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        For Matt, with gratitude, for the years of happy memories, and with

        anticipation of the adventures yet to come.
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      Bristol, 1852

      

      A wedding took a bloody hell lot more work than Phillip ever imagined.

      But then when was the last time he’d had the luxury to consider anything but the wind and tides?

      Sighing a heaving breath, he returned his attention to his wife, who was reviewing the seating chart for the wedding breakfast. Their daughter’s wedding breakfast.

      Annalise darted a quick glance at him, so quick he would have missed it if he hadn’t been paying attention.

      We’re almost done.

      I warned you this would be tedious, but you insisted upon being here.

      This is important to Beth, so do try to act interested.

      Despite his many absences over their twenty-five years of marriage, Phillip still managed to glean a whole conversation in the span of a few looks.

      “But Mama, the MacKenzies cannot sit with the Packwoods. They have not spoken—”

      “Civilly,” Phillip murmured under his breath, earning himself a brief look of reproach from his wife.

      “—since Mr. MacKenzie accused Mr. Packwood of theft,” Beth continued, as if he had not interrupted.

      Phillip supposed that since he had largely been a nomadic figure in her childhood, his daughter had become accustomed to ignoring him. She turned to Annalise for all things and valued her mother’s opinion above all others. Such deference had stung him countless times over the years. He had been the one sailing the ocean, protecting the empire from enemies far and near, and yet his opinion had never been worth much to his daughter. Beth had ceased asking him to bring her trinkets from his port stops around her tenth birthday, and he could not remember the last time she had asked him to tell her a story from his travels.

      Oliver, his son, had always been curious about his adventures on the high seas, but the lad was now in London where he worked as an engineer for Great Western Railway, and could not stroke his father’s wounded ego with his enthusiastic questions.

      It was a bitter tonic to feel like an unwelcome stranger in his own home, and Phillip was still not comfortable in his own bed. After years on a ship, he needed the waves to rock him to sleep every night.

      He hadn’t been certain of his reception upon returning home for good a fortnight before. Would his wife and children welcome him but become annoyed at the everyday realities of his presence? After two decades of issuing commands and running a tight ship, would he be able to throw off the mantle of captain? Would he try to run his household, admirably captained by his wife for the past twenty years, the way he ran his ship? Would his family be patient with his transition?

      So far they had been—for the most part. Phillip was well aware of his faults and limitations, and every morning when he arose from bed, he endeavored to keep his autocratic tendencies to himself. It was easier than he anticipated, probably because Annalise was more than a competent homemaker.

      “Beth, that unfortunate incident occurred ten years ago.” Annalise shook her head. “Mrs. MacKenzie and Mrs. Packwood speak daily at the market. It is their husbands that carry the old grudge. Perhaps your wedding breakfast will encourage them to finally let sleeping dogs lie.”

      She said this with easy grace, her suggestion sensible as always. She was always practical. Phillip appreciated practical. She treated his retirement in the pleasant manner in which she treated all things, and if her smile at the breakfast table was a tad tight, she still looked to him for input when decisions needed to be made. He suspected that was difficult for her, as she made all the decisions when he was at sea.

      “I hadn’t realized Packwood and MacKenzie were still up to their antics,” he murmured, taking a sip of tea and trying to focus on the present situation.

      “You would be familiar with the feud if you were around long enough to know our neighbors.”

      Phillip had been a captain in Her Majesty’s Navy for almost three decades and had stared down any number of threats, foreign and domestic. But none of them had prepared him for the look of mutiny in the green eyes of his nineteen-year-old daughter. A daughter who would marry a well-situated and well-connected future barrister the week after next and leave her childhood home—his home—behind. The wee daughter he remembered holding in his hands, a pink-tinged, dark-haired babe he thought the most beautiful creature in the world…who he then had to kiss goodbye for a mission to France a fortnight later.

      Resentment and anger flashed across her face like a kaleidoscope, and for a swift second Phillip grappled with how to respond. If she were a young greenhorn under his command, he would order her to scrub the decks. But Beth was an altogether different creature, and he felt out to sea with how to respond.

      “Are you hungry, my dear? Feeling lightheaded? Overtired? We can continue to review the seating chart at another time.”

      Annalise’s questions were uttered calmly, and yet both he and Beth jerked their heads to her. His wife considered their daughter with a cocked brow.

      Beth blinked. “I’m fine, Mama.”

      “Are you certain?” The corners of Annalise’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “For surely something must be amiss if you think it your place to scold your father in such a way.”

      Phillip watched with muted satisfaction as Beth’s face turned florid. This confrontation had been building since he arrived home for good at the beginning of December, with Beth’s disrespectful behavior amplifying every time they conversed. He could ignore it no longer. Placing his teacup on its saucer, he cleared his throat.

      “Beth, love, I understand you’re upset. In many ways, I’m upset too. I missed out on so many moments with you and Oliver. I will always mourn that loss.” He smoothed his hands down his thighs. “But remember this career of mine that kept me from being a present father to you is the reason you are able to have this grand wedding you’re planning. As you gleefully choose between lilies and roses, beef or lamb, and rearrange the seating details at the wedding breakfast, remember that such choices are available to you because I was off protecting queen and country, mourning the time away from my family.”

      With a nod to his wife, Phillip slipped from the room, doing his best not to let the guilt follow him out.
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        * * *

      

      Annalise fought the urge to roll her eyes as she watched her daughter battle with her emotions. Since her father’s return, Beth seemed to take it upon herself to make him feel like an outsider, and her sharp tongue had lashed him more times than she could count.

      Sliding her gaze to Phillip’s retreating back, she understood Beth’s struggles, although she would never admit it. Her husband was both familiar yet foreign. The gentle, earnest young man she agreed to marry a quarter of century prior had grown into the gruff, intimidating, still painfully handsome man who occupied her house with all the aplomb of an irritable bear.

      It was his house, she supposed. It was his hard work as a captain aboard the Queen Elizabeth for years and years upon end that allowed her, Oliver, and Beth to live comfortably, and even thrive, in Bristol. So many times during his many absences did Annalise wonder why she had consented to marry a sailor. Surely she knew her new husband would spend more time aboard the rocking deck of a ship than he would in their home with her. And yet when she was flanked by a crying two-year-old and a grumpy six-year-old with little money to spare for more than necessities, all Annalise knew was resentment for her husband and the job that took him far from her and the help she so desperately needed.

      But she tried not to let that resentment bleed into her actions. So often when Phillip had leave, he was exhausted. The grooves in the tanned skin around his blue eyes had always been stark, the droop in his shoulders testament to his weariness. Yet he never wanted to rest. He had insisted on spending time with the children. He met them at the breakfast table in the mornings, sat in on their lessons, frolicked with them in the park, and napped when they napped. He insisted that they eat dinner at the family table instead of the nursery, and Annalise had consented without telling him the children always ate dinner with her in the dining room. He was a good father, and she was grateful.

      If he had been a bit of a reserved husband, well, she supposed she could forgive him that too.

      But the children that were the common thread between Annalise and her absent husband would soon be gone from the house, and she would be left with the man she knew as well as the fishmonger who sold her cuts of cod and snapper every Wednesday.

      That was unfair. Phillip may have been on the seas more than he was home, but she had certainly come to know the man he was, and she could genuinely say she liked him. He possessed a sharp wit and a keen eye that had always kept Annalise on her toes. He had earned her respect over the years. Their marriage may have begun out of convenience, but she was proud of the accord they had built together for their children.

      His return home for good had been a challenge for her, however. No longer did the servants turn to her with their questions, and suddenly her whereabouts and schedule were accountable to someone else. Annalise would be a liar if she said she didn’t chafe under her husband’s watchful eye. Still, she suppressed her annoyance, determined that she and Phillip would be friends. If part of her fanciful heart wished for more from her marriage, she ruthlessly silenced it.

      “I’m so sorry I’m leaving you alone with him.”

      Annalise blinked, jerking her attention to her daughter. “I beg your pardon?”

      Playing with a sprig of holly that adorned the center of the table, Beth shrugged. “I feel guilty for getting married exactly when Father is retiring from the navy. He’s going to be here all the time, and you will have to put up with him.”

      “He is my husband.” Annalise frowned. “Your father. Of course he’s going to retire here. This is his home as much as it is yours or mine.”

      “But not exactly,” Beth murmured. “This is simply a place he rested while on leave. I suspect his real home will always be at sea.”

      Annalise did not know how to argue with that assertion.

      “And he’s always so dour. So gruff. How depressing it will be to share a breakfast table with him.”

      “Your father is not dour,” Annalise declared curtly. “Do you not remember all the times he took you and Oliver out during his leaves? Or of the plays he reenacted with the two of you in the nursery?”

      Beth’s eyes glazed over in memory, a ghost of a smile haunting her lips. “That seems so long ago. I had forgotten.”

      “Your father may be many things, but dour is not one of them.”

      “I suppose not.” Beth stared at her hands. “We did enjoy ourselves though, didn’t we?”

      “You did. You and Oliver always had bright eyes when he took you off for an adventure. And you came home exhausted, with exciting stories to tell.”

      Annalise had always been a little jealous that her husband could return and engage the children in fun activities, then be gone on his next voyage when parenting became a challenge with illness, tantrums, and growing pains.

      Beth scowled, the expression more confused than upset. “What happened, Mama? How did Father go from…that,” she said, as if the memories were tangible, “to the stranger he is now?”

      Annalise considered how best to explain this to her headstrong daughter. Setting her empty cup aside, she folded her hands on the table in front of her.

      “As you and Oliver grew older, you questioned his absences more. Became impatient…and perhaps a tad bitter that he was not there when you needed him. Or wanted him. And you each had your own lives, with friends and social activities. So when he did have leave, you did not want to sacrifice your plans for him. You no longer had time for him.”

      Nodding slowly, Beth worried her lip. “That makes sense, I suppose.”

      Reaching for her hand, Annalise squeezed it tight. “Your father is not your enemy. He could not help that he was away any more than you or I could. Instead of becoming belligerent every time he speaks to you, perhaps remember the happy times you enjoyed with him and give him a chance.”

      “Oh Mama,” her daughter sighed, stroking her thumb over Annalise’s knuckles. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you. Who is going to talk sense to me when I am upset and being unfair?”

      Certainly not your new husband, she thought. Mr. Newell will just belittle and demean you until eventually you don’t even know to be upset.

      Pushing those unkind thoughts aside, she smiled. “Darling, you will be living within a ten-minute walk of here. I daresay you won’t have to do without me much at all.”

      Beth released her, extracting a handkerchief from her pocket and pressing it to her face for a long moment. “Will you stay here after Silas and I marry?”

      Annalise blinked. “Where would I go? And why would I go?”

      “The estate in Wales, perhaps.” When Annalise shook her head in confusion, Beth sighed. “I don’t understand why you would want to stay here, with him.”

      Something about her daughter’s words made her flush, her skin growing warm underneath her day dress. Annalise was certain Beth was unaware of her struggles, and she was thankful for it.

      Gathering her poise about her, she cleared her throat. “Before you and Oliver were born, your father and I lived together alone. We’ll do so again when you’re gone.”

      They could—but oh, how the prospect made her nervous.
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      At the breakfast table the following morning, Phillip almost dropped his silverware when Beth sailed through the door and graced him with a sunny smile.

      “Good morning, Father,” she said, before turning to the sideboard and grabbing a plate.

      Darting his gaze to Annalise, he found his wife calmly cutting into a hard-boiled egg. But he didn’t miss the faint smile on her lips. She’d obviously spoken with the girl, and while he was curious about what they had discussed, he was happier than he could express for the genial greeting.

      With Beth’s back turned, he lifted his coffee cup in toast to his wife, who blushed and looked away.

      Phillip remembered when Annalise would blush every time she was in his presence. As a young bride, she had alternated between endearing shyness and engaging witticisms. The duality of her personality had charmed him, and he tried all sorts of methods, from lighthearted teasing to stimulating conversation, to draw her out. But his career had thwarted his efforts to truly know his wife and had stunted any opportunity for their early banter to grow into something more.

      But after being married for so long, and knowing each other in starts and stops through the years, he was relieved to find Annalise was still that beguiling paradox.

      And she was still just as lovely as she was when they’d married in that hurried ceremony in the parish church. In his experience, many women looked haggard and exhausted as they aged, but then, most women had an excuse. Life was hard, and such struggle imprinted itself in the bones.

      But while Annalise had matured, she’d done so with grace. Her auburn brown hair was still thick and silky, her eyes still the prettiest roasted chestnut color he had ever seen. Her smile was still a little crooked and readily given. She was thicker around the waist and displayed a more impressive décolletage than he remembered—and was certainly not complaining about. His wife was still attractive, perhaps more so because that young girl fresh from the schoolroom he had married so many years ago had become the woman who’d given him two healthy children and mothered them into the successful, respectable, and good people they now were. Phillip was proud of Oliver and Beth, and he knew he had Annalise to thank for that.

      Especially because she’d done it largely on her own. All sailors’ wives came to learn that the bulk of responsibilities at home would fall to them, yet Annalise never complained. So while she blushed at his toast, no doubt convinced it was done in jest, Phillip was in earnest. She deserved all the toasts and praise.

      After Beth took her seat at the table, Phillip pushed the food around on his plate as he debated whether to inquire after her young fiancé or the plans for the wedding. Did they plan to spend Christmas with him and Annalise? Would Mr. Newell come to make his acquaintance before he married his only daughter?

      “Silas and his mother, Mrs. Newell, have invited us all to dinner tomorrow night.” Beth paused, staring at her teacup for moment. “Would you like to attend?” she asked, meeting his gaze.

      “Of course,” he said, cringing internally at the note of exuberance in his voice. He couldn’t think of the last time a question had surprised and delighted him so.

      “That was very kind of Mrs. Newell to extend the invitation,” Annalise said.

      “They have been wanting to meet Father, and now that he’s returned, they did not want to delay securing him as a guest.” Beth quirked her mouth. “Mrs. Newell seems to believe that you will be a much-coveted guest in the weeks to come.”

      The prospect left Phillip feeling decidedly nauseated. He had attended social functions on any number of occasions as an officer, but to socialize and make vapid small talk with one’s own neighbors—and soon-to-be in-laws—was surely a special kind of misery. Not that he voiced such sentiments, of course.

      Catching Annalise’s narrowed eye, Phillip realized his expression must have betrayed some of his thoughts. Sliding a glance to his daughter, he discovered her watching him with a wary mien. Dammit.

      “I am much out of practice with socializing, but as there are no more trips calling me away to far-off places, perhaps I can reacquaint myself. I look forward to getting to know your Mr. Newell and his mother.”

      A brief but genuine smile brightened Beth’s expression before she turned her attention to her eggs. Annalise, however, raised her cup to him in her own toast, and then pretended to summon the housemaid to ask for more tea when their daughter glanced her way.

      How Phillip avoided choking on his slice of bacon, he’d never know.

      That show of humor had him contemplating his wife, and what his days would consist of now that he had retired. It occupied his thoughts long after Beth left the breakfast table, and he replayed the cheeky grin Annalise flashed at him before her face smoothed into regal placidity once again. Had he known she was such a good sport? Surely he did. He remembered the occasional laugh they shared together on his infrequent leaves, as they spoke of the children and their antics.

      He also remembered their past couplings, that were awkward and rushed when they were newlyweds, and then grew more passionate as they came to know what touches and caresses the other responded to.

      Tracing the rim around his cup, he glanced across the table at Annalise. She was adding butter to a slice of toast while her eyes skimmed over the paper opened on the table next to her. From his angle, he couldn’t tell what section had captured her attention.

      Phillip opened his mouth to ask what she was reading, but instead heard himself say, “You spoke with Beth, I see.”

      He was certain her blink of confusion matched his own.

      Patting her mouth with a napkin, Annalise considered him with a frown between her brows. “I was not pleased with the disrespect she continued to show you.”

      “She obviously believes such scorn is warranted.” Spreading his hands over his thighs under the table, he dipped his head. “I missed so much of her childhood. Beth has every right to her anger.”

      “Perhaps,” Annalise conceded. “But then I reminded her of the happy times she spent with you. The outings you treated her and Oliver to, the unending attention you gave them whenever your ship was in port, the adventures the three of you had together. Beth realized she had been unfair. The Navy may have pulled you away from her, but you always came back.”

      “The Russians did their best to see that I didn’t,” he grumbled, pushing his plate away.

      “I’m sure they did.” Annalise was quiet for a moment. “I’m pleased you will finally meet the Newells. They appear to be a good family. The children and I have known Mrs. Newell since the family moved here from London five years ago. Silas has been infatuated with Beth since he visited after his father’s untimely death.” She dropped her gaze to the table. “I must admit I have my reservations about the man.”

      Phillip leaned forward in his seat. “What sort of reservations?”

      Annalise pinched her lips together, and he wasn’t certain if she would answer.

      “I don’t believe he considers Beth a rational, thinking creature. All he sees is her pretty face, and he wants to possess it.”

      “That’s…a damning assessment,” he said, unsure of what to think of her words.

      “I feel awful saying it, but I’ve seen how she acts around him.” Annalise rapped her knuckles on the tabletop. “She’s meek and unassuming. She laughs at any supposed jest he makes, and I’ve yet to hear her disagree with him on any count. Beth is a completely different being when she’s around him, and it makes my heart heavy to see.”

      It felt like a stone had sunk in his gut. His daughter was headstrong and confident, and he would never guess that she would be willing to curb her natural tendencies for the pride of a man.

      “Have you spoken with her of your misgivings?”

      His wife nodded. “I’ve tried, but she’s horribly defensive. She’s certain she’s made a wise choice in Mr. Newell, and I don’t know how to convince her otherwise.”

      Phillip rubbed his chin. “Do you think it would help if I spoke with her about him?”

      “You haven’t even met the lad yet.” Annalise’s chestnut eyes roamed over his face. “Perhaps we shouldn’t be planning a wedding when you have not yet met the bridegroom. He hasn’t even asked for your blessing.”

      Damn. Did she suspect how much the omission bothered him? Phillip was aware it had been impossible for him to offer his blessing for the marriage when he was hundreds of miles away on the Atlantic Ocean. He knew this. And yet, any time someone mentioned the impending wedding, he gritted his teeth. His daughter was getting married, and no one had asked him for his opinion on it. After years of his opinion being the only one that mattered on a ship, the slight at home stung.

      “Since Mr. Newell has not seen it fit to call upon you, I think it would be appropriate for you to take some time to talk with him at the dinner tomorrow,” Annalise said when he did not respond. “I will endeavor to make it happen.”

