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Chapter One

For over five years, Imogene Farrell LeClerc had kept two secrets, but they were the kind of secrets that several people knew—her brother Charlie; Pierre, her deceased husband; and the Brewsters, who ran her household in Brighton.

The real problem with her particular secrets was that the two bits of scandalous information affected one man directly: Jack Davenport, the Earl of Prescott. Imogene’s betrothed.

One of those secrets sat in Imogene’s lap, explaining why she should be allowed to let their growing puppy, Tiger, sleep in her bed.

“But it’s waining,” Lily said. “And he’ll be cold.” Lily had a lovely French accent—one that made Imogene’s street words sound vulgar and grating.

“Raining,” Imogene said, pronouncing the words carefully.

Lily shrugged, extending her small hands, palms up. “Je ne peux pas le dire. Il pleut.” Two stark lines appeared between Lily’s eyes, a certain indication she didn’t like to be corrected. Again.

“Say it in English: raining,” Imogene said. Todd Mitchell, one of her charges since Imogene had returned to England, was older than Lily, but he also struggled with speaking properly. Between the two of them it was becoming a constant battle of repeated words, though Todd’s impediment had nothing to do with strong-willed disobedience found in Imo’s daughter.

It didn’t help that three of Imogene’s rescued girls were Parisians who tended to speak French when left alone. And they were often chaperoning Lily about the house, acting as her governesses. What child, not a noble, was so cosseted as her Lily?

But then, that was part of the problem—she might be a noble’s daughter.

“Rrraining,” Lily said.

“Good. Now, Tiger has a place to sleep, on his own bed, in the doghouse.”

“Please, Mama. Please.” She entwined her fingers and pled some more. “Please?”

Mrs. Brewster interrupted, bringing in a tea tray and biscuits, and placed it on a round table near where Imogene sat writing. Lily’s interruption would be extended, it seemed.

“It smells so good, Mrs. Brewster,” Lily said. The little scamp knew when and how to bamboozle.

“I made extra for you, sweet girl.” Mrs. Brewster clucked Lily’s chin and earned a grin.

Lily reached for a warm scone, but Imogene clicked her tongue. With a wave of her hand, Imogene also halted Mrs. Brewster before she departed the room, intending to have a word.

Lily raised her hands. “They’re clean.”

“I have a proposition for you. You may have your scones and strawberries or you may have Tiger sleep with you in bed tonight.”

“Mama! I always want strawberries.”

“Then I don’t want to hear another word about Tiger. Understand?” Imo shifted Lily so they could eat and drink together. “Are Mr. Brewster and Todd back yet?” Imogene asked of Mrs. Brewster.

“No. They had a few more errands to attend. Maybe in another hour or so.”

“Save some of these scones for Todd then.” Mrs. Brewster nodded before she disappeared from the room.

Imogene poured the tea with one hand, dribbling a bit into Lily’s cup so it would cool faster. Lily was being taught propriety from a young age, though Imogene wondered if she really was the right person to administer correction.

As soon as the scone was slathered with the strawberry jam, Lily plucked it from Imogene’s hand and took a bite, leaving a dab of jam on her upper lip. “It’s so good.”

Imogene reached for a linen napkin and handed it to her daughter. “Just like Papa Pierre taught you. All the ton expects young girls to be very sophisticated.”

Lily wiped her mouth and then munched another unladylike bite. “Why?”

“So they can secure an important husband who can provide for them.”

“Why?”

“So you can have scones and strawberries whenever you want.”

“But I don’t get them whenever I want. Mrs. Brewster said so.”

“And she is right.”

“Why?”

“That’s enough. Aren’t you supposed to be reading with Madelina?”

“But I want to go to the shop with you and Ynez.”

Imogene glanced out the window to see the rain had turned into a light drizzle. Hopefully it would stop altogether so they could enjoy their afternoon adventure. “It’s not a shop, it’s an empty building where Ynez will make dresses for ladies.”

“And girls?”

“Girls too.” With some coaxing, Lily finished her scone and drank her cooled tea, and then scooted off Imogene’s lap and into Madelina’s capable hands.

Imogene returned to her writing desk and wrote her monthly letter to Frank, plus letters to her former charges in Paris. Writing was such a chore. Even though she had many things to relay to her brother, each word was a labor of love and took an excruciating amount of time to finish. The other letters to Paris would have to wait a few days.

