worst villains without setting a single hair out of place.”



He was teasing her, she knew. But the thought of being on her own again, of slipping back into the existence she had known before he had swept into it, filled her with an entirely new kind of grief. There would still be her children, yes. Her love for them, the joy they brought into her life would never diminish. But with Thomas she was reminded of how much more love there could be. And now that she had found it, she trembled at the thought of losing it. 



“No, I do not need a husband,” she said, attempting to keep her voice light, though a quaver on the last word betrayed her. “I have no doubt I could continue on quite well on my own. But if given the choice, I would rather not.”



“Then we are of the same mind.” He had released her hand. He stood in front of her, not touching her, the space between them of an appropriate measure should any of the servants look back and see them standing there. “I would much rather be here with you than anywhere else.”



She could have kissed him. She wanted to, but held back to preserve what shred of propriety they still maintained. Later, she thought. When they were alone, in either her room or his. And she would tell him she loved him. And hear him say it in return.







Epilogue


  

  


The wedding was not a grand affair. Autumn displayed the last of its colors as Regan journeyed to the small chapel at the edge of the estate, a few golden leaves twitching at the end of their tree’s branches while the softer sunlight slanted through them, casting shadows across the churchyard. Regan’s family was in attendance, even Katharine and Mr. Winthrop. They had wed only three weeks before but chose to abstain from any travel until after Regan and Thomas had wed and the weather nearer to the equator has lost more of its summer intensity. 



Thomas’s brother and family were in attendance as well. Regan made certain that Thomas invited them, even if they declined the invitation and chose to keep to Norfolk instead. But they arrived the day before the wedding, taking up rooms at the nearest coaching inn despite Regan’s invitation for them to stay at her home for as long as they wished.



Thomas’s brother, Mr. Richard Cranmer, was more stoic and aloof than his younger brother. He seemed somewhat relieved at meeting Regan, as if he had expected something different and been pleased she did not match up with whatever image of her he had created in his mind. Or perhaps the size of her home and its surrounding grounds had quieted whatever reservations he might have entertained at the initial discovery of his brother’s desire to marry. But everyone comported themselves well, and Regan hoped this would only mark the beginning of more time spent between the two families in the future. 



But as to the wedding itself…



Regan had chosen to wear a new gown, all brandy-colored silk and gold trim, the sleeves long to combat the recent chill in the air. She had not told Thomas what she would wear, and he had said nothing to her either. And yet his waistcoat was embroidered gold, and Regan wondered if there had been some gossip among the servants and perhaps a few words in Thomas’s ear about what colors his betrothed had chosen to don for the ceremony.



She stood beside him at the front of the church, their meagre collection of guests assembled behind them. She heard little of what the vicar said, replying when she was bid to, listening to Thomas give his responses in return, and then… 



And then they were married. As simple as that. It had seemed like a much grander affair when she had married Edmund so many years before, or perhaps the details had exaggerated themselves in her memory. Thomas took her hand, and then there was a kiss, and all of the business of signing the registry that lent the scene an official air.



She was married. Again. For how long would she have to remind herself that it was real? For how long would she grin at the mere thought of having Thomas as her husband?



Thomas…



They stepped out of the church, out into the sunlight that shot across the churchyard at a different angle than when she had gone in. Regan paused and looked up at her husband. The ends of his hair beneath the brim of his hat fluttered in the breeze, while his eyes sparked with light and joy as several people came up to congratulate them at once.



He was happy. 



Did she look as happy, as full of joy and contentment? She imagined she did, if the bubble of happiness inside of her — threatening to lift her off the ground, she feared — was any indication of her current expression.



A small caravan of carriages trundled its way back to the house, while the rest of the guests walked the short distance down the lane or even cut across the fields. Regan sat beside Thomas, alone in their open vehicle, the sounds of birdsong and the crunch of dirt and stone beneath the wheels acting as accompaniment to their drive.



“Mrs. Cranmer,” Thomas said, the first thing he said, after their carriage had set into motion. “Are you happy?” 



She held his hand in hers, her thumb stroking across the rough ridges of his knuckles. They had both removed their gloves, and so she gloried in this bit of his skin revealed to her touch. “I did not think…” she began as she shook her head. “I was so fortunate already, to have had Edmund, and the children. But now…” She looked up at him, and before she could finish he bent down and kissed her fully on the lips, his tongue teasing the corners of her mouth until she smiled and opened to him. 



“Perhaps we can convince the driver to make another loop around the countryside,” Thomas said, his lips against her temple, pushing her bonnet askew. “Let the guests enjoy the wedding breakfast while we enjoy one another.”



She swatted his arm with one hand while her other hand reached up to his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, her thumb brushing along the lower curve of his bottom lip. “We are in an open carriage, lest you forget.”



“I doubt anything we do would shock Samson,” Thomas nodded towards their driver, hunched down in his seat, pretending for all the world as if he could not hear a word they said behind him. “And perhaps he could leave us somewhere for a few minutes, a copse of trees or behind—”



“No!” Regan scolded, then laughed before she could give in to the temptation he so effortlessly provided. “We will have breakfast with the rest of the family as planned. No detours.”