      “It’s of no consequence, Mrs. Dalton,” Phillip murmured, balling his napkin and tossing it onto his empty plate.

      “But it is, Phillip.” She uttered his name—his Christian name—with a touch of steel. “It is of grave importance to me.”
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        * * *

      

      His eyes were a stunning shade of blue.

      Annalise supposed she had always known this, but she could not recall the last time she had really taken the opportunity to ponder it. When had her husband been home long enough for her to consider the beauty of his eyes?

      He seemed taken aback by her words, those vivid-colored eyes blinking rapidly. She doubted she had ever seen him so nonplussed. Lifting her teacup, Annalise took a sip, pretending she did not notice his discomfiture.

      Yet she felt anything but calm. Being across the table from him made her nervous. He was so very handsome. More so now than he had been when they first married. Time, the sun, and the tide had weathered his skin and liberally sprinkled his dark hair with grey. Yet his shoulders were just as broad, his jaw just as sharp, his lips just as sinfully full. Looking at him now made her feel as if a million tiny flames licked across her flesh, fanning brighter and hotter when he smiled at her.

      Thankfully, Phillip wasn’t one to smile. Annalise was sure she could count on one hand the amount of times he’d smiled at her. After both children were born. When she had presented him with new handkerchiefs with his initials embroidered on them. When Oliver and Beth had run into his arms after he had been at sea for the better part of a year.

      When he had entered her room the night of their wedding.

      Memories of that night still made her blush, not from embarrassment or shame, but from gratitude. He had been so gentle with her. So tender. She had been a young woman whose father’s illness threatened to leave her alone in the world, and Phillip had been kind to her. He had married her at his father’s suggestion, and he had provided for her and their children ever since.

      Their neighbors and friends considered her a respectable wife, mother, and active member of the community. But with Phillip…well, sometimes she felt again like that frightened girl in desperate need of an ally.

      “She’s so different,” Phillip whispered, snapping Annalise from her thoughts. “She adored me when she was a young girl, and her sweet dimpled smile was sometimes all that got me through the worst stretches of my voyages. It took me by surprise when she no longer rushed to the docks to greet me when my ship arrived.”

      Annalise pursed her lips as she debated what to say. In the end, she went with honesty. “Once she started to wear her hair up, she became quarrelsome and temperamental. More times than not, I have stared at her across the breakfast table and wondered what I had done for the Almighty to give me such a petulant child.”

      Phillip stared at her, a deep V etched into his brow, before he barked out a laugh. And then another. Her confusion quickly morphed into amusement, and before she knew it, Annalise was laughing so hard, she had to hide her face in her napkin.

      After a time, Phillip sighed a great breath and leaned back, a hint of a smile still touching his lips. “I feel guilty for complaining about her treatment of me when it’s you that bore the brunt of her adolescent grievances. I can only imagine what Oliver put you through.”

      “Oliver was simply moody, especially if he was hungry.” Annalise pursed her lips. “Which was all the time.”

      “I remember being ravenous as a boy.” He met her gaze. “Still, without your loving and firm hand, Beth and Oliver would not be the upstanding young people they now are.”

      Annalise dipped her head. “It would be disingenuous to lie, but there were many nights—when the children refused to sleep, or they asked for another glass of water, or a bad dream woke them—that I cursed you. That I cursed myself for marrying a sailor who could disappear for months beyond end and return a conquering hero in the eyes of the very children who sometimes declared me a monster.”

      Clenching his eyes shut, Phillip sighed. “Annalise, I am sorry.”

      “For what?”

      His gaze snapped to hers. Hesitating for a moment, he said, “For not insisting you hire a nurse or nanny to assist you. For leaving you with two young children to care for.”

      “There was no money to hire help.”

      Phillip frowned. “Of course there was.”

      But there hadn’t been. His memory of that time must have faded under the hot sun.

      Sighing deeply, she leaned back in her chair and stared at the festive evergreens Beth had hung over the window. “Nevertheless, apologies are not necessary. Your position with the Queen’s Navy kept us warm and dry, happy and fed. Your long months at sea ensured I could eventually acquire the services of a governess. I could also hire the best tutor for Oliver and clothe Beth in fine garments.”

      She swallowed, debating whether she should divulge the entirety of her thoughts.

      He is retired now, her mind whispered to her. No longer would her husband be in Bristol for days, or maybe weeks, before setting sail once again. His home, their home on Thirteenth Street, would now house him permanently. Didn’t that warrant some honesty?

      “It’s true that there were many days I cursed you, possibly even hated you for leaving me alone with our children.” Annalise swallowed. “But in the end, I counted my blessings. You have always been kind, attentive, and hard-working. Those attributes do not warrant censure, and if they did, I would be more at fault than you could ever be.”

      Phillip winged up a brow. “Because you dared to curse the absent father of your children?”

      The sparkle in his eyes was the only thing that belied his amusement.

      Despite that, Annalise sobered. “You were there when it mattered, Phillip. The children have so many memories of you, taking them for a ride in the park, playing chess with them in the parlor, and reading books in the nursery at bedtime. Even their tumultuous teenage years cannot erase those happy times.” She swallowed. “The fond memories I carry of my father have sustained me through the years, and the memories you made with Beth and Oliver will do the same for them.”

      Silence reigned for a time, but it was not uncomfortable. Annalise was content to sip her tea, while Phillip stared out the window, his placid expression making it clear his thoughts were miles away.

      The morning had dawned cold, with frost clinging to the panes of the windows lining the dining room even now, long after a fire had been laid in the hearth. She had several appointments with wedding vendors, and Annalise shivered at the thought of climbing into chilly hansom cabs all day. December was a dreadful time to plan such an event, but in the end, Annalise could not deny Beth’s wish for a Christmas wedding.

      “What are your plans for the day, Mrs. Dalton?”

      Jerking in surprise, Annalise mentally cursed when she realized she had spilled her tea onto the pristine white tablecloth. Soaking up the mess with her napkin, she reached for her dignity.

      “I have several appointments with various wedding vendors. The flowers need to be selected, Beth’s trousseau completed, and the modiste requires another fitting for my dress.”

      “Do you require an escort?”

      Annalise blinked. “Of course not. I’ve been traveling all over Bristol for years. Besides, I’m certain you have plenty of business to attend to.”

      Taking a sip of tea, Phillip neither confirmed nor denied her assertion.

      Fighting the urge to fidget, she waved a hand. “Aside from the cold, I’ll be just fine.”

      Phillip cocked his head. “Will you take the carriage?”

      She shook her head. “I plan on taking a hansom.”

      “I’ll call for the carriage to be made ready for you. You and Beth should not have to concern yourself with finding a hansom cab on a cold, blustery day when we have a perfectly good carriage you can take instead.”

      “It’s really not necessary,” she protested, her voice rising an octave. “I take hansoms whenever I have business about town.”

      “Be that as it may, I would feel more comfortable if you took the carriage.”

      Phillip’s jaw was firm, his gaze holding hers unwaveringly. Annalise suspected he was braced for more of her objections, and she had several still in mind. She was not used to informing someone of her plans and having them changed without her approval, and it set her teeth on edge. Yet…a strange warmth traveled up her spine and spread across her skin at the idea that her comfort and safety were important to him.

      Sucking in a discreet breath, she nodded. “Very well.”

      “I’ll make sure it’s available for you when you’re ready to depart.” Rising to his feet, Phillip offered her a crisp bow. “Happy shopping.”

      Annalise watched him leave, an odd sort of lump in her throat.
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      For what felt like the hundredth time that hour, Phillip glanced up at the clock on the mantle. How had it only been ten minutes?

      When he had settled in his immaculate study that smelled of beeswax and cedar an hour earlier, he had been intent on reading his correspondence and studying the mound of ledgers waiting for him on his desk. His older brother, Charles, had written, explaining that each leather-bound book testified to the financial health of his comfortable home in Bristol, as well as the small estate outside Cardigan in Wales that he had purchased five years prior. The solicitor his father, and later Charles, oversaw had sent him quarterly reports of the finances, no matter where he was in the world, and the figures had never induced a single bout of heartburn. But now that he was home, Phillip intended to account for every last penny recorded in the tidy pages of the ledgers.

      Yet instead of calculating figures or returning Charles’s letter, Phillip found his ear trained to the street below, waiting for the sound of the bells he insisted the grooms hang on the coach. From her raised brows and pinched lips, Annalise had made it clear what she truly thought about his insistence she and Beth take the carriage to run errands. Phillip knew she was more than capable of navigating around the city on her own. His career had made her independence and resiliency a necessity. His wife was pragmatic, clever, and no-nonsense to a fault, yet he would not abide her discomfort if he could prevent it.

      When he heard a knock on the front door, he jumped up and looked out the window. There was no carriage parked on the curb, so who had come to visit?

      Heavy footsteps sounded down the hall. Phillip relaxed back in his chair and reached for a piece of correspondence, attempting to appear bored and unperturbed.

      A tap sounded on the door a moment before the manservant appeared. “Mr. Newell is here to see you, sir.”

      Finally. Phillip masked his surprise. “Please show him in.”

      A second later, a tall, lean young man with foppish blond hair and shrewd blue eyes stepped through the doorway. He was dressed stylishly, his clothes tailored and expensive, and his swift bow was crisp and respectful.

      Phillip was certain he didn’t like him.

      “Mr. Newell,” he drawled, indicating a chair in front of his desk with the wave of his hand. When the young man had taken his seat, he asked, “It was good of you to come to call. I had hoped to meet my daughter’s intended after I had arrived, but it seems you’ve kept a busy schedule over this last fornight.”

      The lad smiled, although it did not show in his eyes. “I apologize for not coming to call sooner, sir. Standing for a county seat is quite a busy undertaking, as I’m sure you can understand.”

      “Of course,” Phillip steepled his hands in front of his mouth. “But it makes me wonder what other niceties you will push aside for the sake of your political career.”

      An awkward pause followed, and Mr. Newell simply blinked at him. Phillip suspected he should not have been so direct with the lad, and yet if he wanted to go on as he intended, it was imperative the young man know how offensive Phillip had found his behavior.

      Mr. Newell cleared his throat. “I do apologize, sir, if I made it seem that my campaign was more important than meeting my future father by marriage.”

      Phillip brushed away his apology with the flick of his hand. “Tell me more about yourself, aside from your campaign. I feel as if I already know a bit about that already.”

      The young man launched into a monologue about his education, moving to Bristol from London, and the early death of his father. He seemed like a decent, if somewhat pretentious lad, and his goals for the future were ambitious. Phillip wasn’t sure how his willful Beth would fit into Mr. Newell’s grandiose plans, but then perhaps it wasn’t up to him to figure it out.

      One thing he did notice, however, was how Mr. Newell never spoke of his affection for his daughter, nor what drew him to her. Phillip had every intention of asking him about it when noise on the street snagged his attention, and he jumped to his feet and pushed the drapes aside, peering out to the street beyond. His black lacquered carriage was at the curb, their manservant stepping up to open the door.

      And there she was. In a green day dress and a cream cape pulled up to her chin, Annalise looked as fetching as ever. She smiled as she spoke with the manservant, handing him several parcels before she took his hand and stepped from the conveyance.

      “Mrs. Dalton has returned,” he said, spinning around and making for the door.

      “Oh.” Mr. Newell jumped to his feet and following him to the foyer.

      Sailing through the front door a moment later, Annalise appeared, her cheeks rosy from the cold. A spark lit in her eyes when she spied Phillip, but her smile slipped ever so slightly when her gaze landed on Mr. Newell.

      “My, I could get used to such a welcome after a day traversing about in the cold,” she said with a laugh, walking forward to buss Phillip quickly on the cheek. She smelled of lilacs, like she always had. “Mr. Newell, I regret to tell you that Beth parted company with me to visit her friend, Mrs. Wilcox.”

      He nodded. “I seem to recall her telling me about that visit.”

      “Still, would you like to stay and dine with us for luncheon?” Annalise asked politely.

      “That is kind of you, Mrs. Dalton, but I promised I would escort my mother to the park for her daily constitutional.”

      Annalise looked toward the door, a groove in her brow. “But it’s frightfully cold out there.”

      “My mother has a hardy disposition and insists on daily walks to keep her healthy.” Mr. Newell swung his hat onto his head and offered them both a quick bow. “I wish you both good day.”

      Phillip watched him depart until Annalise brushed past him. “Come, let me make us some luncheon, and you can tell me about your visit with Mr. Newell.”

      He followed after her as she walked into the small, tidy kitchen. Baskets filled with various fruits and vegetables lined the open shelves, and copper pots and pans hung from a series of iron hooks. Annalise swung a kettle over the fire and turned to pull items out of the cold box, placing them on the worn oak table.

      Phillip wandered to the opposite side of the table. Gripping the back of a chair, he watched her. “Why isn’t Mrs. Murphy here?”

      “This is her half day.” Annalise grabbed a few apples and a paring knife, quickly making work of the peel on one. “She spends the morning with her sister and niece. She always comes back with a new piece of artwork.”

      She nodded her head to the opposite wall, and Phillip turned and spied a veritable art display, each piece rendered with the unmistakable hand of a child. Birds, rainbows, unicorns, and Christmas trees shined down on the space and made it cheery in turn.

      Annalise uncovered a plate with remnants of a roasted chicken upon it. “It reminds me of the years after we were married and couldn’t afford to hire household help.”

      Those times felt so long ago now, Phillip realized. “We could afford the help, you just never wanted it.”

      Annalise paused, giving him an odd look. “I beg your pardon. We did not have the money.”

      He rubbed his brow. “I know life was not easy with me away from home more often than not, but you could have hired help if you wanted it. My father said you refused the expense.”

      “I refused the expense?” Annalise’s mouth gaped before it shut with a snap. “What are you talking about? My monthly allotment barely covered food and the cost of coal.”

      It was Phillip’s turn to be flummoxed. “But that can’t be right. With the money your father left for you, combined with the money I sent home, you should have been able to employ a nanny, a maid, and a manservant.”

      She shook her head. “Your father told me that the entirety of my father’s estate went to paying back debtors.”

      Annalise whispered the words, and it took him a moment to process what she was saying. “I don’t understand. Debtors wouldn’t have been able to touch your inheritance. Why would he possibly tell you that?”

      Red stained her cheeks, and fire blazed in her dark eyes. “Your father, and then your brother, handled the finances until your return. They also corresponded with my father’s solicitors after his death to ensure all his debts were paid. They set my monthly allowance. Why, Phillip, would they severely limit that amount while simultaneously lying to me about the state of the settlements? Why would they lie to you about my household decisions? Who stood to benefit if I was ignorant of the true state of our finances?”

      “They did.” An awful sensation soured his stomach. “I never noticed any discrepancies in the ledgers when I reviewed them.”

      “My portion of my father’s estate wouldn’t be recorded in any ledger you’d see, would it?”

      He flinched. “There has to be a reason they lied to me. That they limited your allowance.”

      “They didn’t just limit my allowance.” Annalise stepped back from the table and clenched her hands into fists. “They stole from me! There were times I didn’t eat so the children would have food. Your father invited me to move into his home when he learned how much I was struggling. I thought him so generous, but now I suspect he offered to keep me under his thumb. And I was struggling because of him.”

      That couldn’t be right. Surely his father would never take advantage of his wife. Of his friend’s young, unprotected daughter. Of his grandchildren.

      Would he?

      Annalise’s chest heaved. “Do you even know what the state of your family’s finances were at the time?”

      “I don’t.” His voice was a hoarse whisper.

      “I never considered it before, because I was so immersed in my grief, and then later in the children.” She pressed her palm to her brow. “But now I suspect that while you were sailing the seven seas, they were in debt and used both of us to save themselves.”

      Phillip tried to swallow around the glass in his throat. “I’ll find out. I swear that if my father and Charles stole your dowry, they will return it ten-fold.”

      She scoffed. “But what does that change? I needed the funds then, not now.”

      He clenched his eyes closed. This had to be a misunderstanding. His father was not a thief. He had been from an old Gloucestershire family and had long spouted nonsense about family history and honor. That he had formed such a strong friendship with Mr. Carrick, Annalise’s father, had been a surprise, for the man boasted no exalted antecedents and had earned his wealth in trade. But then, perhaps his father had formed the friendship out of self-interest.

      Phillip needed to speak with his brother. Since their father’s death ten years prior, Charles had been the head of the family, which meant he would have access to the family ledgers. He had to know if Annalise’s claim was true.

      Had Phillip left his vulnerable new wife, and later his children, in the care of two men who viewed them as a little more than a reliable source of income?

      His thoughts were interrupted when Annalise set a plate piled high with chicken, sliced apples, and thick pieces of buttered bread before him with a thud. Sliding into her own seat, she picked at her food for long, strained minutes. Phillip didn’t know what to say. I apologize profusely, for it seems my father stole your dowry seemed banal and insensitive.

      “Mr. Newell seemed anxious to depart.”

      Phillip dropped his fork. Scrubbing a hand across mouth, he picked it up again. “Oh, but didn’t you hear he was to escort his dear mother on her walk?”

      His wife chuckled, but it was strained.

      “I told him I was disappointed he had not come to call earlier,” he said, hoping to draw her out.

      “Good for you.” She nodded, not lifting her gaze from her plate. “What did you think of the lad?”

      Phillip poked at strips of chicken as he considered what to say. He cleared his throat. “He seems self-important and self-involved.”

      “That sums him up rather well.”

      “What do you suppose Beth sees in him?” he wondered aloud as he speared a carrot with his fork.

      “I sense he makes her feel important. He’s one of the most sought-after bachelors in Bristol, and he pursued her. She was flattered by his regard.”

      “But does she love him?”

      Annalise looked thoughtful as she considered the question. “I think she loves the idea of him as her husband. But rather than be concerned about Beth’s feelings for the young man, I want to know what he feels for her.”

      “Well, he offered marriage, so there has to be some regard on his part.” Phillip licked his lips. “Can our Beth be happy with simple regard?”

      “I don’t know.” She sighed, rising to grab the whistling kettle.

      While she prepared the tea, he asked, “You mentioned Beth was visiting a friend?”

      “Do you remember her bosom friend, Penny Bates?” When he nodded, she smiled. “She’s now Mrs. Wilcox, and she had her first baby recently. Beth wanted to watch the child for a time to give Penny a chance to nap. It’s so very hard to sleep in those early days.”

      “Why doesn’t Mrs. Wilcox sleep when the baby sleeps?” Phillip frowned. “Seems easy enough to me.”