What should she say to Frank about Jack Davenport and his offer of marriage? Frank knew all about Imogene’s time with Jack. First as a mark to earn a few coppers, and then as his mistress prior to his marriage.

I love him, she concluded, as if that made everything all right.

So much was wrong. She wanted to marry him, but Shiffington’s threat hung over her head like a French guillotine blade. Jack was back in London, arranging things for his sons and staff to reside in Brighton at the home he let for the next year. It was as if he wanted a new start too, after the death of his wife, Catherine.

At their marriage, she would become Lady Prescott.

A countess.

She—an orphan, a whore, a street rat.

A widow. A woman of consequence?

Was she ready to be part of Jack’s world? Would Shiffington ruin what could be a wonderful life by exposing Jack to ridicule and Imogene to embarrassment by revealing her past? Aside from her brothers and her close circle, no one really knew about her history or those secrets that might wreak havoc upon her life.

Imogene sealed and waxed the letter, went to dress for the business meeting with the land agent and returned to the foyer to find Ynez white with fear but dressed as a woman of means—because she was such a brilliant hand with the needle.

Just like Imogene, she could hide behind the façade of respectability because of education and Pierre’s money.

The closed carriage took them to the business district in Brighton, where the land agent waited. He assisted them from the carriage and onto the busy street. The sun peeked through big, fat blue clouds that still threatened rain. Imogene tugged her shawl closer. Hmm, England, she thought.

“Madame LeClerc. Your servant.” He removed his hat and bowed.

“Good afternoon, sir. This is Miss Ynez Gaston, of Paris.” He didn’t need to know anything else.

“Miss Gaston,” he said, and went right to business. “I think this building is just what you are looking for. Solid foundation, good roof and a partial rock basement.”

Imogene couldn’t help but think of the days when Frank and Danny had found them an old shack where Imogene could ply her unusual trade. Not whoring exactly, but something very similar.

If she could keep one girl like Ynez from such an existence now, Imogene might just earn one of those heavenly crowns Charlie had talked about.

Neither she nor Ynez waited for the land agent to explain the building’s many attributes. They split up, each touching and examining the nooks and crannies, the shelves and windows, the squeaking doors and floorboards.

A half an hour later, Ynez stood in the middle of the main lobby, turning a slow circle. “Oh oui, madam, it is perfect.” Imogene didn’t need to see the tears in Ynez’s eyes; she could hear the emotion in her voice. “I can see it all. Materials here on each of these walls. A selection of laces, ribbons, jet and pearls. A large cutting table. A bookshelf with every issue of Ackerman’s. It iz perfect!” she finished, her French spilling onto her words. Ynez turned again and then put one hand over her mouth, overcome for the moment.

“Only the best,” Imogene agreed. She’d been in plenty of Parisian stores. Though she didn’t have Ynez’s vision, she knew the hired laborers would bring the shop to life.

“Truly? You are doing this for me?” she asked.

“If it is what you want.”

“For the whole of my existence, I could ask for nothing more.”

Imogene set emotion aside and began haggling in earnest, pointing out all of the flaws in the building, mentioning the cost to repair and then making her first offer. Very low and very insulting.

“I do expect to hear back within the week, if not, we will want to look at additional buildings,” she added.

“Certainly. I shall present your offer.”

Ynez was practically buzzing with excitement beside Imogene. Pierre would be proud of Imogene, if he had lived to see this day. And he’d be proud of the girls he’d agreed to have in his home because his wife had simply asked it of him.

And Jack? Well, he would find more of an equal than he might have otherwise expected from his second wife. She might not have blue blood like Catherine, but she had something better: common sense and experience.

Outside the building, they parted company with the agent.

“Shall we do some shopping while we are here?”

“Oh madam, I am about to faint from the possibilities. How will I ever repay you?”

Now Imogene thought she might cry. They strolled arm in arm, their heads together as they discussed this new opportunity. “You don’t owe me. It is enough to see you succeed. And who knows? Perhaps you will hire a few seamstresses who will be as thankful for your help.”

“Laraine and Madelina have promised their assistance. But to have my own employees when I cannot manage Lily?” Ynez laughed. “I think my business will fail before I even start.”

“Nonsense. We will start slow and build from there. We ought to begin laying in supplies and learning all about the businesses on our street. Each of them will be very important to us if we are to obtain the best prices for goods.”

“Madame LeClerc, I have something to ask.”

Imogene nodded.