Thomas placed a hand to his heart. “I am properly chastised. I will wait for you.”



She narrowed her eyes at him. He had taken a room at the coaching inn — the same one where his brother’s family was staying — to better keep up appearances before the spate of weddings that began with Katharine’s three weeks earlier. But though they hadn’t spent the night under the same roof in nearly a month, that did not mean they had deprived themselves of each other’s intimate company. 



But tonight, Thomas would be sleeping in her room, sharing her bed. His things were already being brought over from the inn, and while they had yet to refurbish the connecting bedroom — or decide if it was ever going to be used as a bedroom again — the only thought on Regan’s mind was that he would be with her, tonight and for every night to come. 



They arrived at the house with little fanfare other than the steady disgorging of guests from the carriages before they went into the house. Cook and Mrs. Dale outdid themselves with the food and the settings in the dining room, and Regan found she was surprisingly famished after the spate of nerves that had attacked her in the hours leading up to the wedding itself. 



Conversation swirled around them, accompanied by the clatter of knives and forks, the clink of glassware and the brief upswing of children’s voices before Aunt Agnes and Miss Kennett — Mrs. Kennett to all of the guests, though the most trusted members of the household knew the truth — could be heard shushing them back into respectful whispers. 



The paperwork and various legalities removing Miss Kennett from Lord Hays protection were already well underway. There had been little objection from Lord Hays on the matter, aside from the occasional requests for an additional percent here or there, or an annuity of a hundred pounds to keep him from feeling the loss of his ward.



Regan agreed to none of it. Though she vacillated between throwing any amount he begged of them just to see him gone from their lives, or to withdraw her offer entirely, she knew that Miss Kennett’s freedom from him was more important than Regan’s desire for spite. A few more weeks, she hoped, and all of it would be taken care of for good. 



By the end of the meal, Maria had climbed up onto Thomas’s lap where he fed her bites of light, choux pastry until she fell asleep, her face sticky with cream and half buried in the lapels of his coat. 



“She is besotted with you,” Regan told him. She reached over with the corner of her napkin to wipe a smudge of whipped cream from Maria’s cheek before she could transfer it to Thomas’s shirt. “I do believe she will be heartbroken when we make our journey north next month.” They were to travel to the Lake District, before the weather turned too cold for the year. The plan had been to stay away for a month, but Regan felt a pang at leaving her children for so long, especially following on the heels of the party at Brandon Hall at the beginning of the summer followed by the tumult of Katharine’s wedding and then her own. 



Thomas shrugged, careful not to disturb Maria’s slumber. “Then bring them with us.”



Regan blinked and looked up at him. He had one arm wrapped around Maria, his finger idly twirling in the dark curls of her hair. “Do you mean it?”



He smiled and met her gaze. “Of course I do. They will be saying goodbye to their sister tomorrow. They have a new father,” he said, a small quirk to his mouth. “And then to have their mother disappear for a month, leaving them in the care of a new governess? It is too much to ask of them.”



And Jack would be leaving for school at the beginning of the new year, Regan thought, adding to the list of tremendous changes in her life. “Miss Kennett will have to come along, though,” she pointed out.



“And Peter,” Thomas added. “We cannot separate a mother from her child because you, a mother, do not wish to be separated from your own children.”



Regan sat up straighter in her chair. “It’s not that I don’t want to be apart from them, it is just…”



Thomas bent his head down and kissed Maria’s forehead. Her lips pursed in her sleep and then she sighed. Or snored. Regan could not quite tell the difference. “It is all right,” he assured her. “I want them with us, as well.”



“Then we will all go north,” Regan said, and a welcome wave of giddiness mingled with relief washed over her. “Together.”



“Together,” Thomas echoed, and beneath the edge of the table, he reached out and found her hand. 
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Lord Haughton will stop at nothing to prevent the slightest whiff of disgrace from tainting his family's name. When he learns of his younger brother's latest indiscretion-one that leaves a bastard child in his wake-Haughton rushes across the country to offer the boy's mother a comfortable living in exchange for her silence about the child's true parentage. But he arrives only to have his generous offer thrown back in his face by Sophia Brixton, a sharp-tongued and sharper-witted woman who proceeds to toss him out of her house. But just because he is banished from her home does not mean he is so easily banished from her life.


~The Bride Price~


To save her family from scandal, Emily Collicott must marry.


Ruined in her first season in London, she is given no choice but to wed her father's pick for a husband, or be cast out from her home. Emily agrees to marry William Hazlitt, a man she hardly knows. But William remembers her. Growing up as a tenant on her father's estate, he admired her from afar, their lives kept separate first by class, and then by loss.


Emily seeks to begin a new life with this quiet man to whom she finds herself wedded. But the scandal she escaped in London soon finds her again, the very man who destroyed her reputation threatening to tear down the happiness she's found with her new husband. To keep from losing everything, she must either make a deal with a devil... or learn how to defeat one.