      “Because she also has a house to see to.” Annalise cocked a brow at him over her shoulder. “Not everyone is in a position to hire a Mrs. Murphy to tend to matters about the house. I certainly wasn’t, if you recall.”

      Phillip winced at the reminder.

      “If a young mother is to sleep when the baby does, she’s often choosing to leave multiple other tasks undone, which carries its own sort of guilt.”

      His own guilt washed over him anew. “And you speak from experience.”

      “I do.” Annalise pivoted, her hips resting against the table. “All the responsibilities fell onto my shoulders. I sacrificed sleep more times than not to ensure our children grew up in a tidy home and had clean clothes to wear. It was a challenging time, so I appreciated Beth’s thoughtful suggestion to assist her friend. I wish I had had friends who could have helped me.”

      “Or a least a husband who was around to do his part and protect you from predators,” Phillip murmured softly.

      “Or that,” she agreed without hesitation.
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        * * *

      

      Faith, but how had she been able to draw breath into her lungs?

      Even now she longed to flee to her room, to let loose the tears she had bottled up over the last two decades. Phillip’s casual reveal meant her father had not left her penniless and destitute. He had left her a portion, and it had been stolen from her.

      She wanted to be angry at her husband. How had he not known what his father, and possibly his brother, had done? How could he have left her, and later their children, in their care?

      But Phillip’s ashen complexion, the tortured light in his blue eyes, stripped her of any suspicions she possessed that he was involved. He adored their children, Annalise reminded herself, and would never want them to suffer. Old Mr. Dalton had betrayed his trust, as well as her own. She was furious at him and Charles…but not at her husband.

      That knowledge was the only reason she had not fled the kitchen as soon as she divined the awful truth. Phillip had thought he provided amply for his family with his hard, often treacherous work, only to discover the wrong family had benefitted.

      Annalise raised her teacup to her mouth and took a sip, her tension easing as heat spread through her like cracks on the surface of a frozen lake.

      They sat silently, the air only peppered with the sounds of eating and drinking.

      In the first few years of their marriage, their meals were often eaten in similar silences. Two people yoked together by circumstance. Strangers who shared a bed. But those times were long ago, and Annalise was determined not to return to such a polite distance again, even if her heart demanded a reprieve. Perhaps if she and her husband had been closer in those early years of their marriage, old Mr. Dalton would not have been able to swindle them.

      “Why did Beth want a Christmas wedding?” Phillip asked quietly. Almost tentatively. “Surely most brides would prefer a spring or even a summer wedding.”

      “Beth wanted snow. She has always envisioned an all-white wedding, and you can’t have snow in the summer.” The corner of her mouth tipped up. “If we’re lucky, that is.”

      Phillip’s eyes turned glassy. “It snowed on our wedding day. I remember snowflakes stuck in your dark hair, almost like a coronet.”

      Their wedding day had been a blur to her. Her father had been on his death bed, and she had been in shock. Paralyzed by the knowledge he would soon be gone. Frozen to find she would be alone at eighteen, with no other family to take her in, and a long list of debts ready to bleed her father’s estate dry. Phillip’s father had been his good friend, having worked together on several ventures. It was Mr. Dalton who suggested Phillip, his second son, marry her. Now she knew why he had made that suggestion. How easily she had been manipulated.

      Gritting her teeth, Annalise forced herself to focus. Had it snowed on their wedding day? She would have to take Phillip’s word for it because she did not remember. Her mind did not retain memories of such details.

      “You were a lovely bride.” Phillip reached for his tea, taking a healthy sip. “Your dark hair and dark eyes stood out amongst all the white. You were my midwinter bride, and I remember being captivated.”

      Surprise…and unadulterated delight washed over her. He remembered what she looked like? Remembered the snowflakes that landed on her hair. Claimed she was lovely. Captivating. Annalise did not know what to say.

      She cleared her throat. “I’m surprised you remember such things.”

      “Why would you be surprised? One’s own wedding is worth remembering, don’t you think?”

      “I do,” she said. “I suppose I just assumed you would remember the day a little differently.”

      “How so?”

      Annalise leaned forward in her chair, every fiber in her body trained on the man across the table from her. The man she had shared her body with, conceived two children with, and was expected to honor and serve for the rest of her days. “Were you not resentful? Angry?”

      Phillip’s brow furrowed under the force of her dark glare. “Why would I be?”

      “Because you had your whole life before you!” Annalise pushed to her feet, ignoring when Phillip stood out of respect. She paced to the basin, where she deposited her empty plate. “You were a rising officer in the Navy, and incredibly handsome. You could have had any bride of your choosing. And you were forced to settle for me. How could you not be resentful?”

      Silence had returned, but now it was painful. Fraught with all the possibilities and missed opportunities that had been stolen from him…and from her. Yet, from the corner of her eye, Annalise saw that her husband did not seem perturbed in the slightest.

      Leaning back, Phillip speared her with his sapphire eyes. “I’ve always been content with my choice of bride. Not once have I ever resented you or your position as my wife. You’ve given me two intelligent children. I feel it is I who owes you a debt of gratitude for raising them and caring for our home while I was away for months on end. It seems that I have received the greater end of the bargain.”

      The years had been hard, but the alternative was not something Annalise wanted to consider. Her marriage to Phillip had given her stability in the form of a clean, warm home, a kind husband, and children she doted upon. Over time, they were able to move into a grander home and hire servants to assist with their needs. Phillip had provided for her, and she would always be grateful.

      “I’m happy you’re home,” she said simply.

      “Are you?” He frowned. “Or has my return done nothing more than reveal terrible truths and upend your life?”

      She dropped her gaze to her lap. “Mayhap, but I’d much rather we sort through these difficulties together.”

      He cleared his throat. “I would like to do that too.” Phillip paused for a pregnant moment. “Do you suppose Beth will talk to me about her relationship with Mr. Newell if I ask her? She’s not exactly forthcoming where I’m concerned.”

      Annalise couldn’t help but smile at that. “Perhaps we can do it together.”

      Phillip’s mien turned serious. “Tell me plainly, is he kind to her?”

      She paused. “He seems to be.”

      “You appear unconvinced.”

      Because she was. More times than not, Annalise thought Mr. Newell was condescending to Beth. If she were truly being honest, she often believed he treated her daughter like a child. That was not the same as kindness. But Beth was happy—or seemed happy—and whenever Annalise had broached the subject in the past, her headstrong daughter had ended the conversation.

      She caught Phillip’s expectant gaze and realized she had not responded. Biting the inside of her cheek, she weighed what to say. “I’ve tried to trust Beth’s judgement. And he does seem…taken with her.”

      “But does that translate to respect?” Phillip rubbed a hand along his chin. “Marriage is a lifelong commitment, and an infatuation can wane. Respect for one’s spouse is a solid foundation for a long marriage.”

      Did that mean Phillip respected Annalise? He had always made her feel respected and valued, which was why, with the truth of his father’s duplicity revealed, she didn’t doubt her husband’s character.

      Still, now that she was older and had more time to reflect on her life, and her own wants and desires, she pondered if perhaps she could still experience a grand love story with her husband.

      Annalise studied her husband’s handsome face. Could love grow from mutual respect and admiration? She was not sure, but seeing Phillip’s concern for Beth and her future made Annalise’s chest feel tight.

      Licking her lips, she chose her words with care. “I believe someone can be smitten, even in love, and also respect the person. I’d even say it’s impossible to truly love someone without also respecting them.”

      Phillip crossed his arms over his chest, his regard potent and unwavering. She felt hot all over.

      Smoothing her hands down her skirts, she said, “I suppose you’ll get to see for yourself how Beth and Mr. Newell interact tomorrow night. And afterwards, I’d be very curious to hear your thoughts.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Count on it.”
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      Phillip was under the impression that dinner at the Newells’ would be an intimate affair. Just the immediate families gathering together to celebrate the upcoming nuptials.

      Yet, instead of the small party he had anticipated, the Newells had also invited several neighborhood families to attend. Their festively adorned townhouse was filled with the loud hum of holiday music, conversation, and laughter, which made it difficult to speak with any one person for any meaningful amount of time. Phillip was not pleased. His socializing skills required refinement, and engaging in mundane conversations in such an environment made him long for the quiet of a moonlit deck, with only the occasional whistles from the crow’s nest to distract from the rocking waves.

      But he did his best to be attentive and affable, for these neighbors had assisted his family during his many leaves at sea. He actually thought that perhaps he could forge friendships with several of the gentlemen in attendance. They seemed like honest, hard-working men who valued their families and community, just like him.

      What annoyed him was that he had hoped for another opportunity to take the measure of the young man who was to be Beth’s husband, and he had not been able to speak more than a handful of words with him. Phillip watched Mr. Newell laugh and converse with other guests, but the young man had never strayed more than a few steps from Beth’s side.

      If he were the suspicious type, he would almost believe Mr. Newell was avoiding him. And unfortunately for the young man, his career had molded him into exactly that.

      He now sat in an armchair near the roaring fireplace, the mantle bedecked with evergreens and blazing candelabras, as well as an elaborate display of Christmas cards. The other guests chatted, took turns on the pianoforte, and engaged in a game of whist. The gentleman who had been discussing the state of local politics with him had wandered off, and Phillip was left with his thoughts.

      Pinning his gaze on Beth, he watched as Mrs. Newell implored her to play the pianoforte. His daughter preened at the request, her ebony curls glinting under the candlelight and her dark eyes sparkling to have the room’s attention on her. With a smile at Mr. Newell, who arranged the sheets of music for her, Beth launched into a graceful rendition of “I Cannot Sing the Old Songs” by Claribel, her low soprano voice skipping along the notes and bringing them to life.

      Mr. Newell observed her with a slight tilt to his mouth, every bit of his attention trained on Beth and the movement of her fingers across the keys. He certainly looked like a man in love, but Phillip would not be so easily convinced.

      “You’re scowling, Captain Dalton.”

      Phillip glanced to his left to discover his wife now occupying the damask armchair next to his. She looked resplendent in a sapphire blue evening gown that set off the rose hue of her complexion and turned her brown eyes into deep pools of rich sienna. With her mahogany locks pulled into an artful coiffure that showcased her still flawless cheekbones and firm jawline, Annalise was enchanting. So beautiful she left him a bit breathless. And not beautiful because she appeared younger than her age, but beautiful for being exactly her age.

      That she still addressed him, had even accompanied him to a social event after their tense luncheon the previous day, made gratitude swell in his chest. He would endeavor to deserve her grace. And trust.

      Forcing his eyes from her, Phillip returned to watching Beth’s performance on the pianoforte. “I had no notion I was scowling. I certainly have no reason to scowl.”

      “Oh, I’m certain that’s not true,” she said, a smile in her voice.

      Phillip knew better than to contradict her. He gestured to their daughter at the pianoforte. “Beth is an accomplished musician. And I had forgotten what a lovely voice she has.”

      “She is. She has spent many long hours practicing to make it so.”

      “And you spent many long hours being tortured as she perfected her craft.”

      Her throaty chuckle caused the hairs along his arms to rise to attention. “In the beginning, yes. The practice sessions were definitely torture. Thankfully, my eardrums survived the abuse.”

      Phillip smiled, but it slipped when Mr. Newell changed the music sheet for Beth, lingering a tad too long over her shoulder.

      “You’re scowling again.”

      Annalise’s voice had a sing-song quality to it that made him chuckle begrudgingly. “Yes, well, the boy is hovering.”

      “The boy is to marry our daughter. He will be doing a lot more than that very soon.”

      “But not yet,” he growled.

      “Have you decided to dislike him?” Annalise was all curiosity and no censure.

      “I need to know him better before I can make that determination.” Phillip propped his leg on the opposite knee and bounced it up and down. “And that’s the crux. His first impression was wanting, and I’ve not had a chance to expound upon it or change it entirely.”

      “I suspect he’s avoiding you.”

      Phillip jerked his head about. “You do?”

      Annalise sighed. “He’s been glued to Beth’s side or to his mother’s. I don’t believe he wants to make himself available to you and your questions.”

      So he hadn’t exaggerated Mr. Newell’s odd behavior in his mind. It was gratifying that Annalise had seen the same thing, but it certainly doubled his irritation with the young man.

      “And why not? Do you suppose him afraid to speak with me?”

      “After your initial meeting, quite possibly. You are an intimidating man.”

      He scoffed. “I am not.”

      “You are too.” She laid a hand on his knee before quickly withdrawing it. His neck felt hot under his collar. “You have a certain bearing that can be intimidating to a young man, especially a young man who intends to marry your daughter.”

      “In that case, you would think he’d want to repair his first impression.”

      “I agree.”

      “The night is young. Perhaps he will redeem himself.”

      A slow smile spread over her lips. “But you don’t think so, do you?”

      “I don’t,” he said, running his hand over his mouth to contain his laugh.

      Phillip studied Beth as she prepared to launch into another merry melody. He sensed, rather than saw, Annalise turn toward him. The movement sent a wave of her familiar lilac scent over him, and he fought not to lean into it. Into her.

      “The family’s influence concerns me,” she stated.

      Darting his eyes about the room and finding no one within earshot, he whispered, “What do you mean?”

      With her pink lower lip caught between her teeth, she appeared much younger than her years. “Mrs. Newell has already made it clear that her son is dedicated to a life of politics. His late father had done the same, and based on select comments the woman has made, I believe she doubts Beth is up for the task of a political wife.”

      “Of course Beth can handle such a task. Why wouldn’t she?” He worked hard to keep the bite out of his tone.

      Her brows shot up, and Phillip knew she had heard it, nonetheless. He was not surprised.

      “I’ve done my best to see that Beth is raised with all the skills needed to be a proper hostess and wife.” Annalise dropped her gaze to her lap. “But as we are not a political family ourselves, I could not teach her what I do not know. And why would I possibly spare the expense of hiring a tutor for such an education unless I was convinced she had a life of politics in her future?”

      “You wouldn’t, naturally.” Phillip dragged a hand down his face. “We can find a tutor, if Beth is willing. There’s still time for her to tuck some knowledge under her belt.”

      “Mrs. Newell said she would tutor Beth herself.” A muscle ticked in Annalise’s jaw. “She declared she would be thrilled to fill in the gaps in her education.”

      “Ouch,” he grumbled under his breath, as his blood pumped like a roaring torrent through his veins. “Well, I’d rather we not rely on Mrs. Newell’s gracious offer. We are capable of educating our daughter, and if she needs lessons to make her more confident in her role as a political hostess, than I will gladly secure the services of a tutor.”

      Annalise turned to look at him, her luminous brown eyes large and unblinking. “Beth is very lucky to have a father like you.”
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      Returning her attention to where Mr. Newell hung close over Beth’s shoulder, Annalise worked to control her emotions. When was the last time she’d seen such resolute loyalty? Probably before her father had fallen ill all those years ago.

      Phillip’s calm, firm resolve to see to Beth’s happiness brought unbidden tears to her eyes. She had been right to trust him.

      “Well, I feel lucky to call Beth my daughter. She is an intelligent, fierce, loyal girl, and I want her to marry someone deserving of her.”

      “And he may not be.” Annalise extracted a handkerchief from her reticule and discreetly patted under her eyes. “She’s always been so confident. So sure of herself. I sincerely hope she has faith in her own decision.”

      “Has she had any other proposals? Have any other men shown an interest in our girl?”

      “Several.” Annalise smiled fondly, her gaze glued to Beth as she sang and coaxed delightful sounds from the pianoforte. “She was quite popular amongst her class of debutantes.”

      “I seem to recall you being a popular debutante as well.”

      She chuckled. “I remember it quite differently. In fact, I believe I earned a reputation as being a bit odd.”

      “Odd?” He jerked his chin back. “Why?”

      “I had an unfortunate habit of discussing inappropriate things.”

      His blue eyes widened, but he appeared more intrigued than shocked. “Pray tell, what sort of things, Wife?”

      Annalise studied the linked hands in her lap. “Did you know I had always wanted to work with animals in some way? My father was dead set against such nonsense, as he called it. As his only child, he wanted me to make a grand match, to a cash-strapped peer perhaps, or the son of a wealthy businessman. So he tried to fill my days with deportment lessons and secured me a dance master and equestrian instructor. I did my best to acquiesce to his will, but…”

      “But…that did not last long.” It wasn’t a question.

      “The heart wants what the heart wants.” She lifted a shoulder in an attempt at blasé, even as her chest ached at the memories of her father’s exasperated, loving expression. “And my father’s heart wanted my happiness above all else, so he eventually capitulated. He managed to secure me a position with a veterinarian…mostly cleaning pens and cages, and assisting during births. I loved it, and I spoke of the animals I tended to whoever would listen. But I was forced to withdraw from it after he fell ill.”

      “I didn’t know.” His eyes glazed over. “I seem to remember you had a rabbit, didn’t you?”

      “I did!” Emotions burned the back of her eyes. “Mr. Tobin. I had him for ten years. He died not long after my father did. I would have a rabbit now, or a cat or dog, if they didn’t aggravate Oliver’s health.”

      “I would have liked having a dog.” Phillip took a sip of claret, and she longed to snatch it from his hand and gulp it herself. Their conversation had brought forth memories and emotions she had suppressed for so long. “You dealt with so much change in such a short period of time.”

      Annalise nodded, as if his words didn’t make her insides clench in their effort to contain her emotions. “It was hard. I didn’t feel…right again for a very long time.”

      “I’m sure not,” Phillip whispered.

      “That’s why, despite everything, I was grateful for your father. I felt as if I were underwater after my father’s death, and even the simplest questions or requests left me overwhelmed. But I trusted your father knew what needed to be done and did it, so I didn’t have to worry. And then…” She paused, rocks and debris suddenly filling her throat. “Well, we now know what happened.”

      “You married me, and my father disgraced me and our family,” Phillip said with a sigh and a note of melancholy in his voice.

      “And yet marrying you was the best decision I could have made at that moment.” Annalise hesitated and then straightened her spine. “I know your career made it difficult for us to have a normal marriage, but now that you’ve retired, I would very much like to be your friend. I…” She sucked in a breath. “I’ve been lonely.”

      Annalise wished to crumble into dust, desperate for a strong wind to sweep her away on the breeze. Why she thought to confess such a truth to Phillip, she did not know. She was supposed to be his wife of convenience. Surely he did not want to be her friend.

      Yet…maybe he had also battled loneliness whilst on the deck of his ship. He had been surrounded by some seventy other souls, if not more. But did any of those people really know him? Did they know Phillip Dalton the man and not Captain Dalton the honorable navy officer? Annalise suspected her husband understood a great deal about being lonely. But perhaps he had never considered that his wife, surrounded by their children and friends, would experience such a feeling too.

