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Learn the origins of the Great Family!

 

The Great Family was not always a great family.

In October 1843, Anna & Rhys, Natasha & Seth, Elisa & Vaughn all face problems, their hearts heavy with the challenges of life.

This is the origins story of the Scandalous Scions series—the first great family gathering, where traditions that will last a generation are born and Anna & Rhys, Natasha & Seth, Elisa & Vaughn meld into a single, united family.

Find out how the couples of Scandalous Sirens learn that together, they are stronger.

This novelette has not been commercially released for sale. It is only available as a gift to readers of the series, who subscribe to Tracy’s Newsletter.

Click here to get your copy.
http://tracycooperposey.com/free-copy-of-lost-at-sea/
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About Rose of Ebony

An unwanted marriage turns tragic.

Raymond, Viscount Marblethorpe, eldest son to Elisa and stepson to Vaughn Wardell, casts off the solitary confines of a mourning widower to seek the company of his extended family.

His sharp-eyed cousins and siblings refuse to let him lie to himself, even if he must deceive the ton to save the family from yet another scandal.

The Rose of Ebony novelette is an introduction to the spin-off series following the historical romances of Scandalous Sirens.  Scandalous Scions brings together the members of three great families, to love and play under the gaze of the Victorian era’s moralistic, straight-laced society.

Reader Advisory:  This story contains frank sex scenes and sexual language.

This story is part of the Scandalous Scions series:
0.5 Rose of Ebony
1.0 Soul of Sin
2.0 Valor of Love
3.0 Marriage of Lies
3.5 Scandalous Scions Boxed Set 1
4.0 Mask of Nobility
5.0 Law of Attraction
6.0 Veil of Honor
6.5 Scandalous Scions Boxed Set 2
7.0 Season of Denial
8.0 Rules of Engagement
9.0 Degree of Solitude
10.0 Ashes of Pride
11.0 Risk of Ruin
12.0 Year of Folly
13.0 Queen of Hearts

A Sexy Historical Romance



 

Praise for Rose of Ebony

This is a good start to a new series.

I love reading any story Tracy Cooper-Posey writes. This one grabbed my attention and I couldn't put it down until I was done.

Oh, how I wish this story was longer; goes without saying that I'm grabbing book two in the series.

I love Victorian London books and this one was read with great expectations for a wonderful story, and it did not disappoint.

Another great series is starting and it looks like it will be great just like all the other series by this author.

Wow, As soon as I started Tracys Cooper Posey first book in her new spin off series Scandalous Scions I was hooked.

Thank you Tracy for introducing me to this wonderful series.

Ok here goes again! I never expected Tracy to leave me perched on the edge of a cliff, but she has succeeded.

Having not read any historical romances before, I was amazed how quickly I immersed into this novella. Tracy describes the setting so beautifully that the imagery takes you back to that era in the past where traditions are so different from today.
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The Great Families

Elisa and Vaughn Wardell 

Marquess of Fairleigh, Viscount Rothmere

 

1825 Raymond, Viscount Marblethorpe (stepson)

1839 William Vaughn Wardell

1839 John (Jack) Gladwin Lochlann Mayes (fostered in 1846)

1842 Sarah Louise Wardell (D)

1843 Peter Lovell Wardell

1844 Gwendolyn (Jenny) Violet Moore Wardell (adopted in 1848)

1844 Patricia Sharla Victoria Mayes (fostered in 1846)

1849 Blanche Brigitte Colombe Bonnay (adopted in 1851)

1853 Emma Jane Wardell (adopted at birth)

Natasha and Seth Williams

Earl of Innesford, Baron Harrow (Ire.)

 

1839 Lillian Mary Harrow

1840 Richard Cian Seth Williams 

1841 Neil Vaughn Williams

1843 Daniel Rhys Williams 

1846 Bridget Bronte Williams & Mairin May Williams 

1849 Annalies Grace Williams 

Annalies and Rhys Davies 

Princess Annalies Benedickta of Saxe-Weiden, of the royal house Saxe-Coburg-Weiden, Formerly of the Principality of Saxe-Weiden.

 

1835 Benjamin Hedley Davies (adopted in 1845)

1842 Iefan William Davies 

1843 Morgan Harrow Davies

1843 Sadie Hedley Davies (adopted in 1845)

1846 Bronwen Natasha Davies 

1848 Alice Thomasina Davies (adopted at birth) 

1849 Catrin Elise Davies


 

Rose of Ebony

Innesford House, Cornwall. 1857.

It vexed Raymond that despite Herculean effort to remember to sit in the middle of the carriage seat, he continually found himself against the edge of the old carriage, making way for hoops and petticoats that would never again push up against his thigh.

It didn’t seem fair that a marriage entered into reluctantly, maintained minimally and ended tragically should continue to impinge upon him in this way, but there it was. He was making way for Rose and her skirts.

Then the carriage rounded the last curve and the multiple peaks and gables of Innesford House appeared among the rusty red, dusky orange and yellow leaves still stubbornly clinging to the black oak branches and the upright silver birches. 

From the nearby Dunstall Woods, he could hear a hunting party—the cry of the dogs, peppered by rifle blasts and horns. As the carriage turned into the gravelled drive in front of the big, old house, he could feel the bothersome itchiness that had driven him out of London fall away.

Corcoran stepped out the door as the carriage came to a halt with the driver calming the horses with soothing phrases. Behind the Innesford butler, a half-a-dozen maids and footmen streamed out. A footman opened the door of the carriage, the other three began removing Raymond’s trunks from the back of the carriage. The two maids stood in file by the door, waiting.

Corcoran, as usual, looked calm, even though Raymond had given no warning of his arrival. The butler was utterly unflappable and completely devoted to the family.

Raymond stepped out and stretched. There were very few carriages built for a man of his height. He looked forward to the train line to London being completed in the next year or so. The long hours in a carriage with little spring left in it was not nearly as comfortable as an upholstered first class train cabin.

There were late larks twittering in the trees, fighting over the last of the summer green for their nests. The sun was high overhead and pleasantly warm.

He sniffed. He could smell the salty tang of the sea and hear the screech of gulls. “Ah, that smells good, Corcoran.”

“Viscount Marblethorpe, we were not expecting you,” Corcoran chided him. “Lunch has just been served. I have asked for a place to be made for you.”

That explained why he couldn’t hear children shouting from the back of the big old rambling country house. They were all sitting down to eat. “Day two of the Great Family Gathering, hey, Corcoran? Does that mean they’re outside?”

“Of course, my lord. The pavilion was erected last week to accommodate the numbers.”

“How many this year?” Raymond asked, as he removed his great coat and straightened his coat and cravat.

“Twenty-seven, my lord, including yourself. Even Miss Emma has been deemed grown enough to sit at the family table for this occasion.”

“Has she, indeed?” Raymond remarked. Emma would be four this year. The last time he had seen her, she had been a toddler wearing a big lavender bow in her dark hair, gripping a much battered and chewed doll. “If Emma is at the table, with my arrival that includes absolutely everyone, does it not?” He was pleased about that.

Corcoran cleared his throat as he rearranged the great coat over his arm. “Lord Innesford, of course, will not be there.”

Raymond gripped Corcoran’s shoulder compulsively. “I’m sorry, Corcoran. You are right. I had not forgotten him. I have been rather distracted lately. The only thought occupying me for the last week was the idea of seeing everyone today.”

