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Chapter 1 
nm 

London 
1880 

“T hey say he’s devilishly handsome.” 
“They say he’s frightfully uncivilized!” 

“No surprise there. He’s American, after all.” 
“Not quite. He may have grown up in America, 

but his blood is as English as yours or mine.” 
“Thank God for small favors, I say.” 
“I’ve heard he has more money than the queen.” 
“I daresay he’ll need every ha’penny in order to 

secure himself a suitable wife. Quite honestly, who 
among us has any desire to marry a savage?” 

Who indeed? Sitting within her stepfather’s 
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drawing room, having contributed not a single 
word to the ludicrous conversation based on 
speculation and the latest round of gossip, Lau-
ren Fairfield  couldn’t help but think that her four 
uninvited guests were doing exactly what they 
claimed they wouldn’t be caught dead doing: en-
tertaining the notion of marrying a savage. If not 
marrying him, then at the very least gleefully  
consorting with him. Their eyes were fi lled with 
mischief, their cheeks were flushed, and they 
were studying her as though they thought she  
had firsthand experience at being ravished and 
might advise them on the best recourse for pur-
suing the possibilities. 

She hardly knew how to respond to these ladies 
who had been among the first to accept her into 
their prestigious inner circle. They were known to 
swoon upon occasion, at will, their perfor mances 
worthy of a standing ovation. And why not? They’d 
held numerous swooning parties in their youth, so 
they could hone their skills. It was, after all, ex-
pected: to be so delicate and fragile that one was 
always in danger of being broken, to leave no doubt 
in gentlemen’s minds that the men  were the stron-
ger of the sexes. It was a ghastly way to live, keep-
ing one’s true self hidden behind a screen of 
expectations that transformed into obligations. 

When the looming silence became rather un-
comfortable, Lady Blythe reached out and lightly 
touched Lauren’s hand. “Oh, you must forgive us, 
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dear friend, if we offended you by referring to the 
barbaric nature of Americans.” 

“We meant no offense,” Lady Cassandra con-
curred. “One wouldn’t know by your mannerisms 
that you’re American, and thus we always seem to 
forget that you are. Which is a grand compliment, 
I would say.” 

The other two young ladies in attendance bobbed 
their heads and murmured their agreement. Like 
them, Lauren wore the latest fashion: a slenderiz-
ing skirt that accentuated her tiny waist and nar-
row hips. She was grateful the bustle had at last 
disappeared from fashionable clothing, but she 
suspected that Ladies Blythe and Cassandra missed 
it. Their hips weren’t well suited to the narrower 
skirts. A cruel thought that was most unlike Lau-
ren. Perhaps she hadn’t quite lost her American 
mannerisms as much as they thought. 

Or perhaps she was simply too weary to extend 
the proper courtesies. The ladies had arrived right 
on her heels, after a particularly challenging day, 
and Lauren had barely had time to greet her step-
father, the earl of Ravenleigh, before she found 
herself in the role of hostess, since her mother and 
sisters had gone out for a bit of afternoon shop-
ping. 

“I’m deeply flattered that you hold me in such 
high regard,” she finally responded, more out of 
habit than anything else. She and her sisters had 
spent hours practicing their replies to insincere 
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compliments, so they at least appeared sincere.  
Sometimes she felt as though her life had become 
an elaborate play, scripted, rehearsed, performed, 
words spoken because they were the predictable 
response. She’d recently taken to doing the unpre-
dictable, and while she was doing it in secret, it 
still brought her a measure of satisfaction to be 
doing it at all. 

“As well you should be,” Lady Cassandra ac-
knowledged. “I daresay nothing is worse than a 
crass American. While you, dear friend, pass as 
English with no effort at all.” 

No effort? Had the lady forgotten how often 
they’d rolled their eyes at her when she’d fi rst ar-
rived in London? How they’d grimaced at her 
drawl, snickered at her poor choice of words? How 
often she’d been the object of hurtful gossip, be-
cause she hadn’t known the difference between 
an earl, a duke, or a marquess, and had  once— 
upon being introduced to a  knight—asked if he 
would show her his suit of armor? Did Lady Cas-
sandra have no idea as to how often Lauren had 
fallen asleep on a pillow soaked with her tears? 

Why every aspect of Lauren’s behavior was an 
effort: to sit properly, walk properly, speak proper-
ly . . . to remember titles and correct forms of ad-
dress, to know when to curtsy and when to smile 
at a gentleman, how to subtly fl irt without being 
brazen, how to tamp down boldness. Always, al-
ways to comport herself as the most refined in po-
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lite society, above reproach, rumor, or innuendo. 
She’d practiced, studied, observed, and emu-

lated until she was no longer an embarrassment to 
herself or her stepfather. Until all her American 
idiosyncrasies  were buried so deeply that she  
thought she was in danger of never again fi nding 
them. Until she’d become, as Lady Blythe had al-
luded, so near to being the perfect English lady 
that few remembered the uncultured family 
Ravenleigh had possessed the audacity to bring 
back with him from Texas when he’d gone to visit 
his twin brother, Kit Montgomery. 

Until she feared that she might have even lost 
herself. Although she’d recently begun to take ac-
tions to rectify that possibility, she could only 
hope that she hadn’t waited until it was too late. 

“So tell us,” Lady Blythe prodded with charac-
teristic exuberance, “did you ever meet the latest 
Earl of Sachse?” 

Ah, at last, the true purpose behind their visit: 
to discover what she might be able to reveal about 
the man who had only a short time ago arrived on 
England’s shores to claim his rightful title. 

Lauren was quite unclear regarding the partic-
ulars. She’d been too involved with her own plans 
to give the rumors much credence or attention. Still, 
she was aware that London was all a titter about 
the earl who had been lost in America and only 
found a short time ago. Everyone had believed that 
he’d died of illness when he was but a  boy—after 
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all, almost twenty years earlier his mother had 
made that very claim, and no one had reason to 
doubt her, especially in light of how much she had 
grieved over the loss of her only child. Recently, 
however, a letter had been discovered that re-
vealed the astonishing truth: The lad was alive, to 
be returned to England upon his father’s death. 

Lauren thought the true miracle was that 
Archibald Warner, a distant cousin who’d been 
granted the title, had actually possessed the de-
cency to hire private investigators to search for the 
rightful heir. She knew many lords, having once 
tasted the power, influence, and prestige granted 
to them by virtue of their exalted position, would 
have held on to it until the devil was tossing snow-
balls in hell. 

“I never had the pleasure of meeting him,” Lau-
ren confessed. “But, then, America is an extremely 
large country. The chances of our paths crossing 
are astronomical.” 

“But it’s rumored they found him in Texas,” 
Lady Cassandra said. “Surely that increases the 
odds of your knowing him, since you lived there 
for a time.” 

“Texas is a big state, the biggest in the nation,” 
Lauren told her. “So I doubt where they found 
him makes any difference to the chance that we’d 
met. And as you say, I lived there for only a short 
time.” 

With the discussion turning to odds, she won-
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dered if they’d made private wagers as to whether 
or not she knew the newly discovered earl. It 
seemed these people bet on everything. Last Sea-
son, the majority of the wagers had centered on 
whom the Duke of Kimburton would favor with a 
marriage proposal: Lady Blythe or Miss Lauren 
Fairfield. By the close of the Season, he’d chosen 
Lauren, which in the end had turned out to be a 
rather unfortunate selection on his part. 

When faced with the reality of staying in En-
gland forever, Lauren had been unable to accept 
his earnestly delivered proposal. As a gentleman, 
he’d graciously accepted her refusal, but it was ru-
mored that he had no plans to come to London for 
the coming Season. Pride and all that. She deeply 
regretted that she’d hurt him, caused him embar-
rassment, because of all the English gentlemen 
she’d met, he’d come closest to claiming her heart. 

Lauren was actually surprised that Lady Blythe, 
having failed to gain Kimburton’s final favor, had 
seen fit to pay a visit this afternoon. Of course, the 
opportunity to learn a bit more about the new earl 
was apparently a strong enough incentive for 
Lady Blythe to forgive her rival almost anything. 
That and the fact that Lauren surely  wouldn’t be 
any serious competition for her in the new Sea-
son. Having turned down the duke’s offer, Lauren 
knew it unlikely that any other man would favor 
her with his attentions, and while she acknowl-
edged that she’d miss the flirtations, she was look-
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ing forward to the freedom of pursuing her other 
endeavors more earnestly. 

“Besides, it has been almost ten years since I 
lived in Texas. If he and I had met, I doubt I’d re-
member, especially since he most likely wasn’t in-
troducing himself as Sachse.” 

“I daresay he certainly wasn’t. Apparently, he 
had no earthly idea that he was titled or that he 
had anything at all waiting over  here for him,” 
Lady Cassandra said. 

“Can you imagine your mother abandoning 
you in America, of all places?” Lady Blythe asked. 
“Simply leaving you there among the heathens?” 

She spoke heathens as though referring to a de-
lightful dessert glazed in chocolate, and Lauren 
was beginning to have her suspicions confi rmed: 
These ladies  weren’t nearly as put off by the 
American-raised peer as they were letting on. As 
a matter of fact, as she’d observed earlier, excite-
ment and anticipation danced within their eyes at 
the mere mention of the mysterious lord. 

“From what I overheard, his mother didn’t actu-
ally abandon him,” Lady Cassandra said. “She 
turned his upbringing over to a  well- connected 
family in New York, and I’ve read that New York 
is quite modern.” 

“Regardless of its reputation, it’s not London, 
and, therefore, hardly a suitable environment in 
which to raise a future lord. Besides, the investiga-
tor didn’t find him in New York, so who knows 
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what sort of improper influences he may have en-
countered along the way. I  can’t help but wonder 
what the earl’s mother was thinking when she left 
him abroad.” 

“I think she was hoping to protect her son,” 
Lady Anne said quietly before shuddering. “Rich-
ard knew the old Earl of Sachse and could barely 
tolerate the man.” 

Richard was her brother, older by a good many 
years. The Duke of Weddington. A man Lauren 
had seen at only one ball. Apparently, he didn’t 
tolerate balls well either. His prestige, however, 
guaranteed that his sister was embraced by all, in 
spite of the fact that she was quite young, having 
only recently had her  coming-out. 

“But America?” Lady Blythe emphasized. 
“Surely she could have found someplace nearer to 
home, where he could have gained an apprecia-
tion for all he would inherit.” 

“Whether she could or couldn’t is moot,” Lady 
Anne said. “The fact remains that she didn’t. We 
can’t know exactly what she was thinking; we can 
only know what she did.” 

“Is he a hateful creature like his father, do you 
suppose?” Lady Blythe asked. 

“I’ve heard he’s nothing at all like his father,” 
Lady Priscilla announced. Lady Anne’s closest 
and dearest friend, one seldom seen without the 
other, she was the authority on all things, her 
word always taken as gospel rather than gossip. 
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“Has anyone actually set eyes on him?” Lady 
Blythe asked. 

The ladies looked at each other as though won-
dering who’d been peering in windows, again 
with an excitement about them at the possibility 
that one of them had done the forbidden. Behavior 
was so strictly controlled, and while Lauren had 
grown accustomed to it, there  were times when 
she desperately wanted to break free of the soci-
etal restraints. 

“I might have seen him,” Lady Priscilla fi nally 
volunteered, her cheeks reddening with her con-
fession. 

All the ladies except Lauren gasped and inched 
up on their seats toward Lady Priscilla, as though 
they might catch a glimpse of the elusive earl still 
mirrored in her expressive eyes. 

“Where?” Lady Blythe asked. 
“Do tell all,” Lady Cassandra urged. 
“Yes, quickly, before I expire from the anticipa-

tion.” 
“I haven’t much to tell really. My spying of him 

happened in Hyde Park yesterday morning. He  
was riding the most beautiful black. horse.” 

“Who gives a fi g about his horse. What of him?” 
Lady Cassandra asked. “Was he beautiful?” 

“I could hardly tell. He wore only black. Black 
greatcoat, black hat. A very wide hat, at that, so I 
couldn’t clearly make out his features. I believe he 
was dressed as I’ve heard cowboys described. 
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And  here’s the most interesting thing . . .” She 
leaned forward, drawing the other ladies closer, 
and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. 
“As he rode by, his coat billowed, and I do believe 
I saw a pistol pressed against his thigh!” 

“No!” Lady Blythe exclaimed. 
“Yes!” 
“How intriguing.” 
How ridiculous, Lauren thought. To carry on so 

about the newcomer when there  were lords 
aplenty. Their interest in him stemmed only from 
the fact that he was new, not yet tested. She’d been 
in that position once. She didn’t envy him what he 
would suffer as all of London took their measure 
of him. No doubt he would be found wanting. Af-
ter all, he’d not been properly groomed for the role 
he would be expected to play in their society. 

“You’re familiar with cowboys, aren’t you, Lau-
ren?” Lady Blythe asked. 

Lauren felt an unexpected pang in her heart as 
the question unlocked memories that she’d long 
ago banished. She was surprised that after all this 
time, all these years, they could still be so power-
ful, stir such intense yearning. 

“Yes,” she finally admitted. “I’ve known cow-
boys, but it’s been many years, and I was a young 
girl, so my memories might be tainted by my youth 
and inexperience. My mother is constantly remind-
ing me that we tend to remember things as being 
much more pleasant than they actually were.” 
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Her mother’s incessant reminders usually fol-
lowed one of Lauren’s frequent announcements 
that she’d like to return to Texas. 

“Tell us what you remember,” Lady Cassandra 
demanded. 

Lauren remembered a lazy smile that had made 
her heart race, brown eyes that reminded her of a 
puppy that had been kicked once too often and 
was now afraid to trust. She remembered a defi -
ant stance and a challenging expression in a face 
that should have looked younger than it did. She 
remembered coal black hair, long and shaggy, al-
ways in need of a trimming. Dirty hands and 
worn, dusty clothes, a tall, lean body that was ag-
ile and surprisingly strong. 

“Come now,” Lady Blythe urged. “Don’t torture 
us so. Tell us what a cowboy is like.” 

Lauren relented only because she thought it 
was the quickest path to clearing her drawing 
room of their presence. She felt the beginning of a 
headache and longed to lie down before she had 
to begin preparing for dinner. 

“He’s respectful,” she said. Although hers hadn’t 
always been. 

“He tips his hat to the ladies.” Although hers 
never had. 

“He’s short on words.” Hers usually wasn’t. 
“To cross a street, any street, he’d rather  ride his 

horse than walk.” Or he would have if he’d owned 
a horse. 
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“Quick to smile, slow to anger.” Although his  
smiles had always been slow in coming, the cor-
ners of his mouth taking their time to hitch up as 
though they enjoyed the journey as much as they 
did getting to their destination. 

“They adore women.” Hers had especially. All 
women, young and old, fair and plain. He never 
discriminated. 

She released a  self-conscious laugh. “At least 
that’s what I remember about a cowboy.” Her 
cowboy. 

“Oh, I like the adoring women part,” Lady 
Blythe said. “Our gentlemen tend to take us for  
granted, I believe. Even when they go through the 
proper motions, they do so simply because it’s ex-
pected, not necessarily because they desire to put 
forth the effort. All a man truly cares about is that 
a woman is perfectly capable of quickly providing 
an heir and a spare. Frightfully unromantic.” 

“On the other hand, cowboys aren’t quite as re-
fined as the gentlemen  here,” Lauren admitted. 
“Their gifts tend to be bits of hair ribbon, or fl ow-
ers stolen from someone’s garden in passing, or  
lines of atrocious poetry.” 

“But if the gifts are given from the heart . . .” 
Lady Anne’s wistful voice trailed off. 

“Well, I daresay this cowboy lord won’t be steal-
ing flowers,” Lady Blythe interjected. “As I said, it 
is rumored that he is quite well off. Even without 
his inheritance, supposedly he is to be envied.” 
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“Envied?” Lauren repeated. “Envied because 
he achieved success through hard work? Envied 
because he must now leave behind what he knows 
and live in a country that is far different from that 
with which he is familiar?” 

“We are not that different,” Lady Blythe said. 
“Besides, what is to be envied is his wealth.” 

“Which he earned.” 
“And his most fortunate wife shall have the 

pleasure of spending.” 
“Earlier you  were of the opinion that he’d have 

difficulty securing a wife,” Lauren reminded her. 
Lady Blythe smiled as though she  were sud-

denly superior. “One never knows. When a man 
has enough coins in his pockets and a title as well, 
a good deal that one might find distasteful can be 
overlooked.” 

“Although one  can’t deny, as Miss Fairfi eld re-
minded us, that he earned his money. Terribly un-
fortunate that,” Lady Cassandra said. 

“But he earned it before he knew he was an  
earl,” Lady Blythe said, “so surely it is a forgivable 
offense.” 

Lauren found herself feeling incredible empa-
thy for the man, who undoubtedly was about to 
have a strange new life thrust upon him as she’d 
once had one thrust upon her. Perhaps she would 
seek him out and advise him to return to Texas as 
quickly as possible, before he was shaped and 
molded into an aristocrat, blending in with every-
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one  else, no longer his own man with his own 
thoughts, opinions, and dreams. 

He heard her voice—surprised that he could 
identify it after all these years. It had changed 
slightly, he couldn’t deny that. Grown softer, with 
a gentler timbre that could lure a man in before he 
realized he was well and truly captivated. 

That’s how Thomas Warner felt. Captivated. 
And he sure as hell didn’t want to be. 
There wasn’t much in life that Tom dreaded, but 

he’d been dreading this encounter from the mo-
ment that it had dawned on him that sooner or  
later it would come to pass. He’d put it off as long 
as he could, and now that it was about to happen, 
he was torn between wishing it had come along 
sooner and wishing that it had never arrived. 

While the  butler—in a snit because Tom didn’t 
have a proper calling  card—had gone to inform 
the Earl of Ravenleigh that Tom had come to call, 
Tom had been standing in the entry hallway, cool-
ing his heels, waiting. But he hadn’t been doing it 
patiently. Being accustomed to giving the orders 
and having them obeyed without question, he 
wasn’t used to waiting on any man. 

Then he’d heard the voices, talking almost too 
fast to decipher . . . then her voice. She’d lost a 
good bit of the slow drawl that had once been mu-
sic to his ears, but he could still hear it when she 
spoke certain words, like a memorable chord waft-
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ing off a fiddle. So he found himself listening in-
tently for the familiar. 

He’d eased over to the doorway, leaned against 
the doorjamb, and just . . . spied on them. A gath-
ering of women, so intent on their visiting that  
they weren’t noticing him. He remembered times 
in his life when he’d yearned for a woman’s pres-
ence with such longing that he’d thought he’d die 
from the wanting. Not only her touch, but her fra-
grance, her softness, the comfort she could offer. 

He knew it was wrong to stand there, knew he 
should announce his presence, but he wasn’t sure 
what would happen once Lauren saw him. 

Did she even remember him? 
When he’d never been able to forget her? 



Chapter 2 
nm 

Ten years earlier 

“Isaw what you did.” 
Sitting against the back wall of the gen-

eral store, Tom Warner peered out from beneath 
his dusty, battered hat and squinted at the young 
gal standing before him, legs akimbo, fi sts planted 
on her almost non existent hips. She sure was a 
pretty thing, with eyes the color of bluebonnets in 
spring and hair the shade of the full moon that 
looked down on him while he slept. “So?” 