      His gaze softened. “I would like to be friends too.”

      Annalise beamed a smile at him, relief making her feel weightless, until a shadow came to stand next to them.

      “Captain Dalton. Mrs. Dalton. How wonderful you could join us this evening.”

      She instantly felt nauseated.

      A man of slender build with greying hair considered them with a slight smile on his thin lips. His attire was rich and exquisitely tailored, and in his hand he grasped a glass of brandy. Annalise longed for a glass, if only to inebriate herself against the spectacle the newcomer was bound to create.

      Phillip narrowed his eyes. A prolonged spell ticked by before he said, “Mr. Thompson. Err, Thompkins. Forgive me.”

      “Thank you for the kind greeting, Mr. Thompkins,” Annalise murmured, seeking to confirm her husband’s thoughts. “We are all very happy Captain Dalton is home to stay and just in time for the wedding.”

      The man had always made her uncomfortable, and she’d done her best to avoid him at social events where he was also a guest. Without thought, she reached out to grasp Phillip’s hand. He responded immediately, threading their fingers together as if they’d done such a thing for the whole of their marriage. Yet she struggled to maintain her poise as she felt his heartbeat through the palm of his hand.

      Thompkins tilted his head. “But I heard Captain Dalton hadn’t planned to stay in Bristol indefinitely.”

      Whatever was the man on about?

      She jerked her head to Phillip, her gaze searching. But his attention remained fixed on Mr. Thompkins, a pleasant expression on his face. “At some point I would like to sojourn to my estate in Wales. I have not decided when that will be, though.”

      Annalise suddenly found it hard to draw breath.

      Taking a step closer, Mr. Thompkins’ mouth twisted into a smirk. An altogether worrisome smirk that made dread churn in her belly. “Lamley said he overheard one of your grooms say the travel carriage had been ordered ready to depart after the holidays.”

      The travel carriage? Annalise darted a glance again at her husband.

      “I hadn’t realized my actions were of such importance to the neighbors,” Phillip said, his tone inching on annoyance.

      “Perhaps that was not well done of me to share,” Thompkins said, ducking his head. “But seeing as how Mrs. Dalton is a favorite amongst the social circuit here in Bristol, her friends would be disappointed if she were to leave.”

      Her friends, or Mr. Thompkins? Annalise knew the answer. But she refused to look at the man. She did not want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much his revelation had upset her. Instead, she studied her husband. The real man responsible for her hurt.

      Clearing his throat, Phillip said, “My wife has been the most patient and resilient of women to raise our children and keep our house during my many absences. I wouldn’t dream of pulling her away from her friends and the place where she’s forged a life. If she wants to join me, I would love her company, but she is welcome to remain in Bristol if she chooses.”

      “So the choice is hers, then?”

      Locking gazes with Annalise, he nodded. “She will always have a choice.”

      So it was true. Phillip planned to leave her behind in Bristol. Again. He wanted to live his own life in Wales.

      She had only visited the small estate once several years ago when he had been on leave, and she had fallen in love with the countryside. With the rolling green hills and the jagged seaside cliffs. The air had smelled of salt and wildflowers, and the sky was the bluest blue she had ever seen. Annalise had been convinced she’d stumbled upon the land of the Tylwyth Teg, the Welsh fairy folk whose tales Oliver and Beth liked to read about as children. Ever since that holiday, Annalise had been pining to visit the cozy manor that lay on the estate again, and now Phillip had plans to retire there. Without her.

      Always without her.

      An ugly thought occurred to her, and Annalise swallowed uncomfortably as she considered it. Was it possible Phillip decided to retire to Wales after the truth of his father and brother’s deception had been brought to light in an effort to brush it under the carpet? His life was comfortable now. Perhaps he would rather forget the manner in which she struggled all those years before?

      Yet he declared she had a choice to accompany him or remain behind. Annalise didn’t want a choice. She wanted Phillip to want her to come with him to Wales because she was his wife and she belonged at his side.

      She wasn’t certain she had the courage to ask to accompany him.

      But even if she had the courage to tell him what she really thought of his departure to Wales, she would not do so in front of Mr. Thompkins. The Mr. Thompkins who delighted in bragging about his wealth and many connections to well-born members of the ton in London, including his cousin, an earl. He strutted about every social gathering like a peacock displaying its plumage, although she was certain he lacked the brains of such a bird. The pompous man had also carried a spiteful grudge against her since she had declined his offer of an affair years earlier. He had proven she had good reason to feel uneasy with his friendly words.

      Thus, Annalise was not about to let him see just the sort of discord he had uncorked.

      Summoning a footman with a jerk of her head, she raised her brows at both Phillip and Mr. Thompkins. “I adore the Welsh countryside and would like nothing more than to visit it again.”

      Let the men make of that statement what they would.

      Mr. Thompkins continued to rattle off nonsensical remarks, but she paid him no heed. Her attention had been captured by the man sitting next to her. Phillip maintained his silence, but his thumb squeezed her hand, before rubbing across her knuckles. Her thundering heart slowed at his touch, and that irritated her. She clung to her annoyance. She deserved her simmering anger.

      Yet holding hands with him in this manner was the most intimate moment of her life.

      While the party continued about her, Annalise’s every iota of concentration was focused on where Phillip touched her…and all the other places she wished he would touch her. She was furious with him, but his touched fanned the flames until she couldn’t tell the difference between her anger and her arousal.

      Her attention was snapped when Phillip’s voice broke through her heated thoughts. “Beth, dear, that was lovely. Don’t you agree, Mr. Thompkins?”

      Jerking her head back, Annalise realized her daughter had surrendered her spot on the pianoforte, for her and Mr. Newell had come to join them.

      “I’ve always said she played like an angel,” the vile Mr. Thompkins said, pulling on his lapels and puffing out his chest. “Hopefully Mr. Newell realizes what a gem he has managed to secure.”

      “I should hope so.” Phillip turned a critical stare on the young man standing by Beth’s side.

      She felt a twinge of sympathy for Beth’s beau, but the sensation was fleeting. The young man had been avoiding her husband for most of the night, and it was time for him to line up for his inspection. Phillip was stern but fair, and if Mr. Newell could not withstand a few minutes of critical review, then perhaps he wasn’t a strong enough man to marry Beth.

      “Oh, I’m well aware that Miss Dalton is far above me in every regard,” Mr. Newell said, directing an ingratiating smile at Beth.

      Sliding her gaze to Phillip, Annalise wondered what he thought of his declaration.

      Phillip’s face was a mask of indifference, and her heart squeezed once again for the young man, who was obviously doing his best to impress her husband. But it was too little too late to secure Phillip’s good opinion with such means, it seemed.

      Thankfully, Mr. Thompkins excused himself to join a card game on the far side of the room, and Annalise would have wagered on the man’s disappointment to not have generated the tempest he desired.

      Phillip abruptly kicked out a chair and pinned Mr. Newell with a stare before he jerked his chin. “Take a seat.”

      Mr. Newell’s eyes grew wide, and he sank onto the chair like a millstone. Beth scowled, but Annalise shot her a quelling look, and the girl pressed her lips together and sat silently next to her fiancé.

      “Mr. Newell, you will have to forgive me if I rattle off questions I failed to ask you earlier today.” Phillip spread his hands on his thighs. “I was distracted by Mrs. Dalton’s return.” With a large swallow, Mr. Newell nodded.

      Phillip crossed one leg over the other. “Tell me, how do you expect to keep my daughter in the lifestyle she is used to?”

      Mr. Newell’s gulp was audible. “I work as a clerk to a barrister in my late father’s—”

      “A clerk?” Phillip ever so slightly wrinkled his nose.

      “My father believed everyone should start at the bottom and work his way up by his own merit,” Mr. Newell responded, with a slight tinge of panic to his words.

      “And have you worked your way up?”

      The question sailed from Annalise’s lips before she knew what she was about. She resisted the urge to clamp a hand over her mouth.

      Thankfully, Phillip did not seem perturbed by this, as he nodded his head encouragingly.

      “I’ve been promoted to researcher. I’m confident I will be promoted to counsel soon enough.”

      “Excellent.” Phillip leaned back in his chair, the picture of disinterest. “And what do you expect of Beth as a wife, aside from managing your household and providing you with beautiful children to carry on your name, et cetera?”

      It took everything in Annalise’s power not to laugh at the look of boredom featured on Phillip’s face. She knew it was a ploy, knew it was to get under Mr. Newell’s skin, and yet Annalise found it wildly attractive.

      Knowing Phillip, her husband, versus knowing the Captain Dalton who interrogated their future son-in-law so expertly were two very different things.

      “I’m standing for political office.” Mr. Newell directed his gaze to Beth. “My hope is that Beth will help my campaign by hosting dinners, salons, fundraisers, and the whole gamut of political events.”

      “And how do you feel about that, my dear?” Phillip looked directly at Beth, his expression soft. “Do you want to be a political wife?”

      With her luminous brown eyes, Beth darted her gaze between Annalise, her father, and Mr. Newell. The heightened color in her cheeks and the frantic expression manipulating her face made it clear she did not know how to respond, and that angered her. Beth had always been confident enough to speak her mind—what had changed?

      “I suspect Beth would be more comfortable stepping into the role if she were to have someone she could learn from.” She nodded. “And we may have solution for you.”

      “What sort of solution?” Mr. Newell asked.

      “We’ve hired Beth a tutor,” Phillip shared, as if the tutor had already been acquired.

      Beth frowned. “A tutor? What sort of tutor?”

      Annalise grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “A tutor to teach you what will be required of a political hostess.”

      While the apprehension on Beth’s face was replaced by relief, Mr. Newell scowled. “Surely such an expense is unnecessary. My mother has already offered to teach Miss Dalton the skills she’ll need to help me advance in politics.”

      A sneer appeared on Phillip’s face for the briefest moment before he smoothed it away. “I’m sure your mother would be a stellar instructor, but as Beth’s parents, we feel it our responsibility to see to her education and instruction.”

      Mr. Newell’s mouth opened, but Annalise spoke before he could. “And we are sure your mother has many responsibilities that demand a good deal of her time. She is kind to offer her assistance to Beth, but I’m sure her deft hand could be used elsewhere.”

      While she nodded knowingly to the young man, she glimpsed Phillip run his hand over his mouth as if to contain a smile.

      To her annoyance, Mr. Newell pressed the issue. “But surely my mother is the best tutor for such a job. No tutor could teach Miss Dalton the lessons my mother could with her long experience.”

      Phillip propped a foot on the opposite knee and reclined back. The relaxed pose seemed a juxtaposition to the severe expression that settled on his face. “Is that so? Well, I’ll be sure to tell Lady Jersey you said so.”

      Mr. Newell’s eyes went wide, and his jaw slackened. Annalise would have laughed if she wasn’t surprised as well.

      “Lady Jersey?” Beth said in an awed voice.

      “Julia Peel, as I knew her. But yes, she up and married the Earl of Jersey while I was at sea.” Phillip leaned toward her, as if to impart a great secret. “I had the occasion to meet Sir Robert Peel on many occasions, both when he founded the Metropolitan Police Force and later when he served in Parliament.”

      “And Lady Jersey has agreed to assist me?” Beth whispered.

      Phillip’s nod was resolute. “She offered to help find you a suitable tutor. But if Mr. Newell believes his mother is still a better tutor than one tapped by the countess and the daughter of the former Prime Minister, then I’ll certainly write the good lady and let her know.”

      “Oh no,” Mr. Newell declared, shaking his head furiously. “I’m sure my mother will understand that given the very generous opportunity to learn from the countess, Miss Dalton was, of course, obliged to accept the offer.”

      Inclining his head, Phillip smiled. Or at least Annalise thought the twitch of his lips was his attempt at a smile. “We can discuss it more at the breakfast table, my dear. In the meantime, perhaps you would be gracious enough to entertain the party with another song?”

      As their daughter nodded enthusiastically and returned to the pianoforte, Mr. Newell in tow, Annalise shook her head as she considered how quickly Phillip had secured the girl’s unwavering esteem.

      “Did you really intend to discuss finding a tutor for Beth with Lady Jersey?” she asked, in a voice barely above a whisper.

      “I do.”

      Annalise gaped at him. “So you truly know her?”

      “Of course I do. I met her when she was a girl.” He yanked on his cuff. “I was not lying when I said I knew Peel.”

      “I would never dream of calling you a liar.”

      Faint lines of amusement appeared at the outer corners of his eyes. “You are all that is good and proper, Mrs. Dalton. Do forgive me.”

      She chuckled but sobered quickly. “Do you believe you’ll able to convince Lady Jersey to help Beth?”

      “I do. I helped the earl out of an unfortunate situation several years ago, and I suspect she’ll be willing to assist as thanks.”

      Annalise nibbled on her lip before realizing what she was doing. Dropping her voice, she said, “I do not want Mrs. Newell to tutor Beth. She’s always been pleasant to me, but she’s known as a hard woman. Strict, judgmental, and harsh in her criticism. And since her husband was part of the Board of Guardians, no one has stood up to her. I would prefer that Beth not learn at the knee of such a woman.”

      “Did Mrs. Newell extend the offer to mentor Beth to you first?” Phillip asked.

      “She did not.” She swallowed. “I only found out when Mrs. Newell mentioned it during a dinner.”

      The woman had tossed out the offer to Beth loud enough for the people sitting near them to assume it was an agreed-upon arrangement. Annalise had been incensed. Now she only hoped to be nearby to catch Mrs. Newell’s expression when she learned about Lady Jersey’s mentorship.

      “I had hoped this dinner would assuage my concerns about this marriage,” he murmured, his gaze once again on their daughter, “but it’s done anything but.”

      Unable to think of a response, Annalise held her tongue.

      “Do you suppose she felt compelled to accept his proposal?”

      “It’s a possibility.” She considered Beth, playing intently on the pianoforte. “Most of her friends have already married and set up their homes. Perhaps she feels she should do the same.”

      “If she had true feelings for the man, the rest would be inconsequential—”

      She curled her hands into fists. “But what do feelings matter to marriage? I felt a warm regard and respect for you, but we were no love match. I’m certain you felt the same when we pledged ourselves before the vicar at the parish. And yet our marriage has been successful…thus far,” she couldn’t help but add.

      “Thus far? What is that supposed to mean?”

      Annalise smoothed imaginary wrinkled from her skirts and willed herself to be honest. “It means that now that you’ve returned home, things may change. But then again, they may not, seeing as how you plan to sojourn to Wales.”

      Her tone was cutting, and yet Annalise couldn’t seem to help herself. He was leaving her. Again.

      Instead of responding in a similar manner, Phillip sighed. “I have always wanted to retire to Wales. I thought you would be relieved.”

      “Relieved?” She could not keep the incredulity from her voice.

      “With me tucked away in Wales, you can continue your life here in Bristol without interruption.”

      Annalise wanted to throw something. Preferably something fragile and delicate, so she could hear it shatter as it slammed into the opposite wall. “Whatever gave you the impression I wanted to continue on without interruption, as you put it? Perhaps I was hoping to build something new, together,” she threw out as she stood and strolled away.
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        * * *

      

      Well.

      Phillip was fairly certain his vivacious, good-natured wife was angry with him. Very angry, he wagered, based on the way she swiped a glass of ratafia off a footman’s tray as she stalked away.

      Damn, but she was magnificent. He’d always found Annalise beautiful, and he was always eager to return home to her smiles and warm laughs and, if he were lucky, her warm bed. But in that moment, seconds after she had declared her anger with his plans to retire, alone, to the estate in Wales, Phillip had felt as if all the air had been sucked free from his lungs. He felt bamboozled and ten leagues out to sea.

      It was an alarming and worrying sensation. It was also a bit cheering and completely new. For much of his career, he’d relied on his ability to predict the tide, anticipate the next move his enemy would make, or gamble on which greenhorn would wash out and which wouldn’t. And despite his experience, he had not anticipated his wife would be upset about his retirement plans. Perhaps I was hoping to build something new, together. Together. She had used that word several times, but it was just now sinking in that perhaps she meant it. Phillip’s throat grew tighter.

      He spied Annalise speaking with a pair of women in the adjoining room, a small smile on her lips as she nodded her head at whatever the women were saying. She had always been a good listener. When he had been on leave, and the children would ply him for stories of his so-called adventures, Annalise never complained about the content of his tales or the length of them. Yet afterwards, she would ask about the things he didn’t emphasize in his narratives, the off-handed comments he made that showed the very real toll such work took on him. Those were the things that mattered to her, and in turn, it made him trust that despite their time apart, his wife truly cared about his well-being.

      The least he could do is listen to her. He had believed his father when he had relayed Annalise’s supposed wishes without confirming them with her, so it was only right that he now believe her when she spoke of what she wanted.
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      A cold breeze rattled the naked limbs of the trees that stretched over the narrow park path Annalise and Beth walked on not far from their home. They had donned their warmest wraps and capes to pick up a portion of Beth’s trousseau from the modiste. Once again, Phillip had insisted they take the carriage, but mother and daughter had managed to slip out the door before it could be brought around. Annalise knew he would be upset, but she longed for some fresh air, even if it was bitter and biting.

      Even as they strolled through the barren landscape of the park, their arms tightly wrapped together, occasionally bracing themselves against the harsh wind, Annalise was happy for some time alone with her daughter.

      “Were you aware Father knew the Countess of Jersey?” Beth asked, her teeth chattering around her words.

      “I became aware when we discussed finding you a tutor or mentor. He mentioned her offer to aid the search for a suitable candidate, and I thought it a brilliant suggestion. If Lady Jersey is willing to assist you, I hope you do well to learn as much as you can from whomever she recommends.” Annalise bumped her shoulder into Beth’s. “Her experience in the political realm far exceeds Mrs. Newell’s.”

      Beth squeezed her arm, her eyes bright. “Truth be told, I had been dreading my lessons with Mrs. Newell. She can be…”

      “Ill-tempered? Harsh? Curt?”

      “Yes, all of those are appropriate.” Beth chuckled. “It never occurred to me to ask you to hire me a tutor instead.”

      “It never occurred to me either.” She smiled. “It was your father’s idea. I’m glad he suggested it.”

      Dropping her head, Beth sighed. “I’ll make sure to thank him. I’m quite relieved I won’t have to learn from Mrs. Newell.”

      That was twice she mentioned the older woman, and Annalise would not let the subject lie. If Beth was to marry Mrs. Newell’s son, she would be forced to interact with the woman on a consistent basis. Did her daughter believe that once she married Mr. Newell, his mother would fade from their lives? That Mrs. Newell would surrender the reins of her son’s life willingly simply because he had taken a wife?