Corcoran looked just as abashed and awkward. “It is I who should apologize, my lord. How thoughtless of me…”

Raymond patted his shoulder. “There is no need to announce me. I’ll slip around the house and surprise them.”

“Very good, my Lord.” Corcoran’s relief at being able to escape the vicinity of his gaff was visible.

Raymond handed over his top hat and ran his hand through his hair, as the breeze ruffled it. “Thank you, Corcoran.”

He crunched across the gravel to the formal footpath that shot straight as a javelin through the west wing gardens, that featured a big maze the children loved to play in. The east wing, which got more southern light, was given over to a formal pottager garden with espaliered fruit trees and grassed and paved areas where lounges could be spread for relaxing in the sun.

The big pavilion was always set up on the edge of the field-sized lawn at the back of the house, facing the sea, as close to the house as possible without siting it on the gravel between house and lawn. The rest of the mown and rolled grass was given over to a large croquet field and a cricket pitch at the far end for the more energetic members of the family.

Croquet mallets and balls, hoops and stakes were scattered over the lawn. The wickets on the cricket pitch were set up, yet no bats or balls lay near them. It seemed that lunch had interrupted one of the family’s boisterous croquet matches.

From inside the white pavilion, which had most of the sides in place, came the noisy chatter of twenty-six adults and children, as they dined together on locally caught baked sole, glazed vegetables and freshly baked bread. There would be three types of dessert, including fresh fruit compote made from peaches, cherries and apricots picked from the espalier trees.

Vaughn, sitting at the head of the table, as the most senior male, jumped to his feet the moment he spotted Raymond through the openings in the side of the tent. He strode around the table and out onto the gravel, his arms out. “Raymond!” He smiled and shook his hand vigorously.

Vaughn Wardell had not changed a great deal from the first time Raymond had met him, on the day he had returned Raymond to his mother when he was only ten years old. Raymond had become particularly sensitive to signs of aging or ailment in people in the last few weeks and could see nothing disturbing in Vaughn’s features. He was still as tall as Raymond, just as wide in the shoulders and the relaxed, contented air had not changed. The only difference from the man he had first met was the few silver spots in his dark hair.

As Elisa glided up next to his step-father, Vaughn’s smile faded. “But why are you here?” Vaughn asked. “We wouldn’t dream of disturbing your mourning, even for this week.”

“I had to get out of London,” Raymond confessed. “I could not stand another minute of staring at the walls of the townhouse. It was so…silent.”

“Is little Vaughn well?” Elisa asked.

Raymond smiled at her. “He thrives,” he said truthfully.

Elisa had changed little more than Vaughn. Her waist might be slightly larger than it had once been, yet her hair was still white gold and glowing. There was a softness to her face that had not always been there and her eyes had laugh lines at the corners that Raymond considered charming, although he knew she despaired of them. She was wearing mourning, for Rose. 

“The wet nurse dotes on Vaughn,” Raymond told her. “I had imagined children to be noisy and smelly, but he merely gurgles.”

“As contented children are wont to do,” Vaughn said, a ghost of his smile returning. “If the townhouse evokes too many memories, then Kirkaldy is empty right now. You could stay in highlands for as long as you want and no one would disturb you.”

Raymond shook his head. “No. No more being alone. I know it is what one is supposed to prefer at this time, only I cannot stand it anymore. I came here deliberately, Father, knowing everyone would be here. I need noise. Chatter.”

Elisa stepped past Vaughn and slid her hand under Raymond’s elbow. Raymond automatically bent his arm so she could rest her hand on his forearm. “And so you shall have it,” she told him warmly, smiling up at him. “Come along. They’re making a place for you right now. There is a great deal of food, although if the children have their way, the excess will be seen to.”

Raymond rested his hand on his mother’s where it lay on his arm. “Was it you who sent the ebony roses, mother?”

Elisa looked startled. “Black roses? I didn’t think such things existed.”

“I asked the florist. They are very rare. From Turkey, where they only grow on a single hillside.”

“No card with them?” Vaughn asked, walking along alongside them as Elisa led Raymond into the tent.

“No. No card,” Raymond said. “I thought it was you, trying to tell me you were thinking of me, yet trying not to intrude, either.”

“That does sound like Elisa,” Vaughn said warmly.

“I swear, I did not send them,” Elisa assured him. “The sender clearly did care not to impose themselves. You are well regarded, Raymond.”

He gave his mother a warm smile. She had always thought so highly of him.

“Wine, Raymond? Or something stronger?” Vaughn asked.

“Wine, please,” Raymond said. “I don’t want to send Corcoran into the house in search of libations just for me.”

“Relax,” Vaughn said gently. His hand rested on Raymond’s shoulder for a moment. “You’re among family, here.”

Relief touched him. He had been braced for disapproval from the family for appearing in public so soon after his wife’s death. In particular, he had expected his mother to protest for she, more than anyone else in the family, had reason to be far more sensitive to the damage that public opinion could inflict.

Elisa merely squeezed his arm. “Yes, you are safe here,” she murmured and Raymond knew his peculiar need for company had been understood and accepted.

They walked back into the tent and skirted the very long table, as twenty-four diners smiled and called greetings. Even little Emma, seated next to her mother’s empty chair, her back very straight and proud and her mouth smeared with tartar sauce, waved shyly at him.

Lilly tilted her head at Raymond as he passed by and opened her eyes comically. Behind the spectacle glass, her eyes seemed enormous. Raymond knew he would have to explain himself to her, later. In her quiet, unassuming way, Lilly would worry about him if he didn’t explain. She was only eighteen, yet her opinions and behaviour sometimes made it seem as though she was far older than Raymond. 

Even though he did not look forward to that conversation, he didn’t mind that it would occur. This noisy, inquisitive, clever, rambling great family of unofficial cousins, adopted siblings and true brothers and sisters, was a most welcome sight. Already he could tell from the easing of tightness in his chest that coming to Cornwall had been a good decision, even though it went against every rule in Cassell’s Household Guide. Here, though, among these people, Cassell’s held a weak grip upon their behaviour. 

It was so good to be here.

* * * * *

The rest of the day was exactly as distracting and comfortable as he had hoped it would be. The croquet game, played in teams with each team member taking a turn with the mallet, while everyone else called out advice and encouragement, was fought fiercely. The eight boys who were home from Eton for the Michaelmas Long Leave banded together and walked to the beach to swim in the cold, choppy Channel waters. It was another annual tradition. They returned an hour later, damp and shivering, yet full of energy.

There was no formal dinner the evening of the family picnic. The staff laid out sandwiches and cold cuts on the sideboard in the big, formal drawing room, for anyone hungry enough to eat, which usually included most of the children and few of the adults.

One of the features of the evening was that the children were not banished to the nursery or the upper floor. It was a tradition for the five days that parents and children mingle as freely as they wished, with a disregard for society’s expectations.

Raymond remembered previous years’ gatherings fondly and more clearly than other society occasions that were supposed to be family oriented, including Christmas. He recalled bubbling over with happiness to spend time merely sitting close to his mother and Vaughn and not being sent off after the requisite hour had passed. He remembered the high jinks he and his cousins had got up to. As the oldest cousin by a number of years, he should have been the instigator of most of them. Often, he had been, but not always.

