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Prologue

Tipton
Collingbourne, England
April 1810

Seated in the north sitting room, her letters in her lap, Lydia Palmer read the missive in her hand one more time before looking across the room at her husband. He was studying the daily news, but only a moment passed before he glanced her way.

“What is it, love?” he asked kindly. Frank Palmer was always kind.

“My cousin has died.”

Mr Palmer frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that, but I must admit I didn’t think you had any cousins left.”

“Godwin Jennings. He lives near Bristol, or should I say ‘lived.’ It was not a close relationship, but he was family.”

“I know who you’re talking about,” he said as light dawned. “Who contacted you, by the way?”

“His solicitor,” Lydia said, her eyes going back to the official letter.

“And did Mr Jennings have children?”

“Yes. Three of them.” Lydia chewed her lip a moment. “I wonder where they’ll end up.”

“I was wondering that myself. You have so little family of any kind left.”

For a moment, Mr and Mrs Palmer were quiet. A few seconds later, however, their eyes met, both faces showing some shock.

“No, Frank. It couldn’t be.”

“I don’t know who else, Liddy. Your brother is the only male heir left in your family.”

“But three children, Frank? You know how William Jennings enjoys his independence.”

Mr Palmer shrugged. “I’m just stating the need, Lydia. Unless you’re hiding someone that I don’t know about, by law Jennings would be responsible for Godwin’s children.”

Lydia shook her head. “It’s too fantastic to be real. Jennings barely tolerates women. I can’t think he would have any more interest in children.”

“Well, he wouldn’t have to love them—just support them.”

The room grew quiet again, only the ticking of the mantel clock making itself known.

“Will you write him?” Mr Palmer asked.

“Jennings? I don’t think so. He hasn’t acknowledged a single one of my letters in seven years.”

“But you don’t write to him so that he’ll answer, Lydia. You write so he’ll know you still love him.”

Lydia took the gentle rebuke in good grace. Even before reading the letter in her hand one last time, she determined to write her brother by the end of the week.

Chapter One


Aydon
London, England
May 1810

“And where did you say this was?” Mr Collins asked as he frowned fiercely at the new help, a young man who was now sweating from every pore of his body.

“It was on the floor in the back hall, Mr Collins.”

“The postmark on this letter is five days past. How could it have been missed in the hall all these days?”

“I don’t know, sir. Betsy just gave it to me.”

“Who is Betsy?”

“We were hired at the same time, sir. I believe she works upstairs.”

Mr Collins’ eyes narrowed with even more danger.

“Mr Jennings will hear of this. You may be discharged.”

“Yes, sir.”

The crushed but humble face of the young man before him softened Mr Collins’ heart a bit. He continued more kindly, “As you know, Mr Jennings is out for the evening. He probably won’t receive this until morning. If I can put a word in for you, I will, but know this, young Geoffrey, it will not happen again.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“You are dismissed.”

As Geoffrey walked away, Mr Collins, long in the employ of Mr William Jennings, stood thinking about his next move. He had several options and after just a moment’s deliberation, took the second one and turned to locate Bates, Mr Jennings’ man. It didn’t take long. He ran him to earth in the servants’ dining area, where he sat with a cup of tea and the day’s post.

“This just surfaced,” Mr Collins informed him, setting the letter on the table.

“It’s five days old,” Bates responded with a frown.

“Precisely. Do I tell him tonight?”

Bates looked up at his old friend and smiled wryly.

“You forget, Collins, that when he returns from Lady Wendt’s dinner, we won’t be doing anything tonight but keeping the house quiet.”

Mr Collins had a smile to match his friend’s before leaving to secure the letter on his desk, knowing he would have to face his employer come morning.
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