      But if she were to broach the subject, Annalise had to do it carefully. She did not want to make it seem she was questioning Beth’s decisions and thus her judgement, even if she was. Her daughter could be mulish when challenged, and she would block out anything she deemed as critical.

      Sucking a breath between her teeth, Annalise ventured forth with deliberately chosen words. “Dearest, how would you describe your relationship with Mrs. Newell?”

      She sensed more than saw Beth frown. “My relationship with Mrs. Newell? What do you mean?”

      “How does she treat you?” She patted Beth’s arm. “Whenever I am around, she seems polite, if a tad overbearing, but how does she treat you when I am not there?”

      An awkward pause ensued, and Annalise chewed her cheek as she waited with bated breath for her daughter’s response.

      “Mrs. Newell can be very…critical. Not just of me,” she rushed to add, “but of everyone. And of everything. She finds favor with very few things, as far as I’ve seen.”

      “Has she said anything to you directly?”

      Beth nodded and dropped her head further. “She told me I shouldn’t wear yellow for it washes me out.”

      “Well, that was rude.” Annalise narrowed her eyes as visions of stepping on the hem of Mrs. Newell’s dress danced through her head. “Yellow sets off the honey tones in your hair.”

      “I ignored that comment for the most part.” Beth shrugged. “I figured a woman who routinely wore such atrocious gowns shouldn’t be giving fashion advice.”

      “Touché, my dear!” Annalise declared, delighted by the girl’s levelheaded approach.

      “But she did say…” Beth sighed, the sound seeming to deflate her. “She said she never dreamed her only son would marry a woman with such low connections.”

      Red clouded Annalise’s vision. “There is nothing about your connections that are low.” Resisting the urge to march to the Newell house and give Mrs. Newell a thrashing, she asked, “And what did your fiancé say in response to such mean-spirited drivel?”

      She wasn’t sure that Beth would answer. In fact, the girl turned her face away and acted as if she were inspecting the withered vegetation adorning the park. But Annalise was determined to wait her out. Beth’s response was important, and Annalise realized it would determine whether she continued to support the wedding.

      With a loud exhale, Beth finally said, “He didn’t say anything.”

      Closing her eyes, Annalise counted to ten before she responded. “My darling, you deserve a husband who has pride in you, as a person and as his wife. A man who will defend you to anyone who makes the mistake of mistreating you.” Annalise drew Beth to a halt and waited until she met her gaze. “I fear Mr. Newell has proven himself to be unworthy of the task. He does not deserve you, my dear.”

      “Oh, Mama,” Beth cried, launching herself into Annalise’s arms. “It was terrible. It was at the Sorenson soirée, and Mrs. Newell had just introduced me to several friends of hers. And then she made that awful claim, and in my presence as if somehow I couldn’t hear her. I was so humiliated.”

      “Of course she knew you could hear her,” Annalise said around clenched teeth as she patted her daughter’s back. “The vile woman did it on purpose. She wanted to intimidate you, remind you of your place and of how grateful you should feel to be marrying her son. Her spineless son who should be kissing your feet for even deigning to look his way.”

      Beth sniffled miserably.

      “Did you say anything in return?”

      “Of course not!” The girl sounded scandalized. “I thought it best to ignore the situation.”

      Annalise scowled. “My dear, you are allowed to defend yourself. Ignoring a bully is one way to handle their vitriol, but it’s not the only way.”

      Beth sighed. “I just thought, what would Mother do? Ignoring the comment seemed to be the course you’d recommend.”

      It felt as if the earth shifted under her feet. Her daughter thought she would recommend overlooking the insult Mrs. Newell gave her rather than offer a word of defense? Had she taught Beth to curb her bold personality to make herself more agreeable to others, even when they deserved no such deference?

      Is that what she had done during her marriage? Had she ever stood up to her father-in-law? Had she ever questioned his decisions? Annalise gulped a painful swallow, knowing the uncomfortable answer.

      “I was so disappointed,” Beth continued, around her hiccups, “in Silas and Mrs. Newell. Mostly in Silas. If he agrees with his mother’s assessment of me and my connections, why is he marrying me?”

      “Because your family is well situated in Bristol, socially and financially, and with your father newly returned and retired, he commands respect.” Annalise wiped a tear from Beth’s cheek, a lump lodged in her throat. “And you are a beautiful girl. He probably enjoys having you on his arm, and he knows your pretty face will play well with electors.”

      “How unfair,” Beth said, the octave of her voice rising. “As if there was not more to me as a person than my appearance.”

      “It is a tough lesson every young girl learns at some point in time.” Annalise pressed a kiss to her crown. “Society is only concerned with a woman’s looks and her reputation, and if she loses one or the other, or heaven forfend, both, the woman ceases to serve any purpose. It’s cruel and unfair.”

      Beth was silent for a time, and Annalise continued to stroke her back. She knew such behavior might cause a scene, but she didn’t care. Her daughter was upset, and everyone else could jump off a dock and into the frozen waters if it offended them.

      Still, good breeding made her dart her gaze about, and she sighed in relief when she spied no one in sight.

      Licking her lips, she said, “Darling, I have a question to ask you, but I’m afraid it will upset you.”

      Pulling back, Beth blinked her swollen eyes. “I may become upset, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to ask me.”

      Battling back a smile, Annalise squeezed her. “Brave girl. Very well, I’ll just ask it. What happened to Mr. Ramsgate?”

      “Mr. Ramsgate?” Beth whispered, dropping her gaze.

      “Yes, Mr. Ramsgate. Oliver’s friend from London.” She softened her voice. “I was under the impression you were both fond of each other.”

      Pressing her lips together, Beth offered a curt nod. “I thought so too.”

      “Then what happened, dearest?”

      Beth tensed and made to step back, but Annalise pulled her closer instead. After a moment, she relaxed. “I don’t know. He returned to London to visit his parents, and then he never came back.”

      Annalise was unsure what to say to that. Any number of reasons could have prevented the young man from returning, yet she had seen the way young Henry Ramsgate had looked at her daughter. As if she were the most beautiful, fascinating creature he’d ever beheld. She had expected him to ask to pay his attentions to Beth, and she would not have objected. He was intelligent, kind, and a hard-working surveyor with the railway. Mr. Ramsgate also came from a good middle-class family who lived on Gloucester Street in London. A pairing between the two would have been ideal, yet it had not happened. She wondered if that was why Beth had accepted Mr. Newell’s suit with what seemed like little thought just a few months later.

      “What should I do, Mother?”

      Annalise blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you think I should marry Mr. Newell?” Beth pulled back to meet her gaze, her eyes red rimmed. “After all of this, I’m not sure I want to.”

      “It’s not for me to say, my darling. Only you know if Mr. Newell is truly deserving of not only your affections, but your lifelong commitment.”

      Beth clenched her eyes shut.

      “But I will say this.” Annalise stroked her cheek. “If Mr. Newell was not willing to defend you to his mother, would he be inclined to defend any children you had together? If someone were to insult them, claim they are less than, would he dispute such assertions with all the fierceness a father can?”

      Annalise thought of Phillip. He would never let anyone disrespect her or the children. She knew it down to the marrow of her bones. And when he learned of how Mrs. Newell had treated Beth, and Mr. Newell’s lack of defense, he was going to be apoplectic.

      “Probably not.” Beth’s voice was miserable. “I can’t call off the wedding, though. It’s so soon.”

      Annalise stroked the hair back from her daughter’s brow. “Beth, do you want to sacrifice your entire life being married to a man who doesn’t respect you? All because you don’t want to cancel the wedding?”

      Beth opened and closed her mouth several times, her face pale. Taking pity on her, Annalise squeezed her shoulders. “You don’t have to make decision at this moment, but I believe you should spend some time considering very carefully what you want.”

      “What if I don’t know what I want, Mama?”

      “You’ll have to figure that out.”

      She thought of Phillip’s desire to leave for Wales after the wedding. Would he still depart if their daughter called off the event? Would it really change the root of his desire to leave?

      And would she go with him?

      “We all have to make a decision about the course of our future at one point or another.”
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        * * *

      

      Phillip walked through the small dressing room and paused outside of Annalise’s chamber. The door was ajar, and she was his wife…but still he hesitated. Should he knock and wait for her admittance? Just stroll in as if he owned the place? He did, after all.

      In the end, the decision was taken from him when Annalise called out, “Do enter, Phillip.”

      The room smelled of her perfume, and he greedily inhaled the scent into his lungs. He spied her sitting at her dressing table, pinning her mahogany curls up into a simple but elegant coiffure. Her curious gaze met his in the mirror.

      “You haven’t changed your mind about accompanying me to the dinner party tonight, have you?”

      “I have not.” He clenched his hands to keep from running his fingers through the wispy curls at the base of her neck. “But are you certain it’s to be a dinner party? The Newells promised us an intimate dinner, and it turned into a bit of a crush.”

      “Yes, there were far too many people in attendance at the Newells’, if you ask me.” Annalise crinkled her nose, and it kicked up the corner of Phillip’s mouth.

      “Precisely why I distrust the Pellinghams’ invitation.”

      Annalise shook her head as she reached for a simple strand of pearls. He batted her hand away when she attempted to clasp them behind her neck.

      “Was there a reason you and Beth snuck away before I could have the carriage readied for you?” he asked, taking longer with the clasp than necessary.

      “We needed to talk, and I find that sometimes a walk will loosen the tongue.”

      Phillip arched a disbelieving brow. “Even when it’s so frigid out your tongue is likely to freeze to the roof of your mouth?”

      She chuckled, laugh lines crinkling at the corners of her eyes. “Even then.”

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      “Mr. Newell. Mrs. Newell. How they’ve treated her when I’m not around.”

      He instantly felt his muscles tense. “And what did she tell you?”

      Annalise paused, and Phillip settled his hand on her shoulder. She stiffened for an incremental second and then relaxed into his touch. “What she disclosed convinced me that Silas Newell is not at all deserving of her hand and most definitely should not be entrusted with her heart.”

      Anger singed up his throat. “What exactly did she say?”

      “That Mrs. Newell has been unkind to Beth in his presence, and her future husband has done nothing to defend her.”

      I knew it. Phillip had taken one look at the young Silas Newell with his tousled hair and ingratiating smirk, and he’d known he was a coward. After working with scores of officers, enlisted men, prisoners, and members of law enforcement, Phillip thought it safe to say he was quite familiar with the attributes of men. And he could spot a craven bastard from a league away.

      With great effort, he kept his anger from his voice. “Did you encourage her to call off the wedding?”

      Annalise shifted under his touch. “I wouldn’t say I encouraged her…”

      “What did you say, then?”

      She narrowed her eyes at his in the mirror. “I suggested she take some time to consider what she truly wants.”

      “And if she doesn’t know what she wants?” Phillip threw his hands into the air. “She’s only nineteen years old. What nineteen-year-old knows their own mind?”

      “I did.”

      Her voice was small, but she stared resolutely back at him. Annalise had been younger than Beth when they had married. Once again, he was reminded of how very brave she was.

      An equal dose of shame and something he couldn’t name—some warmth that spread from his fingertips to all points within his body—melded together, leaving him confused and unsure of what to do or say.

      Seemingly unaware of his struggles, Annalise continued. “I think we need to give her two or three days to determine what she truly wants. The wedding may be next week, but we still have time.”

      Phillip consented warily. “If you insist.”

      She turned about in her seat then, her dark eyes pinning him to the spot. “I’m not insisting. I’m merely suggesting we give our daughter time to plumb the depths of her heart. She was in love with one boy who abandoned her, leaving her susceptible to Mr. Newell’s suit. But now I believe the blinders have fallen off from her eyes, and she may be prepared to stand on her own two feet again.”

      “I certainly hope so.” His thoughts abruptly snagged on her words. “What do you mean she was in love with another lad?”

      Snatching her reticule from the vanity, she laughed. “That, my dear husband, will have to wait for another time. We will be late if we don’t depart.”

      “Oh, very well,” he grumbled, following her down the stairs.

      On the short ride to the Pellinghams’ home, Phillip peppered her with questions about the boy Beth had fallen in love with, but his wife held her tongue, merely raising her brows and shaking her head in response. He found her silence in the face of such pressure strangely stimulating.

      Which was altogether inconvenient considering how ravishing she looked. Never had he wanted to take Annalise to bed more than he did at that moment. And yet the thought made him strangely nervous. During all his past leaves, he’d had no reservations coming to her bed, and she'd always welcomed him with shy smiles. But now that he had been home for a time, eating breakfast across the table from her every morning, listening to her tinkling laugh, fighting back smiles at her cutting wit, Phillip found himself more than a little infatuated with her. He wanted to touch her and send her into the same heightened state of awareness he had been existing in.

      Phillip knew that when he finally went to her, their bedsport would encompass more than just physical sensations, for him at least, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it. Anxious, definitely. Nervous, absolutely. Slightly uncertain, most assuredly.

      “And here we are,” she said, as a respectable townhome came into view, festive candles lit in the windows. “The Pellinghams have three children, a son, and two daughters. Their daughters are several years older than our children, but their son, Christopher, was at university with Oliver.”

      “Well, I look forward to making their acquaintance.” A sudden thought occurred to him. “Say, has Oliver ever invited blokes home from London? Perhaps one of them will snag Beth’s eye, and she will be saved from having to marry that insufferable prat who’s too cowardly to defend her to his mother.”

      A pensive look crossed her face. “Perhaps we can encourage him to invite his friends to dine with us for the holidays.”

      Phillip debated whether to press her. Her expression tempted him to, but instead he nodded. “A superb idea, my dear.”

      After considering her for a moment longer, Phillip smoothed his waistcoat and exited the carriage. Annalise lifted her hem and took his extended hand, allowing him to help her from the conveyance. She paused on the walk, staring up at the townhouse with an indecipherable expression. Annalise finally turned to him, her brows raised in question as if she were waiting on him and not the other way around. Still, he offered a quick nod, tucked her arm around his, and escorted her to the door.

      Just when Phillip thought he had a grasp on who his wife was, she surprised him.
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        * * *

      

      Several long hours later, Phillip helped his wife back into the carriage. Annalise had once again charmed the other guests with her friendly demeanor, but Phillip knew something was wrong. His wife was always genuine in everything she did, and yet her smiles that night had seemed strained. Her laugh had rung false. And when he pressed her for a cause, she waved away his concerns in the same manner in which one would shoo away a bothersome insect. He was troubled. And annoyed.

      Phillip settled onto the squab across from her and tried to make out her features in the near darkness. Twenty years earlier, he may have been able to catch a glimpse of her expression, but now all he saw were shadows.

      He coughed into his hand. “Well, I enjoyed myself much more with the Pellinghams than I expected.”

      Annalise’s answering laugh was low. “I enjoyed myself as well. Their gatherings are always interesting.”

      “How so?”

      Phillip thought she may have shrugged but couldn’t be certain. “Their guest lists are always varied. Sometimes they invite artists, sometimes politicians, sometimes those who run charities. I always learn something new when I attend.”

      “And you attend frequently?”

      She turned to look out the small window. “When I’m invited, yes.”

      His wife was being modest. Phillip had noticed almost immediately that Annalise was a favorite of their hosts. Mr. and Mrs. Pellingham treated her as an old and dear friend, and they plied her for information about Beth’s upcoming wedding and how Oliver was liking his position with the railway. But it was when they turned their attention to him, inquiring how Phillip was adjusting to life on land, that he realized they truly cared for his response because they were fond of Annalise.

      And because of that, he had wanted to be honest with them. He wanted to tell them the adjustment had been difficult, especially considering the fact his wife was a popular and lovely woman who was much in demand as a guest and shared her attention and presence with everyone when he increasingly found he wanted her all to himself. Phillip wanted to tell them of his plans to depart to the solitude and quietness of the estate in Wales, and his fear that Annalise would choose not to accompany him and instead stay where the society was interesting and varied and she learned new, exciting things. Even if such a place reminded her daily of how his father had taken advantage of her misfortune.

      But in the end, Phillip was too well bred for such a confession, even though his heart desired nothing more than to rid itself of the burden of caring more for his wife than she cared for him. Whatever his reply, it had seemed to satisfy the Pellinghams and, more importantly, Annalise, so he was relieved.

      Which is why when he opened his mouth, he couldn’t believe the words he uttered were,

      “Why did Mr. Thompkins upset you the other night at the Newells’?”
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      Phillip’s question had come out of the clear blue sky…or perhaps it hadn’t, now that Annalise thought about it. Anytime she attended an event at the Pellinghams’ home, her mind automatically drummed up images of the first time, no matter the years that had passed.

      Annalise shrugged, aiming for blitheness. Yet, the hair along her arms and across the back of her neck stood at attention. “I find him rather unpleasant.”

      “As did I.” She sensed Phillip cross his arms over his chest. “Do you find him unpleasant because of the manner in which he looks at you?”

      She forced down a swallow. “I’m afraid I don’t know of which manner you speak.”

      “I’m certain you do, Lise-dear.”

      A gasp escaped her mouth before she could contain it. Her father had called her Lise-bear before changing it to Lise-dear as she grew older. She could still hear his voice in her mind, as if nearly twenty-five years hadn’t past since she had last heard anyone utter those words to her. Annalise clamped her jaw at the wash of memories the endearment roused.

      That Phillip had used such a term, had remembered it and adopted it despite—or because of—the poignant history she had with it, left her defenseless. The walls she had erected around her heart tumbled down at his softly voiced words. Such defenses had been necessary for a young girl who had just lost her father and then found herself married to a military man who was often away from English shores. Her status, her aloneness, had made her vulnerable to so many men intent on taking advantage of the fact that her husband was away.

      Men like her late father by marriage who wanted her money. Or the odious Mr. Thompkins who wanted…other things.

      Annalise didn’t want to tell him, had never dreamed of sharing her history with the horrible man with anyone, let alone Phillip. Could she trust him not to think poorly of her? Would he blame her? Knowing Phillip as she now did, she did not think it possible, but fear made her uncertain. Matters between her and her husband had been going so wonderfully, even in the aftermath of his family’s betrayal, and she refused to allow the craven Mr. Thompkins to ruin their potential for happiness with his venom.

      Not when seeing Phillip and smiling into his startling blue eyes had become the delight of her day.

      Sucking in a deep, bracing breath, she smoothed the non-existent wrinkles from her dress. “I met Mr. Thompkins about a year after we married. Oliver was not born yet, and I had nothing to occupy my time aside from ensuring our little flat near Victoria Square was clean and orderly. But I had managed to make friends simply walking in the park, attending church, or visiting the market. Invitations to dinners and soirées followed. I found myself paired with Mr. Thompkins for a game of whist at one such gathering.”