The Davies family children were far more adventurous than he and far more open-minded about breaking silly rules. That came from their mother’s broad-minded upbringing. The Princess Annalies had often shocked Raymond as he was growing up, for he had met royalty more than once and his expectations for how a princess should behave were well defined. Sometimes, Aunt Annalies was more blue-stocking than blue-blood. She read widely and her opinions about an astonishing range of subjects were rarely conservative. 

The Williams children were just as happy to break rules when they could get away with it, although they got into scrapes because it was fun, not because it broke rules. They were just as quick to share their adventures with their mother, though.

Natasha Williams, the Countess of Innesford, was the actual host of this annual gathering, although for these five days the normal roles of host and guest were blurred. She had raised her children in defiance of all society expectations. Raymond had sometimes envied the Williams set as he grew up, for they had unfettered access to their parents at all times of the day, every day, not just for these precious five days each year. Seth Williams, the late Earl, had been passionately against segregating his children. The Williams family had scandalized society by encouraging their children to talk when they wanted to, to share their troubles and woes, to hug with abandon and to love openly and affectionately.

Natasha Williams had proposed the original Great Family Gathering, fourteen years ago. She had also insisted upon the unfettered mingling of children and adults. Raymond remembered that first year with a fondness that sometimes stole his breath. It had been five days of sheer delight and pure happiness. 

Very early in the evening, Raymond felt the strain of travelling begin to tell. He rose from the settee where he had stayed for the evening, while a constant cycle of cousins, brothers and sisters had sat next to him. They had not seen him for a year. Lilly, who was the oldest Williams girl, had hugged him before settling her petticoats and hoops and asking him in her quiet way to tell her what he was feeling.

It was an odd question, one that only a Williams could ask. Raymond had deflected her probing uneasily. It was difficult to speak of the odd ache in his chest, even to Lilly. The strain of putting her off finished the last of his energy. He got to his feet, nodded to everyone in the room and moved over to where Corcoran was standing by the sideboard, trying to look like he didn’t care that child-sized feet were tracking dirt over cushions and carpets, that small hands were ruffling the drapes, or dropping crumbs and cordial in crevices that would take a week to clean.

“I was hoping I could use the carriage house again, Corcoran,” Raymond told him.

“I anticipated you might, my lord,” Corcoran said stiffly. “Your things are already laid out and the bed made up.”

Raymond gave him a grateful smile. “You are not going to try to argue me out of sleeping in staff quarters this year, Corcoran? You’re slipping.” On the very first Gathering, Raymond had argued that he did not want to sleep in the rowdy children’s dormitory that had been set up in the attic, where whispering, giggles and pillow fights went on all night. He had already been eighteen by then. Neither did he want to get lumped in with the adults, or worse, hear them move about their suites, talking and laughing, while he slept alone in one corner of one of the grand beds that were all to be had in the guest rooms of Innesford House.

Natasha had been an unexpected champion of his desire to use the quarters above the carriage house. “Raymond is caught in the middle,” she had told Corcoran and Elise, who had been horrified by Raymond’s demand. “He’s too old to be with the children all the time and not old enough to enjoy our staid company for longer than a few minutes. Let him sleep in the carriage house. Everyone needs time alone to reflect.”

Corcoran had protested, until Uncle Seth had lifted a brow and looked at him. That had silenced Corcoran that year, yet the redoubtable butler had argued every year since. His sense of proprietary had definite limits. Sleeping in servants’ quarters pushed beyond those limits.

Corcoran looked at Raymond now with an expression that was both resigned and sympathetic at once. “It seemed inappropriate to bother you about lowering your standards for yet one more year.” Something glowed in Corcoran’s eyes. “You have difficulties enough, my lord.”

“Thank you,” Raymond told him, with heartfelt gratitude. He stepped out through the big French doors onto the gravel and walked over to the carriage house. The lights from the formal drawing room fell upon the gravel in slanted squares, lighting the way. It was cool out, but not cold and it was refreshing after the stuffy air in the crowded and noisy drawing room.

The quarters above the carriage house were reached by an external set of steps. They had once been an art studio for some ancestor of Uncle Seth’s, who had fancied themselves an artist. One of the landscapes the uncle had painted still hung on the wall at the top landing of the stairs and did much to explain why his ardour for oils had not been public knowledge.

The studio was warm and clean. Despite the years since it had served its intended function, it still held a faint tint of paint in the air. There were odd corners to the single, big room, made by the shape of the carriage house beneath, big windows to catch the south light and oak panelling on the walls that had been painted white to encourage the light. The big bed that dominated the end of the room had hand-painted enamel plaques attached to the swirling lines of brass and copper, while the bed was covered in an antique lace bedspread tatted by some long-ago lady of the house.

The hint of bohemian interests, the quiet and the light had made this room one of the best elements of the annual gathering. It was this room that brought Raymond back to the Gather every year, despite some years having to travel across Europe to arrive here in time.

He turned out the gas light at the top of the stairs and closed the door on the rest of the world with a heavy sigh. This was a different type of being alone. He had deliberately sought this isolation, for the peace was never truly quiet here. He could hear the distant thunder of salty combers against the cliffs, the shriek of the wind over the top of them and the murmur of the family in the main house. They were close enough that he could seek their company as soon as he needed to. 

He removed his coat and cravat with impatient tugs. Part of Corcoran’s objections to Raymond using the carriage house was that a valet could not be near to hand to take care of Raymond’s needs, yet Raymond had privately enjoyed the independence. When everyone was running about the place in swim suits, or with rolled up shirt sleeves and loosened basques to better wallop the croquet balls, the odd missed button was not the disaster it would be in a St James drawing room.

He slid his waistcoat buttons undone as he threw the coat and cravat over the back of the velvet chair in the corner. The collar pins tinkled as they dropped into the china dish on the dressing table. His collar and cuffs settled next to the dish.

The tap on the door was soft, yet Raymond jerked upright as if someone had hammered on it with both fists. He stared at the door, his heart racing. He was expecting no one, although that quiet little tap reminded him of multiple occasions in previous years where the visitor had announced themselves in the same way.

It couldn’t be her…could it?

He hurried to the door, his heart moving faster than his feet, cracked it open a few inches and looked out.

She was standing on the landing, a great fold of her skirt in her hand from the climb up the stairs, her pale face and big eyes looking up at him. “Raymond, it was you my secretary saw in Truro,” she murmured. “I couldn’t believe it when he told me. I had to come and see…” She bit her full lip.

Raymond gripped her wrist and drew her into the room and closed the door behind her. “Susanna, I wasn’t expecting you—”

“You don’t mind, do you?” Susanna said quickly. “I thought, that perhaps, as things have changed…”

His heart wouldn’t steady itself. “I only arrived this afternoon. I didn’t think…” He shook his head. “Never mind. It’s all irrelevant, because you are here after all.” He let his gaze travel over her. She was wearing a deep blue velvet jacket that featured lace at the neck and satin lapels. No bonnet, for Susanna rarely bothered with such things. Her hair, ebony black and glowing in the gaslight, was piled upon her head in loose curls. There would be a single pin or clip in it somewhere that, once removed, would let her hair tumble upon her shoulders.

Her face was very pale, while her black brows rose in smooth curves over perfectly blue eyes that watched him warily, waiting for him to choose what happened next.

The skirt she clutched in her hand was dark blue satin that matched the lapels of her jacket. It hung straight from her hips to gather about her boots in deep folds, unlike every other woman whose skirts spread wider than most doors, in pretty domes that made the most of their waists and forced the woman to negotiate narrow spaces carefully.