“You stole those crackers.” 
Tom shoved the last of his bounty into his 

mouth, chewed, and swallowed, wishing he had 

17 
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some milk with which to wash them down. “What 
crackers?” 

Her jaw dropped, and she began to blink those 
startling blue eyes of hers. “So you’re a liar, too?” 

“What do you care? It ain’t your store.” 
“But it’s wrong to steal and lie about it.” 
Lord save him from the  self-righteous. “It’s only 

stealing if you take something when you got the 
money to pay for it. Besides, I was hungry.” 

She furrowed her brow. “You ain’t got no 
money?” 

“I’ve got a  bit”—two bits as a matter of fact— 
“but I’m saving it for an emergency.” 

“Being hungry is an emergency.” 
“Nah, it ain’t.” He shoved himself to his feet. He 

was considerably taller than she, so she had to tilt 
her head back to look into his eyes. He liked the 
way she kept watching him. “I been hungry lots 
of times. Something always comes along.” 

“You mean you always steal something.” 
“I mean the Lord provides.” 
“Are you a preacher?” 
“Hell, no.” 
She gasped, her eyes growing even wider. “You’re 

not supposed to cuss.” 
Hell wasn’t really a cussword, was it? He’d used 

far worse words in his day. Might be fun to use one 
now, see her get more riled. 

“Well, damn,” he said, taking pleasure in her  
horrified expression. “What’s left to a man if he 
can’t steal, lie, or cuss?” 
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“You ain’t a man,” she said indignantly. 
“Close enough. I’m almost sixteen.” 
He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a 

paper and a pouch of tobacco, and slowly rolled 
himself a cigarette. He stuck it between his lips. 
While she watched, mouth agape, he fl icked his 
thumb over a match, the strike causing it to ignite. 
Touching the flame to the cigarette, he inhaled 
deeply. Smoking always took the edge off his hun-
ger. Course, stealing the makings wasn’t as easy 
as stealing crackers, but sometimes a man simply 
needed a challenge. 

“You ain’t supposed to smoke in the presence of 
a lady without asking permission,” she said, a 
scolding tone to her words that would have had 
him turning on his bootheels and walking away if 
she wasn’t so pleasing to look at. He wasn’t partial 
to being chewed out, didn’t see much point in tol-
erating it. 

Blowing out the smoke, squinting through it, he 
gave an exaggerated look around the area. “I don’t 
see no lady around here.” 

“I’m a lady.” 
“You’re just a kid.” 
“Am not. I’m a young lady, almost fully growed.” 
“Let me see.” 
She blinked rapidly, her nose no longer point-

ing at the sky. “What do you mean?” 
“I mean, let me unbutton your bodice. Let me 

see if you’re almost fully growed.” 
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She blinked again, shrugged, and thrust her 
chest toward him, a dare in her eyes that astounded 
him. “All right.” 

Sweet Lord in heaven! She was going to let him 
do it. He dropped his cigarette to the ground and 
mashed it with the toe of his worn boot. His mouth 
grew so dry that it was as though he’d chewed the 
tobacco instead of inhaling it. He wiped his sud-
denly damp hands on his trousers, then reached 
for her bodice, embarrassed that his hands  were 
shaking so badly that he could barely get his fi n-
gers to work. But he was determined not to stop, 
because he desperately wanted to see what he’d 
been growing more and more anxious to see in the 
past few months. A woman’s bosom. Well, a girl’s 
bosom in this case, but a bosom was a bosom. Hell, 
if he’d known it was this easy to get a gal out of her 
clothes, he would have asked one long ago. 

“Lauren Fairfield, what in the world is going on 
back here?” 

The tartly delivered question almost had his 
skin running out of there without him in it. Once 
he quickly recaptured his breath, he realized her 
mama—the woman looked too much like her not 
to be—must have come around the corner without 
him noticing, and he was only one button closer 
to seeing paradise. Survival kicked in, but before 
he could duck and dart away, her mama sent his 
hat flying into the dust, got hold of his ear, pinch-
ing hard, which brought him up short. “Ow!” 
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“Have you been smoking back here?” her mama 
asked. 

“No, ma’am. Only him. He didn’t ask me fi rst. 
And he cusses.” 

The girl stopped her explanation there, lowered 
her gaze, and Tom wanted to kiss her for keeping 
her mouth shut about his worst transgressions. 
With her lips pressed tightly together, he stood a 
good chance of not going to jail. They didn’t arrest 
people for smoking or cussing. But if she’d re-
vealed that he’d stolen as well . . . 

“If your pa were still alive, he’d beat this boy to 
within an inch of life for taking liberties with you, 
but since he’s not, it’s left to me to take care of this 
matter,” her mama said, grabbing her daughter’s 
arm and tugging harder on Tom’s ear. 

Prison might be better after all. He followed af-
ter them because the woman gave him no choice, 
not if he wanted to keep his ear, and he was right 
partial to it. It matched the one on the other side of 
his head. 

They rounded the corner of the building, her 
mother trudging through the alley, pulling them 
both along behind her. She turned the next corner. 
“Marshal!” 

Ah, hell, could his luck get any worse? The mar-
shal was leaning against the front of the general 
store, his forehead pressed to the wood. 

“Just past noon and you’re already drunk,” her 
mama chastised. 
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The man twisted his head slightly and stared at 
them. Tom had never seen such pale blue eyes. 

“I saw you coming out of the saloon,” her mama 
continued. “I don’t know why the people of this  
town saw fit to make you marshal, or why I’m 
turning to a womanizer with this problem. Reckon 
because I got no choice.” Without releasing her 
hold on Tom’s ear, she somehow managed to 
thrust him toward the marshal. 

“Ow! Ow! Ow!” Tom cried, wincing. Dang, but 
the woman could pinch. 

“I want him locked up for the night.” 
Tom tried to look on the bright side. At least 

he’d get a hot meal and a cot. 
The marshal finally spoke. “My apologies, 

madam”—the man talked so danged funny that 
Tom almost burst out laughing, but he decided 
that considering the spot he was in, it was to his 
advantage to keep  quiet—“but I  can’t—” 

“You sure can, and you’d better. Take him!” 
The marshal wrapped his hand around Tom’s 

arm and pulled him away from the woman. 
“What’s his offense?” 

“He was unbuttoning my Lauren’s bodice, try-
ing to . . . take advantage of her innocence. She’s 
only fourteen.” 

Fourteen? Holy hell! She was just a kid. Tom had 
figured she was closer to his age, had just called 
her a kid to rile her. 
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The marshal gave a brisk nod. “I shall handle 
the matter posthaste.” 

“See that you do, or I swear I’ll have the town 
council throw you out of office.” She trudged 
away, pulling her daughter behind her. The gal 
glanced over her shoulder, giving Tom a look that 
said she was as sorry at the way they were parting 
as he was. 

“Who was that termagant?” the marshal asked. 
Judging by the man’s prissy voice, all soft and 

elegant-sounding, Tom didn’t think he was from 
around there. He looked to be a dandy. Tom was 
pretty sure that he could outrun the fella. And he 
wasn’t exactly sure what a termagant was, but 
based on the way the man had asked and the way 
Lauren’s mother had been scolding the man, Tom 
didn’t think he was issuing any compliments. 

“The Widow Fairfield,” Tom answered, fi gur-
ing it was the only name that suited her if her hus-
band was dead and the gal was Lauren Fairfi eld. 

“How old are you, lad?” the marshal asked. 
Tom angled his chin defiantly. “Fifteen, and I 

ain’t afraid of jail.” 
“I’m not going to put you in jail for being curi-

ous, but wait until you’re sixteen before you un-
fasten any other bodices. Make certain the woman 
is older or a sporting sort who is willing to take 
money to satisfy your natural curiosity.” The mar-
shal released his hold. “Now, be off with you.” 
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Tom didn’t have to be told twice. He ran around 
the corner, down the alley, and around the other 
corner, coming to a stop behind the store. He 
snatched up his hat, crammed it on his head, and 
gently scooped up what remained of his cigarette. 
He could finish it off that night when his stomach 
started rumbling. Unless he could fi nd something 
more to eat. He wondered what they tossed out  
behind the saloon. 

“I see you’re still stealing.” 
Tom finished off his cracker, before squinting up 

from his favorite sitting spot behind the general 
store. There she was again. Lauren Fairfi eld. Dressed 
in blue, a row of buttons up the front that went clear 
to her chin. Had to be durn near choking her. 

“Took up drinking, too,” he said, with a grin. 
He liked the way her eyes got so big and round 

whenever he shocked her. 
“So you’re still lying, too, I see.” 
“Ain’t lying. Found a  half-empty bottle out be-

hind the saloon last week. Finished it off.” 
“What’d it taste like?” she asked, obviously cu-

rious. 
Like piss, but he didn’t tell her that because she 

might ask how he knew what piss tasted like, and 
he sure didn’t want to reveal that sorry aspect of 
his life. So he settled for, “I’ve tasted better.” 

“You’re supposed to take off your hat in a lady’s 
presence and stand up.” 
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“You sure care a lot about manners.” 
“Everybody does.” 
“I don’t.” 
“How come?” 
“Can’t see that there’s any advantage to ’em.” 
“Not getting your backside whupped is an ad-

vantage.” 
“Who’s gonna whup my backside?” 
“Your parents.” 
“They’re dead.” 
Of all the things he’d said to her, that comment 

seemed to shock her most of all. 
“You’re an orphan?” 
He shrugged. 
“Where do you live?” 
He shrugged again. 
“Is that why you steal?” 
“You sure ask a lot of questions.” He squinted at 

her. “What do you know about that marshal?” 
“That Mama don’t like him. Or his friends.” 
“He talks funny.” 
“He’s from England. He and his friends moved 

here right after the war, to help with the harvest-
ing of the cotton, on account of so many of the 
menfolk got killed.” 

England. He didn’t know anyone from England. 
He was sure of it. Still, the way the man talked 
tickled something at the back of his memory. He 
couldn’t get it out of his head, but then he couldn’t 
seem to get Lauren out of his head either. He’d 
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been taking her to sleep with him, her and that 
one unbuttoned button. 

“Why do you care about him?” she asked. 
“I don’t. Just curious. Something tugging at my 

memory.  Can’t rightly put my finger on it.” 
“I’m sorry my mama got you in trouble with 

him.” 
With his thumb, he tipped his hat off his brow. 

“He let me go as soon as your mama was gone. 
Didn’t have to spend the night in jail after all.” 

She smiled. “I’m glad.” 
Lord have mercy. His heart kicked painfully 

against his ribs. When she smiled, she got down-
right beautiful. “You still fourteen?” 

She laughed lightly, and somehow managed to 
take his breath away at the same time. 

“Course, silly. Why are you asking?” 
“ ’Cuz it’s my birthday, and I wanted to buy me 

a present.” 
Her eyes and smile got brighter. “What are you 

gonna buy?” 
“An unbuttoned bodice.” 
She furrowed her brow, narrowed her eyes, and 

pinched her mouth. “Didn’t think you had any 
money.” 

“Told you I had a bit.” 
“Thought you  were saving it for an emer-

gency.” 
The way his heart was hammering . . . “It is an 

emergency.” 
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“My mama sure was mad—” 
“That’s ’cuz I didn’t know that I had to pay.” He 

scrambled to his feet, removed his hat, and pulled 
the quarter out of his pocket. “The marshal said it 
was all right for me to do it if I paid for it.” 

“Why are you so set on unbuttoning my 
bodice?” 

“ ’Cuz I ain’t never seen a bosom before, and I 
heard fellas talking about what a fine sight it 
was.” 

She took on a mulish expression, so he unfurled 
his fingers to show her what he was willing to of-
fer this time. 

“What fellas?” she asked. 
“On the orphan train.” 
“You rode on the orphan train?” 
He nodded. “All the way from New York. Not to 

here, of course. I walked  here, didn’t much like the 
family what took me in.” 

“How come?” 
“Just didn’t. You want this two bits or not?” he 

asked impatiently. He didn’t want to think about 
all that had happened after his folks died. He 
wanted to have a good memory of his sixteenth  
birthday, something he’d be thinking about if he 
lived to be a hundred. 

She skewed up her face, which he thought 
should have made her look ugly, but it didn’t. It 
just made him want to tease her more, to keep her 
lingering around. 
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“All you want to do is unbutton my bodice?” 
He nodded, his mouth suddenly so dry that he 

didn’t think he’d be able to talk if he had to. 
“You can’t touch nothing,” she said. 
“I won’t,” he forced out through the knot form-

ing in his throat as his anticipation built. “I’ll just 
look.” 

“I guess there’s no harm in just looking.” 
“None at all.” 
She held out her hand. He dropped the coin in 

it, wishing his didn’t look so dirty to him all of a 
sudden. After setting his hat aside, he wiped his 
hands on his trousers and cursed them for start-
ing to tremble again. He hated to think how badly 
they might be shaking if he got to touch more than 
buttons. Not that he would touch more than she’d 
given him permission to. He might be a thief, a 
liar, a cusser,  and—most recently—a drunk, but 
he wasn’t a scoundrel. Well, maybe he was a little. 
The unbuttoning might be walking right up to the 
line, but he wasn’t going to step over it. A man had 
to have some principles. 

Holding his gaze, she lifted her chin. He swal-
lowed hard, wishing she didn’t have so many 
danged buttons. The first one seemed to take for-
ever to slip through that tiny little loop. It parted 
to reveal the tiniest bit of her throat. He stopped 
breathing. Moved his fingers to the next button— 

“Lauren Fairfi eld!” 
Before he could make a move to escape, his ear 
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was held in a painful grip, and he was dancing on 
his toes, trying to stop the agony. How could a 
woman inflict such torment with a pinch? 

She was hauling him around the building be-
fore he could work up a protest. 

“Marshal Montgomery!” 
Sliding his gaze to the side, because she  wouldn’t 

let him turn his head, Tom caught sight of the 
marshal, standing by the telegraph offi ce. She 
marched Tom across the dusty street. 

“Madam—” 
“He was doing it again. Unbuttoning my Lau-

ren’s bodice.” 
The marshal glared at him. “I told you—” 
“I turned sixteen today,” he hastened to explain, 

“and you said I could have a  look-see if she was 
willing to take money. I give her two bits.” 

“You told him he could unbutton my daughter’s 
bodice if he paid her?” 

“Not exactly. He misinterpreted my instruc-
tions,” the marshal tried to explain. 

“You worthless son of a bitch!” she yelled as she 
thrust Tom toward the marshal. “I want him in 
jail and you along with him. I’m going to the town 
council.” 

Tom watched her march off, righteous indigna-
tion in every determined step. Lauren was looking 
over her shoulder at him, worry in her expression 
that caused his chest to tighten. It had been a long 
time since anyone had worried about him. 
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“What’s your name, lad?” the marshal asked. 
“Tommy.” He preferred Tom, but he’d learned 

that people cottoned up better when he used a  
version of his name that made him sound younger, 
more innocent. A Tommy they might protect. A 
Tom they’d cart to jail. 

“Where in God’s name are your parents?” 
“Dead.” 
The marshal sighed heavily. “Come with me.” 
Dang it. His ploy had never let him down be-

fore. He jerked up his chin defiantly. He’d gotten 
out of many a scrape of late by bluffi ng. “I ain’t 
afraid of jail.” 

“I’m not taking you to jail.” 
The marshal walked along the boardwalk, his 

steps echoing over the planks. Tom recognized 
the sound of anger when he heard it. He might re-
ally be in trouble. He thought about running, but 
he was so danged tired of running. And if he ran, 
he might never see that blue-eyed gal again. 

The marshal shoved open the door to the sa-
loon. 

“You gonna lie and tell ’em I’m old enough to 
drink?” Tom asked, hopefully. 

The marshal gave him a steely glare. The man 
wasn’t as much of a dandy as Tom had thought. 
He was usually pretty good at figuring fellas out, 
but this one confused him. 

Tom shrugged insolently. “I reckon you ain’t.” 
“Wyndhaven,” a man said as he slowly walked 
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over, leaning heavily on a cane. Tom recognized 
him as being the owner of the saloon. He talked 
the same funny way that the marshal did. “What 
have you got  here?” 

“A lad with no parents and too much time on 
his hands. What can I do with him?” 

The saloon owner looked Tom over. Tom 
clenched his jaw. He hated being looked over, mea-
sured, judged. 

“Know anything about cattle, lad?” 
“I know it all,” Tom said confi dently, defi antly. 

He knew what happened when a fella was found 
lacking. He got a sound beating. 

“You don’t know a bloody thing, you little liar,” 
the saloon owner said, “but you will before the 
month is out.” 

“What are you going to do with him?” the mar-
shal asked. 

“Put him to work for the Texas Lady Cattle Ven-
ture.” 

By nightfall, Tom had a full belly, a soft pallet 
on which to sleep, and for the first time in a long 
while, hope for a better life. 

Ten years later he’d come to thank the man re-
sponsible. It had been  Ravenleigh—Viscount Wynd-
haven at the  time—who’d offered him a chance 
back in Fortune. As fate would have it, it hadn’t  
been the marshal to whom Lauren’s mother had 
kept turning Tom  over—it had been the man’s 
twin brother, come for a visit. And when he’d left 



32 LORRAINE HEATH 

Fortune, he’d taken Lauren’s mother, Lauren, and 
her sisters with him. 

Tom wasn’t sure if he made a noise or Lauren 
simply sensed his presence, but she  rose  gracefully— 
so gracefully—turned to face him, then stilled as 
though suddenly encountering an unknown 
danger. 

Sweet Lord in heaven! She’d grown more beau-
tiful than he’d imagined. And he’d done a lot of 
imagining about her over the years. And he real-
ized with a startling clarity so sharp that it almost 
doubled him over that he hadn’t come to thank  
Ravenleigh. He’d come for something  else entirely. 
But he had too much pride to go begging, too 
much pride to admit how much her silence had 
hurt him. But not so much pride that he wouldn’t 
take what he was owed. 

Lauren had heard the smallest whisper of move-
ment, had assumed the tea she’d requested earlier 
had finally been brought by a servant. But when 
she  rose and faced the door, her breath caught 
painfully in her chest. She was barely aware of the 
other ladies gasping, one of them squeaking. 

Tea hadn’t arrived. A cowboy had. 
And she would have recognized him any-

where. 
Tall, whipcord lean with a  loose-hipped stride 

that hinted at no hurry to arrive, he boldly crossed 
over to her, confi dence brimming in every step, a 
man with a mission. The thud of his bootheels hit-
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ting the polished parquet floor echoed through 
the room. He clutched his black hat in his large, 
weathered hand, while his dark brown eyes held 
her captive. 

His midnight black hair, more tamed than she’d 
ever seen it, brushed the collar of his white shirt, 
almost hidden beneath his simple black jacket. A 
black silk tie was knotted into a limp bow at his 
throat. His mustache was a new addition, as thick 
as his hair, framing the upper bow of his mouth 
and the sides that spread wide as he bestowed on 
her one of his slow, sensual grins. 

She didn’t think it was squinting at the unfor-
giving Texas sun and wind that had carved lines 
into his face, at the corners of his eyes, across his 
brow. It was harsh living, and probably hard play-
ing. He’d never been one to do things in half mea-
sure. For all the changes that she noted, it was 
what remained the same that made him so recog-
nizable. 

He gazed at her as though she belonged to him. 
Once upon a time, perhaps she had. 