      Annalise ran her hands over her skirts again, her palms clammy. She didn’t realize her hands were shaking until Phillip reached forward and grabbed one. Without saying a word, he tugged until she joined him on his squab, and he tucked her neatly into his side. The smell of his cologne, unchanged over the years, gave her strength, as did the sound of his heart beating under her ear.

      She licked her lips and continued. “He was friendly. Witty. A strategic whist player, and I enjoyed being his partner. We won every hand we played. After that night, I saw him frequently at various gatherings. I never thought much of the fact that he always requested a waltz with me or found a way to sit at my side at dinner or chatted with me during after-dinner entertainments. Lord, I was so naive.”

      Phillip kissed the crown of her head, his touch gentle…yet enticing. “You were young. And alone. How could you possibly have known he was a predator stalking his prey?”

      Pulling her head up, Annalise looked at him. “What an apt description, although I had no notion of it at the time. I simply knew a nice gentleman with friendly green eyes was always willing to be my partner at whist. I think back on my naivety and want to cringe.”

      Squeezing her tight, he was silent for a moment. “What happened, Lise-dear, that destroyed your naivety?”

      Annalise always considered herself brave, and in so many ways she was. Where her children were concerned, she would walk over hot coals, like in those South Pacific rituals she read about in the paper, to ensure their health and happiness. And more. There was no limit of what she would do for Oliver and Beth. But in that long-ago moment, she hadn’t been brave, and she’d punished herself ever since.

      “I was at a small soirée at the Pellinghams’ home.” She chuckled into his chest. “I know how much you enjoy those.”

      “Only when you’re there, I assure you.”

      She pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. Playing with the buttons on his waistcoat, Annalise tried not to be distracted by the firm, broad chest that rested under her touch. “I had just excused myself to visit the ladies’ retiring room, and as I walked down a darkened hall to reach it, a hand reached out from a side door and swept me into a small study of sorts. It was so dark in there, it took me several seconds to realize it was Mr. Thompkins standing before me.”

      “And what did he say?” Phillip asked, his embrace tightening.

      “He…” Her voice caught, and she gripped his coat, as if he could serve as her anchor. “He didn’t say anything at first. He simply kissed me.”

      “How very rude of him,” her husband growled.

      His angry words startled a laugh from her. “I thought so too. And after I was able to push him away, I told him so. I reminded him I was married and not at all interested in an illicit relationship with him.”

      “And what did he say?”

      Annalise gripped Phillip tighter. “He said I couldn’t possibly know what an illicit affair entailed seeing as I was so young, and then he tried to kiss me again.”

      “And what did you do?”

      She swallowed. “I want to say I stomped on his instep and darted away, but truthfully, I was petrified and couldn’t move. So…he kissed me again.”

      “He didn’t kiss you, my dear. He assaulted you.”

      Unable to think of a response to such a boldly spoken truth, she buried her face in his chest.

      The carriage lurched to a halt, and Annalise clung to him to stop herself from falling to the floor.

      Phillip didn’t make a move to leave. He simply ran his hand along her back in a leisurely pattern and she relaxed into his touch.

      After a long moment, there was a knock on the carriage door.

      “I suppose we should take this inside, where there’s a warm fire and plenty of bracing brandy.” His voice was a comforting grumble under her ear. “Are you ready, my dear?”

      Her mind said no, but with Phillip’s warm presence to lean on, she said, “I am.”

      Phillip assisted her down and immediately looped her arm through his strong one. Without a word, he escorted her up the front walk, stopping in the foyer to take her wrap from her shoulders and handing it to the manservant. With a gentle touch to the small of her back, he led her not to the study but to the stairs where he followed after her into her chamber. He dismissed her maid with a word that her assistance was not needed. Phillip unbuttoned the back of her gown with deft hands, pulling the constricting material from her shoulders and allowing it to pool at her feet.

      Clad only in her corset and shift, Annalise knew she should be embarrassed, or at least uncomfortable. But she wasn’t. This was Phillip, after all. Her husband. The man who had always been kind and respectful of her. The man who never assumed liberties with her person simply because she was his wife.

      The man whose touch she’d been craving for weeks upon end.

      After stripping her of her corset, Phillip carefully plucked the pins holding her coiffure in place, carding his fingers through her hair in tender strokes that soothed her spirit as much as her scalp. He led her to the large bed that sat at one end of her chamber, and with due care, tucked her under the pile of covers. When he turned to grab a chair in the corner, Annalise shot out her hand and captured his.

      “Lay with me.” She swallowed. “Please.”

      Phillip stared down at her for a long moment, her reflection mirrored in his blue, blue eyes. She wished she knew what he was thinking. What he was looking for. But eventually, he nodded and shook free of her grasp to pull his dress coat from his shoulders to toss on a nearby chair. Next, he made quick work of his waistcoat, depositing it on top of his coat, before yanking off his boots. When he made to slide onto the bed next to her, she shook her head. Firmly.

      “Your trousers. Surely you don’t sleep in your trousers?” she managed to say with only minimal wavering to her voice.

      With his Adam’s apple bobbing, Phillip stared at her before he nodded. Quickly shedding his trousers, he slipped under the covers beside her clothed only in a dress shirt and small clothes. Such knowledge made her warm all over.

      Annalise did not hesitate to burrow into his side, her cheek coming to rest not far from his heart. After a pause, he wrapped an arm around her, and the strength of that limb holding her close eased all the tension from her body.

      With his long fingers gently toying with her curls, Phillip finally asked, “What happened next, Lise-dear? After he kissed you that second time?”

      She pressed her face into his chest, drawing his scent into her lungs and allowing it to strengthen her fortitude. “Mrs. Pellingham walked into the room. She claimed she had thought it the ladies’ retiring room, but I know that for an untruth. We had visited the room earlier in the evening. With effortless grace, she plucked me from Mr. Thompkins’ grasp and maneuvered me right out the door. Anne—that is, Mrs. Pellingham—revealed to me later that Mr. Thompkins had a reputation for taking advantage of widows and spinsters, and she had been uncomfortable with the regard he showed me. So when I had not returned from the retiring room in due time, she went looking for me.”

      “I knew I liked that woman,” he said, bussing a kiss to her forehead.

      Annalise laughed, releasing some of the stress that had coiled in her chest. “I do, too.”

      “Has the villain bothered you since that night?” Phillip asked, his voice deceptively calm.

      “I haven’t given him a chance.” She twirled her finger in the soft cotton of his shirt. “I’ve been busy with the children, and I try to avoid any gatherings I suspect he will be at. Plus, I have wonderful friends who never let me walk down corridors alone.”

      Silence reigned between them for several long moments, but the quiet was not uncomfortable. Annalise’s chest felt lighter for having told Phillip what had occurred between her and Mr. Thompkins, and she was vastly relieved he had not admonished her for not being more careful. More circumspect. For not recognizing the danger the other man posed.

      She’d expected him to recriminate her as she had recriminated herself for so many long years.

      “I’m sorry I left you to fight so many battles on your own. I know my career provided a comfortable place for you to live, but it also stripped you of having a true husband to protect and care for you. It kept Oliver and Beth from having a father they could depend upon.” He danced his fingertips along her cheek, across to her jaw, and down her neck. She positively hummed in the back of her throat at the sensation. “Yet you have all created a wonderful life for yourselves, filled with people who care about you and your well-being. My presence now is almost unnecessary.”

      The desolate note in his voice made her heart lodge in her throat. And it made her angry. Lifting her head, she pierced him with a glare.

      “Don’t ever say such a thing. Your return has completed our puzzle. All these years, we’ve had an integral part missing from our lives, the piece that turns us into a true family. And now that you’re here, our family is complete.”

      Phillip opened his mouth to argue, but she pushed a finger to his lips. “We did what we had to do to get through your voyages. We’re not the only family to experience such separations, and we certainly won’t be the last. I’m just thankful you were able to return home safely, because it was never a guarantee.”

      Tearing her gaze from his, she studied her fingers as they sifted through the dark hairs peeking through the top of his shirt. “I went into this marriage with an understanding of what to expect. Not once did I magically think you would give up your career to remain in Bristol for me, your unwanted bride.”

      With a speed she could not fathom, he flipped her flat onto her back, his overwhelming presence looming over her. His chest brushed against hers and his powerful arms bracketed her head like a cage, but she wasn’t frightened. Phillip had never made her feel frightened.

      Instead, her pulse roared in her ears as something hot and arousing pumped like opium through her veins. Her skin grew hot and tingly, and for the first time since…the last time he was in her bed, she was altogether alive.

      “You have never been unwanted. Never.” His eyes burned like blue torches. “Who do you think first suggested I marry you?”

      Her mouth fell open. “I thought your father had suggested it.”

      Phillip shook his head, his gaze dropping to her lips. “He told me of your troubles, but I suggested marriage. I had always held you in high esteem, and now I suspect that my father was aware and counted on my offer.”

      “You fancied me?” she whispered hoarsely.

      He nodded. “You’ve always been so lovely. So poised and cheerful. Completely charming. It was impossible to stand in your presence and not want to know you more.”

      “Charming and lovely?” Annalise waved her hand, brushing him across the chin. When his eyes flared, she dropped it to her side. “Surely you jest.”

      “Lise-dear, have I ever been known for my sense of humor?”

      She scowled. “I find you very funny. You make me laugh every day.”

      If she hadn’t been watching him so closely, she would have missed the faint tinge of color that touched his cheeks.

      “You may be the only one.”

      Before she could respond, he pierced her with those blue eyes again. “I had thought that perhaps one day I would be able to capture your attention. In those fleeting moments that I saw you when my father took me to visit your father at his factories, and I was able to catch a glimpse of your smile, which was always so easy and bright. It left me happy for days. But I was a quiet child. My father called me petulant. I’ve always been the exact opposite of you.”

      Annalise reeled at his confession. She had never dreamed it was Phillip who had initiated the idea of their marriage. She’d long believed old Mr. Dalton had initiated the match. But Phillip said he had noticed her from the beginning.

      If only she had noticed him.

      “Your father, like any businessman worth his salt, had hoped to see his daughter married into the peerage. Maybe to a second or third son.” His lips quirked, and she longed to kiss them. “I remember thinking you were deserving of an earl. Or a title even grander.”

      Emotions she hadn’t anticipated threatened to strangle her.

      “And instead of some famed match, you found yourself with me. A man who couldn’t even protect you or keep you safe from lechers, predators, or his own damn family.”

      “Stop that!”

      They stared into each other’s eyes for several long moments. Apparently, she had surprised him just as much as she had surprised herself.

      Licking her lips, she plowed ahead. “I’d ask you not to insult my husband. I find myself rather protective of him.”

      Something stirred in the blue depths of his gaze. “Protective? Of me? Why would you ever feel the need to protect me?”

      “Because someone has taught you that to be a man means you need to be invincible. Omniscient. And that’s simply ridiculous. You are the bravest and kindest man I know.” Her swallow was difficult. “I don’t regret marrying you. Not for one moment. I didn’t need dukes and earls when I could have a dashing navy captain.”

      Phillip rolled his eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he grumbled.

      She didn’t give him an opportunity to say more before she reached up and pressed her lips against his.

      All the thoughts racing around in her head abruptly went quiet, as if she’d shoved them into a room and slammed the door shut. The only thing that mattered was the feel of Phillip’s mouth against hers. The exquisite taste of him. His delectable scent. The soft hum in the back of his throat that was like a caress to her ears. Every one of her senses was trained on him and him alone. As he released her lips to kiss along her jaw and nip at her lobe, Annalise knew the whole room could go up in flames and she would be oblivious to it.

      In truth, she might be the reason the room incinerated, for her skin felt hot, burning under his touch. Shifting under him, Annalise reached down to grab the hem of her shift, suddenly desperate to be free of the cumbersome garment. She needed to feel him against her flesh. She had missed him.

      Pulling back, Phillip watched with a hooded gaze as she ripped the shift up and over her head, depositing it with a careless toss onto the floor. She lay before him bare, and it occurred to her it may have been the first time he had ever seen her thus. In the past, their lovemaking had been conducted in the dark or in a dimly lit room. And while she had always enjoyed their past encounters, she hadn’t always been an active participant, allowing him to take the lead out of embarrassment or uncertainty.

      But Annalise was done being impassive. She was a woman of two-and-forty years who had raised a son and a daughter almost on her own. The time had come for her to live life for herself, and making love to her husband, a man she longed to touch and explore in all the ways he had always done with her, was a luxury she had been deprived of.

      So she lifted her chin and watched as his eyes traveled up her body and boldly met his gaze. “Don’t you think it time to remove this?” she said, grasping the open collar of his shirt and pulling.

      With a grunt, Phillip yanked the linen garment from his shoulders and tossed it behind him without a backwards glance. Holding her gaze, he settled above her once again, and her eyes traced over his vast shoulders and the expanse of his firm chest. He was so strong, and yet he had never used his strength against her. As she watched, he slowly, ever so slowly, leaned down to press his mouth against hers.

      But his soft touch wasn’t enough. Annalise needed more. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled until his body was flush with hers and she sighed against his lips. She ran her toes along his leg before hitching her foot behind his calf, creating a cradle for which his body to rest. The heavy ridge of his arousal settled against her sensitive place, and she moaned into their kiss, rubbing herself against him.

      Phillip seemed to snap, for he went still and pulled back to look down at her. Annalise was certain she looked a wreck, with her hair in disarray and her lips swollen from his kisses. But rather than recoiling at her, he smiled ever so slightly.

      “I’ve never seen you this way.”

      She forced herself not to squirm. “I…I…”

      “I like it.” He brushed hair back from her face and nuzzled her cheek. “I like it more than you know.”

      Skimming his fingers along her collarbone and down to the rise of her breasts, he murmured, “I want you to want this as much as I do. I have longed to touch you. To taste you. To discover if your skin is as soft as I remember. But knowing you want me to touch you and taste you is enough to drive me damn near out of my mind.”

      And with that, his mouth crashed down onto hers. Annalise eagerly responded, running her fingers through his hair and pulling taut on the ends. When he growled, she did it again.

      “Have a care, Lise. It’s been too long since I’ve had you last, and I’m not certain I can be gentle.”

      It had been too long. Over a year, at least. The heat simmering in her core flared hot, and she clenched her eyes closed. “I suspect I’ve outgrown gentle,” she whispered hoarsely.

      Phillip paused for only a heartbeat before his lips descended down her neck. “Let us see then, shall we?” His breath tickled her nipple, which hardened under the assault. “But remember, if you are ever uncomfortable with anything I do, tell me to stop and I will. I take pleasure in giving you pleasure, not fear or pain.”

      When she nodded, he grinned for a brief moment before his tongue shot out to flick her nipple.

      Annalise gasped, surprise and delight streaking through her limbs. But when he sucked the sensitive peak into his mouth, she arched her back and groaned.

      “You’ve changed,” he said around her worried flesh.

      “Two children do change the body,” she managed to bite out.

      “For the better.”

      She laughed. “I doubt that.”

      “I am in earnest.” Phillip pulled his mouth away from her breast and she whimpered. With flirtatious fingers, he skipped them down her stomach and across her hips, his eyes glued to their movements. “You’re softer. Rounder. So utterly beautiful. I’ve always thought you unspeakably lovely, but now, Lise, you’re a goddess.”

      A delighted flush swept over her from the tip of her head to her toes.

      “And like a goddess, you deserve to be worshipped,” he rasped as he nudged her thighs wide with his hands and settled his broad shoulders between them.

      He’d done this sinful act in the past, but Annalise had never allowed herself to enjoy it. It had felt wicked to revel in the feel of his mouth on her, but this time was different. This time Annalise would not demure. No longer would she be timid in exploring the ways of the flesh. At this moment, she shook with the anticipation of feeling her husband’s mouth on her.

      At the first swipe of his rough tongue against her flesh, she cried out, clenching the sheets with her fists.

      “Lord, but you taste heavenly.” He nuzzled the inside of her thigh.

      Phillip did not give her a moment to respond before he resumed his ministrations, and all of her coherent thoughts ceased. The only thing she was aware of was the feel of him bringing her unending pleasure. When she finally came in a burst of sparks, he crawled up her body and gathered her close to his chest.

      “Thank you,” he whispered against her hair.

      Frowning, she shook her head. “For what?”

      “For welcoming my touch.”

      Annalise looked up at him then, twisting her arms around his neck and bringing her breasts to press against his chest. “I crave your touch, and I would like you to touch me some more.”
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        * * *

      

      Phillip closed his eyes to hide the surge of emotions that her words brought forth.

      His body felt like a violin string pulled too taut, at risk of snapping at any moment. But with her taste still on his tongue, and her lush body pressed to his, it took all of Phillip’s willpower not to lay her down and thrust into her. His Annalise deserved better than an animalistic rutting.

      Yet when she ran her hands down his back, her nails scoring his skin, before sinking into the rise of his buttocks, Phillip knew he could hold back no longer.

      Rising over her, he settled between her legs and rubbed his cock over her, groaning at her wetness.

      “I told you I desired your touch.” She pressed a chaste kiss to his cheek before nipping at his ear lobe.

      “And I have wanted to touch you since I walked through the front door. I have always wanted to give you everything,” he gasped as he sank into her hot heat.

      Annalise arched her back, presenting him with the long column of her throat. He pressed his lips to the spot where her pulse raced and inhaled her intoxicating essence. She smelled of woman and desire and hypnotic abandon. From the very first, she had made him forget all his wants and plans and left him completely enthralled.

      “I’ve missed this,” she breathed, her dark eyes glazed over. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Not as much as I’ve missed you,” he moaned, gripping her hips and thrusting. “I assure you.”

      And then words were no longer possible. Every part of his being was consumed with her. With Annalise. She moved with him, tilting her hips to take him deeper, spreading her thighs to wrap them about his waist, running her hands and nails over his shoulders and holding him in a firm embrace. He’d always enjoyed the intimate moments they shared, but never had Annalise been as active, as invested, as she was now. Phillip didn’t know what to think of it, and as he pressed a kiss to her perfect breast, he decided he didn’t care.

      Their lovemaking became desperate, as if both of them realized, once again, how very good they were together. Phillip lost himself in the feel of her around him, reveled in how consumed she was with him and his touch. And when she linked her hands with his, their fingers locking together and their palms pressed tight, he looked into her eyes and watched her climax crash over her. As if she acted it on a stage, Phillip experienced her mini death as she moaned and squeezed him in release.