“Where are your crinolines?” Raymond asked, his voice strained.

“I left my carriage in the turnaround at the top of the drive to the house. I left my hoops in the carriage along with my underthings.” The corner of her mouth turned up. “It is easier to pass silently through woods at night if I have my skirt over my arm.”

The thought of Susanna’s slender legs flashing in the moonlight as she dashed through the woods from the road to the carriage house made Raymond’s heart squeeze. His body tightened.

Slowly he put his hand on her waist.

“Then I should stay?” Susanna asked quietly, her voice low.

“You should,” Raymond said. He drew her to him.

Susanna pressed her hands against his chest. “I want you, Raymond. I’ve missed you,” she whispered.

Electrifying words. Invisible fingers drew up his spine, making his already tight body tighten even more. Everything seemed to focus upon his groin. His shaft was already stirring. Anticipating.

Raymond kissed her. Her lips were cool against his. She had just stepped inside. She slid her mouth from his and trailed her lips over his jaw, to slide her tongue over the flesh beneath his ear, making him shudder again.

As she caressed his neck and jaw with her mouth, her fingers quickly slid the buttons of his shirt undone. She pushed the shirt and waistcoat aside and tugged at the undershirt beneath.

Raymond was as happy to hurry things as she. His body was throbbing with the promise of what was about to take place. It had been four years since Susanna had come to visit him, yet it felt like only yesterday, for the memory of her touch and her whispers, her assurances that she wanted him, had never fully faded, despite the rigours of marriage and fatherhood.

Did that make him a wicked man? It was a question that had he had often asked himself lately.

Had Susanna reached into his mind and plucked from it his desire to see her? It had been buried so deeply that he had not been aware of the need until he had seen her upon the landing in the moonlight just now. Then the realization had swept over him that this was exactly what he needed. Yet, somehow, Susanna had guessed.

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered than that she was here in his arms. He would worry later about what sort of sinner these moments made him.

He pushed the braces down his arms with Susanna’s help, shrugged out of the shirt and waistcoat. While she bundled them together and pulled the shirt from his trousers, he removed the undershirt. 

She rested her hands against his bare chest, right over his pounding heart. “So strong,” she whispered. “Ah, you incite me to wickedness with your splendour.” She pressed her lips against his chest, as she dropped her hands to his trousers.

Raymond stayed still, letting her work on the buttons. She was better at it than he and his fingers felt thick and clumsy right now, anyway.

He saw the clip in her hair, as she bent to kiss his stomach just above the band of his trousers, making his belly ripple. As she freed the last button, he pulled the clip from her hair. As usual, the curly locks loosened and rained down onto her back.

She glanced up at him with a wicked smile. “You know me too well.” She slipped the tips of her fingers inside his loosened trousers and drew them down his hips. She caught his underpants in her hands on the way and drew them both down to the top of his boots, freeing his manhood so it could spring properly upright, almost aching with the need to be touched.

Susanna crouched, the blue satin pooling around her and removed his boots one at a time, along with his pants and underwear, leaving him deliciously naked. 

“My turn,” he told her, pulling her back onto her feet and drawing the lace away from her neck. It was a simple length of wide lace tied to cascade over the opening of the jacket. It also disguised that she was wearing nothing beneath the jacket.

Raymond’s breath caught. His manhood—his cock, as she had taught him to think of it—pulsed at the glimpse of her softly rounded breasts beneath the jacket. Susanna always surprised him in some way. Sometimes the surprise came from her inventiveness in bed. Sometimes, from her wicked anticipation of carnal delights, as she had done tonight. 

Susanna loosened the many buttons on the jacket, so the front of it separated. Beneath was her creamy flesh and the skirt, fastened about her pleasingly small waist.

“Take it off,” Raymond told her, his voice hoarse.

She removed the jacket. Her high, small breasts gleamed. The tips were sharply erect. Susanna circled one of them with her fingertip, watching his face as she moved.

With her other hand, she reached for his shaft and gripped it.

Raymond groaned, as the hunger leapt in his belly. He pushed her hands aside, grasped her waist and pulled her over to the high end of the big bed. She kicked the blue satin skirt out of the way of her feet as she went. He moved around her so that he was standing behind her. “Hold the bed,” he told her.

She reached for the bars with her small hands and looked over her shoulder at him.

“Lower.”

She bent, her rear pushing out the satin in a rounded curve. Raymond ran his hands over it. The need to bury himself in her was pounding in his mind, taking over all other thought. He picked up the hem of the skirt and flipped it over her back, exposing her pale backside. She wore her black stockings, held up by high garters, boots and that was all. Everything else, all the layers a lady wore to maintain respectability, were back in the carriage that waited for her.

Raymond gripped her hips. She did not protest that he was moving too fast, which was as well. He didn’t know if he could stop, now. It was as if he had been hungry for years, the hunger building and building, until she had been put before him and he suddenly understood how he had been deprived. He trembled with it.

His cock found her opening and he thrust into her in a single, deep, hard jerk of his hips. It pulled a groan out of him and Susanna sighed. “Harder,” she told him. Her flesh around him squeezed, signalling her pleasure.

The same pleasure gripped him. It crawled from the pit of his belly, stirred in his testicles, made his cock swell even harder. He thrust again, the deep satisfaction at being inside her supplanted by rising excitement.

His thrusts were so strong, the bed shuddered with each stroke. Susanna just clung harder to the frame, her hips moving as she encouraged him.

His rhythm hastened. His climax was tearing its way up from the sub terrain where it slept, ready to spring roaring to life. He dug his fingers into her flesh as the power of it stole his breath and his hearing. He spilled into her, shuddering, then grew still.

His heart, though, thundered on. Every extremity tingled.

The hunger was still there. It moved restlessly in him, still not satisfied.

Raymond pulled out of her and stood her up again. He fumbled with the fastening on her skirt, until she smiled and undid the buttons and stays. The satin dropped around her boots and she stepped out of it.

Raymond scooped her off her feet and dropped her on the bed. She gave a breathless, small laugh as he reared over her, her pale thighs shifting restlessly, giving him a glimpse of pink flesh between.

He drew her hands up to the rails at the top of the bed. “Hold them again,” he told her. “Don’t let go.”

She spread her arms and held onto the brass. “Oooh,” she breathed, her eyes narrowing and growing hot. “Something drives you tonight and it’s not me.”

“Shh.” He picked up her knee and spread it, shoved the other out of the way with his knee and buried himself to the hilt inside her again. She was hot and slippery and rippled around him.

Raymond rode her hard and Susanna merely panted and coaxed him, bringing her knee over his hip and pressing him harder against him. It was a goad. He groaned and grabbed the bedrail himself, using it as leverage to drive himself even harder and deeper. 

Perspiration built at his temples. His heart strained with the need to empty himself of the writhing, coiling emotions that had laid restlessly in his heart for too long now.

He came with a cry, straining so hard he could feel the pressure in his neck and shoulders and the small of his back.

He held his weight off her with one arm and hung his head, recovering his breath.

Susanna rested her hand against his cheek. “It’s fine,” she whispered. “Everything is good.”

Raymond pulled out of her and lay on his back next to her, breathing hard.

Susanna lifted herself on to one arm and studied him. She brushed the hair out of his eyes with a gentle movement. “That was a long time coming, wasn’t it?”