He was the last person she’d ever expected to see 
again, the one person she’d given up hope of ever 
seeing again. Perhaps he was a mirage, a fi gment of 
her imagination, a faint hope that she’d held on to 
when she’d thought she’d given up completely. 

Except when he stopped directly in front of her, 
his  scent—leather, tobacco, a touch of whiskey, a 
bit of dust—stirred to life forgotten memories of 
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nights spent with him beneath the stars. He was 
real. And he was there. At long last, he was there. 
She could scarcely believe it. 

Her heart was thundering so hard that she was 
certain everyone could hear it, could see it press-
ing against her chest with each forceful beat. 

“Tom?” she fi nally whispered. 
“Hello, Lauren.” His voice was a deep rumble, 

raspy, sensual, which shimmered through her and 
touched all the lonely barren corners of her heart. 

“What in the world are you doing  here?” she 
asked. 

“I’ve come to collect a debt.” 
A debt? What on earth was he talking about? 
“My goodness, Tom, who owes you—” 
“You do, darlin’.” 



Chapter 3 
nm 

L auren stared at him, his words registering 
but hardly making any sense. The only thing 

she’d ever owed him . . . 
Good Lord! After all this time he’d come here to 

collect what he’d failed to collect in Texas? Her 
unbuttoned bodice? Had the man taken leave of 
his senses? 

“You can’t be serious?” 
“Deadly.” 
Tom watched as disbelief washed over her deli- 

cate features, to be quickly replaced by defi ance. 
He couldn’t explain why it pleased him to see the 
obstinate jut of her chin, the pressing together of 
her lips in disapproval, especially when it wasn’t 

35 
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her disapproval he’d come for. Somehow she al-
ways managed to bring out a bit of the devil in 
him. 

“You’re him, aren’t you?” one of the ladies asked, 
before Lauren could sting him with a sharp reply. 

Tom turned to the woman who’d spoken and 
wondered why he didn’t fi nd her blond hair and 
blue eyes as attractive as Lauren’s. In some ways 
she was prettier, but in all ways that mattered to 
him she was simply ordinary. Still, he wasn’t in 
the habit of ignoring women. They were too rare 
in Texas for their presence to be taken for granted, 
so he grinned. “And who would that be, darlin’?” 

“Oh.” She released a tiny giggle, and her eyes 
began blinking faster than a hummingbird’s 
wings. Clearly flustered, she took a deep breath. 
“The Earl of Sachse.” 

“Of course, he isn’t,” Lauren said. “He has busi-
ness dealings with my stepfather. Isn’t that the 
real reason you’re  here, Tom? To bring Ravenleigh 
the latest news about one of the Texas Lady ven-
tures?” 

Tom knew that as the enterprise had grown to 
include more than cattle, Ravenleigh had become 
an investor, a partner with his brother and his two 
friends, Grayson Rhodes and Harrison Bain-
bridge. Tom was also well aware that the men had 
kept Ravenleigh informed of his progress, his suc-
cess, and while it had never been offi cial, he’d of-
ten felt as though they had adopted him. 
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“I told you the reason I was  here,” he said to 
Lauren. 

“Surely you didn’t travel all this way for some-
thing as trivial—” She stopped abruptly, as though 
remembering that she had a drawing room fi lled 
with ladies who might find his reason a tad scan-
dalous. Tom knew all about the damage a scandal 
could cause. Every Englishman he’d ever met had 
some sort of scandal associated with him that had 
resulted in his exile to Texas. 

“I never considered anything about you trivial,” 
Tom said, watching as vibrant red slashed across 
Lauren’s cheeks. He hadn’t remembered her being 
one to embarrass so easily. But then it didn’t take 
much looking to realize that she was no longer the 
girl who had challenged him outside the general 
store. She possessed a poise, a calmness, a grace 
that she’d lacked in her youth. She was the epit-
ome of a lady, and he wasn’t quite certain how he 
felt about the obvious changes, wondered if the 
changes in him  were as clear to see. 

“Please, you simply must join us,” the hum-
mingbird urged, again before Lauren could re-
spond, and he realized that he should have waited 
before approaching her, waited until he could get 
her alone. After all these years, she deserved that 
consideration. They both did. 

“Please,” one of the other ladies implored. “We 
would love to have you join us.” 

How could Tom say no to such an earnestly de-
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livered invitation, when such expectation hovered 
in the room, as though staying would fulfi ll their 
every wish? 

“I appreciate the invite.” He sat on the offered 
chair, bringing up one leg, putting his ankle on 
his knee, placing his hat on his thigh. 

With her delicate brow furrowed, Lauren stared 
at him as though she didn’t quite approve of his 
posture—or perhaps she was still having a diffi -
cult time believing he was there. But then he was 
having a difficult time believing it as well. He  
wondered if it would be inappropriate to ask her 
to step outside for a minute so they could talk in 
private. He had ten years of questions that needed 
ten years of answers. But even as he considered 
the possibility, he knew the required resolution: 
of course it would be inappropriate to take her  
aside. The one thing he had learned regarding the 
women in England was that a man wasn’t allowed 
to be alone with one—no matter how innocent his 
intentions. 

With an almost imperceptible shake of her head, 
as though accepting his presence, she made intro-
ductions without fluster, as though cowboys with 
daring declarations were known to barge into her 
drawing room every afternoon. The humming-
bird was Lady Blythe. The  dark-haired woman 
was Lady Cassandra. The younger ones were La-
dies Anne and Priscilla. 

“Are you a cowboy?” Lady Blythe asked. 
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“Yes, darlin’, I am.” 
She ducked her head and peered over at him, 

batting those long eyelashes again, appearing in-
ordinately pleased. He’d always enjoyed shower-
ing attention on the ladies, but he was accustomed 
to having to work a little harder to get any sort of 
results. 

Leaning over, Lauren touched his hand, and 
desire speared him clear down to his bootheels. 
She’d always had an effect on him, but it had never 
been so strong, so sharp, so immediate. 

“These ladies . . . their fathers are all peers. You 
should address them with a bit more formality,” 
she said. 

“I, for one, don’t mind that you called me dar-
ling,” Lady Blythe said. “I’ve never before had a 
gentleman call me darling.” 

He gave her a broad grin. “I find that hard to 
believe, darlin’.” 

Lady Blythe released another tiny giggle that  
was almost a sigh. “It’s true.” 

“Then I’m thinking that you’re living in the 
wrong place, because fellas would be lining up to 
call you darlin’ back in Texas.” 

“Truly?” 
“I’m not one to lie.” 
“Since when?” Lauren asked. 
The anger, hot and furious, roiled through him, 

and it was all he could do to keep it harnessed, as 
he slid his gaze back over to her. “Did you want to 
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start counting off false words  spoken—in front of 
your company? If so, I’d be only too happy to 
oblige.” 

She looked as though he’d fired a bullet into her 
heart, but he wasn’t about to apologize or take the 
words back. She was the one who hadn’t kept the 
promise they’d made. 

“Tom!” 
The familiar cultured voice echoed between the 

walls. Tom came to his feet, hand outstretched, as 
the Earl of Ravenleigh crossed the room. He didn’t 
look much different from when Tom had seen him 
last. A few more wrinkles across his brow. His 
hair might be graying a bit on the sides, but it was 
barely noticeable against the reddish blond strands 
that were combed back. 

The man shook his hand, his light blue eyes 
twinkling. “It’s good to see you, lad.” 

“You, too, sir.” 
“I had no idea you  were planning a trip to our 

side of the world. You should have sent word, so I 
could have made arrangements to meet you. Do 
you need a place to stay?” 

“No, sir, that’s taken care of.” 
“Excellent.” He turned to address the women in 

the room. “Ladies, excuse my interruption.” 
“Not at all, my lord,” Lady Blythe said. “It’s al-

ways a pleasure to see you.” 
“An equal pleasure to have you in our home.” 

He gave his attention to his stepdaughter. “Lauren, 



 41  PROMISE ME FOREVER

please notify Cook that we’ll have a guest for din-
ner. You will stay for dinner, won’t you, Tom?” 

“Yes, sir.” 
“Splendid.” He clapped Tom on the arm. “Join 

me in the library, so we can talk for a bit and have 
some refreshment. I want to hear about all your 
adventures, and I want a fi rsthand accounting of 
how my brother and his friends are doing in that 
hellish place you call Texas. Letters leave much 
unsaid.” 

Tom nodded to the women. “Ladies, it was my 
pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 

Lady Blythe looked as though he’d issued her a 
personal compliment, her smile wide, her eyes 
back to blinking quickly. 

Tom tipped his head slightly toward the girl 
who had left him behind. “Lauren.” 

Then he followed the earl out of the room, won-
dering how Lauren truly felt about his staying for 
dinner. 

“You simply must tell us everything!” 
“However did you meet him?” 
“Who is he exactly? If he’s not the earl . . .” 
“Are all cowboys so handsome?” 
“Is it possible he’s Sachse? He didn’t exactly 

deny it.” 
“Well, he didn’t confirm it either.” 
“He was so intriguing. Regardless of who he is, 

we must see that he is invited to an upcoming ball.” 
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“I daresay I shall speak with my mother post-
haste about the possibility . . .” 

Lauren was dizzy with the circle of comments 
and questions, could barely take in who was say-
ing what. They didn’t seem to be truly seeking an-
swers, until Lady Blythe pointedly asked, “Lauren, 
you obviously have a history with this man. How 
did it feel to see him again?” 

Suffocating silence suddenly dropped down on 
her, and Lauren  couldn’t tell them the truth. He 
did what he’d always done: confused her, excited 
her, infuriated her. All these years, she thought 
she’d gotten over him, thought she’d forgotten 
about him as easily as he’d forgotten about her. All 
it had taken was seeing him again to stir the mem-
ories and unwanted emotions back to life. How 
could she possibly answer their questions? 

She’d risen to her feet when her stepfather had 
made his appearance. Now she turned her atten-
tion away from the door and fi nally faced her 
guests, hoping that she successfully masked all 
the emotions reeling through her. She’d had years 
to practice for this moment. 

“Ladies, I don’t wish to be an ungracious host-
ess, but the company is unexpected, my mother is 
out shopping, and I must see to the plans for the 
eve ning in her stead. I beg your forgiveness, but I 
must ask you to take your leave.” 

The ladies quickly stood. 
“Of course,” Lady Blythe said. “We understand, 
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but please, do tell us . . . what is this mysterious 
debt that he has come to collect?” 

“A coin,” Lauren hastily answered, wanting to 
halt the direction of the conversation, and if at all 
possible get these women out of the  house quickly. 
“I owe him a coin.” 

“He came all this way to collect a coin?” 
She forced herself to smile. “I know it seems  

rather ridiculous—” 
“I find it intriguing. I daresay that his presence 

shall make the Season most interesting,” Lady 
Blythe said. 

Oh, dear Lord, surely Tom won’t be  here long enough 
to become embroiled in the Season. Though if he were 
searching for a wife, she doubted he’d fi nd a bet-
ter marriage market on earth than the one that 
was about to take place in London. She quite sud-
denly didn’t want to contemplate the scenario of 
his hunting for a wife. 

“Ladies, please, you must excuse me. I’ll have 
Simpson see you out.” 

Hurrying across the  marble-fl oored hallway, 
she caught the butler’s attention. “Simpson, please 
have the ladies escorted to their carriages, while I 
inform Cook we are having an unanticipated  
guest for dinner.” 

Trusting him completely to see to her orders, 
she didn’t wait for his acknowledgment but 
walked in a daze through the various familiar 
rooms, explaining to different servants that ad-
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justments needed to be made for the eve ning meal. 
When she was sure that everything would be han-
dled to what she was certain would be her stepfa-
ther’s high expectations, she gathered up what 
little courage remained to her in order once again 
to face her past. 

She walked down the hallway to the library, a 
room she’d always found comforting, a place 
where the family had spent many a night reading. 
It was the one room that reminded her of Texas, 
because her mother had always read to them in 
the eve nings when they’d lived in Fortune. She’d 
continued enjoying the practice, but she had many 
more books from which to choose. But then Raven-
leigh always had so much more of everything. It 
was one of the reasons her mother had never been 
able to understand Lauren’s discontent. 

Taking a deep breath to calm her frenzied nerves, 
Lauren strolled into the library. She thought she 
should have found the pleasant memories associ-
ated with this grand room comforting, but every-
thing faded into insignificance with Tom’s 
overpowering presence. How could he take up so 
much space, when he was doing little more than 
sitting in a leather chair opposite her stepfather, 
both men holding a glass of amber liquid? Whis-
key, no doubt. Liquid courage. Lauren could have 
used a good swallow of some courage herself at 
that precise moment. 

Setting the glasses aside on the small, round 
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marble-topped tables beside each chair, the men 
stood. The walls and ceiling seemed to swirl, 
move out and move in, until she was disoriented, 
uncertain, afraid that she might actually swoon. 
She could hardly wrap her mind around the real-
ity that he was there. 

He was there. Tom. Tom, who’d promised to 
write and never had. Tom, who’d promised to 
come for her and had finally arrived . . . 

To collect a debt. 
If she wasn’t so devastatingly disappointed, 

she’d be infuriatingly angry. Although in total 
honesty what could she have said if he had told 
her that he’d come for her? She saw shadows of 
the boy he’d been, but could she truly say she 
knew this man well enough to traipse halfway 
around the world with him? 

He’d grown taller, broader, but it wasn’t the 
physical changes that she found so disconcerting. 
It was the confident aura that surrounded him, a 
man who had been shaped by the fires of hell into 
uncompromising steel. She didn’t need to know 
the path of his past in order to recognize the re-
sults of his journey. 

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she fi nally managed, 
wading through the incessant questions and 
doubts that plagued her. 

“Nonsense,” her stepfather said. “Tom was just 
sharing some fascinating news. Please join us.” 

As though in a fog, she walked over to her step-
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father and sat in the chair beside his, facing Tom. 
He wasn’t the boy she’d left behind in Texas. His 
attentions back then, while scandalous, had still 
held a certain measure of innocence. She didn’t 
think this man, with the deep creases in his face, 
carved by sun, wind, and hard work, and the 
sharp edge in his eyes, held any innocence at all. 
Yet he was still her Tom. Whatever it was that had 
first drawn her to him was still there, perhaps not 
quite as obvious, but she sensed that it was still a 
part of him. That for all the rules he’d broken and 
the scandalous behaviors, he possessed an unde-
niable goodness deep down inside where it mat-
tered the most. 

“What’s the fascinating news you  were shar-
ing?” she fi nally asked. 

Tom looked to her stepfather as though he ex-
pected him to announce it, whatever it was, as 
though it was too difficult for him to speak again. 
Dread began to creep through her. What could 
have possibly happened to cause such hesitation? 

When her stepfather did nothing more than 
study them as though slowly coming to a realiza-
tion that he may have missed something impor-
tant along the way, Tom—looking incredibly 
uncomfortable—leaned forward and planted his 
elbows on his thighs. It was a posture so typical of 
Tom, that it caused an unexpected ache in Lau-
ren’s heart. 

He rubbed his hands together as though he  
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thought he could conjure up the words like some 
magician, then clasping his hands so forcibly they 
made an audible clap, he unflinchingly held her 
gaze. “That lady in the drawing room guessed 
right.” 

“That you’re a cowboy? That’s not a very diffi -
cult guess to make. One  doesn’t even have to look 
closely—” 

“No,” he said cutting her off, grimacing. “The 
other. That I’m the Earl of Sachse.” 

She heard the words, but they made no sense. 
Oh, she understood what they meant, the mean-
ing was clear enough, but that they were coming 
from Tom . . . more importantly that they applied 
to Tom . . . 

She shook her head. “You’re the Earl of 
Sachse?” 

He nodded slowly. “Yes,  ma’am.” 
She thought of the ladies in her drawing room 

and their interest in the new earl. She considered 
the compassion and empathy she’d felt for him, 
not realizing he was a man she knew . . . or at least 
a man she’d known when he was very young. 

Lauren stared at him, this man she’d carried 
into her dreams since she was fourteen. No, it 
wasn’t he whom she’d carried. She’d carried a 
sixteen-year-old youth. Did she even know this 
man? Had she simply imagined that a part of him 
remained the same? 

Overwhelming disappointment slammed into 
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her as the true reason for his arrival hit her square 
in the chest. She hadn’t been a deciding factor in 
his decision to come to England, hadn’t been any 
factor at all. He hadn’t come for her. He hadn’t  
even truly come to unbutton her bodice. He’d 
come to England because he had obligations. Be-
cause he was a damned earl! 

She was merely an afterthought, if even that. 
Whatever desperate hope she’d held on to that he 
would one day again be hers burst into a confl a-
gration, leaving her with nothing except scorched 
ashes. 

“You’re Lord Sachse?” she clarified again, her 
voice raspy and dry. 

Tom slowly nodded. 
“Why didn’t you acknowledge it when Lady 

Blythe—” 
“Because you  were so sure I wasn’t, and it was 

the easier path. I didn’t want to get into explaining 
my present circumstance with an audience of  
strangers listening.” 

“Your present circumstance? You say that as 
though you’re expecting it to change.” 

“I’m aware that it won’t. But that doesn’t mean I 
didn’t wish it would.” 

“So that’s the reason you’re  here. To claim your 
title.” She was incredibly proud of herself for keep-
ing her voice even, for not revealing even a hint of 
the devastation she was feeling with the painful 
realization that he hadn’t come for her. After all 
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this time, she’d been unrealistic to think he 
would. 

“The reason I’m in En gland.” He left unsaid, but 
the look in his eyes communicated clearly, that it 
wasn’t the reason he was now there, at Ravenleigh’s 
house. He was there to claim a debt that no rea-
sonable man would expect a woman to pay. 

She glared at him, hoping to signal her dis plea-
sure at his boldness. He hitched up a corner of his 
mouth in familiar challenge. Why did everything 
about him have to seem familiar, yet foreign at the 
same time? Why  couldn’t she simply forget about 
the history that not only joined but separated 
them? 

“You told me your parents were dead,” she re-
minded him. 

“I thought the folks I was living with were my 
parents. They never gave any indication that mat-
ters were different. The past few months 
have . . . unraveled everything I believed.” He 
shook his head. “I have no recollection of my life 
here, in this country, of my true mother and fa-
ther. I stare at my mother’s portrait . . . I want to 
remember her, but I  can’t.” 

She  couldn’t imagine not having any memories 
of her parents. Her recollections of her true father 
were vague. She’d been so young when he’d 
marched off to war, but she did have memories of 
him, frayed with time, but still there. 

“I’m sorry that your life has been turned  
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around,” she heard herself say, her sympathy true. 
She was only too familiar with the awful reality of 
suddenly living a life that was so very different 
from what one was accustomed to, to what one 
expected. “I can’t imagine how difficult it is sud-
denly to have all these responsibilities thrust on 
you.” 

“The responsibilities don’t bother me. I’m used 
to handling more than my share there. It’s just the 
finding out that I belong to a life I’d never given 
any thought to that’s not to my liking. I consid-
ered ignoring the summons, but as the investiga-
tor explained it to me, I had no choice in the matter. 
Whether I wanted it or not, everything waiting 
over  here for me was mine.” 

“The law is quite clear in that regard,” her step-
father said. “One can’t turn away from one’s re-
sponsibilities toward a title.” 