      This combined sensory stimulation collided in his lower back, and when she sank her nails into his shoulders as she rode out the last remnants of her release, he plummeted over the edge. Pulling out of her warm body, he spilled his seed over her belly.

      They panted their release face to face for several long moments.

      “My goodness, that was delightful.”

      Before he could contain himself, Phillip burst out laughing. “I’m relieved to hear it, my dear.”

      Easing himself off of her, he reached for a drying cloth from the basin and cleaned her. When he was done, he hesitated, unsure if she wanted his company now that their lovemaking was over.

      Annalise must have sensed his uncertainty, for she grabbed him by the hand and squeezed his fingers.

      Without a word, he crawled back onto the bed and pulled the covers over them before gathering her close. Phillip smiled when she hummed in the back of her throat as she lay her cheek on his shoulder. They lay in silence, and he felt all the tension still remaining after that satisfying bout of sex ease from his body like water through a sieve.

      It occurred to Phillip that for the first time in their married life, it actually felt as if they were truly husband and wife. It was a novel thought, and a rare grin overtook his face.

      Phillip had no idea how he would depart for Wales and be able to leave Annalise behind.
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      Annalise sat at her vanity the following morning, applying a touch of almond oil to the skin under her eyes, which were dark and slightly puffy after a sleepless night of repeated bouts of lovemaking. Beth entered her chamber, and from the reflection in the mirror, Annalise could see the girl’s face was drawn and her eyes bloodshot.

      “Whatever is the matter, dearest?” she said, turning about and grasping her daughter’s hands.

      “Mother, I do not know what to do.” Beth hiccupped, a testament to her agitation. “After thinking about the situation for the last two days, I had finally decided to call off the wedding with Silas. But then this letter was delivered.”

      She held out a folded scrap of parchment with trembling hands. Annalise searched her daughter’s face for any sign of the letter’s content, but Beth’s facade showcased only doubt and despair.

      Unfolding the paper, Annalise read.

      My dear Miss Dalton,

      It grieves me more than you know to have been bereft of your sunny smile the last few days. Whilst I know you are busy with wedding details and reacquainting yourself with your long-absent father, I do hope you will set aside time to spend with me, your dutiful, neglected future husband. Perhaps you would be free for a ride in my barouche tomorrow at two in the afternoon? Unless I receive a letter in objection, I will arrive at your home to escort you. Never fear, my mother will serve as chaperone. As always, she is mindful of your reputation.

      Until tomorrow, my dearest.

      Yours most affectionately,

      Silas Newell

      Annalise felt nauseated simply holding the letter. Whatever made her think such an ingratiating man was worthy to marry her daughter?

      Tossing the paper onto the vanity, she met Beth’s gaze in the mirror. “First, it was quite inappropriate for Mr. Newell to write you. You’re not married yet. Second, what part of that letter has you in tears?”

      Beth raised her shoulders, her face twisted in confusion. And perhaps exasperation. “He was so kind in it. He missed me. Perhaps I’ve misjudged him.”

      I've taught her this, Annalise thought. Beth had followed her example of giving everyone, including her often absent husband, the benefit of the doubt. She still considered it an admirable quality…until it led to willful ignorance.

      Annalise pinned her with a stern look. “And the next time he is disrespectful to you? Or Mrs. Newell is, and Mr. Newell does nothing to defend you? What will you think then?”

      “I—I…” Beth shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      Rising to her feet, Annalise led her daughter to the bed, where she encouraged the girl to sit next to her.

      “Mr. Newell’s solicitousness now does not erase the things he did or did not do before. It doesn’t absolve him of the very great sin of saying nothing when his mother insulted you. How do we know he doesn’t agree with her?” She paused, tucking an errant curl behind Beth’s ear. “How do we know he is not marrying you simply because you’re quite pretty and are in possession of a tidy fortune?”

      Beth gasped. “Silas would never be that mercenary!”

      Annalise scoffed. “Has he disavowed his mother’s claims?”

      Dropping her chin to her chest, Beth shook her head.

      “And he has not apologized for his past behavior, merely throwing pretty words your way.” Squeezing her fingers, Annalise whispered, “Have you confronted him about it?”

      Beth held her silence, which was answer itself.

      “My darling girl, you are worth so much more than what Mr. Newell is giving you. Do you not see it?”

      Before Beth could answer, a voice interrupted from the doorframe. “Is something wrong?”

      Phillip stood within the frame, looking tall and handsome. And in his simple black coat, white shirt with a black cravat, dark green waistcoat, and black trousers, he looked severe and more than a little imposing. But Annalise knew his austere demeanor was a shell surrounding the thoughtful man he tried to hide. He’d shown her again, just that morning, how tender and passionate he could be.

      She fought back a blush when he met her gaze, and although his expression changed not one whit, she sensed him soften when he looked at her.

      Beth, in contrast, straightened her spine at her father’s words, and quickly brushed at her cheeks.

      Realizing her daughter had once again gone silent, Annalise smothered a sigh. She wasn’t sure what to do. It was obvious Beth was apprehensive about disclosing the topic of their discussion to her father, but it occurred to Annalise that Phillip’s perspective might be helpful.

      A certain sadness lurked about the lines fanning from the corners of his eyes as he considered Beth, and her heart broke just a little. Here stood a man who so fiercely wanted to be a part of his daughter’s life and had not yet been granted entrance to the inner sanctum. Perhaps his assistance with this matter would finally allow him to do that.

      With one final look at Beth, Annalise beckoned Phillip closer with a jerk of her head. “Beth is telling me about issues she’s encountered with Mr. Newell.”

      His brows arched for only a second before they relaxed back into his usual placid expression, but she noticed the uncharacteristic show of surprise. Easing onto the chair at her vanity with easy grace for a man so large, he studied their daughter.

      “Why don’t tell me about these issues, poppet? Perhaps I can help.”

      “I don’t see how you could. I don’t even know how to help myself.” Beth dropped her head, her voice hoarse with unshed tears.

      Bracing his elbows on his knees, he leaned toward her. The movement seemed to draw Beth’s attention, for she glanced up at him.

      “I may not be able to do anything specific to help, but I’ve found that sometimes talking through a problem helps me to see it from different angles. Also, sharing my troubles may allow another person to consider the situation from a perspective that has eluded me.” His lips tipped up, and Beth’s did the same in response. “And sometimes it simply helps to vent, do you not agree?”

      Beth stared at him for a long moment before she nodded. Toying with the sash about her waist, she whispered, “Mrs. Newell has insulted me on several occasions, and Mr. Newell has done nothing to defend me from her comments.”

      “Oh.” That was all Phillip said before he flexed his jaw.

      Annalise suspected he was working to contain his anger at the older woman and possibly attempting to formulate a reply that did not contain curse words and threats of bodily harm for Mr. Newell.

      Clearing his throat, Phillip visibly relaxed his shoulders. “I think it may be best for you to start at the beginning and tell me how you met Mr. Newell in the first place. I confess I do not know the story.”

      A surge of relief coursed through Annalise at Phillip’s approach. He was attentive yet gentle, and it appeared to soothe Beth’s skittishness toward him.

      Spreading her hands over her skirts, the girl sighed. “I met him at a gathering at the assembly room. He had been living in London but returned to Bristol when his father became gravely ill. After the elder Mr. Newell passed away, Silas stayed to be of comfort and assistance to his mother.”

      “An admirable gesture, I’m sure,” Phillip murmured.

      “I thought so,” Beth agreed. “Several of my friends were quite taken with him and hoped to make a good impression.”

      “But what about you?” Phillip cocked his head to the side. “What did you think about him?”

      Shifting, Beth’s cheeks flushed a rosy shade. “I…I don’t remember thinking anything.”

      Annalise pressed her lips together as she met her husband’s eyes. Somehow that simple confession explained so much. Her tender-hearted daughter had been pining for Henry Ramsgate, the young man who had departed for London and never returned. How could she possibly notice Mr. Newell when her attention and her heart were diverted elsewhere?

      “I’m sure that’s perfectly understandable. At a crush, it would be easy to miss your best friend if you weren’t looking for her.” He hesitated for just a moment, his gaze darting to Annalise for a brief moment before looking away again. “I still count it a lucky day when I noticed your mother at a gathering held at the assembly room.”

      Beth’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t know you met Mama at the assembly room.”

      “I didn’t say I met her there. I said I noticed her there.” Phillip knotted his hands in his lap. “There’s a difference.”

      “When did you see me at the assembly room?” Annalise asked, heat creeping up her back. Surely, she would have remembered him. Wouldn’t she?

      Phillip brushed imaginary lint off his breeches. “I was on leave. My first leave since my father bought me a commission, and I agreed to accompany him and Charles to the ball, only because he made me feel guilty for not attending. I was sipping gin out of a flask when I saw you. You were laughing. A sound that reminded me of a sunshine after a long, dreary rainstorm. I, of course, remembered you from years earlier—as if I could ever forget—but I wasn’t sure you would remember me. You were surrounded by several gentlemen and looked so diverted.”

      Her mouth gaped and it took Annalise a moment to close it. “You saw me and did not say anything?”

      Phillip nodded, his expression contrite.

      “Why have you never told me this?” she demanded, suddenly feeling out to sea.

      “You hadn’t noticed me.” He lifted a shoulder. “It didn’t seem to matter.”

      Annalise shook her head forcefully back and forth. “But it does. I want to remember you too. I don’t recall that night at all.”

      “You were wearing blue. A soft blue that set off your dark hair and made your complexion look like fresh cream.”

      A fire built in her toes and raced like an inferno throughout her body. She remembered that gown. Remembered that night, but she did not remember him. And that lapse made her angry. Made her horribly sad and upset she had missed out on the chance to see him again. To know him more. To simply converse with him before her father’s impending death made their marriage a necessity to fend off ruin.

      “I hadn’t realized you knew Mama before you were married.” Beth looked back and forth between them curiously. “I assumed you met right before you were married.”

      “We knew each other, but not well,” Annalise said, pressing a hand to her shaking lips.

      Phillip considered her for a long moment, his sapphire eyes now so familiar and dear. “And sadly, we have not had many opportunities to rectify that.”

      And he was right. His career with the navy had robbed them both from forming any sort of bond that was not attached to the children they shared. Annalise had been saddened by it, but only as a passing thought. She had missed out on so many years, so many leaves, to truly know and enjoy the man Fate had determined she marry. Aside from the early, lean years of their marriage when Mr. Dalton had stolen her inheritance, Phillip had worked hard to give her a life devoid of the worry and stress she experienced after her father’s death.

      But now, now that he was home for good and she was beginning to know him—the real Phillip, not the caricature of a husband she’d sketched in her mind over their long marriage—Annalise realized she finally had the opportunity to give him something in return.

      Love. And a home filled to the rafters with the love she now recognized pumped in her veins hot and fast for him. It had always been for him; she had just not known it.

      Turning to Beth, Phillip took both of her hands into his large ones. “When did you first notice Mr. Newell?”

      Scowling in thought, Beth’s pretty face lit up. “He came to call. Here. I remember being surprised and a bit—”

      She broke off so quickly it took Annalise a moment to realize it. Before she could prompt the girl for more, Phillip did.

      “And a bit what, poppet?”

      Their daughter’s throat worked as she attempted to swallow. “Disappointed.”

      “Why were you disappointed?”

      “Because he wasn’t Mr. Ramsgate coming to call.”

      “Ahh,” Phillip said, as if this explanation was perfectly logical. “And who is Mr. Ramsgate that he left you anticipating his return?”

      “Henry Ramsgate is a friend of Oliver’s from London.”

      “And am I to guess this foolish young man did not return your regard?” Phillip growled, the perfect replica of a disgruntled father.

      Annalise fought back a smile.

      A light glinted in Beth’s brown eyes. “Oh, but he did. Or at least he led me to believe he did. But then he traveled to London and never returned.”

      It was just as Annalise expected. Beth had been nursing a broken heart, which left her vulnerable to Silas Newell’s charms.

      “Has Oliver heard from him?” she asked.

      “I’m certain he has, but he has not told me, and I’ve been afraid to ask.” Beth cast her eyes to where her hands lay entwined with her father’s.

      “Afraid? What would my brave daughter have to be afraid of?” Phillip asked, his voice gruff but his gaze soft as he studied Beth.

      Glancing up, Beth pressed her lips together and shook her head. Annalise draped an arm around her waist in comfort and encouragement, until the girl finally said, “Because what if Oliver knows Henry simply did not want to return?”

      And Annalise’s breath caught to hear the pain and uncertainty in her daughter’s voice.
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        * * *

      

      His palms felt clammy, and a drop of sweat ran down his spine.

      Phillip did not want to muck this up. For the first time, Beth was sharing her troubles with him. She was receptive to his suggestions and observations. He was actually parenting after a very long absence from the job.

      And while he worried over every word, Annalise sat serenely by, the precise words and advice Beth needed to hear ready to fall from her tongue at a moment’s notice. She made this parenting business look effortless, but he knew it had been anything but. He had the advantage of having Annalise by his side as he helped Beth through her heartache, but who had been by his wife’s side, helping her, with the painful realities of parenthood while he was gone at sea?

      No one. The enormity of that realization had him sit back in his chair. It was easy to rationalize all that Annalise had done as a single mother with an absent husband, but it was quite another to experience firsthand what a feat it was.

      Lord, but he yearned to keep her. Wished anew that she would accompany him to Wales and live by his side. But seeing her with the children, seeing how beloved she was by the Pellinghams, all of their neighbors, had reminded him that her roots in Bristol were deep. For while he was sailing off to foreign shores, her friends were the ones she turned to when the trials of being a single parent became more difficult than she could bear. When he departed for Wales, he would long for her sunny smiles and easy laugh. And after the passionate night they had spent together, Phillip would miss her touch. The sweet taste of her lips. The low moans she made when she came apart in his arms. His nights and days would be lonely, but he didn’t dare ask her for more than she’d already given him.

      But now was not the time to concern himself with his future plans. Instead, he needed to aid Beth in realizing what a bounder Silas Newell was.

      Annalise shifted, and he turned his gaze to her only to find her gesturing with her chin towards Beth. The girl had said something, and he had not responded. He needed to fix that.

      Mentally chewing over her words, Phillip decided his best course of action was to be honest. “That is definitely a risk you will have to take. Loving someone is taking a risk that they won’t love you in return.”

      Rising from his seat, he crouched down before her and met Beth’s gaze head on. “If Mr. Ramsgate has decided he does not want you, that does not mean you are wanting in any way. You are an intelligent, bold, and exceedingly lovely young woman who is worthy of all good things. If Mr. Ramsgate cannot see that, he’s a simpleton. And rejection does not mean that every young man you esteem will reject you, poppet. It also doesn’t mean you should yolk yourself to a man you do not love simply because you believe you cannot do any better.”

      Beth gasped, clutching her hands over her mouth. “Do you think that’s why I agreed to Mr. Newell’s suit? Simply because he wanted me?”

      Phillip shook his head. “Only you can answer that question.”

      Worrying her lip, Beth stared at the floor for a long, tense moment. “I think…that is, I’m certain I do not want to marry Silas.”

      Jerking his head back, Phillip stared at Beth before darting his gaze to Annalise. She stared back at him with a relieved smile. He barely restrained himself from whooping in delight.

      “If it’s not too much trouble, of course.” Beth winced, looking first at her mother and then at him. “I know you spent a great deal of money for the wedding and my trousseau—”

      “Hush now, darling.” Annalise patted her back. “Your father and I will handle the details of canceling the arrangements. They are inconsequential in comparison to your future happiness.”

      Beth’s dark eyes, so much like her mother’s, filled with tears. “Thank you. I suppose I thought after Henry Ramsgate that Silas would be the only man that would ever want me.”

      “You’re young, my dear. So very young.” Swallowing, Phillip finally took the chance and brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “I promise that there is ample time for you to meet an estimable young man who is deserving of you, and until that time comes, do not feel you have to settle.”

      “And marrying Mr. Newell would have been settling because your heart is engaged elsewhere.” Annalise hugged their girl to her side. “Marriages of convenience have their place, but if you can marry for love, never settle.”

      Not like she had. Annalise had not said the words, yet Phillip heard them just the same. He met his wife’s gaze, his heart thudding loudly in his ears. Would he ever feel deserving of her? He suspected that if she accompanied him to Wales, she’d simply be settling once again. Acquiescing to the man she thought saved her from ruin, even whilst his family robbed her of her inheritance. He would not let that happen. Annalise was finally in a position to dictate the course of her future, and he was not going to stand in her way.

      Even if it hurt like hell when she chose a future without him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mr. Newell and his mother have come to collect Miss Dalton for a ride, ma’am.”

      Annalise jerked her head up from the letters she had been writing to various wedding vendors, canceling their orders, and blinked for a long moment at the manservant, Brandon. When the full meaning of the man’s words came to her, she looked to Phillip, who sat in the armchair nearby reading the newspaper. His expression darkened for only a moment, then he folded the paper and laid it on the table next to him.

      “Please tell the Newells we’ll join them in the parlor instead. Thank you, Brandon.”

      Rising to his feet with easy grace, he plucked the pen from her hand and tossed it onto the table. Extending a hand, he flashed a quick smile. “Let us collect Beth and end this engagement once and for all.”

      Swallowing, Annalise nodded. “They’re not going to take the news well.”

      Folding her arm over his, he dipped his head to whisper in her ear. “I honestly don’t give a damn.”

      The feel of his breath coasting over her sensitive skin sent a thread of desire skipping down her spine. Just that morning, he had done wicked things to her with his sinful mouth, and her body yearned to experience those things again. Her mind flashed through all the possibilities until Phillip’s dark chuckle brought her up short.

      “Now is not the time for such thoughts, Mrs. Dalton. We have important business to see to.” Leaning down, he nipped at her earlobe. “But perhaps after we have rid ourselves of our guests, we can take a lovely afternoon nap together. I find the thought very bracing.”

      Annalise chuckled as she looked into his dear face. His expression remained stoic, but laughter lit his eyes. “Very bracing, indeed.”

      Their good moods were tempered when they knocked on Beth’s chamber door. She was subdued when she learned of her visitors, and Annalise tried to give her encouraging platitudes as they walked to the sitting room. With her mother’s presence by her side, and Phillip’s protective stance behind her, Beth seemed to relax. When they arrived outside the sitting room door, Beth braced her shoulders and lifted her chin, reminiscent of her old self, and sailed into the room.

      “Mr. Newell, Mrs. Newell,” she said, sinking into a polite curtsy. “How good of you to visit today.”