Raymond sighed. “Yes,” he admitted. Years, in fact.

Her smile was knowing. “There is more to go, isn’t there?”

He considered the state of his body. The roil of his thoughts and his heart. “Yes,” he admitted.

“Hmm…” She bent and pressed her mouth against his chest, then trailed lower, licking his flesh and stirring his need. By the time she reached his cock, he was completely erect again, eager for her touch.

Her lips closed around his shaft, hot and skilled and Raymond closed his eyes, letting the pleasure take him.

It was always better when he kept his eyes closed.

* * * * *

It was close to two in the morning when Susanna got to her feet and dressed once more in slow movements. She didn’t ask for his help. Without a corset and linens, she did not need a second person to tie or button or fasten where she could not reach.

When she was dressed once more, she sat on the long bench in front of the dressing table and worked on piling her hair upon her head once more. With the disguising lace and her hair pinned in place, she was a model of decorum.

Raymond was physically drained, but forced himself from the bed. The staff had unpacked his trunks and his dressing gown hung inside the wardrobe. He put it on, padded barefoot over to the velvet chair and picked up the frock coat and pulled his wallet out from the inner pocket.

He sat on the other end of the long bench and placed a sheaf of the big notes on the dresser in front of her and kissed her cheek. “Thank you for this. It was most unexpected and most appreciated.”

She picked up the money and pushed it inside her jacket. “You’ve been my favourite customer for thirteen years, Raymond. Only the news that you have returned to Cornwall would draw me out of retirement.”

He smiled. “It is of little wonder you were such a successful business woman. Your empathy must have drawn men from across England, Susanna. I mean Annie. I do apologize.” He grimaced.

Annie cupped his jaw. “Susanna is fine, if you still want me to be her.” She shifted on the bench, so she was looking at him more directly. “I admit I wasn’t sure tonight that you’d want me. I thought, when you married, that your wife…” She hesitated.

“That she was Susanna?” Raymond asked. He shook his head. “Rose was the woman the relatives of my father—my real father—insisted I marry in order to supply an heir for the title. She had suitable antecedents.”

Annie considered him. “Then it was not a love match? I wondered…” She bit her bottom lip again. “Then who is Susanna?” she asked.

Raymond’s chest tightened. “No one you know,” he lied.

Annie got to her feet and looked down at him. She patted his cheek with her little hand. “For thirteen years the woman has driven you into my arms. Whoever she is, she is also a blind fool.”

Raymond could feel the need to protest, to argue, rising up.

Annie touched his lips. “Shh…” she said. “I retract that. It is not my place to pass judgement.” She dropped her hand. “I’m so glad I could help, Raymond. If you wish, I would be happy to help again. You know how to let me know.”

Raymond stood, too. “That won’t be necessary,” he said, more roughly than he intended.

Annie picked up a fold of her skirt and looped it over her arm and looked at him with a wise expression. “Whatever you say, my lord. I’ll see myself out.”

* * * * *

Raymond was late to the breakfast table the next morning. There was no sausage left and only a few strips of bacon. He piled them on a plate, beside a big mound of scrabbled eggs and a huge stack of toast and sat at the table, while Corcoran poured tea for him, before drawing back to the spot by the door where he oversaw every meal and gave orders to the footmen in a soft voice.

There was no one else left at the long table. Raymond suspected he was the last to rise this morning. It suited him to be alone. He wolfed down his breakfast, his hunger ferocious.

He had nearly finished the meal and had begun to think he would be able to get clear of the dining room, when Lilly walked in, pushing her pince-nez back into place with one hand while tucking a stray light brown lock of hair behind her ear with the other.

She saw him and paused.

Raymond’s heart sank. Lilly had not been satisfied with his evasions last night. She would most certainly pick up the threads of the conversation again this morning, now they had the room to themselves.

She poured tea and brought the cup and saucer over to the chair next to Raymond and sat down. “You look tired,” she said softly.

“I could say the same about you,” Raymond observed. “It’s not like you to rise so late.”

Lilly rolled her eyes. “I have been up and broke my fast two hours ago. I have been organizing the children…” She shrugged. “The theatre is tonight. They needed a small amount of direction.”

“Of course.” He had forgotten about the theatre. The children would entertain the adults for the evening, with all manner of little acts and songs. The adults had always seemed to enjoy it. The servants, who were allowed to sit at the back of the drawing room to watch, certainly did enjoy it, although Raymond had often wondered if they enjoyed it so much because they were sitting down.

“Maze running this afternoon, then?” he asked.

“Of course.” Lilly smiled and sipped her tea.

Raymond pushed back on the chair. “Do you like being a governess, Lilly?”

She looked startled. “Why would you ask that? It is a respectable occupation and perfectly sensible for someone like me.”

“Someone like you? You used to stay up all night dancing at balls and giggling in corners with friends. I don’t think you’ve been to a ball in three years.” He touched the frame of the pince-nez. “You would have died of shame than be seen wearing these, back then.”

Lilly frowned down at the cup. “I’ve put all that behind me,” she said firmly. Then she leaned back to look behind Raymond. “Corcoran, would you mind terribly much giving us the room for a moment?”

“Of course not, Miss Williams.” Corcoran gathered up the two footmen and moved out of the dining room. He shut the doors discreetly behind him and Raymond suspected he was probably standing guard in front of them, too.

Raymond sat back, abruptly losing interest in his buttered toast. “I am not at all in the mood for inappropriate conversations, Lilly,” he warned her. “I might have indulged you when you were younger, but they no longer strike me as charming.”

“I might be younger than you, Raymond, yet I know you better than anyone in this house. You liked those conversations. You could speak your mind to me and know I would not judge you for it. I rather thought you were in need of such a conversation now. More than ever before, in fact.”

She had always seemed older than God to him. For a moment he had forgotten that. Despite the differences in their ages, Lilly was closer to being his contemporary and his friend than any of the other siblings and cousins.

Lilly tapped the edge of her saucer. “Who is it?” she asked. “I thought perhaps, it might be Sadie who you are waiting for. Waiting for her to grow up, despite how tall she is already. I even thought it might be me for a while.”

Raymond’s heart gave a little flutter. “For heaven’s sake, Lilly,” he said roughly. “I just buried my wife.”

Lilly nodded. “The wife you didn’t love, whom you married because that odious family of yours insisted you must. That’s what started me thinking, you see.”

Raymond stared at her, his throat closing up. She was speaking things that no eighteen year old should know or speak of, or even understand.

“You didn’t marry for such a long time,” Lilly went on. “Bachelors often don’t, I know, only you were the heir to your father’s title and that changes things for a man. The need to get an heir and all that. Yet you resisted for years and years. It made me wonder who it was you were waiting for.”

Raymond pushed his plate aside. He couldn’t even bother to pretend he was still interested in the stack of cold toast. “Lilly…if you care at all, leave this alone.”

Lilly turned on the chair, her sensible black mourning dress sweeping against his boots, to face him. “You can tell me,” she said urgently. “That’s what I wanted to say, only there was always someone listening until now. Whoever it is, for whatever reason you can’t have her…you can speak of it to me. I thought perhaps Rose would be able to move you past her, yet I could tell yesterday that she failed even at that. Now you need someone you can tell.” Her fine green eyes flared with sudden, hot emotion. “I know about keeping secrets,” she said softly. “They tear at you from the inside, if you keep them there.”