“So you’re stuck  here, in England,” she said. 
“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Tom said. 
“Lauren’s never been happy  here,” her stepfa-

ther said. 
Astonished by his comment, she looked at him. 
“Don’t look so surprised,” he said quietly. “It’s 

my single regret: that I was unable to bring you 
the happiness you deserve.” 

Her emotions still raw from the reality of Tom’s 
arrival, her stepfather’s heartfelt words caused 
tears to sting her eyes. She desperately wanted to 
acknowledge the comfort, the love, the acceptance 
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that he’d always given her. She shook her head. 
“You can’t blame yourself. There’s nothing you 
could have done differently. I simply wasn’t meant 
for this life.” 

“But you adjusted, you learned, and while you 
might not have been happy, you did succeed in 
mastering all the intricacies of our life. Tom is in 
need of someone to teach him all the English trap-
pings, as he’s referring to them. We were discuss-
ing the possibility of you tutoring him.” 

“What about Lady Sachse? The old earl’s 
widow,” Lauren said. “She did an exemplary job 
teaching Archibald Warner.” 

“And fell in love with my cousin during the pro-
cess,” Tom said. “She recently married him.” 

“I didn’t know.” 
“The ceremony didn’t take place in London. She 

left all this behind, without looking back.” 
A woman who had achieved what Lauren had 

only dreamed about: leaving all this behind and 
never looking back. She suddenly felt a kinship 
with the woman. The way Lady Sachse had 
waltzed through London, Lauren had never 
guessed that she wasn’t happy with the life she 
led. How many other ladies  weren’t? 

“You might talk to my cousin Lydia. She’s the 
Duchess of Harrington now, and she absolutely 
adores the rules. She’s even published a book on 
the subject of manners. Blunders in Behavior Cor-
rected. It’s apparently quite popular among the 
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American heiresses who are looking to fi t into 
London society. You can purchase it at any book-
shop.” 

“I’ve never been one for reading. I prefer being 
shown. I’d rather you be the one doing the showing.” 

“I’m afraid that my present schedule gives me 
very little time,” she said. 

“I wouldn’t need much,” he said. 
She smiled sadly. “You have no idea, Tom. There 

are so many rules, so many things to learn. It  
would take months, and I don’t have months to 
give.” 

“What’s so important that it can’t wait?” 
“For some time now, I’ve been making plans to 

return to Texas.” 



Chapter 4 
nm 

L auren’s announcement hit Tom like a solid 
punch to the gut that would have caused 

him to stagger if he’d been standing. He wasn’t 
prepared to have her exiting his life so soon after 
he’d walked back into hers. 

Ravenleigh looked equally startled, but before 
he or Tom could question Lauren further, joyous 
laughter echoed outside the room just before the 
door opened and three  women—smiling brightly, 
obviously  happy—traipsed in. 

Joining Ravenleigh as he came to his feet, Tom 
thought the older woman was Lauren’s mother, 
but she in no way resembled the harsh woman 
whom he’d avoided at all costs back in Fortune, a 
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woman he’d never seen smile. The two ladies ac-
companying her had to be Lauren’s sisters. He had 
a vague recollection of them, but even without 
that memory, he would have recognized the strong 
family resemblance: blond hair, blue eyes, and 
delicate features. Her sisters had grown into beau-
ties, but they still paled in comparison to Lauren. 
He recognized that all women always would be-
cause they always had. 

“I take it you had a successful outing,” Raven-
leigh said. 

“Yes, indeed,” one of the younger ladies ac-
knowledged, her blue gaze shifting to Tom with 
obvious interest. 

“You remember Tom, Mama,” Lauren said. 
For the briefest moment, he thought he saw fear 

reflected in her mother’s blue eyes, just before she 
angled her chin defiantly, a gesture that Lauren 
had long ago begun to emulate. “Yes, of course. 
What in the world brings you to London?” 

She surprised Tom by speaking with a refi ne-
ment that she hadn’t before, not quite British, but 
almost. He wondered if a day would come when 
he’d sound as foreign to himself as everyone 
around him did now. 

“He’s come to claim his title,” Lauren said, be-
fore Tom could respond. “He’s Lord Sachse.” 

Her mother looked at Tom as though he’d sud-
denly sprouted a set of horns. He shifted his 
stance, wishing he didn’t feel so incredibly un-
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comfortable under her scrutiny. The woman had 
always had a knack for making him feel as though 
he was doing something he shouldn’t. Usually be-
cause he had been. 

“Well, isn’t this a surprise,” her mother fi nally 
said, tonelessly. 

“I daresay that’s an understatement,” one of her 
sisters announced. “You’re the talk of the town. 
Everywhere we went today, people wanted to know 
if we knew the new Earl of Sachse.” She laughed 
lightly. “We had no idea that indeed we did.” 

“You might feel as though you know him,” her 
other sister said, “but I must confess that I have 
hardly any memory of him. I’m sorry, my lord.”  
She curtsied. “I’m Amy in case your recollection 
of me is as vague as mine of you.” 

Tom bowed his head slightly,  acknowledging— 
and he hoped—appearing refined at the same 
time. “I remember you.” 

Lauren’s other sister gave him a coy look. “And 
me, my lord. Samantha. Do you remember me as 
well?” 

“Yes,  ma’am, but you don’t have to call me ‘my 
lord.’ ” 

Samantha smiled warmly. “I’m afraid we do. 
It’s one of the rules you see. Rule number three, I 
believe.” 

“The rules are numbered?” he asked incredu-
lously. 

“She’s teasing,” Amy said. “There are so many 
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rules that Lauren took to numbering them shortly 
after we arrived  here. I think she got to number 
 thirty- five before she declared it a hopeless task  
and stopped.” 

“Did you know you were an earl when we knew 
you?” Samantha asked. 

“No.” 
“You must tell us everything. We shall, no  

doubt, be the envy of the Set.” 
Tom despised revealing his ignorance, but he 

figured it was less embarrassing to display it 
among folks who’d known him in Texas than 
around those who hadn’t. “The Set?” 

“My apologies, my lord. I’d forgotten how strange 
everything can seem at first. The Set. The Marlbor-
ough House Set. Fashionable people with whom the 
Prince of Wales keeps company. Marlborough 
House is his London residence, of course, and hence 
responsible for the name associated with those with 
whom the prince is intimate. They love gossip. And 
now that we know who you  are”—she gave him an 
impish  smile—“I suspect we shall be even more  
sought out for any juicy tidbits we can provide.” 

He wasn’t at all sure that he liked the sound of 
that possibility. He hadn’t been there long, but he’d 
already figured out that he was fodder for gossip. 

“I would think the last thing this family would 
need is more gossip,” their mother said. 

“That’s the point, Mama,” Samantha said. “The 
gossip won’t revolve around us any longer—” 
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“Spreading gossip often backfi res, Samantha,” 
her mother said, her gaze darting between Tom 
and Lauren, as though she feared the gossip might 
run closer to home than she wanted. “We need to 
prepare for dinner.” 

“I’ve invited Tom to join us,” Ravenleigh said. 
It was strange that Lauren’s mother suddenly 

looked defeated. She gave Tom what he was cer-
tain was a forced smile. “Yes, of course. We’ll be 
delighted to have you. Come along, girls, we need 
to prepare ourselves.” 

It didn’t escape his attention that unlike her 
daughters, she wasn’t prone to refer to him as my 
lord. He suspected she still viewed him as the cal-
low youth she’d known in Texas. 

As her mother ushered all her daughters out of 
the room, Lauren gave Tom a parting glance, sim-
ilar to the ones she’d given him on the street in 
Fortune. He supposed some things never changed. 
A mother issuing orders was always a mother to 
be obeyed. 

“Let’s finish our drinks, shall we?” Ravenleigh 
suggested. 

Nodding, Tom sat in the chair, took his glass, 
and sipped on the whiskey that Ravenleigh’s 
brother had sent him from Texas. It was good to 
taste the familiar when everything else around 
him was far too foreign. He leaned forward, el-
bows on his knees, holding the glass in his hands, 
studying the amber liquid. “You seemed surprised 
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by Lauren’s announcement that she was making 
plans to return to Texas.” 

“Quite.” 
Tom lifted his gaze, hoping the man might be a 

bit more forthcoming. 
“I’m sorry, Tom”—Ravenleigh shook his  head— 

“Sachse. I  can’t elaborate, as I have no idea how 
she’s planning to accomplish this feat.” 

Tom nodded, wondering if he might get a 
chance to talk with Lauren alone before he left.  
How long had she been planning to return to 
Texas? What exactly was it that she’d missed? Ob-
viously it wasn’t him if she was still planning to 
return now that he was in England. 

“Do you see much of my brother these days?” 
Ravenleigh asked, effectively steering their con-
versation off the path that Tom would have pre-
ferred it stay on. 

Kit Montgomery was becoming a legend, his 
daring exploits and pursuit of justice rivaled by 
few. Once the marshal of Fortune, he remained a 
partner in the various Texas Lady ventures and a 
man for whom Tom had a great deal of respect. 

“I don’t see him much since he became a Texas 
Ranger and moved to the western part of the 
state,” Tom admitted. 

“He thought the drier climate might help his 
wife’s health improve,” Ravenleigh said. “I sup-
pose it has.” 

“All I really know are the rumors fl oating 
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around. Montgomery is getting quite a reputation 
as a lawman. I hear they’re writing another book 
about him.” 

Ravenleigh chuckled. “It seems an odd twist of 
fate for a man who was sent to Texas because of 
the scandals he created  here at home. My brother 
and his friends have done remarkably well for 
themselves.” 

“I can’t argue with that.” 
Ravenleigh studied him for a minute. “Kit and 

his friends kept me apprised of your various ac-
complishments. You’ve done extremely well for 
yourself by all accounts.” 

Tom nodded, gazed back at his glass. “Consid-
ering the odd journey my life has taken. I’m com-
fortable in Texas. I can’t say the same for this 
stretch of the world.” 

“You’ll adapt and grow accustomed to it. I have 
no doubt about that.” 

“You gave me a leg up when I needed it. I owe 
you for that.” 

“Yes, well, I owe you for my present family. If 
not for your misconduct, I might have never met 
my Elizabeth.” 

Tom peered up at him. “She’s changed consid-
erably since I knew her.” 

Ravenleigh appeared somber. “They all have, 
Tom. Adjusting to my way of life was much harder 
on them than I anticipated it would be. I fully ex-
pected Lauren to be more sympathetic with your 
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present plight, but it appears she has her own 
plans to see to. Samantha might be willing to as-
sist you in learning your way around a ball-
room.” 

Only Tom didn’t want Samantha helping him. 
He wanted Lauren, wanted an opportunity to get 
to know her again, to know the woman she’d be-
come, wanted her to get to know him, the man 
he’d become. Wanted to see if he could change her 
mind about remaining in England—at least for a 
time. 

“I haven’t totally given up on Lauren helping 
me.” 

Ravenleigh nodded sagely as though he under-
stood the undercurrent of emotion in Tom’s voice. 
“It appears I may have not understood fully what 
it cost Lauren to move here.” 

“What it cost us both,” Tom said quietly. 

“Do you know what they’re saying about Tom?” 
Samantha asked. 

“That he’s devilishly handsome, frightfully un-
civilized, and incredibly wealthy,” Lauren said, 
looking her gowns over, wondering why she cared 
so much what she wore to dinner, why she felt an 
almost uncontrollable need to make a favorable im-
pression on Tom. Tom. The Earl of Sachse. She could 
hardly wrap her mind around that fact. “Lady 
Blythe and friends dropped by this afternoon to see 
what I could reveal about the new lord.” 



 61  PROMISE ME FOREVER

“Were they here when he arrived?” 
“Yes.” 
“And?” 
She glanced over her shoulder to look at Saman- 

tha, who was sitting on her bed with an expectant 
gleam in her eyes. “And what?” 

“What happened?” 
“What do you think happened? He was wear-

ing trousers, which was enough to make Lady 
Blythe begin acting silly.” 

“Did Lady Cassandra demonstrate one of her 
infamous swoons?” 

“No, thankfully.” 
“Is Lady Blythe going to set her sights on Tom, 

do you think?” 
“I don’t know. I didn’t realize he was Sachse un-

til after they left. Had she known that, I have little 
doubt that she would have made far more obvious 
advances than she did.” 

“How do you feel about that?” 
“About what?” 
“Oh, Lauren, don’t be so difficult, echoing my 

every question. You  can’t deny that you’ve always 
held out a smidgen of hope that he’d come for you. 
You’ve turned away every lord who has asked for 
your hand. You either did that because you  were 
waiting for Tom or because you had no wish to 
marry a lord.” 

A little bit of both, perhaps, Lauren thought as she 
moved away from the wardrobe and stretched out 
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on the fainting couch near the foot of her bed. Her 
headache was returning with a vengeance. Per-
haps she’d stay upstairs for the eve ning. She cer-
tainly had no desire to suffer through her sister’s 
inquisition, and she had little doubt that once Sa-
mantha had taken a turn with her, Amy would be 
bounding in to ask questions. Or perhaps not. She 
seemed not to remember Texas nearly as well as 
her two older sisters. 

“Do you love him?” Samantha asked. 
She scowled at her sister. “I don’t know him, not 

really. I see a man who was once a boy whom I 
liked, but that’s hardly enough to make any sort of 
judgment regarding my feelings.” 

Samantha popped off the bed. “Let me know 
when you decide. He has all the qualifi cations I 
want in a husband, and if you’re not interested . . .” 

“What qualifi cations?” 
“Good looks, charm, money, and a title.” 
“That’s incredibly shallow. The looks will fade 

with the years, the money will diminish over 
time—” 

“But the charm and the title will last forever.” 
Lauren stood. “You’re baiting me. Surely you 

would want to know more than that about a man 
before you married him.” 

“Think what you will,” Samantha said as she  
opened the door. “But unlike you, dear sister, I’m 
not opposed to marrying a lord.” 

Lauren watched her sister exit the room, her 
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parting words echoing around her. Was Saman-
tha really taking an interest in Tom? And if she  
was, what did Lauren care? 

Unfortunately, she was afraid that she might 
discover that she cared a great deal. 

Lauren’s mother had given Ravenleigh two 
daughters, Joy and Christine. Joy was nine, Chris-
tine six. Fair of complexion, they’d inherited their 
father’s light blue eyes. They were too young to join 
the adults for dinner, but they’d come to the library 
to meet the new earl and had quite effectively 
charmed Tom. They already seemed like miniature 
adults. He imagined in a few years they’d be wrap-
ping young men around their little fi ngers. 

A short while later, after the girls had returned 
upstairs and when Ravenleigh excused himself in 
order to determine what was keeping the ladies 
from joining them, Tom took the opportunity to 
step out onto the veranda. Twilight was moving 
on, darkness was easing in, but with the help of 
the gaslights along the pebbled path, he could still 
make out the elaborate gardens. The lingering 
scent of roses wafted around him. He wondered if 
he’d be expected to learn the names of the various 
flowers and plants that seemed to fill every gar-
den and park that he visited. These people seemed 
to love their gardens. 

He shook his head. These people, whether it felt 
right or not, were his people. 
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Removing a cigar from the inside pocket of his 
jacket, he wondered if he  wouldn’t be better off  
excusing himself from dinner. He wasn’t exactly 
dressed for a fancy feast, and the one thing he’d 
learned while enjoying meals with his father’s 
second wife was that every meal was fancy, and a 
man was expected to be buttoned up good and 
proper. Tom wasn’t wearing a waistcoat or an ex-
pensively tailored jacket—the tailor he’d hired 
had promised to make good on the delivery of  
those items within the next few  days—and so Tom 
knew he didn’t look like any English gentleman 
he’d met so far, and he was feeling out of his ele-
ment. Lauren’s mother would probably hold his 
inappropriate attire against him, and he found 
himself wondering why her opinion mattered to 
him so much. 

Maybe because she’d successfully transformed 
herself into a proper English lady, while he had 
yet to become the proper English gentleman. Not 
that his assessment of her transformation was 
truly fair. His encounters with her years ago had 
always taken place when she was at her angriest, 
and, in retrospect, he didn’t blame her for her re-
actions to his pitiful, inexperienced, and utterly 
inappropriate attempts at flirting with her oldest 
daughter. 

Not that he’d behaved any better that afternoon. 
His reunion with Lauren might have gone more 
successfully if he’d paved the way with a bit more 
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finesse and not brought up the debt, a silly re-
minder of their childhood that he didn’t truly ex-
pect her to pay; but it served to keep her riled, and 
he’d always enjoyed watching the way a spark of 
anger could deepen the blue of her eyes. He’d often 
wondered if passion would do the same, but she’d 
left before he’d had the opportunity to fi nd out. 

He was still enjoying the flavor of his cigar 
when he heard the light footfalls, and instinctively 
knew to whom they belonged. He’d sensed her  
standing just beyond the shadows, watching him. 
He inhaled deeply, absorbing not only the rich 
aroma of the cigar but the fragrance of the fl owery 
perfume wafting toward him. Underneath it all 
was the scent of her, like good whiskey, once expe-
rienced, never forgotten. He blew out the smoke 
he’d been holding in his lungs and waited, un-
moving, until the feathery gray wisps disappeared 
into the night. Doing nothing more than extend-
ing the cigar slightly to the side, he asked, “Want 
to give it a try?” 

“You always were a creature of bad habits, 
Tom.” 

“That’s not an answer, Lauren. I’ve got a fresh 
one in my jacket pocket if you’d rather have it.” 

She sighed with obvious impatience. “Proper 
ladies don’t smoke.” 

“Proper ladies don’t drink or cuss. That never 
stopped you before.” 

“I was a child then,” she said. “You were always 
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corrupting me, and I was silly enough to let you 
do it. I’m not a child any longer.” 

“That much is obvious, Lauren.” 
She moved up until he could see her profi le out 

of the corner of his eye. Limned by the glow of the 
gaslights, she looked incredibly lovely. She had 
changed into a  blue- gray dress, square at the neck, 
trimmed in lace. He thought with more light, it 
would enhance the shade of her eyes. She’d altered 
the style of her hair as well. With the curls and rib-
bons slightly different, her hair remained piled on 
top of her head as it had been earlier, leaving her 
long, slender neck exposed to his  inspection—and 
he wished available to his mouth as well. The En-
glish went to a lot of trouble to prepare themselves 
simply to eat an ordinary eve ning meal. 

“You had absolutely no idea that all this was 
over  here waiting for you?” she fi nally asked 
quietly. 

He took a slow drag on his cigar, released the 
smoke from his lungs. “Nope.” 

“It must have been rather a shock—” 
“That’s an understatement,” he said. 
“You said you don’t remember any of it.” 
“I don’t.” 
“Your mother must have loved you—” 
“Or not loved me at all.” 
“Oh, Tom, don’t think that.” 
“She left me, Lauren. What am I supposed to 

think?” 
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He considered pointing out that Lauren had left 
him, too, but he didn’t see the point in harping on 
it. Besides, his mother was gone, Lauren wasn’t. 
His mother had been given a choice. Lauren 
hadn’t. 

“I didn’t know your father,” she said, “but his 
cruelty was legendary. I think your mother wanted 
to spare you suffering what he was capable of in-
fl icting.” 

“I can think of better ways to do it.” 
“She had no way of knowing you’d be orphaned, 

or that her letter explaining what she’d done  
would be left with someone who  couldn’t read. It 
took a great deal of courage for Lady Sachse to 
admit she was once illiterate . . . and it will take a 
great deal of courage for you to accept this burden 
that’s been thrust upon you.” 