“I have a book I would like to show you.”

“Oh?”

“Since I came to your home in Paris, I’ve drawn dresses.”

“In your book.”

“Oui. No one has seen it. I mean I’ve shown it to no one. I wasn’t sure...”

Imogene had discovered by chance Ynez’s ability to draw and by experience Ynez’s natural talents with fabric and her ability to copy gowns she’d seen on the women of Paris. “I would love to. You haven’t shown it to anyone?”

“No. I thought it a useless talent to begin with. And then but a pitiful dream.”

“Why, someday you might be a famous dressmaker.”

“The shop isn’t open yet, Madame LeClerc. And we don’t know anyone.”

“I’ve been thinking about that. You’ll need samples of your work for a front window display.”

“We don’t have a front window.”

“Not yet, but we will. We must be ready. Tonight I want you to show me your five best dresses and what materials you would use. We’ll purchase the cloth right away so you can begin sewing. Oh, and we must do children’s dresses as well. At least one to get started. What do you think?”

“I...I am overwhelmed.”

“You mustn’t worry. We have a whole houseful of people to help.”

“But we don’t have a shop building for sure.”

“It’s as good as ours,” Imogene said confidently.

They came to a corner where they needed to cross the street, only to bump into a well-dressed man.

“Ah, the ladies of Brighton,” Shiffington said.

“Excuse us,” Imogene said, fully intending to walk around him with no further engagement.

He gripped Imogene’s upper arm. The scent of opium permeated the air about him, a common condition, she realized. Or addiction.

“How dare you? You’ve no right to touch me.”

“Since when are you shy of a man’s touch?”

Ynez bristled like a banty rooster and took a step toward Shiffington. “You do not talk to her like zat, you uncouth man.” Her Frenchness exerted itself in her high-pitched accent and the unrelenting affront. Imogene jerked her arm away.

“And what is this? Another prize pigeon?” Shiffington’s leer was enough to make Imogene wish for a good-sized club, or a gun. Did he treat all women with such disdain? And why? Was there no mother to warm his heart? Or a sister? What about his father? Surely he demanded his son be respectful.

Why was she trying to apply reason to such a man’s actions? She knew what a shite he was and she wasn’t afraid of him.

“Ynez, go inside and wait for me.”

“I cannot leave you alone with this, with this petit cochon.”

“Go inside. Now.”

Ynez gave Shiffington a frosty glance—one that said, I won’t forget you—but she did as Imogene said and went through the door of the nearest shop. There were still people bustling along the street, but none who would care about Shiffington’s twisted mind and how he acted as long as he did it quietly.

“What do you want?” Imogene demanded.

“We can start by having a civil conversation.”

“Civil?” Imogene laughed. “I don’t think you know the meaning of the word.”

He did remove his hat, which he tapped once against his leg. “I want you to meet me at the Old Ship Hotel. This evening. Just the two of us. Or send her instead.” He pointed with his chin toward the door Ynez had walked through.

“The trouble with giving into blackmail is that one can never know when it will end. And I’m sorry to say, your word won’t be good enough.”

“Come, Miss Farrell. Would you give all of this up when it could be easily exchanged for one night?” He spread his arm in a dramatic gesture, as if her life—her small, insignificant life—carried with it some great importance.

“I am Madame LeClerc. Perhaps you have me confused with someone else.” Imogene examined her true feelings for this man, staring at his smooth-skinned face. He was a handsome man with sandy brown hair, but the smirk he wore and the squint of his eye always made him look criminal.

She hated him, maybe the only person in the world she’d had such feelings about. Forgiveness was impossible, not for what he did, but why he did it. She’d done nothing to hurt him, and truly, she was so insignificant then.

Tiny Etherton’s motives to enslave Imogene at brothel made sense to her. It was all about business. Shiffington? Could he be so full of spite?

“I’m not wrong about you, my dear Imogene. If not to protect your reputation, you will do it to protect your precious Jack.”

“Jack? Why would I do anything for him? According to you, he has plans that don’t involve me. Do what you need to do. Just quit yammering on about it and quit accosting me at every opportunity.”

“I could take what I wanted.” Again, he glanced toward the door where Ynez had disappeared.