Raymond kept his hand fisted where it lay on the table. Lilly had neatly skewered the truth, though she could never be allowed to know how right she was. He shook his head. “You have my thanks, Lilly, but this…I cannot tell you. Especially you.”

Lilly swallowed, her throat working. Two high spots of colour appeared on her cheeks. She nodded stiffly. “Very well then,” she said stiffly. “I must return to my duties.” She got to her feet.

“Lilly…” She thought he was being condescending. Yet if he tried to correct that impression, he would be exposed. It reminded him of something. “Was it you who sent me the black roses?”

She kept her back to him. “I have no idea what you are referring to. Good day, my lord.” She left the room by the small door that was closest to the back stairs, that the children used to reach their upper floor.

Raymond stared after her helplessly.

How right she was! It did eat away at him. It was tearing strips from his soul.

* * * * *

Raymond made sure no one was using the library. He borrowed Natasha’s stationery and desk and paused with the nib hovering over the blank page.

Then, before he changed his mind, he wrote quickly.

 

Dearest Susanna:

It seems I am in need of your services at least one more time. Could you come tonight? There is something I must tell you.

Marblethorpe.

 

_______________________________________
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Chapter One

London, England, 1858.

There was always a handful of people visiting West of London and Westminster Cemetery, every time Natasha returned there herself.  If it were not for their black crepe and bombazine, it would be easy to lapse into thinking the visitors were strolling through a park, for the cemetery was garden-like in its appointments, with shady arbors, elaborate family crypts and well-clipped lawns.

No one spoke to anyone.  That was the other difference.  They were all strangers, there for a common purpose, but still quite alone.  Not even the civil nod of acknowledgement that strangers would exchange in Hyde Park was used here.

Natasha missed the path to the Innesford family crypt, and lost her way.  It had been so long since she had last visited, she could not remember how to find the crypt.  Her discomfort rose. 

When she found the crypt, her cheeks were hot with mortification, and she was slightly breathless from hurrying.  She used the big iron key to unlock the gate and stepped into the cool, dim stillness of the hexagonal crypt.  Her boots crunched on the tiles, as grit shifted beneath her feet.  It sounded loud in the small, marble-lined room, and she flinched.  She was disturbing the dead. 

Seth was at the back, in the new wall.  She slipped off her glove and pressed her hand against the carved plate.

 

Richard Seth Williams

18th Earl of Innesford.

1804 A.D.—1854 A.D.

 

“Oh, Seth,” she whispered, her eyes stinging with tears.  “Three years since you were taken from me.  It has been a year since I came to see you.  I meant to come sooner.  I miss you every day.  I still forget sometimes that you are gone.  I find myself starting to speak to you.  Then I remember you are not there and it makes my chest ache.”

There was no answer, of course.  She wished for a moment she was spiritual enough to believe that Seth watched over her and if she prayed hard enough and listened with a pure heart, he would speak to her.  Other widows often claimed they had entire conversations with their departed husbands.  They would consult with them on all major decisions in their life.  The shades of their loved ones would continue to direct their lives from beyond the grave.  It would be wonderful to be able to visit Seth eagerly and return to her life filled with the contentment and peace that other widows derived from standing at the foot of their husbands’ graves.

Instead, Natasha always stood here in the silence and felt confusion and a roil of emotions that all seemed wicked and inappropriate.  Anger was one of the strongest.  She sometimes wanted to beat her fist against the silent headstone and rage at the Fates for doing this to her and to Seth.  Despair and grief and sadness were always there.

But more and more often, lately, what she felt was a terrible, fear-inducing loneliness.   

Seth had been a pragmatic man.  Seven years a convict had stripped from him any belief in divine justice and he would have laughed at those widows who talked to their dead husbands.  Natasha, though, was beginning to understand why they might.  It was comforting to think that Seth might be lingering in some other plane and watching over her.  Although if that were true, then Seth would be caustically advising her to give up such nonsensical ideas and go put on that blue dress he liked so much….

Her tears spilled.  She hung her head.

“I don’t know what to do…” she whispered.  “I’m so busy, Seth. There are never enough hours in the day.  The twins are turning into women right in front of me.  Lisa Grace is nine…nine, Seth.  She is going to be tall.  She is already up to my shoulder.  And Daniel’s voice has broken.  He’s a baritone.  I know you would laugh about that. You’d have given him brandy to celebrate and perhaps a cigar.  Neil is in his last year at Eton.  Lilly…”  She sighed.  “Lilly seems content.  Oh, and Cian starts at Cambridge this year.  I decided…I hope you don’t mind, but I thought he should finish his education, even though he’s already taking over the management of his titles and the estates…”  

She reached under the lace veil and wiped her cheeks.  “Every time someone calls me the Dowager Countess, I look over my shoulder to see who it is they’re addressing.  Then I realize that it is me they are talking to.”  She laid her hand back on the stone, her damp fingers marking it.  “I don’t feel like a dowager anything.”   She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the stone.  “I just feel so alone.” 

The silence was her answer.  No ghost whispered.  Nor did the wind stir to shift leaves over the paths outside.  

Natasha listened.  She heard her heart beat and that was all.  It was a strong beat.  Healthy.  She had turned forty years old in March but she still felt as strong and alive as she had at twenty, when she had met Seth.  She stayed silent when friends gently pointed out that as she was getting on in years, it was time to let go of the ribbons and frivolities of a younger woman and graciously linger in the darker corners of parlours.  In the mirror, her face had not changed all that much.  Her waist was only an inch wider after bearing seven children—thanks to daily walking and working in the garden, horse riding and energetic games of tennis with Annalies when no one was looking.  

She was not an old woman, but the world thought she should be.  To dispute them would heap shame and scorn and notoriety upon her head.  If Seth were still here, she might have had the courage to look everyone in the eye and do what she wanted.  Only, Seth was no longer here to protect her.

Natasha sighed.  “I suppose I must sort it out for myself. I always looked to you to help me understand matters.  You were so good at understanding how people worked.  You were forced to it by circumstances.  Now I will have to do that for myself.  I suppose these are my circumstances, aren’t they?”  She patted the inscription plate one more time.  “I’ll try to visit sooner, next time,” she promised him.

She stepped out into the warm June morning, glad of the veil to hide her tear-stained cheeks.  She locked the gate on the crypt and dropped the key into her reticule and moved slowly along the path.  It seemed wrong that the sun was shining and the air held not a breath of chill.  She could smell musky lavender and tea roses and the pleasant green smell of freshly cut grass.  A bee buzzed past her veil.  Doves twittered and cooed in the long arbor.  Even here among the dead, the world was vitally alive.

On the path, ahead, a man was standing in front of large, new headstone.  The carved lettering on the black marble had been painted with gold leaf.  He stood very still in front of it, his hands at his sides, his soft brimmed hat held in one of them.  He was not speaking to the interred, as so many people did here.  

The sun gleamed in his black hair as he turned his head at her approach.  

Natasha had been on the point of apologizing for her intrusion, for this was the only way back to the gate of the cemetery, where her carriage was waiting.  Then she realized she knew the man.

It was Raymond Devlin, Elisa’s son.

Surprised skittered through her.  “Lord Marblethorpe,” she said, and fell silent.  All the usual polite social phrases seemed inappropriate in this place.  All the family matters she might have asked about were just as wrong.  She cast about for something to say.    