He shook his head. “It takes courage to face a 
cattle stampede. Coming here is just an inconve-
nience.” 

“In a few months, you might feel differently 
about what defi nes courage.” 

He couldn’t see that it took much courage to at-
tend balls, dinners, and operas. Of course, tonight’s 
dinner would be the first one he would have with 
company other than the previous Lady Sachse, 
and her mind had been more centered on Ar-
chibald Warner than correcting Tom for his lack of 
proper manners. Not that he thought his manners 
were too atrocious. He’d had occasion to dine with 
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businessmen and bankers and cattlemen. Working 
the cattle empire that was part of the Texas Lady 
Ventures had also exposed him to the sons of En-
glishmen. Their polished mannerisms had always 
appealed to him, and he’d worked hard to emulate 
them—to appear in control even when he wasn’t. 
While he didn’t think matters could get to the 
point that he’d have to show any sort of bravery, he 
didn’t want to be uncomfortable in his new sur-
roundings. It was evident that all the Texas ladies 
had worked hard to put away their Texas ways. 

“I’ve got a proposition for you,” he said, decid-
ing he might be able to get what he wanted by 
sweetening the offer. 

“I’ve had one of those from you before, Tom. I’m 
not interested.” 

“You haven’t even heard it yet.” 
“You’re wasting your breath.” 
“It’s mine to waste. Teach me what I don’t know, 

Lauren. I’ll release you from the debt.” 
She released a taut self-deprecating laugh. “The 

debt? You  can’t possibly seriously think that I’m 
going to let you unbutton my bodice.” 

“Either that or give me back my two bits.” 
She scoffed. “Where do you think I’m going to 

find a quarter, in this country, after all these 
years?” 

“That’s your problem, darlin’, but I aim to col-
lect what you owe me, one way or another.” 

He could see her bristling over his daring dec-
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laration. Well, he’d done his own bristling over 
the years. And even though he knew hers was 
most likely one debt he’d never collect, he could 
still hold out hope. 

“Surely by now, you’ve unbuttoned a bodice 
and had your curiosity satisfied,” she said. 

He’d unbuttoned his fair share, but he’d never 
found the experience completely satisfying. He 
took a puff on his cigar, deciding she didn’t really 
want her question answered. 

“Are you ignoring me?” she asked. 
He turned then, facing her, holding her shad-

owy gaze, trying to figure out exactly what it was 
he was seeing: fear, disgust, disappointment? He’d 
had the unrealistic hope that his arrival would 
have brought her some measure of joy, that she’d 
share with him some satisfactory explanation for 
her silence all these years. 

“I could never ignore you, Lauren.” 
“You did a good imitation for ten years.” 
“The hell you say!” His voice rumbled into the 

night, and he realized he’d tossed his cigar aside 
and taken a threatening step toward her only 
when she took a quick step back, her eyes widen-
ing and her breath coming in quick little hitches. 
A gentleman would have retreated, would have 
given her room, but he’d heard the rumors fl oat-
ing around, knew he was thought to be a savage, 
and at that moment he felt exactly like what they 
were claiming he was. 
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“I wrote you every night,” he said, his rage con-
trolled but seething. “Just like I promised. Every 
night the first two years you  were gone. The third 
year, I wrote you every week. Then every month. 
I couldn’t always mail them as soon as they were 
written because sometimes towns  were few and 
far between when we were trailing cattle, but 
when I got near enough to a town I took them to 
the post office. I wrote you, Lauren.” 

She was shaking her head, shock evident in her 
eyes. “I never got them, Tom. Not a single one.” 

“I wrote them,” he repeated, his anger dissipat-
ing as he began to realize the true reason behind 
her silence all these years. 

“When did you stop writing them?” she asked. 
“Never did stop completely. But I did stop mail-

ing them.” Lord, but he wanted to touch her. 
“You’re a thief, Tom. And you cuss. And you 

lie—” 
Against his better judgment, he reached out, 

cupped her cheek, and pressed his thumb against 
her moist lips. “Never to you, Lauren. I never lied 
to you.” 

Tears welled in her eyes. “Why didn’t I get 
them?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t know, darlin’.” 
“I looked every morning. It was years before I 

gave up. And even when I never heard from you, 
I kept hoping that you’d come for me. I hung on to 
that hope because sometimes it was the only thing 
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that would get me through the day. You  can’t pos-
sibly begin to imagine how miserable I’ve been 
here, Tom, how much I missed the life we left be-
hind.” 

Sometimes a man  couldn’t find any words pow-
erful enough to take the tears from a woman’s 
eyes. And so Tom didn’t even bother to try. 

He cradled her precious face between his hands, 
relishing the silkiness of her skin against his fi n-
gertips, doing what he’d wanted to do that after-
noon, touch her with tenderness, experience again 
the softness that had all too often been denied 
him in his life. The path he’d trudged to this spot 
hadn’t been an easy one, and he couldn’t help but 
think that it wasn’t going to get any easier, despite 
his earlier words of bravado. But for this moment 
he didn’t want to think about all the challenges 
that awaited him. 

He focused all his attention on Lauren. 
The blue of her eyes lost in the shadows, the de-

termined angle of her chin, her pert little nose. In 
some ways everything about her appearance was 
foreign to him, and in other ways it was achingly 
familiar. 

As her eyes slowly slid closed, he lowered his 
mouth to hers. She tasted just as he remembered, 
and he knew a pang of regret so sharp that it took 
all his inner strength not to double over. The girl 
he’d longed for all these years had grown into a 
woman who could stir a man’s passions with 
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nothing more than her  blue-eyed gaze focused on 
him. She smelled like flowers in the spring and 
was as warm as the  sun-touched earth. He wanted 
to lift her into his arms and carry her farther out 
into the garden, where privacy could allow them 
to finish what they’d begun so long ago. 

But it wasn’t finishing that he truly wanted. It 
was starting again, and he didn’t know where to 
begin. This lady with the occasional faint drawl, 
the perfect manners, the graceful walk, the poise, 
the charm, the knowledge to fit perfectly into this 
society was a direct contrast to Tom, who was still 
rough enough around the edges that he was in 
danger of damaging the reputation of any who 
came too close to him. 

Once he’d loved her as much as a  sixteen- year-
old boy could love. He couldn’t honestly say that 
he still loved her, if what he felt for her was true 
affection or merely phantom sensations stirred up 
from a time long past. The ground beneath his 
feet seemed as unsteady as it did when a stam-
pede hit. He’d come there not knowing what to 
expect, and the only thing he knew for sure was 
that he felt more lost then he’d ever felt in his en-
tire life. And, unfortunately, he’d only recently  
learned that all his life he’d been lost; he just hadn’t 
realized it. Until the investigator had shown up at 
his door, Tom had never comprehended what a lie 
he’d been living. For all he knew, his time with 
Lauren had been false as well. 
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He’d thought of her every moment of every 
night of every year that they’d been separated.  
He’d taken her into his dreams, held on to her 
memory. As a fully grown  woman—and she was 
fully grown now, no doubts  there—she didn’t look 
that much different than he’d expected she would. 
A little more round, a little more refi ned. She 
would have made a nice addition to the  house he’d 
built—the  house he’d built with her in mind on 
the acres of land that he’d bought near Fortune. 

How ironic that she’d been waiting for him to 
come to take her back to Texas, and he’d been  
planning a homecoming for her. He’d always held 
out hope that somehow his letters hadn’t gotten 
here or somehow hers to him had been lost. But 
he’d never given up on them completely . . . at 
least not yet. Not until destiny altered his path, 
changed his fi nal destination. 

Not until he tasted the sweet nectar of her 
mouth seasoned with the salt from her tears. She’d 
been miserable in England. What man would con-
demn the woman who’d once held his heart to a 
life of misery? 



Chapter 5 
nm 

Ten years earlier 

L auren could hardly believe that she was ly-
ing with a boy. Lying with Tom. On the cool, 

green grass beside the creek. In the dark. If it 
weren’t for the full moon, she  wouldn’t be able to 
see him at all. 

She was wearing her nightclothes, but she fi g-
ured they covered her as much as her dress would. 
Tom, as always, was in his trousers and shirt. He’d 
started wearing a vest for carrying around his 
cigarette makings. She knew they were there, be-
cause she could see the bulge in his pocket, but he 
never smoked around her anymore. 

74 
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He always came late at night, after her mama 
had gone to bed. He’d toss rocks at her window 
until she got up, clambered out the window from 
her upstairs bedroom, and climbed down the tree 
to meet him. Then they’d run to the creek and just 
lie there, talking about everything and nothing. 
She kept waiting for Tom to ask her to unbutton 
her buttons. But he never did. 

It made her love him more for wanting to be 
with her while she was still all buttoned up. 

“There,” he suddenly said, pointing at the sky. 
“Did you see it?” 

“Yeah.” He was good at looking in the right spot 
and seeing them before they disappeared. “What 
do you think makes the stars fall like that?” 

“I don’t know. It’s one of those things that can’t 
be explained, I reckon.” 

“Where do you think they fall to?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe just another place in the 

sky, so folks down below can see ’em.” 
“Ma says if you make a wish when the star is 

falling, it’ll come true.” 
“I don’t believe in wishing.” 
She sat up and looked down on him. His hands 

were folded beneath his head, his long body 
stretched out over the ground. He’d only been 
working for the Texas Lady a little over a week, 
but he seemed so much bigger. She fi gured the 
work and the food  were responsible. He wasn’t 
living on stolen crackers anymore. 
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“That’s sad, Tom, not to believe in wishing. A 
person ought to want some things.” 

“Didn’t say I don’t believe in wanting. I want 
plenty. I just don’t believe wishing will get me the 
things that I want.” 

She drew her legs up to her chest, wrapped her 
arms around them, and pressed her chin to her 
knees. “But stealing will. Is that what you’re say-
ing? You won’t wish for something, but you’ll steal 
if you want it?” 

“I ain’t stole since I went to work. Told you steal-
ing was bad if you did it when you got money. 
Now I got a bit of money, so I ain’t stealing no 
more.” 

“I’m glad. I  wouldn’t want you to go to jail . . . or 
to hell.” 

“I ain’t worried about hell. I been there already.” 
“You don’t go to hell until you die, and only if 

you  haven’t been good.” 
“I was good, and I went to hell while I was 

alive.” 
Reaching out, she touched his elbow. She wanted 

to touch his chin where a few whiskers had started 
to grow, but she thought he might object to her 
actually touching skin, so she settled for the cloth 
that covered his arm. “On the orphan train?” 

“With the family that took me in. Could never 
please the old man no matter how hard I worked. 
He’d lock me in a shed at night ’cuz he was afraid 
I’d run away.” 
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“And you did.” 
“Yep.” 
“How’d you escape?” she asked. 
“He started beating on me, for no good reason 

as far as I could tell. Wasn’t the first time, but I’d 
gotten a little bigger and tired of it, too. So I hit 
back, knocked him down, and I took off running. 
I was a lot faster than he was. Just kept running 
till I got  here.” 

“I’m glad you stopped  here,” she said. 
“I wasn’t planning to, least not for good. But 

then I got hired to work cattle.” He shrugged. “No 
reason to move on when I got a full belly and a 
bed.” 

She was a little disappointed she wasn’t the rea-
son he’d decided to stay. It was wishful thinking, 
but unlike Tom she did believe in wishing. She 
looked out over the water of the creek. 

He had such exciting adventures, had been 
everywhere, while she’d never set foot outside of 
Fortune. She considered telling him that when 
that star had fallen she’d wished that she’d get to 
travel to some exciting place, but her mama had 
also told her that wishes only came true if she kept 
them to herself; otherwise, she risked breaking  
the spell that would make them come true. 

“You ever kissed a fella?” Tom asked quietly. 
She didn’t look at him, as she shook her head. 

“You ever kissed anyone?” 
“No.” 
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She heard the rustle of the grass as he sat up. 
“Been hankering to, though.” 

She peered over at him, fighting to hold back  
her smile. The thing about Tom was that he always 
pretty much said exactly what he was thinking. 
“Anybody I know?” 

His slow lazy grin became visible in the moon-
light. “I got something for you.” 

“What?” she asked, even though she fi gured 
she knew what he had for her: a kiss. 

He reached behind her, took her braid, and 
draped it over her shoulder. She wondered why 
she could feel his touch of her hair clear down to 
her toes. She dug them into the grass, but it didn’t 
stop them from tingling. 

He brought something out of his vest pocket 
and dangled it in front of her. “A hair ribbon,” he 
said. 

“I can’t tell the color in the dark.” 
“Same color as your eyes.” 
Her heart was pounding hard as he wrapped it 

around her braid and tied it into an awkward-
 looking bow. 

“Did you steal it?” she asked. 
“Nope, it’s the first thing I bought with my

 hard- earned money.” 
She  couldn’t stop herself from smiling this time. 

“Truly?” 
“Yep.” 
“What’s the second thing you bought?” 
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“A penny’s worth of licorice, but I don’t have 
any of it left.” 

“I don’t like licorice anyway,” she said, fi nger-
ing the bow. She’d never had a fella give her a 
present. Tom had to like her something fi erce to 
give her a ribbon. Even the  funny-talking En-
glishman who’d started visiting her mother of late 
had never given her mother a ribbon. 

“Think you might want to try that kiss now?” 
he asked. 

She lifted her gaze to his. “Is that why you 
bought me a ribbon? So I’d kiss you?” 

“Nope. I saw it and thought of you. Even if you 
don’t want to kiss—” 

Quickly, she leaned forward, pressed her puck-
ered lips to his, and jerked back. There, she’d done 
it. Before he could dare her to. He was always dar-
ing her: to smoke one of his cigarettes, to drink 
from not-quite-empty whiskey bottles he found 
outside the saloon, to meet him there by the creek. 
Things bound to get her into trouble if her mama 
ever found out. Kissing was surely the one that 
would get her a whupping. 

She sat there, chewing her bottom lip, waiting 
for him to react, to say something. Anything. 

“Well?” she fi nally demanded. 
“That was like a star shooting across the heavens.” 
“Is that good or bad?” 
“Just means it was quick, gone before I knew it 

was coming.” He cupped her cheek, and she was 
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acutely aware of how rough his skin felt against 
hers. His fingers and palm were callused in places. 
A workingman’s hands. “Let’s try this my way.” 

“Didn’t think you had a way. Didn’t think you’d 
ever done this before,” she said. 

“Doesn’t mean I ain’t been thinking about it.” 
“Who were you thinking—” 
“Shh, gal, sometimes you talk too much.” 
Then his lips, warm and sure, yet gentle,  were 

pressed against hers. And she thought she might 
love this boy until the day she died. 

“Oh, Tom, it’s awful! We’re leaving!” 
Tom stared at Lauren. She’d been in a panic ever 

since she’d clambered out her bedroom window, 
shinnied down the old, gnarled oak tree, grabbed 
his hand, holding on so tight it hurt, and pulled 
him into the copse of trees. 

“Leaving?” 
She nodded, the tears in her eyes capturing the 

moonlight. “That English fella asked Ma to marry 
him, and she said yes. We’re moving to England.” 

The words stunned him, shook him clear down 
to his bootheels. She was the best part of living 
there. 

Lunging at him, she wrapped her arms tightly 
around his neck. “Oh, Tom, I’m never going to see 
you again.” 

He wound his arms around her, holding her 
close, felt the tears on her cheeks, warm at fi rst, cool 
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against his neck. She  couldn’t be leaving. It was too 
soon. He didn’t have anything to offer her. 

She pulled back and looked at him as though 
she believed he had some sort of power to make 
everything right. “What are we gonna do?” 

He swallowed hard, hating the truth of the 
words he was gonna have to say. “Lauren, I got 
nothing to offer you.” 

“I thought you loved me.” 
He glanced toward her  house. 
“I know you never said it, but I just thought—” 
“I do,” he said, cutting her off. That declaration 

was as close as he was going to come to stating his 
feelings on the matter. 

“So what are we gonna do?” she asked again. 
Hell if he knew. He thought about the fancy 

clothes that fella wore, the way he talked. As 
prissy as it sounded, there was an undercurrent of 
confidence to it, something about it that made a 
person listen and obey. Commanding, without 
yelling or beating it into you. He thought if the  
fella had taken him off the orphan train, Tom 
would have worked his heart out for him. Maybe 
that was the reason he was working so hard for 
the Texas Lady Ventures. Because he didn’t want 
the man to be disappointed or to discover that  
he’d misjudged Tom’s abilities. This Englishman 
would take good care of Lauren until Tom could 
come for her. 

“I think you ought to go with them.” He said it 
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like she had a choice, when he suspected that she 
really didn’t. If her mama wanted her to go, she 
was going to be going. 

Lauren stared at him, and he could see her 
struggling with the notion, the truth of his 
words. 

“I’ll come for you, Lauren, soon as I can. I prom-
ise it won’t be long. I’ll put all my money toward 
getting us a place.” 

In the nights that followed, he thought he’d die 
from the dread creeping into his gut whenever he 
thought about her leaving. By the creek, he had 
her describe what she wanted her  house to look 
like, all the little things she wanted to have. Their 
last night together, they slept in each other’s arms, 
fully clothed, bathed in moonlight. 

At dawn, when he walked her back to the  house, 
she whispered, “I’ll miss you so much. Will you 
write to me?” 

“Every day,” he promised. 
“And when you come for me, we’ll be together, 

forever.” 
“Forever,” he vowed. 



Chapter 6 
nm 

T om’s long-ago promises echoed through 
Lauren’s mind. He’d kept the one, but fate 

would prevent him from keeping the other. Too 
many years had passed. What did she truly know 
about this man? What did he know about her? 

Only that he had to stay, and she wanted to go. 
Standing on the veranda, near the garden, she 

had no will to resist, but what woman in her right 
mind would want to resist the tenderness of his 
kiss. She almost thought she detected an apology. 
Perhaps it was simply a desire to distract her from 
her tears. She’d not even realized that they’d 
trailed down her face until he’d pressed his lips to 
hers, and the tears pooled and seeped between 
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them, to be lapped up by his questing tongue. 
His large hands, roughened from years of hard 

labor, cradled and stroked her cheeks. Englishmen 
didn’t touch with bare hands. Tom possessed no 
such qualms, never had. But even in his youth, 
he’d possessed an undeniable respectfulness, urg-
ing her to the brink of scandalous behavior, but 
never forcing her to cross over. 

She told herself that her affection for him was 
as her mother had always warned her: misguided, 
misplaced, misinterpreted. It was impossible for a 
girl to love a boy and for that love to remain stead-
fast as they each grew into adulthood. 

Yet she  couldn’t deny that Tom still managed to 
stir her feelings. She thought she’d never grow 
tired of looking at him, never grow weary of lis-
tening to his voice, never seek an excuse not to be 
kissed or held by him. And even as she thought 
those things, she realized they were all the sur-
face of the man. She didn’t know the road he’d 
traveled to his success. She didn’t know what  
other men thought of him. Had he earned their 
respect, their loyalty? Would they follow him 
wherever he led? 

And what women had found their way into his 
heart over the years? 

She’d entertained the notion of marrying Kim-
burton, had enjoyed his attentions. Surely at least 
one woman had gained Tom’s favor. The pang of 
envy brought on by the thought was almost more 
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than she could bear. To know his kiss, to know his 
touch, to know his body. 