~An Unpracticed Heart~


Charlotte Claridge lives a life dictated by her stepmother's whims. Sent to live with one family member after another, she finally arrives in Scotland, on the doorstep of a crumbling estate abandoned by its owner. With her aunt, she spends her days mending curtains and peeling potatoes, a quiet existence that changes with the appearance of a carriage bearing a coat of arms.


From out of the carriage falls Lord Hartley Cowden, Baron Aldburgh. Drunk, unconscious, and bleeding, Charlotte and her aunt carry him into his ancestral home. As he recovers in Charlotte's care, Hartley confesses to a crime that nearly sent him spiralling towards his grave. But can she entrust him with her own secrets while coaxing him back from the dead?


  



  Available now on Amazon


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  The Crimson Gown

  


  Lydia Hunt is familiar with the concept of sin. Reared beneath the strictures of religious zealotry and abuse, she has heard again and again that her nature is wicked and her soul bound for eternal damnation. But when she is sent to work at Mowbray Hall, ancestral home of the enigmatic Lord Cailvairt, Lydia begins to fear just how wicked she might be.


  For although Cailvairt makes no effort to hide his pursuit of her, his insistence on challenging the ideals imposed upon her as a child―even while speaking to her as an equal―leaves it difficult for Lydia to resist his attentions. As her inhibitions crumble away and the foundation of her beliefs threatens to falter, she must determine if giving into temptation will destroy her... or be the act that saves her.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  Knotted

  


  When seventeen-year-old Olivia Davies receives a phone call from her estranged father in the middle of the night, she’s in for a huge shock. Her father is getting married - again - and he wants her to be at the wedding. So over summer break, Olivia packs her bags and makes the trip back to England to meet her future stepmother. But instead of the middle-aged woman she expected, Olivia finds herself introduced to Emmy Balfour, a stunning blonde young enough to be her sister. And if that wasn’t enough, she also finds herself dealing with the disapproval of Emmy’s older brother, Ian, a man for whom “polite” and “respect” seem to be four-letter words.


  With only three weeks until the wedding, Olivia struggles to stay afloat while navigating the treacherous waters of wedding planners, aristocracy, and bridesmaid’s dresses - not to mention the bridesmaids in the dresses. But just when she thinks everything is finally settling down, a few well-timed lies threaten to destroy her father’s chance at happiness. As a last resort, Olivia must work with Ian in an attempt to set things right, a partnership that forces her to decide if keeping him at a distance or disregarding her first impressions of him will cause her to step up and make a few changes in her own life.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  Also from World Tree Publishing and Quenby Olson:


  The Half Killed

  


  Dorothea Hawes has no wish to renew contact with what lies beyond the veil. After an attempt to take her own life, she has retired into seclusion, but as the wounds on her body heal, she is drawn back into a world she wants nothing more than to avoid.


  She is sought out by Julian Chissick, a former man of God who wants her help in discovering who is behind the gruesome murder of a young woman. But the manner of death is all too familiar to Dorothea, and she begins to fear that something even more terrible is about to unleash itself on London.


  And so Dorothea risks her life and her sanity in order to save people who are oblivious to the threat that hovers over them. It is a task that forces her into a confrontation with her own lurid past, and tests her ability to shape events frighteningly beyond her control.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  A Fantasy Anthology including Quenby Olson:


  Heroes Wanted

  A Fantasy Anthology

  


“What do you think a hero is? It’s just the right person in the right place making the right choice at the right time. Heroes aren’t born. They’re made.”


**r/Fantasy Stabby Award Winner – Best Anthology 2019**


A demonic assassin. A half-orc boxer. A ratman necromancer. Though they take many different shapes and forms, there are heroes all around us.


Bravery can be found in the most unexpected places: a subterranean dwarven city; the sands of a temple courtyard in Ancient Egypt; a besieged castle, a Victorian brothel, a goblin warren, the post-apocalyptic ruins of a demon-infested village. Heroes dwell in the shadows as well as the light; you just have to look a little harder to find them.


Who do they fight?

Some heroes challenge injustice in all its numerous guises, while others hunt monsters both human and bestial. Others battle inner demons, the ghosts of their past, their deepest nightmares – or even the gods themselves.


Why do they fight?

For glory? Sometimes. For honor? Perhaps. There are those who instinctively strive to protect those weaker than themselves, and there are others emboldened only by a sense of obligation, or the promise of wealth. Whether by the blade or other means, they endeavor to take down all who threaten what is good and right in their world.


By hook or by crook, through cunning or combat, with tooth and claw or iron and steel, they are all united in one goal, willingly or not: to live – and die, if necessary – a hero.


Choose your weapon. Fight for what you believe in. Never give up.


Nineteen fantasy writers gather to bring nineteen tales to life, each one a unique glimpse into a wholly original world.


  



  Available now on Amazon


  



  Thank you for reading!

  


  You can also find me at…


  



  Facebook Quenby Olson Author


  



  Twitter @QEisenacher


  



  Buy On Amazon


  



  Quenby Olson on Goodreads
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