“Countess Innesford,” Raymond replied, with a small nod of acknowledgement. He glanced at the headstone he was standing in front of, and a tiny frown grew between his dark brows.  

“interrupted you,” Natasha said quickly.  “I can find another--”

“I was about to leave, anyway,” he said, just as quickly.  “Let me see you back to your carriage.”

Natasha pressed her lips together.  She didn’t want to deal with company right now, but standing awkwardly in the middle of the path was even more uncomfortable, so she nodded and moved down the path again.

Raymond fell in next to her.  He didn’t offer his elbow, which would have felt just as wrong.  He didn’t speak either, which was a relief to her.  He settled his hat back in place and kept his gaze on his feet.  

It was even more of a relief to move through the big stone arch, and over to the waiting carriages.  It put the other world behind her.  The chitter of larks seemed natural and right once more.  The clop of horses and whizz of carriage wheels on Brompton Road pulled her attention back to the normal day.

Raymond straightened and seemed to grow even taller.  He glanced at her.  “I do apologize for not conversing. It didn’t seem right, to chat about the living, in there.”

Natasha let out her breath.  “Yes, exactly,” she admitted.  “You were…visiting Rose?”  She surreptitiously wiped her cheeks dry, then lifted the veil up and pinned it to the back of her bonnet.

Raymond’s dark-eyed gaze slid away from her.  “It will be a year in August.  I felt it would be…delinquent to only visit on the anniversary, as if I had been neglecting her, I suppose.”  He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly.  “I thought if I went sooner than that, then it would demonstrate I was not…a bad man.”

His confession, so awkwardly admitted, let something inside her relax.  “I wish I had thought of that,” she said candidly.  “I feel guilty because it has been a year since I last was here.  I mean, I miss Seth.  Dreadfully.  Yet the days keep rolling past, faster and faster and then, suddenly, a year has gone by.”  It didn’t seem wrong to speak of it to Raymond.  He was Elisa’s oldest son, a part of the greater family.  He had seen Natasha romping on the croquet court.  He had lost his wife, too.  And he had known Seth.

Raymond drew in a breath that made his chest lift.  “I know exactly what you mean,” he said quietly.  He glanced at the two carriages.  “This might seem…odd, but may I send your carriage away and take you home in mine?  I would like to talk.”

“It doesn’t seem odd at all,” Natasha admitted.  “Besides,” she added.   “We’re family.  Inside the family--”

“—we do as we please.”  He smiled.  It was a small expression.  “I’ll talk to your driver.  Stay right there.”

He strode down the petunia-lined path, his long boots gleaming as he moved.  He stopped at Barny’s side and spoke to him.  Raymond was tall enough that he didn’t have to strain to speak to him as Natasha would have.  He merely raised his chin.

Barny tugged at his bowler brim, picked up the whip and tapped the back of the horses.  The carriage moved off, sliding past Raymond’s smart cabriolet. Raymond’s driver soothed the grey with murmurs and clicks of his tongue.

Raymond opened the little door for her and held out his hand.  Natasha gripped her crinolines with her right and took his hand with her left, and stepped up into the carriage.  She made sure to sit as far to the left as she could, so that Raymond would have room on the seat.  She tucked the folds of grey and green plaid underneath her hip to make more room.  These little cabriolets that the younger men favoured did not have the space of a full coach and four.

Raymond stepped up into the carriage, his weight making it dip to one side, the springs compressing.  He paused, looking at the bench.  She had managed to take up only just over half of it with her skirts.  She held them aside.  “Twenty yards of plaid and linen.  In my first season a dress with that much yardage would have been considered extravagant. Now, it is barely enough if one wants to be considered fashionable.”

Raymond settled on the seat next to her and knocked on the roof.  The grey stepped smartly forward, without jarring the carriage into motion.  “Nevertheless, you have managed to leave me more than enough room.  If my hips really are as wide as the bench you’ve supplied, I am badly in need of exercise.”

Natasha could feel a smile pulling at her mouth.  “I would advise filling in more dance cards, then.  Three waltzes, back to back, will quickly reduce your waistline.”

“And my wind,” Raymond replied dryly.  “Is that why you dance so often?”

“I like dancing,” Natasha admitted.  “I always have.  I met Seth at the Sweet Pea Ball…”  She bit her lip.  

Raymond looked at her, his brow lifting just a little.  “Why do you stop?”

“I suppose…”  She looked at her gloved hands, the chain of her reticule wrapped around the satin.  

“We’re family, remember?” Raymond said quietly.  “Even though we’re not related, we’re closer than kin.  You can speak your mind.”  His mouth lifted a little.  “That will leave me free to speak mine, too.”

Natasha hesitated, then plunged.  “I shouldn’t care to dance, anymore, but I do.  I shouldn’t care to do a great many things, now that Seth has gone.  I should care for nothing, I’m told.  But I…still do.”  She let out a shaky breath.  

Raymond nodded.  “You’re still young.  Of course you still care about things.”

She laughed.  It was a weak sound.  But it was so odd hearing one of the children of the family dispense advice and opinions to one of the adults.  “I’m not young by any definition, Raymond.  I am your mother’s friend.  I watched you grow up.”

“I am thirty-three,” Raymond said, his voice low.  “I won’t presume to guess how old you are, Natasha, but I know you are not that much older than me.  You are my mother’s friend, yes, but friendship crosses all barriers and years.”

Natasha fell silent, confused by the strange tightness in her chest and the uncomfortable sensations it was creating.  It was true.  She was only seven years older than him.  How had she not noticed that before?  Was it because she had always separated the family into two distinct strata?  The adults and the children, and never the twain shall meet?  Or had it been because Seth had been thirteen years older than her, and she had elevated her perspective to match his?

“It is because of the closeness of our ages that I feel safe telling you what I am about to say,” Raymond added.

Natasha rested her hand on his wrist, for a brief moment.  “Are you about to tell me you didn’t love Rose?  I can save you the agony of confession, Raymond.  It is a secret only to very few of the family anymore.”

Raymond hesitated.  “I have never hid that the marriage was purely one of duty to me,” he said evenly.  “My father’s family insisted.  I could put it off no longer.  I complied.  The Devlin family have their heir.  I have done my duty.”  He shrugged.

The harshness of his voice, the inflexibility of his jaw, surprised her.  The depth of his feelings were also shocking.  “You are angry,” she said.  “I’m sorry, that was not my intention, to make you angry.”

He shook his head, frowning.  “I am not angry at you.  If I am angry at all, it is at myself, for…oh, all manner of things.  I didn’t love Rose.  It has been nearly a year, and yet this morning, I still looked up expecting to see her sitting at the other end of the breakfast table, buttering her toast.”  His gloved hand curled into a hard fist.  “Why do I keep doing that?” He ground out the question, pain in his voice.

“You may not have loved her in the way you think you ought to have, but there was affection there, Raymond.  Respect, at the very least, or you would not have made an heir.  You are not the sort to…to…”  Natasha took a deep breath.  “You are not the sort of man to bed a woman with whom you have no relationship whatsoever.  I do not believe that is in your nature.  So you cared for Rose on some level, and you lived with her for five years--”

“Four,” he corrected softly.

“It was long enough for the relationship to leave its mark on your heart, Raymond.”

“Then why do I feel guilty all the time?” he asked flatly.  “I feel guilty for not loving her enough, for not giving her all the affection I could.  If I had known she would live so few years, I would have…”  He shook his head.