She’d once thought she’d be willing to trade her 
soul for the privilege. But trading her soul meant 
trading her dreams. 

His place, his home was now and would forever 
be in England. 

She broke off from the kiss, her knees so weak 
she could barely stand. His breaths  were coming 
as rapid and harsh as hers. She was confused, lost, 
unsure of her feelings. She’d adopted anger at him 
to survive his not writing, and yet he’d written. 
She’d come to hate him, and now she realized the 
emotion was unjustified. And yet its remnants 
lingered, not entirely wiped away by the truth. 
How did she discard ten years of believing he’d 
abandoned her? Simply because he had not in-
flicted the wound didn’t mean that it wasn’t still 
there and scarred. Everything she’d believed, un-
derstood, accepted was suddenly unraveling just 
as he’d said his life was. 

“Where does this new discovery leave us?” he 
asked quietly. 

“I honestly don’t know, Tom. What I’ve known 
all these years . . . what I’ve felt . . . I hardly know 
how to rearrange what I’ve understood to be the 
truth. I’m overwhelmed. I need time to sort  
through so very much.” 

He nodded, as though he’d known the answer 
before she’d spoken it. Or perhaps he simply un-
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derstood better than she what it was to discover 
the truth of one’s life had been a lie. 

“I think it best if I don’t stay for dinner,” he said, 
his voice sounding like sand rubbed over rock. 
“Extend my regrets to your family. I’ll show my-
self out.” 

Her heart urged her to call out to him, to stop 
him, but shattered promises kept her mute while 
the echo of his bootheels faded as her memories 
never had. 

Long after Tom left, Lauren sat on the stone 
bench in the garden, surrounded by the roses that 
her mother loved to nurture. This small corner 
was her mother’s one indulgence, her one re-
minder of the farm life she’d left behind—to work 
in the garden, rooting around in the soil where 
the roses grew. Gardeners tended the vast major-
ity of the property, but this one perfect spot was 
her mother’s realm. Lauren had spent many an 
hour sitting there, finding solace in the beauty her 
mother created, drawing comfort from the poi-
gnant fragrance surrounding her. She would miss 
this small corner of England when she left, but she 
still needed to leave and quickly, before she was 
trapped into once again staying. 

Tears burned her eyes. She’d not expected to 
miss anything about the horrid place. She’d hated 
it before she’d ever arrived, because it had taken 
her away from everything that she loved, from so 
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many people she cared about. It had taken her 
away from Tom. Tom who had promised to come 
for her . . . 

And was there finally only because England 
had called him to come. 

She  couldn’t deny that a part of her was glad to 
have seen him, to know he was safe and well. A 
part of her had even considered accepting his ludi-
crous proposition to teach him, not so much to get 
out of unbuttoning her bodice, but simply to have 
the opportunity to spend a bit of time with him. 
But she had to protect her heart. It was too vulner-
able. She didn’t want to place herself in the posi-
tion of having to leave him  again—and she quite 
simply didn’t think she could stay there much lon-
ger without losing the final vestiges of herself. 

Oh, she had adapted and adjusted and played 
the role of an aristocrat’s stepdaughter, but she’d 
never felt that she’d shown her true self to these 
people. She’d wanted to be accepted, and so she’d 
changed. But then so had her mother and her sis-
ters. They would gather in the quiet of the garden, 
practicing their enunciation. It was more than re-
placing the drawl. It was learning the proper 
words, infl ections, style. 

When her stepfather had stumbled across them 
one afternoon, exchanging words they’d heard, 
trying to decipher their meanings, attempting to 
use them correctly . . . a look of regret so incredi-
bly profound had crossed his features that Lauren 
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had been certain he would put them all on a ship 
and send them back to Texas. Instead, he’d hired a 
series of tutors to teach them diction, etiquette,  
walking, dancing, riding, dining, piano, singing, 
painting, and letter writing. No conceivable as-
pect of their behavior was left unschooled. 

Tom wanted her to teach him what he needed to 
know. The man had no idea what all was involved. 
It would take months. Dear God, it could take 
years. He was brash and bold, a man of uncul-
tured habits and wicked temptations. 

And a part of her had no desire whatsoever to 
see him tamed. 

Hearing the rustle of skirts, the quiet footsteps 
of a graceful stride, she wasn’t at all surprised 
when a moment later her mother sat on the bench 
beside her, and said softly, “I’ve always enjoyed 
this section of the garden.” 

“Me too.” 
“As have I,” her mother corrected gently. 
“I’m not in the mood to play English tonight, 

Mama.” 
Her mother wrapped her hand around Lauren’s 

where it rested in her lap. “Dinner is ready to be 
served.” 

“I’m not hungry.” 
“Samantha encountered Tom in the foyer. He 

offered his regrets, but apparently he remembered 
another pressing engagement and was unable to 
stay for dinner.” 
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“Apparently.” 
“You spoke with him before he left?” 
“Before he took his leave,” she corrected out of 

habit, the same habit that had made her mother 
correct her only seconds earlier. Among the Texas 
ladies of the household, when it came to emulat-
ing those with whom Ravenleigh associated, they 
recognized no hierarchy, simply a heartfelt desire 
to help each of them fi t in. 

“Yes,” Lauren continued. “I spoke with him.” 
“Did he say anything of interest?” 
She  couldn’t quite identify the tone of her moth-

er’s voice. It was as though she’d expected him to 
reveal some horrible truth. 

“He wants me to teach him to be a gentleman.” 
“He can hire someone to oversee that task.” 
“He was seeking to hire me. I refused, of 

course.” 
Her mother squeezed her hand. “I know it 

must be diffi cult to see him again after all these 
years . . .” 

Lauren didn’t realize until she reached up and 
wiped the cool dampness from her cheeks that the 
tears she’d felt earlier had continued to fall. She 
swallowed hard. “Diffi cult scarcely defi nes what 
I’m feeling. His place is here now, and I don’t want 
mine to be.” 

She felt her mother’s hand twitch. 
Twisting around slightly, she studied her mother 

in the garden’s yellowish light. Her transforma-
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tion from a hardworking cotton farmer into a 
countess had happened so gradually that Lauren 
sometimes had difficulty remembering what her 
mother looked like before they’d left Texas. What 
she did remember was her mother’s insistence 
that Lauren not spend time with that “incorrigible 
boy.” 

Lauren’s heart kicked up its beat as realization 
began to dawn as slowly as the sun easing over 
the horizon. “Tom told me that he wrote me,  
Mama. All these years. He wrote me.” 

Her mother  rose to her feet, took several steps 
forward, crossed her arms over her chest, and 
gazed out on the darkness. 

“You kept his letters from me,” Lauren said, with 
a boldness born of undeniable comprehension. 

Her mother turned around. “You were so 
unhappy—” 

“And you thought keeping his letters from me 
was a way to make me happier?” she asked in-
credulously, coming to her feet and fi sting her 
hands at her sides, infuriated beyond reason. 

“I thought it would make the transition to this 
new life easier if you didn’t have the constant re-
minders of what was back in Texas.” 

“That’s faulty reasoning if I ever heard it. You 
didn’t keep Lydia’s letters from me. Or Gina’s.” 
Gina had been one of her dearest friends in Texas. 
Now she was the Countess of Huntingdon, the 
wife of Ravenleigh’s cousin, Devon Sheridan. 
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“That was different. I didn’t think their letters 
would serve as continual reminders of what you’d 
left behind. You  weren’t sneaking out at night to 
meet with them.” 

“You had no right—” 
“It’s a mother’s responsibility to protect her 

children.” 
“What did you think you  were protecting me 

from?” 
“Heartache. Lauren, I was trying to make the 

adjustment easier on you.” 
“Well, you failed miserably.” 
Even in the darkness, she thought she saw her 

mother flinch. She immediately regretted the 
harshness of her words, but she hardly knew what 
to do with the anger roiling through her. She’d 
never been so angry, so hurt. Never felt so be-
trayed. She’d often heard that the path to hell was 
paved with good intentions. She’d never truly un-
derstood what that meant, until that moment. Her 
mother had led her  there—whether intentional or 
not. Maybe she’d never understood exactly what 
Tom had meant to Lauren, for surely she’d have 
not diverted his letters had she known. 

“May I please have the letters now?” she asked, 
with resignation. The damage was done. Lashing 
out at her mother, whom she’d always respected 
and loved, wasn’t going to undo it. 

“I’m sorry, Lauren. I burned them.” 
Lauren felt as though she’d been struck. “He 
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says he wrote every day for two years,” she said 
quietly. “That’s over seven hundred letters, Mama. 
Did you ever read any of them?” 

Her mother slowly shook her head. “No, that 
seemed wrong.” 

“While taking and destroying them didn’t seem 
wrong to you?” 

“It didn’t seem as wrong because I had a good 
reason for doing it.” 

“You had a reason, but I’m not convinced it was 
a good one. Didn’t you ever feel guilty?” 

“Eventually. The boy’s perseverance astounded 
me, but by the time I discovered he wasn’t one to 
give up so easily, it was too late. If the letters sud-
denly started arriving, you might have questioned 
what had happened to the others. I thought any 
explanation I might have given would have been 
inadequate.” 

“You mean you  were afraid that I would hate 
you for what you did.” 

“I was afraid you might have diffi culty forgiv-
ing me, yes. But regardless of how many he sent, 
my reason for taking them remained the same: to 
protect you, to keep you from having false hope. 
To give you a better life. It’s too dark to show you 
my hands—” 

“I know your hands, Mama, as well as I know 
my own. They’ve comforted me for as long as I 
can remember.” And kept Tom’s letters from me. 
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“They’re scarred, still rough and brown after all 
these years,” her mother said, as though Lauren 
needed to be reminded. “Do you know the morti-
fication I feel every time we dine with guests, la-
dies who have never had to bend with the strain 
of picking cotton, who have never lifted anything 
heavier than a fan? My ugly hands say more about 
me than Burke’s Peerage says about them.” 

“They’re not ugly, Mama. They speak to your 
strength, your determination. They’re not some-
thing to be embarrassed by. Why would you be 
ashamed—” 

“They’re a constant reminder of what life was. I 
loved your father, Lauren, he was a good man. 
But the work was hard and the day was long and 
I was old while I was still young. Your father 
meant everything to me, and I sometimes won-
dered how I’d go on after he died. Then I met 
Christopher Montgomery and fell in love with 
him—when I never expected to fall in love again. 
He brought me to a world where my back never 
ached and my hands never bled. He pampered 
me and my girls, and I’ve grown to love the life 
he’s offered me.” 

Grown to love? No, Lauren, unfortunately, had 
never experienced that emotion. 

“I wanted my girls always to have this life,” her 
mother continued. “I’d always hoped that you  
would grow to love it as well. Do you remember 
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all the practicing we did, how often we’d laugh 
at our clumsy attempts to appear educated and 
refined, the list of elegant-sounding words we 
memorized—” 

Fighting back tears, Lauren turned her head to 
the side, stared into the darkness that had so re-
flected her life. Looking away was easier than 
watching her mother wringing her hands, easier 
than remembering their loyalty and support for 
each other as they’d faced a new life. 

“All I ever wanted was for you to be happy,” her 
mother said quietly. 

Lauren blinked away the tears and swallowed. 
“That’s all I want as well, but I’ve been so lonely 
here. I don’t belong. I never have. I never will.” 

“Your stepfather mentioned that you’d an-
nounced plans to return to Texas.” 

Lauren detected sadness in her mother’s voice. 
“Yes.” She took a deep breath, knowing the fol-
lowing revelation wasn’t going to be well received. 
“I’ve been working in a shop, earning a wage, sav-
ing so I can pay for my passage back to Texas.” 

She’d sought the position shortly after Kim-
burton had delivered his proposal, when she’d re-
alized that she  couldn’t bring herself to marry him. 
And if she  couldn’t marry him, as kind and gener-
ous as he was, she would never marry  anyone—at 
least not anyone in England. Texas might be a dif-
ferent matter. She felt more at home there, had  
more in common with the people. She didn’t have 
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to put on airs, could be herself. Could fi nd the hap-
piness that had eluded her in England. 

“When could you find time to work with all the 
volunteering you do at the mission, helping the 
poor?” her mother asked. 

Lauren gave her mother a sad smile, which she 
wasn’t certain she could see in the darkness. “I 
lied. I wasn’t volunteering. It appears deception 
runs in the family.” 

Her mother took a step toward her. “You will 
resign your post tomorrow. Taking a job is beneath 
you and will cause your stepfather untold embar-
rassment if word gets out that his stepdaughter is 
working in a shop, of all places. What in the world 
were you thinking?” 

“That I would wither and die if I had to stay 
here much longer. Ravenleigh is no longer respon-
sible for me, Mama. And neither are you. I love 
you, but not the life you’ve given me. I’m going 
back to Texas; if it kills me to do so, I’m going back. 
So in a way, I guess you did me a favor. If you’d 
given me the letters, I might be married to Tom by 
now—then what choice would I have had except 
to be the dutiful wife of an earl?” 

Having left Ravenleigh’s more than an hour  
ago, Tom now sat in his fancy library, surrounded 
by objects that had belonged to those who’d come 
before him. The only things he’d contributed to  
the room  were several bottles of whiskey he’d 
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brought with him from Texas, the latest opened 
bottle held to his mouth as he gulped the brew. 

Lauren’s hair had darkened over the years to 
the rich sheen of golden honey. Tom had wanted 
to release it from the pins holding it in place and 
have it pour over his hands. He’d wanted to keep 
his mouth fastened to hers. He’d wanted to hold 
her in his arms and never release her. 

But she had plans to return to Texas, and appar-
ently it made little difference to her that he would 
no longer be there when she arrived. How could 
he compete with what Texas had to offer when he 
hadn’t wanted to leave either? 

He hadn’t expected Lauren to be waiting for  
him, but it still disconcerted him to realize that a 
small part of him had held a measure of hope that 
she would be. Maybe from the beginning, he’d 
had unrealistic expectations where she was con-
cerned, which was an odd thing for a man who 
had lived his life always being realistic about the 
possibilities and his options. 

In the letters he’d written to her, he’d described 
his plans, his dreams, and Lauren had been part 
of them all. When she never wrote back, he should 
have hopped on a boat to find out why she was 
ignoring him. Not that he’d been in a fi nancial po-
sition to go anywhere. He’d spent ten years work-
ing hard, saving money, and planning for the day 
when he could come for her. 

He’d had everything in place, had actually been 
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planning his trip to England when the investigator 
had found him. And everything he’d been prepar-
ing had suddenly seemed to be for nothing. None 
of it mattered. None of it was going to accomplish 
anything. He was going to have to leave his cattle 
business in someone  else’s capable hands. The 
house he’d recently built had no one living in it. 

His land, his  house, his dreams . . . they all be-
longed to another man, the cowboy he’d thought 
he was. And now  here Tom was, trying desper-
ately to figure out exactly who he truly was, the 
place in this world that was his by right of birth. 

The Earl of Sachse. 
He figured he didn’t look much like an earl.  

Didn’t act like one either. Not that he was both-
ered by either of those things. He was used to a 
man being judged on his character, the strength of 
his handshake, the integrity of his word. Not his 
speech, his clothes, or his ability successfully to 
balance a teacup on his knee. 

A man could reek to high heaven, but if he kept 
his word, he was worth his weight in gold. De-
pendability. Common sense. Integrity. 

He lifted the bottle to his mouth and gulped the 
amber liquid, relishing it as it burned its way 
down his throat, warming him from the inside 
out. He wanted to pack up his things and catch  
the first steamship out. He couldn’t blame Lauren 
for wanting to do the same. 

It was close to being summer, but he had a fi re 
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burning in the fireplace. A chill and dampness 
saturated the night. He wondered if he’d ever get 
warm living there, wondered if he’d ever come to 
love it the way he loved Texas. 

Sometimes he thought the cruelest thing his 
mother had done was to give him a glimpse of a 
life that he  couldn’t hold on to forever. He’d  
reached for dreams not knowing that he’d have to 
betray them for the duty that was predetermined 
from the moment he was conceived. 

He didn’t need any of this, but it needed him. 
They thought the barbaric American didn’t un-
derstand, but he understood it all too well. He was 
British by birth, American by upbringing. Some-
thing within these walls called out to him. Some-
thing beyond them touched him. 

He couldn’t explain it. To be part of two coun-
tries, to love one and to want to love the other. To 
want to belong and to know that, deep down  
where it mattered, he didn’t. And he probably 
never would. 



Chapter 7 
nm 

L auren sat beside her bedroom window, the 
curtain drawn aside just enough that she 

could look out onto the  fog-shrouded street, see 
the dim glow of the gas streetlamps. A kerosene 
 lamp—the flame  low—on a table beside her bed 
provided the only light flickering in the room and 
served well her melancholy. All these years she’d 
felt abandoned. All these years, Tom had kept his 
promise. 

Would receiving his letters have made any dif-
ference at all? Would reading his words have 
eased her loneliness? Was her unhappiness rooted 
in leaving Texas or only in leaving him? 

She remembered crying herself to sleep so many 
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nights, missing him so dreadfully; but when his 
letters never came, she’d begun to shift her thoughts 
to Texas, to all the things there that she missed. It 
was a lot easier to yearn for something that could 
never betray her than continually to risk being 
hurt by longing for someone who already had. 

Only he hadn’t. That was the irony behind the 
entire situation. She had lived the past ten years 
through the prism of deception. 

Looking inward more than outward, she sud-
denly realized that she was listening intently for 
the pop of rocks against her windowpane. Tom 
had always come at night, long after everyone was 
in bed, and Lauren would crawl out the window 
and climb down the old gnarled tree . . . 

When she’d first come to England, she’d chosen 
her bedroom in the London residence based on its 
easy access to a large tree outside, as though she 
thought some night Tom would be standing out-
side trying to get her attention, surrounded by 
shadows and moonbeams, inviting her to join 
him. She wasn’t certain when she’d given up on 
his coming for her. It was as though one moment 
she suddenly realized that the hope had vanished, 
leaving behind a gaping hole of loneliness that 
she’d despaired of ever being able to fi ll. 

She  couldn’t help but believe that he’d experi-
enced the same loss. A promise broken not by 
their hand but another’s. It hadn’t been fair to ei-
ther of them. 
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The click against the windowpane nearly caused 
her heart to stop. She peered into the street. And 
there he was. Her cowboy, with his black duster 
reaching his calves and his hat in his hand. A 
cowboy in the streets of London. 

She parted the curtains a bit more, so he could 
see that he had her attention, gave a quick wave, 
extended a  finger—that she wasn’t certain would 
be visible to him—to signify that she would be 
down shortly, closed the curtains, and hurried to 
her wardrobe where she found a simple dress that 
required no confining corset. Its loose fit and but-
tons in the front freed her from needing assistance 
in putting it on. It was something she’d purchased 
when she still had the hope that he’d come for her, 
something she wanted to have on hand so she’d 
always be set to go the moment he appeared. She’d 
taken such pains always to be ready, and yet noth-
ing had truly prepared her for his arrival. 

She unbraided her hair, brushed it out, then 
pulled it back, using a broad silk ribbon to hold it 
in place. She certainly didn’t look elegant, but she 
couldn’t help but notice that she did appear as 
though she was anticipating something. Being with 
Tom. At a scandalous time of night. After so many 
years. For just a moment to be a young girl with-
out cares. 