      Annalise settled onto the settee next to her daughter after greeting their guests, while Phillip opted to stand by the roaring fireplace, rolling the holly berries decorating the mantle between his long fingers. He looked every inch the officer he had been, his impossibly broad shoulders seeming strong enough to withstand any threat. She longed to stand next to him, desperate for his strength as they endured the confrontation ahead.

      “A visit before our ride is just the thing. Mother and I were just commenting that with the wedding next week, there are still several details to settle.” Mr. Newell unbuttoned a portion of his coat before sinking into the chair opposite Beth. “Aside from finalizing the settlements, there is still the matter of the wedding trip and whether we plan to take it before or after Christmas. And who will we spend Christmas Day with? Naturally, my mother would prefer for us to spend the evening with her.”

      Leaning forward to interrupt, Beth placed a hand on top of Annalise’s, suffocating any words that lay on her tongue.

      “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

      Mr. Newell and his mother both blinked in unison.

      “What won’t be necessary, dear?” Mrs. Newell asked, recovering first.

      “Any of it. Most especially the wedding.”

      While Mr. Newell stuttered an incoherent response, Mrs. Newell fixed Beth with a gimlet-eyed stare. “I beg your pardon, Miss Dalton. Whatever do you mean?”

      Beth discreetly inhaled, and Annalise squeezed her hand for added encouragement. “I’m afraid I’ve changed my mind. I no longer wish to marry Mr. Newell.”

      Silence suffocated the room. Annalise fought the urge to fidget, wishing the blasted visit was over so she could eject the Newells from her home and retire with Phillip to her chamber.

      She was eager to finally have Beth freed from this engagement that had morphed into so much more than they had anticipated.

      “But why not?” Mr. Newell’s mouth gaped. “I don’t understand what is happening.”

      Smiling kindly, Beth said, “I have realized over the last several days that we are not a good match. You are keen on having a political career, and I have never desired to be a political wife.”

      “But Lady Jersey was to select a tutor for you,” Mrs. Newell interjected. “She is not the sort of lady you turn down.”

      “The countess has been very kind, and I hope to become her friend,” Beth said, sliding her gaze to Phillip, as if seeking his permission to exaggerate the details of her supposed relationship with Lady Jersey. He offered a brief nod. “Lady Jersey may not be assisting me to become a political wife, but I know I can count on her goodwill any time I seek it.”

      Mr. Newell shook his head rapidly back and forth, as if such actions would aid him in grasping the meaning of Beth’s words. “We’re to wed. Next week. You cannot possibly back out now.”

      “Indeed, I can.” Beth’s voice was soothing, as if to take any sting out of her rejection. “We do not suit. I should have noticed as much long before now.”

      “And why didn’t you?” Mrs. Newell demanded in a biting tone.

      Her tone was excusable, Annalise decided, considering how Beth was throwing over her son.

      Swallowing, Beth was quiet for a moment, weighing her words. “Mr. Newell was attentive and kind. His positive attributes blinded me to all the reasons a future between us would not be ideal.”

      “The two of you seemed to suit just fine until Captain Dalton returned.” Mrs. Newell directed a glare down her nose at Phillip. “Convenient, that.”

      Annalise opened her mouth to pummel the impertinent woman with a stinging verbal assault, but a quelling glance from Phillip stayed her tongue.

      “What you call convenient, I deem fortuitous. As an officer in Her Majesty’s Navy, my father’s safe return was never a guaranteed thing.” Beth smiled widely at Phillip. “I count myself lucky that he is home to provide me support and counsel.”

      Phillip’s jaw slackened, and his delighted surprise made Annalise press her lips together to withstand the emotions that coursed through her as she watched Beth beam at her father.

      “I’m sure we are all relieved Captain Dalton returned to English shores healthy and hale,” Mrs. Newell began, “but his lengthy absence means he is not aware of how things are done here in Bristol.”

      Annalise could no longer keep quiet. “I have lived in Bristol the entirety of my life. Pray tell, Mrs. Newell, how are things done here?”

      Her tone was altogether harsh, yet she did not feel guilty about it. If Mrs. Newell was comfortable tossing about baseless assertions, she should have expected to be challenged on such nonsense.

      Based on her pinched expression, it was obvious she hadn’t.

      The older woman tugged on her gloves, the better to showcase the fact they were made of the finest kid leather. “It is not well done for a proper young woman to toss over her a gentleman of good breeding. People will talk.”

      “Then let them talk.” Phillip crossed his arms over his chest. “A young woman is perfectly within her rights to call off an engagement, if she so chooses. And unfortunately for Mr. Newell, Beth has decided she no longer wishes to marry him.”

      “Was it something I did?” the younger man blurted out, jumping to his feet and prowling back and forth across the carpet. “Did I not show you attention and offer you compliments?”

      Annalise did not believe Beth owed the man any explanation, but her daughter was much more gracious than she was.

      “I just do not believe we suit, Mr. Newell.” She folded her hands in her lap, all unflappable grace. “Better to realize it now before we are forced to spend the rest of our lives unhappy in our marriage.”

      “What does happiness have to do with marriage?” Mrs. Newell growled. “Silas has already made financial decisions assuming he would be in possession of your dowry. They are decisions that cannot be undone, you ungrateful chit.”

      Clamping her mouth closed, a blush crept over the older woman’s cheeks. Annalise suspected she hadn’t meant to reveal such a bald detail.

      Before she could respond, Phillip’s gaze bore into her. She bit her tongue grudgingly.

      Pacing away from the fireplace, her husband sank into the armchair next to Beth’s seat, and looked at Mr. Newell with a placid expression. His mien was one of boredom, but Annalise knew better. Phillip’s reserve disguised a fiercely loyal man who loved their daughter and would not allow her to be mistreated by anyone.

      “Tell me, Mr. Newell,” he began politely, “why do you want to marry Beth? Aside from her dowry, that is.”

      Ignoring his mother’s indignant gasp, Annalise watched Mr. Newell as his eyes darted about the room. Smoothing his hands over his lapels, he cleared his throat. “She’s a pretty, lively girl who would make an excellent political wife—with the proper mentoring, of course.”

      “Of course.” Phillip nodded. “So when you returned to Bristol after your father’s death and discovered he had left you with a respectable name, but massive debt and empty coffers, your mother must have recommended you find a wealthy bride post-haste.” He paused, leaning forward. “It must have galled her, then, when you chose the daughter of a simple naval captain. Beth’s grandfather may have been gentry, but as he has died, his influence was non-existent. So while your mother wanted you to marry, she had hoped you would find a more worthy candidate than my Beth, even though her dowry was quite fine for your purposes. Is that not right?”

      Mr. Newell held his tongue, although his Adam’s apple bobbed with the force of his swallows. For her part, Mrs. Newell simply studied the folds of her skirt.

      Beth stared at the older woman with a slight curl to her lip.

      “My daughter deserves a gentleman more worthy of her hand. It is not her responsibility to save you from financial decisions you made of your own accord. The settlements had not yet been signed, so you have no legal right to her dowry, and she has no reason to honor the engagement.” Looking to Beth, Phillip raised his brows. “And you no longer wish to marry Mr. Newell, is that not correct?”

      “You are correct, Father,” Beth said staunchly.

      “But we have guests coming for the wedding.” Mrs. Newell’s voice rose, her tone shrill. “Some from London. So many illustrious guests were going to be present for the ceremony. What am I supposed to tell them now?”

      Annalise smiled. “Tell them that instead of a wedding celebration, they are welcome to celebrate Christmas with you and Mr. Newell. Surely that is a most appropriate alternative.”

      Mrs. Newell glared at her before swinging her gaze to her daughter. She pointed a bony finger at Beth. “I told Silas you were not good enough for him. And I was right. He will be humiliated in front of the entire community.”

      A small smile softened the irate lines on Beth’s face. “Of course Mr. Newell will not be humiliated. I daresay there will be numerous young ladies thanking the good Lord for allowing them a second chance to earn his notice. Rather than fret about the broken engagement, I would think you’d be cheering the idea that he may still marry a young woman you can approve of.”

      Pressing a handkerchief to her mouth, Annalise did her best to contain her laugh. Beth had responded perfectly to the older woman’s vitriol, and a warm glow of pride in her daughter filled her chest.

      Apparently unable to think of an appropriate response to Beth’s logical argument, Mrs. Newell rose to her feet and swept out the door. Her son made to follow her, but he hesitated at the doorway.

      “I had looked forward to marrying you, Miss Dalton. You really are the prettiest young lady of my acquaintance.”

      “But I am much more than pretty, Mr. Newell,” Beth said, standing to face him, “and I fear our marriage would have suffered when you realized this truth for yourself.”

      Mr. Newell cast his eyes to the floor and nodded. After a long moment, he finally said, “Have a good day.”

      Annalise darted her gaze to Beth, words of praise on her tongue, when the young woman collapsed onto the settee next to her.

      “That was much more difficult than I anticipated.”

      “You made it look effortless, my dear,” Phillip said.

      “Oh, but my hands were shaking the entire time.” Beth knotted her fingers together in her lap. “But I’m ever so relieved it’s done. I feel as if a great weight has been lifted from my shoulders.”

      “I’m happy to hear it, dearest,” Annalise crooned, bussing her cheek.

      “There’s only one thing that dampens my relief at being freed from my engagement to Mr. Newell.” Turning big eyes, first on Phillip, then on her, Beth said, “We have invited so many guests to attend the ceremony. And the wedding breakfast. If we are not able to cancel our contracts with vendors, whatever will we do?”

      That worry had played on Annalise’s nerves since Beth expressed her desire to cancel the engagement. There was a very real chance that the majority of their vendors would keep their deposits or send around the entire bill to be paid in full. The possibility had left her nauseated, and yet she was willing to bear it if it meant her daughter would be happy.

      But now that Beth had voiced her own concern, Annalise did not know how to respond.

      Thankfully, Phillip saved her from doing so.

      “I’ve actually been considering this, and I have a possible solution.”

      Annalise noticed he avoided her gaze, and she was instantly wary. Surely it had something to do with his departure to Wales, for why else would he be nervous?

      Taking a moment to clear his throat, Phillip continued. “I was thinking that perhaps we could hold another sort of wedding ceremony…between your mother and me. A renewal event, if you will.”

      A loud ringing sounded in Annalise’s ears, and she stared dumbly at Phillip, willing herself to understand his words.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh Father, what a marvelous idea!” Beth clutched her hands to her chest, her dark eyes sparkling.

      It was a ridiculous idea. Phillip had no notion of why he had blurted out such a suggestion. While it was true that he had resolved not to leave for Wales unless Annalise departed with him, another wedding ceremony was not something he would have ever considered. Annalise would surely laugh in his face, and he would not blame her.

      “This is the perfect opportunity for you to have the romantic wedding you were unable to have previously,” Beth continued, oblivious to his awkwardness or Annalise’s continued silence.

      “Well, we didn’t truly know each other then,” Phillip felt compelled to add. “But we do now. And your mother deserves a grand wedding, and always has.”

      Annalise met his eyes then, surprise and doubt melding into curiosity. “Are you in earnest? Do you truly want to marry me again?”

      Her tentative words pierced his heart. Sinking before her, Phillip grasped her hands. “I would marry you every day if I could. Maybe if I did, I would finally believe that such a witty, clever, and beautiful woman is actually my wife.”

      Her mouth began to quiver. “But…you’re leaving for Wales. Without me.”

      Phillip raised his hand to cup her cheek, running his thumb over her lip. “I’m not leaving anywhere unless you’re coming with me. Spending time with you these last few weeks has shown me that I don’t want to be separated from you again, unless I can’t help it.”

      “Oh, you dear man,” she choked out, tears welling in her eyes. “I adore the estate in Wales and was so hurt you hadn’t thought to invite me to accompany you there.”

      He’d been such a fool. Too afraid to impose on his wife, unwilling to upset her life as he had done for so long before, that he had failed to see that Annalise was willing to welcome more from him. Perhaps she was willing to accept all of him.

      Phillip reached up to press a kiss to her forehead. “You are married to a daft man, my dear. In truth, I was afraid to ask you. You have a full life here in Bristol, and I thought you would grow bored with the quietness of Wales.” He swallowed a painful lump. “I wrote Charles, and he has not responded. I even attempted to pay him a visit but was told he’s away at the countryside for Christmas. I so wanted to assure you that he would make amends. That the past was truly behind us. But I can’t. Dammit, I can’t.”

      “Oh, Phillip,” she began, grasping his stubbled cheeks in her hands, “I have no interest in the past. I’m only concerned with the future. A future with you.”

      Overwhelmed with emotion, he clenched his eyes shut for a long moment. Finally, he released a long exhale. “Seeing as how our lovely daughter will not be marrying at the moment, perhaps after we celebrate Christmas with our friends, we can sojourn to the estate in Wales, all three of us.”

      “It will be our very first holiday together as a family,” Beth breathed, her shining eyes darting back and forth between him and Annalise.

      “It will be. But it won’t be the last,” Phillip said, rising to his feet and pulling Annalise up to wrap her in a fierce hug. “I love you, you know. I have from the very first.”

      Looking up, she smiled brightly. “And I love you, although it took me a bit longer to realize it.”

      “Because I had to earn it,” he whispered against her temple, “and I am ever so glad that I did.”

      This Christmas promised to be very special, indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have never seen a more beautiful bride.”

      “Have you seen very many brides, my dear?” Annalise inquired, smiling at her son in the mirror.

      Oliver shrugged, looking handsome in his black dress attire. And so much like his father Annalise’s breath caught.

      “As it were, I haven’t. But now that I’ve seen you, I’m certain all others pale in beauty.”

      Turning about on her seat, Annalise caught his hand and pulled until he sat on the bench next to her. “Tell me, my dear, are you practicing your best lines on me? Testing how they are received?”

      “I am doing no such thing.” Oliver affected disgruntlement before the corners of his lips tipped up. “However, would you say you were impressed?”

      Annalise chuckled. “They were most impressive.”

      Pulling on his lapels in an exaggerated fashion, Oliver smiled when she laughed again. After a moment, his smile faded as his intense gaze skipped over her face. “So he finally won you.”

      “Your father didn’t win anything.” She smacked his hand lightly. “I’ve always been his wife.”

      “Of course you have. But…” He paused, reaching up to lightly touch the festive red roses Beth had entwined into her hair. “But now he’s won your heart. I never would have thought there was much of a difference, but seeing you and Father over the last several days has shown me how wrong I’ve been.”

      Fighting back tears, Annalise locked her jaw to contain them. Never would she have thought that the serious-minded young man she had married to save herself from ruin all those years ago would be the kind-hearted, loving man she adored today. Since she had agreed to renew their vows, he had been attentive and doting. Annalise paused when she realized he had always been that way. Phillip had always been courteous and thoughtful, but now that they had been honest about their true feelings for each other and laid to rest all the sins of the past, all his previous actions came into sharp relief. He claimed to have always loved her and, looking back on the long years of their marriage, she realized he had shown her his love in a multitude of ways, big and small. Annalise just hadn’t recognized his regard for what it was.

      Well, now was the time for her to showcase her love for him.

      “Are you ready?” Oliver asked, cutting through the fog of her thoughts.

      “I’ve been ready for the last twenty-five years. Now take me to your father,” she ordered, rising to her feet and looping her arm around his.

      “Only because he deserves you. And you deserve him.” Oliver pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek. “Now, let’s not leave the poor man thinking his bride has changed her mind.”

      “Yes, let’s not,” she agreed, allowing Oliver to escort her down the stairs and into the family parlor.

      Her nerves danced a merry tune, but as soon as their son lead her through the door, her eyes met Phillip’s and all her skittishness fell away. This was her husband, after all, the man she’d known nearly her whole life. And yet she had not truly understood him, or loved him, until he had finally returned home. But the future was now theirs to spend together.

      

      
        
        The End
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      Once Upon A Scandal series

      Book One - To Love A Scandalous Duke

      Declan Sinclair has returned to England to discover his brother is dead and he’s the new Duke of Darington. As he untangles the mystery of his brother's death and manages a dukedom he never expected to have, he battles the gossip that surrounds his family’s scandalous past. When he learns his brother was murdered, and the possible culprit was also to blame for their father’s death years earlier, Declan is more determined than ever to see justice done, no matter the cost.

      Lady Alethea Swinton is the toast of the ton. But the swains who flock to her side bore her…until her childhood friend abruptly returns, and flips her world upside down with his sharp wit, mysterious past, and darkly handsome good looks.

      As family secrets are laid bare and long held mysteries revealed, Declan and Alethea discover their friendship unfolding into something deeper and more profound than either anticipated. But can their love survive the greatest scandal of all or will Declan choose vengeance over love?

      Book Two - To Resist A Scandalous Rogue

      For Finlay Swinton, Viscount Firthwell and only son of a powerful earl, life has been a lark…until he discovers a terrible family secret that could ruin him. Determined to make a name for himself free of scandal’s shadow, he runs for Parliament. However, he encounters Charlotte, the mysterious woman who disappeared after their one night together, and he finds it impossible to stay away, despite her working class status and Jewish faith that threaten to destroy his chance for success.

      Widowed, penniless, and desperate, Charlotte Taylor secures a teaching position at a foundling home and relaxes into a predictable existence. That is, until Finlay, the man she shared one romantic night with, reappears, a specter from her past. He ignites her passion, even while he threatens the precarious foundation on which she’s rebuilt her life. But when those from her past return to endanger her hard-earned security, she’ll have to reveal his secret or go to prison.

      Book Three - To Tame A Scandalous Lady

      In the wake of a fire that decimates his racing stock, Christian Andrews, the Marquess of Amstead, struggles to keep his family's stud farm from slipping into ruin and painstakingly rebuilds the program. When one of his prime stallions is injured, he notices his new assistant trainer has a special way with the horses. As talented as the trainer is, once he realizes he is a she—and a very beautiful, spirited she at that—he should sack her before scandal breaks. But it’s only weeks before the high stakes race he’s counting on to build back his fortune, and Flora should be by his side for the win.

      Miserable under the weight of the ton’s expectations, headstrong Lady Flora Campbell laments her privileged life in London. Embracing her dream of working with racehorses, she disguises herself as a lad and slips away to learn as much as she can from England’s premiere expert, Christian Andrews, never thinking of the scandal she courts but the glory to be had.

      Although she develops a tendre for the dashing marquess, she can never let on that she’s not only a woman, but the daughter of a duke…

      Book Four - To Tempt A Scandalous Lord  (Coming in early 2021)

      Want to know what’s next? Connect with Liana on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram. Also, sign up for her email newsletter, so you don’t miss any book news!
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