Natasha jumped.  Guilt.  Yes, that was it.  That was the ache in the middle of her chest.   “I don’t think it matters what the type or quality the relationship may have been,” she said slowly.  “What matters is that they have gone and we remain and we feel guilty for that.”

Raymond considered her, his gaze steady.   The pain in his eyes faded.  “Yes,” he said.  “That’s it, exactly.”  He sat back in the corner, almost relaxing into it.  “We are a wretched pair, are we not?”

The air of free confession still lingered, which allowed Natasha to say, “I do not feel as wretched as I should, knowing that someone else feels as I do.”

Raymond didn’t move or speak for a long moment.  The carriage rounded the long curve into Knightsbridge.  The tall trees of Hyde Park were visible over the buildings lining the wide road.  They would be in Mayfair soon enough.  

“My marriage was doomed from the start,” Raymond said.  “I knew that, but I married her anyway.”  His gaze shifted from Natasha’s.  “I loved someone else.  I think I have loved her forever.”

Natasha nodded.

“You knew?” he asked, shock making his voice rise.

“Not for certain, but everyone has wondered for years if there was a woman you could not speak of.   You never seemed to get into mischief the way Benjamin does, or that other single men are supposed to.”  Natasha hesitated, then threw caution away.  This frankness was helping ease aches and torments that had lived in her for a long time.  It must surely be helping Raymond, too.  “Did she…is the woman you love still unavailable, Raymond?  I mean, you are a widower.  It has been nearly a year.  You are free to pursue whomever you wish, now.”

“If the woman would have me,” Raymond said in agreement.  “Her name is Susanna.”

Natasha cast about quickly, names of friends and relatives, the peerage of England and Scotland and Ireland running through her head.  She didn’t know a Susanna.  “Is she…a commoner?  Is that why you’ve never spoken of her before?”

He weighed his answer.  Then he shook his head.  “I can say no more.  It would not be fair to her.  It may even compromise her position.”

The woman he loved, this Susanna, was married.  Perhaps even happily married.  Natasha could read between the lines  as well as any other society matron navigating the twin shoals of finding a good match for her daughters, and warding off inappropriate matches for her sons.  Marriages arranged with an eye toward securing titles and lands, with no regard for love and affection, were not unusual, alas.  But society still maintained the pretense that every marriage was a love match.  Raymond’s Susanna, if she was of the peerage, may have been forced to such a match by family pressure, just as Raymond had been forced to his…

Raymond must have lingered for years, saying nothing, perhaps waiting for Susanna, who was then wed to another.  After that, he had refused to consider anyone else, until his father’s family had insisted upon an heir, at which point, Raymond had acquiesced and married Rose.

Natasha studied him, seeing him in this new light.  He had always been a silent, introspective man.  Now she knew why.  “I’m glad you told me this much,” she said impulsively.  

Raymond lifted his hand, in a small gesture of caution.  “I should not have spoken at all,” he said.  “I only wanted you to know that I understand.  You loved Seth very much.  I saw it when he was alive and I know how you feel now, because I, too, can’t be with the one I love.”

Her heart shifted.  “Oh, Raymond…”

“In the last year,” he went on, “I have learned that speaking your mind, that saying what is truly in your heart to a sympathetic listener, can ease the load.”

“You have done that for me, this morning,” Natasha admitted.  “I was utterly miserable, until we spoke.”

His mouth turned up at the corners.  Warm lit his eyes.  “I am glad of that,” he said softly.  He glanced over her shoulder.  “Piccadilly.  We’ll be there in a moment or two.”  He sat up again and spoke of general things—the upcoming Henley Regatta of which he was a marshal this year, which was considered a great honour; of the racing at Ascot; and of family things, such as Annalies’ daughter, Sadie, and her latest ambition to join a circus when she grew up.  It was delightful chatter, filled with people they had in common, which were many.  Natasha felt relaxed and very nearly happy when the cabriolet eased to a stop outside the townhouse on Park Lane.

Raymond stepped onto the pavement and turned to hand her out of the carriage.  

Natasha gripped his hand a little longer than was strictly necessary.  “Thank you, Raymond.  You truly have eased my heart a little.”

His fingers pressed hers, then he let her hand go and stepped back, as was proper.  “I, too, am glad we spoke.”  His eyes met hers.  

Natasha dropped her gaze, aware of passers-by observing them.  “I would ask you in, but there is no one at home.  And besides,” she added hurriedly, “I have to take tea this afternoon at the London Orphans Society.  There is a perfectly dreadful woman from Scotland who is to lecture us on how to raise money.”

Raymond smiled.  “Did your Orphans Society not raise nearly ten thousand pounds last year?” he asked curiously.

“Yes!” Natasha said heatedly.  “Yet now we are to be told we are not doing it properly.”

“The cheek of her!” Raymond said.  But his shoulders were shaking.  He was laughing, and hiding it.

Natasha realized how shrill and silly she sounded and smiled, too.  “I was thinking I may send a letter to your mother and insist she invited me for afternoon tea before I received the invitation from the Society.  Then I would simply have to decline the later invitation.”

Raymond gave her a short bow.  “Far be it for me to get in the way of social machinations.  Good day, Lady Innesford.”

“Lord Marblethorpe.”  She picked up her hems.  Corcoran was already standing at the door, waiting for her to enter.  She slipped inside and heard the cabriolet roll away from the door as Corcoran closed it.

“Was that Viscount Marblethorpe, my lady?” he asked.

“It was,” Natasha said as she took off the veil and bonnet and dropped the hat pin inside.  She handed it over to her maid, Mulloy, along with her gloves and the light shawl that was all that was needed in June.  “Raymond was at the cemetery, too.”

“Visiting his poor wife,” Corcoran guessed.  “Such a tragedy.  Lunch will be ready in the dining room at the hour, my lady.”

She glanced at the grandfather clock ticking heavily in the corner of the front hall.  Noon was barely fifty minutes away.  “I need to send a letter to Lady Farleigh, Corcoran.  Can Kip run the letter over to Grosvenor Square for me?”

“Certainly, my lady.  I’ll stir the lad up from the kitchen for you.”

“Mulloy, would you set out my afternoon dress?  I’ll be up as soon as I’ve written the letter.”

“Yes, my lady.”  Mulloy curtsied and hurried upstairs with Natasha’s things.  

Natasha went through to the library, where her desk was located.  It had been Seth’s desk, of course.  Now it was hers.  It would be Cian’s soon enough.  He could claim his full inheritance this very day if he chose to.  It was his by right.  He was as reluctant, though, to take up his father’s mantle as Natasha had been for him to do so.

She had resisted using the desk.  Usually, she used the lap secretary, even going so far as to sit at the dining table instead of here.

Now she sat down and pulled out stationery from the central drawer and barely thought of the fact that Seth used to sit here, swearing over pilfering fingers and cargoes that were short, rotting or spoiled from sea water, or that reliable staff for Harrow Hall in Ireland were so difficult to find from his desk in London.  He would grumble, but stay in London for the Season to make friends of the right people, just so their children would have the best opportunities when they came of age.

She rested her hand on the leather inlay for a moment and realized she was smiling.  Seth would have been just as happy as her to wriggle out of an unpleasant social engagement as she was doing now.  

Still smiling, she wrote her letter to Elisa. The afternoon suddenly seemed brighter.
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