Opening the door, she peered into the hallway 
decorated with portraits, plants, and small tables 
adorned with enough items to keep the maids 
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dusting for the better part of each morning. No 
one was about though. She rushed quietly along 
the corridor, down the stairs, grateful to discover 
that the butler was not standing watch in the en-
try hallway. Her heart pounding with anticipa-
tion, she crossed over to the heavy mahogany 
door, opened it, stepped outside, and closed it be-
hind her. She tiptoed down the front steps, along 
the walk, until she reached Tom. 

“What are you doing  here?” she whispered. 
“I was sitting in my stuffy library, drinking my 

whiskey, and it occurred to me that I could give 
you a little bit of Texas tonight.” 

“And just how in the  world—Oh!” 
Quickly sliding an arm beneath her knees and 

one at her back, he’d swung her up into his arms. 
“Shh!” he ordered, holding her close. 
She  couldn’t stop herself from smiling as she 

wound her arms securely around his neck and 
pressed her head to his shoulder. Lord, but he’d 
gotten considerably stronger over the years. She 
didn’t want to be impressed or flattered by his at-
tentions, but she  couldn’t seem to help herself. 

“What on earth do you think you’re doing?” 
she asked. 

“Escorting you to my carriage.” 
“This isn’t the proper way to do it,” she chas-

tised, as his long strides ate up the distance. 
“I’ll let you demonstrate the proper way later. I 

want to get us on our way before anyone comes 
out to stop us.” 
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A footman dressed in Sachse livery opened the 
carriage door as they neared. With a smoothness 
that made her wonder who he might have prac-
ticed this maneuver with, he had her inside the 
carriage, climbing in behind her as she took her  
seat. He sat across from her, lost in the shadows, 
but she could feel his gaze fastened on her. The 
carriage sprang forward. 

“How did you know which room was mine?” 
she asked, to shatter the silence weaving around 
them. 

“I paid a servant handsomely to tell me.” 
“It had best have been handsomely. If my step- 

father finds out, the poor man will get sacked.” 
“If it was a man.” 
He sounded so diabolically clever and pleased 

with himself. 
“Do you have a destination in mind?” she asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Are you going to tell me?” 
“I’d rather it be a surprise.” 
She glanced out the window. “I spoke with my 

mother after you left. She admitted to taking your 
letters.” 

“I’d pretty much figured out that she had.” 
“She burned them.” 
She thought she heard him grunt, maybe with 

regret over the loss of his words that could never 
be recovered. 

“Did you get the letters I wrote you?” It oc-
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curred to her that she’d been so stunned to learn 
that he’d written that she hadn’t thought to ask. 

“No.” 
She sighed wistfully. “I guess she took those as 

well. I used to leave them in a silver bowl in the 
entryway so a footman could see that they were 
sent out in the morning mail. It never occurred to 
me that . . .” She let her voice trail off. 

He leaned forward, took her hands. His  were  
rough, callused, not the hands of a gentleman. 
Would Tom be as embarrassed by what his hands 
revealed about him as her mother was? 

“It  doesn’t matter, Lauren.” 
Only it did matter. His words  were irretrievably 

lost to her. 
He said nothing further. Maybe he didn’t need 

to. Simply being with her was enough for the mo-
ment. 

Christopher Montgomery watched his wife’s 
misery with an aching in his heart. 

“Come away from the window, Elizabeth.” 
“You could have stopped her from leaving.” 
“She’s twenty-four, old enough to make her own 

decisions.” 
She spun around, tears in her eyes. “You had 

more than enough time to go down there and con-
front him.” 

He smiled slightly. “I believe he was wearing a 
pistol.” 
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She failed to appreciate his poor attempt at hu-
mor. He crossed over to her, wrapped his arms 
around her, and held her close. 

It hurt his heart to see her suffering so. She’d 
shared her three daughters with him and then 
blessed him with two more. Unlike most aristocrats, 
he’d never wanted a son. His twin brother should 
have been the Earl of Ravenleigh, but that secret was 
known only to the two of them. With a clear con-
science, Christopher would pass the title on to his 
nephew. But for now, he cared only about comfort-
ing the woman he loved beyond all reason. 

“If we forbid them to see each other, they will fi nd a 
way, no matter how badly you wish they wouldn’t.” 

She tilted back her head. “He  doesn’t under-
stand the rules  here. He’s going to ruin her.” 

He wiped a tear from her cheek. “Or he might 
prove capable of giving her what we never could: 
happiness.” 

“But at what cost?” 
“Sometimes all we can do is be there to help our 

children stand back up if they fall.” 
“And if we’re responsible for the fall?” 
More tears had gathered in her eyes, far more 

than he could possibly wipe away. 
“Elizabeth—” 
“Oh, Christopher, I did something horrible, and 

I don’t know how to make it right.” 
He drew her against his chest. “Just tell me, 

love, and we’ll make it right together.” 
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* * * 
It was so quiet on the bank of the Thames, just 

outside of London. The ground was cool beneath 
Lauren’s back, in spite of the fact that she was ly-
ing on Tom’s duster, inhaling the scent of him as 
she stared up at the sky. 

“It’s never as clear as a Texas sky. I’ve never seen 
a falling star here.” 

“If you did, what would you wish for?” Tom 
asked, trailing his fi nger lazily up and down her 
arm. 

She turned her head to look at him. He was  
braced on an elbow, gazing down on her. She’d  
thought he’d do more than hold her hands in the 
carriage, but he hadn’t. And perhaps that was the 
reason her heart had tightened, then swelled, be-
cause he was with her not for an unbuttoned bod-
ice, but for something more. A piece of what they’d 
left behind in Texas, left behind in their youth. 

“I don’t know. I’m not even sure I would wish.” 
“Did you stop believing in wishes coming 

true?” he asked. 
She released a small laugh. “No, I still believe 

they come true, but unfortunately, when mine 
have it hasn’t always been in a way that I expected 
or had in mind.” 

“What did you wish for that you didn’t want?” 
“It was one of the nights when we were down 

by the creek. I found myself envying the life you’d 
led; it took you so many places, gave you so many 
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experiences. I was feeling dull and boring. I 
wished on a falling star, I wished that I would 
travel. I just didn’t think I would go so far, or be 
gone so long.” 

“I always liked that about you. That you be-
lieved in wishing.” 

“I was concerned you thought I was just being 
silly.” 

“No, Lauren. Just because I  couldn’t believe 
didn’t mean that I didn’t appreciate that you could. 
I hate knowing you don’t wish anymore. I think 
you ought to take up the practice again. You might 
be surprised how your wishes might turn out.” 

“If I  were wishing, I think I’d wish for your let-
ters back. Whatever did you say in all those let-
ters?” 

“Well, let me see if I can recall.” He turned his 
head up toward the sky as though he would see 
the words written on the stars. 

“Dear Lauren. I ran across three stray calves to-
day. They had no brand so I branded them and 
added them to the herd. Yours, Tom.” 

She laughed. “How frightfully romantic.” 
He turned his attention back to her, and she 

could see his grin. “It gets better. Dear Lauren. I 
worked to get an ornery steer out of a muddy bog 
today. Almost broke my back doing it. I really 
missed you. If you’d been  here, you could have 
done the pushing while I did the pulling. Yours, 
Tom.” 
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Laughing harder, she shoved his shoulder. 
“That is not what you wrote to me.” 

He chuckled low. “Pretty much. I’m not much of 
a letter writer. Most of them  weren’t long. Just a 
sentence or two, just enough, so I could keep my 
promise to write every day.” 

Reaching out, she cradled his cheek, rubbed her 
thumb over the mustache that she was coming to 
adore. It suited him. “And to think, all this time, I 
never knew.” How could her mother have destroyed 
his letters? “If you wrote as often as you said, you 
must have written over a thousand letters.” 

“You doubt my claim?” 
“No. But I doubt all you wrote about was cattle.” 
He turned his head, and she wondered what he 

was looking at in the distance. 
“After a few months passed, and you didn’t 

write back, I thought maybe you  were as bored by 
my letters as I was, so I tried to write about some-
thing other than cattle. I wrote about how lonely I 
was.” 

Her heart tightened into a painful ache for the 
loneliness they’d both experienced over the years. 

Taking her hand, he began running his thumb 
in a circle around her palm. “Do you remember 
what you wrote in the letters I never got?” 

“Not exactly, but close enough for you to get the 
gist of it. Dear Tom. All the girls I meet are lady 
something or other. I don’t know how to be a lady. 
Yours, Lauren.” 
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“You are a lady, Lauren. You always have been.” 
“A lady wouldn’t have offered to let a boy un-

button her bodice, so that ten years later he’s still 
demanding that he be allowed to do it.” 

“You can’t blame me for wanting to. Hell, dar-
lin’, what if I gave you a present all wrapped up 
and all I did was let you untie the string. You  can’t 
tell me that ten years later you  wouldn’t still want 
to see what was inside the package.” 

Oh, he made her want to laugh again. She 
combed her fingers through his thick hair. “Oh, 
Tom, you see things in such simple terms when so 
much more complicated issues are at hand.” 

“Those buttons on your dress look pretty plain 
and simple to me. I don’t think unbuttoning them 
would be that complicated or any great hard-
ship.” 

“Ah, but it could turn out to be both. What if 
you looked but  couldn’t resist the temptation to 
touch?” 

He lowered his head slightly, his voice a low 
rumble. “I think you’re afraid that you might de-
cide you didn’t want me to resist the temptation.” 

Oh, she could very well decide that, and per-
haps that was her fear, that loosening her buttons 
might be enough for him, but certainly not enough 
for her. If his stroking her arm, stroking her hand 
warmed her so much, what in the world would 
happen if he stroked more? 

She needed to distract him, distract herself from 
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this potentially dangerous direction. She swal-
lowed hard, determined that their behavior tonight 
would remain above reproach. “I wrote other let-
ters.” 

“Did you now?” 
She heard amusement in his voice, as though he 

knew exactly why she’d turned the topic back to 
letters, that he was fully aware that he did tempt 
her in ways that he shouldn’t. 

“Dear Tom. All the boys I meet are lord some-
thing or other. I don’t like them very much. Yours, 
Lauren.” 

He chuckled low. “Glad you didn’t fancy any of 
the fellas you met over  here.” 

She thought about telling him about Kimburton, 
but what was the point? That aspect of her life was 
over. 

“I think I wrote a couple of lengthy letters about 
my clothes,” she said instead, “especially after my 
first trip to Paris for a Worth gown. In Texas, I put 
on a dress in the morning and took it off before I 
went to bed at night. Here, I change my clothing 
three or four times a day, depending on the activ-
ity or where I’m going or who I’m going to visit. 
Sometimes I feel guilty for not being happy when 
I’ve been given so much, and there are others with 
nothing.” 

“You’ve really been that unhappy over  here?” 
She slowly shook her head. “I can’t explain it, 

Tom. Everything I missed. The smells inside the 
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general store when we went into town on Satur-
day. The open friendliness of people, everyone 
greeting you regardless of who you  were or who 
your parents might be. As long as I sirred or 
ma’amed my elders, I didn’t get into trouble for 
addressing someone inappropriately.” She peered 
over at him. “Here, they have rules for who can sit 
beside whom during dinner. Introductions are so 
formal. Even when you run into someone you 
know, you have to adhere to the proper way of 
greeting him . . . or her. It’s tedious.” 

“So tell me, darlin’, how are you getting back to 
Texas?” 

“On a ship.” 
He laughed, a  full-throated sound. “You know I 

figured that much out on my own. But passage on 
a ship costs money. Is Ravenleigh paying for it?” 

“I  wouldn’t presume to ask. He’s been a won-
derful father, and I don’t wish to place him in an 
awkward position. Mother desperately wants me 
to remain here. She thinks life is too hard in Texas, 
that I’ve forgotten what it’s really like.” 

“It is hard, Lauren.” 
“It’s a different kind of hardship here, Tom, but 

it’s still hard. Don’t think it isn’t.” 
“I wouldn’t do that. But you still  haven’t an-

swered my question. How are you paying for pas-
sage?” 

“It’s terribly scandalous, and you have to prom-
ise not to tell anyone.” 
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“Who would I tell?” 
“I’ve taken a position at a shop.” 
“A shop? What kind of things does it sell to be 

scandalous?” 
“The scandal has nothing to do with the shop 

itself, but what my working there represents. My 
stepfather is a peer. For it to be known that I’m 
working would cause him embarrassment. I went 
to great pains to locate a shop in an area of Lon-
don that isn’t likely to be visited by anyone of im-
portance.” 

“Ravenleigh seemed surprised that you  were 
planning to return to Texas.” 

“I’d told him and Mother that I was spending 
my days doing charity work.” 

“You lied?” 
“I didn’t see that I had a choice if I wanted to 

accomplish my goal of returning to Fortune. Why 
even tonight Mother ordered me to resign my  
post.” 

“Will you?” 
“How can I when it limits my opportunities,  

forces me to remain here?” Sighing, she shook her 
head. “I’ll think about it all tomorrow. Right now, 
I’m weary of talking about me. Tell me about you. 
What have you done all these years?” 

“I’ve been a cowboy all these years,” he said. 
“Nothing extraordinary in that.” 

She couldn’t stop herself from reaching out, cup-
ping his chin, rubbing her thumb over the thick 
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hair on his face again. “Why did you decide to 
grow a mustache?” 

“You don’t like it?” 
“I like it just fine,” she said, pleased that her 

opinion mattered to him. “I’m simply trying to  
figure out some of the things you’ve thought over 
the years, to understand some of the decisions 
you’ve made.” 

“Second year out on the cattle drive, they made 
me trail boss. I was all of seventeen, giving orders 
to men a lot older than me, so I thought if I grew 
some hair over my lip, I might look a little older, a 
little tougher so they’d take me more seriously.” 

“Oh, my gosh, Tom, you must have been the 
youngest one ever.” 

“There  were younger ones during the war. It’s 
not that hard.” 

When had Thomas Warner become so modest? 
She had to continually remind herself that a good 
deal about Tom had changed, just as a lot about 
her had changed. They weren’t the same people 
any longer. She was torn between wanting to 
know him better and fearing that particular path 
would lead only to more heartache. 

“It’s a lot of responsibility,” she told him. 
“It meant I got paid more, meant I could get the 

things I wanted quicker.” 
“And what did you want?” 
“My own ranch. A cowboy who works for an 

outfit has little chance of ever having a family, and 
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no chance whatsoever of providing for them the 
way he’d want to.” 

“Do you have your ranch now?” 
“I sure do. I just fi nished building the  house. I 

pounded a lot of the nails in myself, wanted it to 
have my mark on it. I’ve always wanted something 
permanent, something sturdy that would outlast 
me. I find it ironic that all this time, I had estates 
over  here that I never knew about.” 

“It  doesn’t diminish what you did in Texas. 
What did you name your ranch?” 

“Lonesome Heart.” 
Her chest tightened, a knot formed in her throat. 

There was nothing she could say to that, nothing 
he could say either. The name of his ranch said it 
all for both of them. The silence eased in around 
them, comforting, familiar. 

“What’s your earliest memory?” he asked, with 
so much solemnity that she wondered where the 
silence had taken him. 

“Seeing you behind the general store.” 
“Not of me,” he said quietly. “The memory that 

goes the farthest back in your mind, before you  
ever met me.” 

“Oh, gosh.” She closed her eyes, thought for a 
moment, opened them. “It would have to be of my 
father, dressed in gray, kneeling before me, telling 
me that he loved me, promising me that he’d come 
home.” With startling clarity, she realized she’d 
had a lot of broken promises in her life. “It was a 
promise he wasn’t able to keep.” 
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“If I’m doing the calculation right, you  were 
only four.” 

She nodded, even though he probably couldn’t 
distinguish her movements in the shadows. “Close 
to that. I’m not sure how long the war had been 
going on before he went to fi ght.” 

“I was a little older when my mother took me 
away from here, and I have no memories of any of 
it, Lauren. I don’t remember saying good- bye to 
anyone. I don’t remember any hugs or tears. I don’t 
remember if I was scared or excited. I don’t know 
if I thought we were going on an adventure. When 
I look back, my memories begin in New York.” 

“What if they made a mistake, Tom? What if  
you aren’t Sachse?” 

“Have you ever been to the Sachse residence in 
London?” he asked, obviously not interested in 
pursuing her question. 

Was he like other men she’d known—so enam-
ored of the title that he didn’t want to contemplate 
that it wasn’t his?  Wouldn’t entertain the notion of 
giving it up? She  couldn’t help but feel slightly 
disappointed in his unwillingness to pursue the 
possibility that he wasn’t Sachse. 

“I’ve seen it from the outside, of course, but I’ve 
never been inside,” she finally admitted. “I don’t 
remember Lady Sachse ever hosting a ball, and if 
she gave a dinner, I wasn’t invited.” 

Suddenly he sat up. “I want to share something 
with you, but it’s at the  house.” 



116 LORRAINE HEATH 

“Tom—” 
“I know it’s not proper for you to be in a gentle-

man’s  house without a chaperone, but what we’re 
doing  here isn’t exactly proper either. The only 
one who will be awake at this time of night is the 
butler, and Matthews isn’t going to tell anyone. 
Since I’ve been  here, I’ve learned that servants 
keep what goes on between the walls to them-
selves.” 

“Unless someone pays them handsomely,” she 
reminded him. 

“No one’s going to know, Lauren. Come to the 
house with me.” 

“It’s after midnight,” she said, not entirely com-
fortable with the notion of going into his home 
that late, which was silly really. Nothing could 
take place inside his residence that couldn’t take 
place there by the Thames. 

“It won’t take long,” he said. “I’ll have you home 
before the sun is up and anyone has realized 
you’re gone.” 

Her curiosity overrode her hesitation. Besides, 
she wasn’t quite ready to give up her time with 
Tom. “All right.” 



Chapter 8 
nm 

L auren stared at the portrait of the last Earl of 
Sachse. She shifted her gaze over to the man 

standing next to it. The resemblance was uncanny. 
“You have kinder eyes.” 

Tom glanced back over his shoulder at his fa-
ther’s striking image. Even if it hadn’t been the  
largest framed portrait in the gallery that sur-
rounded the balcony overlooking the entry hall-
way, it still would have commanded attention. 
The pose, the expression of the man rendered in 
oils demanded it. “He was a handsome devil,” 
Tom admitted. 

She laughed. “Like father, like son.” 
“God, I hope not.” 
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Her laughter abruptly died as she recognized 
the burden of his father’s legacy mirrored in Tom’s 
somber eyes. He stepped away from the wall, 
crossed his arms over his powerful chest, and 
leaned back against the balcony railing. He’d re-
moved his duster when they’d arrived, and she 
could easily see the bulge in his arms that came 
by way of hard, honest work. While most of the 
gentlemen had their clothes custom tailored, she 
suspected Tom’s tailor would fi nd himself chal-
lenged, because he’d probably seldom been re-
quired to make clothing for such a fi ne physical 
specimen. 

“I’ve been in London only a few days,” Tom 
said, snatching her attention away from his mus-
cles to the seriousness of his expression. “I’ve vis-
ited a gentleman’s club, my solicitor, a business 
manager, the bank, and your family.” Holding her 
gaze, he shook his head slowly. “Not a single per-
son I’ve met regretted my father’s passing. No 
kind words are ever associated with his name. 
The same held true while I was at my ancestral 
home. Everyone looks at me as though they’re 
waiting for a fatal blow to be delivered. This after-
noon in your drawing room was the first time that 
I’ve felt any sort of welcome from anyone I wasn’t 
related to. The only family I’ve met is Archibald 
Warner. He’s a fine gentleman, but his blood is far 
enough removed from my father’s that his every 
action wasn’t scrutinized with suspicion.” 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 119 

“Tom, I’m sure you’re misreading people’s reac-
tions.” 