“Then it will be the last thing you do. Don’t think I won’t protect what is mine. And don’t think you can continue to threaten me without consequences.” When he’d raped Imogene those many years ago, she’d fled because she sensed nothing but danger around her. Had she gone to Jack, Shiffington would have disappeared into the dust of the earth. However, now she could handle what he dished out, not by silence but by other, more effective means, and if he meant to hurt anyone in her household, by God, he would pay dearly.

“You always were a hellion. I see some things don’t change.”

“You don’t know me at all.”

He laughed. “I know women like you.”

“Tell me why.”

“Why? Because I can. Such is the world we live in.”

“No. It’s something else. I am nothing and nobody, so it makes no sense why you try to shame and damage me. You think you’re punishing Jack by hurting me, don’t you? What has Jack every done to you?”

He squinted at her, and his jaw tightened.

Imogene took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. “I can see now I was gravely mistaken by not informing Jack about your behavior. I thought I was protecting him. And myself. You, sir, need to be exposed for the cad and cuckold you are.”

“And you think you are the woman to do it?”

“I will because I can. Such is the world I live in.”

He doffed his hat, made an unnecessary bow and strolled on. She heard his soft chuckle as he walked away. He didn’t believe her.

Imogene stared after her nemesis. Maybe he would leave them all alone if she refused Jack and his marriage proposal. She loved Jack enough to give him up. She loved him enough to protect him from harm.

Gah! She was idiotic to have kept secrets from him. All of this could have been avoided. Or much of it.

She didn’t notice when Ynez came up beside her, until she spoke.

“He is an awful man. I feel it here.” Ynez tapped her chest over her heart. “There were men like him at the brothel. They take what they want because they have no feeling. They are empty and have no souls.”

Imogene wrapped her arm with Ynez’s and they started to stroll again. “I am so happy you don’t have to live that life anymore.”

“Me too, madam. We owe you so much. He won’t hurt us, will he?”

Us. Yes, they were in this together. Pierre had provided protection with his money and name. Imogene tried to do the same, but it was tough to be a woman in a man’s world. One misstep and she would no longer be Brighton’s newest respectable widow. Land agents wouldn’t be so anxious to help a whore.

Would Jack be the shelter they needed? Would his title be enough to thwart Shiffington’s threats?

“No. He won’t. That I promise.”

And how Imogene would keep that promise was by demanding Jack tell her why there was such bad blood between the two men.

And she and Jack were to be married. She would have to share her secrets with him eventually. Just as he should share his.

Or maybe they shouldn’t marry at all. And those secrets could be buried still further.

Oh, why had she waited so long to tell him the truth?

Chapter Two

Colonel William Lundquist was a pain in Jack’s arse.

There was only one reason the Colonel had returned, and that for a matter Jack thought had been settled.

Yes, Jack had been tempted by the quick offer to squirm from beneath such a significant obligation, but seeing Imogene had reaffirmed he’d made the right decision.

After they shared a drink and ruminated about missing Jack’s father, the Colonel got down to business. “I would conclude our business this week, Lord Prescott. There’s no reason to delay.”

Lundquist, an old friend of Jack’s father, held the substantial markers—nearly one hundred thousand pounds’ worth—that he was trying to collect. Jack hadn’t a clue what his father had been thinking to have borrowed such funds, and in the time since Jack had learned of the debt, he still hadn’t any idea how he would resolve the matter.

More debt with the Bank of England wasn’t the answer. One debt for another? If only he hadn’t just purchased the farm in Deal. Even though it was a spectacular investment, it had taken nearly all of Jack’s available cash. There were plenty of hard assets, none of them liquid.

Marrying Marjorie Lundquist in exchange for the cancellation of said debt was even more unappealing. He’d been through one marriage arranged by his family to a woman of noble birth. He would not count that marriage a success.

His second marriage would be to a woman with whom he would be happy. And he wasn’t going to break his word to Imogene.

“Colonel, my answer is still no.”

“Then you have the cash to pay me?”

“I need some time. You understand the markers were a surprise.”

“How long should I wait? Your father has been indebted to me for nearly four years—”

“Which begs the question why you waited so long to collect. Usually when a man dies, the creditors make their claims.”

“That is my business. Suffice it to say, I am a successful merchant because I bide my time, looking for opportunities.”

“Whatever arrangement we come to, it will not involve marriage to Miss Lundquist. She is a lovely young lady and my wife counted her as a friend. But I have other plans, Colonel, and your daughter should have no difficulty attracting myriad offers, should you choose to accept them.

“Unless you have something to add, I think we should consider this conversation complete. I will have my solicitor contact you regarding repayment.” Jack set aside his drink with a loud clank. A curse word would have been better.

The Colonel leaned back in his chair, his hands braced on the top of his cane. “My boy, I get what I want.”

“Not this time.”

The mild threat was delivered with a confident, jovial expression—a threat Jack wasn’t in the mood to take lightly, especially when he thought the situation had been resolved a few weeks ago.

“What would the beau monde think if they knew the Earl of Prescott couldn’t pay his bills?”

“That is your mistake. The debt is my father’s. However, I am doing my best to honor his memory and his friendship with you. It is a debt of honor because I have made it so. Do not press me further.”

“I never thought I’d see the when Jacob Davenport’s own son would betray his legacy.”

“Legacy? I’m not at all sure what my father hoped to accomplish or why he ended up in debt to you. It wasn’t like him. And it definitely wasn’t like him not to leave some indication about his plans. What were the two of you about?”

“Ventures fail all the time. But the piper must be paid,” the Colonel said, ignoring Jack’s question. The Colonel hefted his large frame from the chair, grunting a bit before he stood solidly on his feet.

“Why don’t you join us for dinner sometime this week?” the Colonel asked.

Jack stared hard. Was it all a game to Colonel Lundquist? “I regret I am unavailable. I will be in Brighton the rest of the week.”

“Yes. Brighton. I’ve heard it is attracting the worst sort of people these days, now that the Queen no longer finds it suitable for her family’s needs.”

“A pity. I’ve always thought the city one of England’s finest. All the better for those of us who remain.”

What a damn nuisance. Jack wasn’t sure what angered him more: that his father was a friend with such a shite or that the shite was asking for more than money as repayment.

Jack bid the Colonel good day, walked him to the front door and stared after him as the carriage bolted down the road.

Well, there was one immediate solution, especially against a former solider—a first strike. He was going to collect a marriage license from the archbishop and then he was going back to Brighton to marry Imogene. That would put a point to any plans Lundquist had, other than getting his money back.

However, Charlie might be offended. And disappointed. Reading of the banns was just another impediment; surely Charlie would understand the situation, being a reasonable man of the cloth.

And Jack didn’t need to waste another moment separated from Imogene.

“Maxwell,” he proclaimed as his valet entered the room. “I’m going to do what I should have done years ago.”

“What is that, my lord?”

“I’m going to marry the woman I want.”

“Very good, sir. We haven’t a moment to spare then.”

* * * * *

“I don’t much like the train,” Birdie said. “It gets me where I’m going, but too fast.” 

She huddled in the corner while Charlie sat in the aisle seat. A family of four sat across from them. The two children appeared obedient, except they butted shoulders and pinched each other when their parents looked away. No one noticed Birdie and Charlie on their way to Brighton.

“I think that is the whole idea. More efficient travel.”

Charlie didn’t ask Birdie how she had managed to travel from Brighton to London. Or how she had found him at Kings College. How many weeks had it been since Imogene confirmed Birdie had disappeared? Where had she been all that time?

And what had she done along the way? Lord, help her. Do I really want to know?

“Better to walk. Think things through.”

“You dread returning to Madame LeClerc’s home?”

“She won’t want me back. Not after what I did.”

“We talked about that. You didn’t do anything. I read to you what she said in her letter. Didn’t she say how much she wished for your safe return and how bad she felt that you went away? And what about your brother and sisters? Do you think they don’t miss you?”

“I was the oldest. I was supposed to take care of Lily.”

“Lily’s fine. What is it you are really worried about?”

Birdie hunched her shoulders, blew her breath against the window and watched the fog slowly disappear. “Do you ever wonder where ye belong? My mam threw us away like we were nothing. Madame LeClerc don’t need me none. But it’s terrible to be alone and I’m going to be alone, ain’t I?”

“My sister won’t allow it, you know. She doesn’t wallow in self-pity.”

“’T’aint self-pity. Just a fact.”

Charlie reached for the sack containing their lunch and handed her a small apple. She stared it for a second, as if she didn’t even deserve to eat. When she finally took a bit, Charlie asked, “You do know about forgiveness, don’t you?”

“Gad, you’re not going to preach at me again?”

He laughed, in spite of her words. “It’s my duty. I’m meant to watch after people’s souls.”

“How can you do that by studying Greek and Latin? Looks like to me your soul is in jeopardy, not mine.
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