“Do you know why I’m so wealthy?” 
The question was asked  matter-of-factly, with-

out any boasting, as though the extent of his 
wealth was simply something achieved without 
fanfare. Still, she  couldn’t help but think it an odd 
question. What in the world did one have to do 
with the other? She shook her head, raised a shoul-
der in helplessness, and stated the obvious truth, 
“Because you raised and sold cattle.” What was 
the price on beef these days? 

He gave her a small smile that indicated he 
thought she was innocent and naive. “If it was 
that easy, everyone in Texas would be wealthy.” 

“Then what was your secret?” 
“I can look at a man and accurately judge his 

honesty, his trustworthiness, his dependability. I 
can close a deal with a businessman with nothing 
more than a handshake, knowing he’ll do right by 
me and leaving him knowing I’ll do right by him. 
I can look straight in a man’s eyes and know his 
opinion of me. When I meet the gazes of people 
here, I see them wondering how close the acorn 
fell from the tree.” 

She couldn’t help herself. Her gaze went back to 
the portrait, and she shivered. Something about 
the man was chilling. It was more than arrogance. 
An air of entitlement wreathed him, as though he 
thought he stood well above anyone else. 
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“I’ve got two things going against  me—my fa-
ther and my upbringing.” 

She looked back at Tom, waiting. Obviously,  
he’d given considerable thought to everything he 
was telling her. She remembered the ladies in her 
drawing room, referring to his barbaric ways— 

“I know they consider me a savage, Lauren,” 
Tom said, as though reading her thoughts. “I look 
enough like my father that people can’t overlook 
my roots. They expect me to behave like him. Peo-
ple know I was raised in a fairly untamed land, 
and they’re looking at me like I’m some trick pony, 
and they’re waiting for me to perform. The way I 
see it, I’ve got only one thing going in my favor.” 

She waited for him to reveal what he thought 
his advantage might be, but he did nothing more 
than hold her gaze. Finally, she asked, “And what 
is that, Tom?” 

“You.” 
She felt as though the balcony had crumbled be-

neath her feet. “How do you fi gure that?” 
“Because you know these people, you know 

how to meet their expectations, and while you 
may not have liked it, as Ravenleigh said this af-
ternoon, you adapted. I’ve attended meetings, had 
dinner, and engaged in business dealings with 
cattle barons. Hell, I’m a cattle baron, if you want 
the truth of it. I  want—I  need—to show these peo-
ple that I can hold my own  here.” He lowered his 
gaze, studied his boots, then lifted his gaze back 
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up to hers, and for the first time she saw his vul-
nerabilities. “Maybe I need to show myself, too.” 

Her heart tightened painfully at his quietly de-
livered confession. She saw the pride in his stance, 
and what it had cost him to reveal his insecurities. 
She remembered the confident way he’d strode 
into the drawing room. She remembered how un-
comfortable he’d appeared in the library explain-
ing his change of fortune. He was a complex man, 
and she barely knew him. In spite of the fact that 
no one expected him to know how important 
everything was, he did comprehend the extent of 
all he’d inherited. 

She didn’t know how to respond, didn’t know 
exactly what he was asking. 

“But to accomplish what I need to do, I need 
some help, darlin’. You want to go back to Texas? I 
have four thousand acres of good Texas ranch 
land,  house and cattle included. It’s yours. Just 
help me be the lord that my father wasn’t.” 

When he delivered such a heartfelt plea, gazed 
at her with such earnestness, without bravado, 
without daring or challenging her, but simply 
asking . . . Had Thomas Warner ever asked for 
help in his entire life? 

“Tom, there is so much—” 
“I’m not asking for forever, Lauren. Just the Sea-

son.” He gave a quick nod. “And yep, I know what 
the Season is.” 

“Lords don’t say ‘yep.’ ” 
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One side of his mustache twitched. “Some hab-
its are going to be hard to break. Will you help me 
break them?” 

Break them and in the process possibly break 
him? He’d had years to let the wildness in him 
run free, but English society would seek to hold 
him to its rules, mores, and etiquette. It would 
slowly destroy everything about him that had 
once appealed to her. Make a civilized man out of 
one who had never known restraint. Perhaps that 
was the reason she’d refused earlier to teach him. 
She didn’t want to be responsible for turning him 
into the type of man that she could never love. 
Didn’t want to see him change, because he would 
change. It was inevitable. 

She knew what it was to resist, and she knew 
what it was finally to accept a new life, even 
though she abhorred it. It was the reason she’d de-
cided to leave, the reason she  couldn’t stay now 
that he was  here. Because he had no choice in the 
matter. He had to stay. He was a lord. 

And in the staying, he would cease to be her 
Tom. 

“I know I’m asking a lot—” 
She held up her hands; he fell silent. Asking a 

lot? He had no idea. She felt the last remnants of 
hope that she might have meant something pow-
erful to him wither away. If he’d ever considered 
that they might again have what they’d had in 
their youth, surely he wouldn’t have offered to 
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provide her with the means to leave, to support 
herself, to be an independent woman away from 
him. Swallowing hard, she nodded. “Passage back 
to Texas. That’s all I want, Tom.” 

So she  wouldn’t have to stay and witness what 
she was about to create. 

He gave a brusque nod, again without arro-
gance, as though he’d feared she’d turn his offer 
aside, and was greatly relieved that she hadn’t. 

“I’ll have my lawyers draw up the paperwork.” 
“No need. You said you handled deals with a 

handshake.” She took a deep breath, stepped for-
ward, and extended her hand. 

He wrapped his long fingers around hers, but 
instead of shaking her hand, he drew her closer. “I 
do it a little differently when I close a business 
deal with a woman,” he said, using his free hand 
to cup her cheek, his thumb stroking the corner of 
her mouth. Even though it seemed innocent  
enough, it burned right into the heart of her woman-
hood. 

“Do you?” she asked, sounding as though she 
had no breath in her body, possibly because she 
didn’t. How could he steal away her breath with 
nothing more than a light touch? 

He lowered his mouth to hers, and as inappro-
priate as it was, she welcomed the kiss, parting 
her lips slightly when his tongue insisted she do 
so. With a deep groan that shivered between them, 
he deepened the kiss, the hunger there but re-
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strained as he leisurely took his fill. She didn’t re-
member moving forward, but she was suddenly 
aware of her breasts flattened against his chest, 
the fingers of her free hand tangled in the hair at 
the nape of his neck as heat and desire swirled 
through her. 

He’d taken her to the river so they could get re-
acquainted, to remember happier times. He’d 
brought her  here, so she could understand what it 
was he was facing. And now he was giving her a 
sampling of what she’d be facing: day in, day out, 
in the presence of a man who could turn her knees 
into porridge. Ah, Lord, she didn’t know whether 
to be afraid or giddy. 

He drew back, desire evident in his gaze as it 
swept over her face. The weakness in her knees 
spread through her entire body, and she wondered 
how in the world she was going to manage to walk 
down the stairs. “So how many women have you 
closed business deals with?” she asked, needing 
anger, jealousy, disappointment—something, 
anything—to get her body to quit reacting as 
though his lips were still pressed to hers. 

A slow, sensual smile flashed across his darkly 
handsome face. “This was the fi rst, darlin’.” 

She  couldn’t help herself. She laughed at his au-
dacity, laughed because if she didn’t, she might 
weep for what they could possibly have had. “We 
might need to establish rules—” 

“Darlin’, I have enough rules to learn. I don’t 
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need you adding to them. I’ll behave.” His grin 
broadened. “Within reason.” 

Keeping his earlier promise, he delivered her 
home long before the sun came up. After they ar-
rived, he helped her out of the carriage and walked 
with her up the steps to the door. 

“I’ve started taking an early-morning  ride in 
Hyde Park,” he said. 

“So I’ve heard. Lady Priscilla apparently saw 
you there.” 

“I’m probably doing it all wrong. Go with me in 
the morning and teach me how to do it proper.” 

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re riding a 
horse, Tom. I’m sure you know how to do it prop-
erly.” 

“Riding isn’t the problem. It’s knowing which 
people I can talk to and which I  can’t.” 

“All right. I’ll meet you along Rotten Row at the 
fashionable hour of eleven.” 

“Good night, Lauren.” 
He turned to go and she called out to him. 

“Tom?” 
When he faced her, she smiled. “In the morn-

ing? Leave your gun at home.” 



Chapter 9 
nm 

“T om is the Earl of Sachse.” 
Sitting within her cousin’s parlor, 

Lauren let the words she’d just announced expand 
to fill the space separating them. She’d awoken 
early, following only a few hours of sleep, after a 
fitful night of dreams in which the ship she was 
traveling on was continually tossed back onto En-
glish shores by incredibly large waves. At one 
point, she’d tried swimming the Atlantic, only 
once again to find herself back where she started. 
Upon awakening, she’d actually been exhausted 
by her tribulations. 

She’d needed to talk with someone she trusted, 
someone who would understand. So as soon as 
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her maid, Molly, had helped her dress for the day, 
Lauren had sent for a carriage, even though the 
hour was unfashionably early. Thankfully, her re-
lationship with Lydia went beyond mere blood to 
include devoted friendship, and it wasn’t gov-
erned by the movement of the hands on a clock. 

“Your Tom?” Lydia asked, yawning, sitting in a 
nearby chair, her bare feet tucked beneath her. She 
tugged on the sash of her emerald green satin robe 
as though she needed to do something to prevent 
herself from falling back to sleep. 

Resisting the urge to crack her  knuckles— 
because ladies did not allow their bodies to make 
unseemly noises—Lauren glared at Lydia for be-
ing so blasé about this whole situation. Of course, 
the fact that she was barely awake might have 
some bearing on her reaction. 

“He’s not my Tom. But, yes, that Tom, the one we 
both knew in Texas.” 

“That’s incredible. How did this come about?” 
“He’s the son—” 
“I understand that part, and I’ve heard all the 

stories about the lost lord, but my word, Lauren, 
he’s a man we know. I danced with him in Texas 
at my birthday party when I turned eighteen.” 

She was surprised by the flare of jealousy that 
remark ignited. “You never mentioned that.” 

“I knew you  were pining for him—” 
“I wasn’t pining for him.” 
“Yes, you  were, but that’s neither  here nor there 
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now. Tom is Lord Sachse.” Lydia shook her head. 
“I’m not sure London is ready for a lord accus-
tomed to doing things his way.” 

“I can pretty much assure you that it’s not,  
which brings me to my visit. I need your help.” 

“Of course. Whatever do you need?” 
Lauren came to her feet and began pacing in 

front of the fireplace where a low fire worked to 
ward off the chill of the morning. She was grate-
ful that Lydia’s husband, Rhys Rhodes, the Duke 
of Harrington, had possessed the decency to make 
a tactful retreat after Lauren assured them that 
nothing was horribly wrong. 

“My help,” Lydia prodded. 
“I’ve agreed to teach Tom what he needs to 

know to survive  here.” She stopped pacing and 
faced her cousin. “I know it’s rather short notice, 
but I thought my first lesson would involve din-
ing, and I was hoping you might see your way 
clear to host a small dinner party this eve ning.” 

“How small?” 
“The four of us, plus Gina and Devon.” 
“Consider it done.” 
Lauren returned to the gold brocade chair. 

“Thank you. I thought if we kept the dinner inti-
mate it might help Tom feel not quite so  self-
conscious if he makes a mistake.” 

“I can’t imagine the Tom I knew in Texas being
 self- conscious about anything.” 

“There’s a lot to learn.” 
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Lydia studied her for a moment. “But that’s not 
what’s troubling you. What else did you want to 
tell me?” 

Lauren felt the tears sting her eyes. “All these 
years Tom wrote me. Mother destroyed his letters 
before I had a chance to see them, destroyed the 
ones I wrote him before they were mailed.” 

“I can’t believe Aunt Elizabeth would do some-
thing so underhanded. Why would she do such a 
thing?” 

“She thought it would make it easier for me to 
adjust to life over here if I didn’t have reminders 
of life back there.” 

“But she gave you my letters.” 
“Exactly. I think she was more afraid that I’d 

run away to be with Tom.” 
Lydia smiled softly. “Are you going to do that 

now that he’s here?” 
“I sneaked out of the  house to be with him last 

night.” 
Lydia raised an eyebrow. “And?” 
“We rode through the streets of London in his 

carriage, watched the stars for a bit, and struck a 
bargain for me to teach him. At the end of the Sea-
son, he’ll provide me with passage to Texas.” 

“Who’s idea was that?” 
“He made the offer, and I accepted.” 
“Your acceptance surprises me. You’ve always 

wanted to go back to Texas, but I suspected Tom 
was the  reason—if not in whole, then at least in 
part. Now that he’s in England, I assumed—” 
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“That I would give up my dream of returning 
to Texas? No, Lydia. I’ve never felt comfortable 
here. I’ve never felt as though I belonged.” 

“You hid it well, Lauren. My goodness, you 
guided me through the maze of English etiquette. 
I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t 
held my hand.” 

“You would have done just fi ne. You published 
a blasted book on the subject.” 

“Etiquette that I gleaned from all the letters you 
wrote me over the years.” 

Lauren sighed. “Don’t you ever feel like you’re 
living in a little box over  here? That if you try to 
break out of it, they’ll just nail it shut?” 

Lydia visibly shuddered. “You’re describing a 
coffin. Don’t be so maudlin.” 

“I don’t mean to be. I just never really expected 
to spend the remainder of my life over  here.” 

“I don’t understand why you find such fault 
with it.” 

A servant appeared in the doorway, quietly en-
tered the room, and set a tea service on the table 
beside Lydia. “Thank you,” Lydia said. 

Lauren held her silence while the servant left, 
and Lydia began preparing a cup of tea for her 
guest. Despite the early hour and the fact that 
she’d been roused from slumber, her cousin looked 
incredibly content. 

“You truly do love it here, don’t you?” Lauren 
asked. 
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Lydia peered over at her and smiled softly. “I 
truly do. If you’ll forgive my boldness, I think the 
difference between us is that I have someone  here 
whom I love with all my heart. I think you’ve had 
a difficult time of it because you left your heart in 
Texas.” 

“You think I left my heart with Tom?” 
Lydia gave her a pointed look. “Didn’t you?” 
“That was so long ago, we were such different 

people. I came to understand that more clearly 
when I was with Tom last night. When he kissed 
me, it wasn’t the kiss of his youth.” 

The teacup rattled as Lydia set it on the tray, 
scooted up in the chair, and leaned toward Lau-
ren. “What? You completely overlooked revealing 
that juicy tidbit. When did he kiss you?” 

“In the garden, then later to seal our bargain. 
And I owe him a debt that I feel certain he’s going 
to expect me to pay before I leave for Texas.” 

“What debt?” 
Only to Lydia could she dare confess the  not-

quite-proper behaviors of her youth and Tom’s 
daring proposition. “Before I left Texas, Tom paid 
me a quarter to unbutton my bodice, and I never 
carried through on my part of the bargain.” 

“Are you telling me that he’s expecting you to un-
button your bodice?” Lydia was smiling brightly. 

“It’s not amusing,” Lauren said pointedly. 
“I’m not saying that it is, but you  were fourteen. 

I’ve always thought Tom was an intelligent man, 
but this is downright silly.” 
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“Apparently he doesn’t think so. 
“ ‘Why are you  here, Tom?’ I asked. 
“ ‘I’ve come to collect a debt,’ he had the audac-

ity to announce for all the world to hear.” 
“Perhaps it was a debt that Ravenleigh owed 

him.” 
“No, if you’d been there to see the intensity of 

his gaze, you would have had no doubt what debt 
he was referring to.” 

“Your mother always considered him to be a 
bad influence. I’m beginning to see why. Although 
perhaps she’ll find him more acceptable now that 
he’s titled.” 

“Ironic, isn’t it? She’ll find him more acceptable 
while I’ll find him less.” 

“Why would you find him less?” 
“His life is about to become all the things I’ve 

never liked.” 
“You like balls, parties, and entertaining.” 
“Where a woman  can’t speak her mind, poli-

tics, or religion. Where a woman is ushered out of 
the room so men have an opportunity to engage 
in manly endeavors, such as smoking and drink-
ing. Where all behavior is watched and com-
mented on.” 

“And what if you discover you still have a place 
in his heart?” 

“Highly unlikely. He’s provided me with the 
means to leave. Why would he do that if he wanted 
me to stay?” 
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“Oh, Lauren, don’t you see the truth of it? He’s a 
man, and if he’s anything like Rhys, he finds it in-
credibly difficult to express his true feelings. Per-
haps he feared rejection if he asked you to stay.” 

“And so he gave me the means to leave?” 
Lydia shrugged. “Who can decipher a man’s 

logic?” 
“And what of this silly debt he thinks I owe  

him?” 
A wicked gleam came into Lydia’s eyes. “Tell 

him if he behaves himself, you might just pay it.” 

Having missed dinner the night before, Lauren 
was incredibly hungry. After returning from Lyd-
ia’s, she went to the small dining room, where 
breakfast was always served with an elaborate as-
sortment of offerings spread over the side table.  
She had to admit that she would no doubt miss 
the varieties available to her at Ravenleigh’s homes, 
always laid out for casual enjoyment. 

On her plate, she placed buttered eggs with to-
matoes, kippered salmon, and toast with marma-
lade. Much more was offered, but she decided 
those would suffice for the morning. A footman 
pulled out a chair for her, and Lauren took her 
place. She was rather surprised that her parents 
weren’t there yet. Her stepfather’s pressed news-
paper was still set beside his place setting, so she 
knew he had yet to come down for breakfast. She 
wondered if her mother had as difficult a time 
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sleeping as Lauren had. If so, she suspected her 
stepfather had as well. 

She stared at her plate, suddenly once again 
without an appetite. Surely Lydia had only been 
teasing about Lauren fulfilling her promise to 
Tom, although the notion was certainly intrigu-
ing. And why not carry through on her promise? 
Once she left England, her life would begin anew, 
just as it had before when she left Texas. She didn’t 
know why a tinge of sadness crept in with the 
thought of beginning over. 

Lydia had identified correctly that Lauren re-
ally didn’t know Tom, at least not the Tom who 
had appeared the previous day. Even if he had  
come for her, she  couldn’t honestly say she would 
have left with him. Lady Blythe had also spoken 
true. Who knew what sort of infl uences he’d had 
over the years? 

She knew her stepfather’s brother and his friends 
had played some role in the man that Tom had be-
come. That couldn’t be helped. After all, he’d been 
working for them. But so had a  whole host of other 
men. It was childish to think that she had any idea 
of the kind of man Tom had become. 

Glancing up at the click of footfalls, she watched 
as her mother and stepfather walked into the 
room. Neither looked well rested. Neither went to 
the side table. Her mother sat in the chair beside 
Lauren’s, her stepfather took the chair on the other 
side of her mother, providing as he always did an 
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air of solidarity. During all the years they’d been 
there, Lauren  couldn’t recall a single moment  
when he hadn’t given her mother his full support 
when it came to the manner in which she’d disci-
plined her daughters. Lauren wondered if he’d ap-
proved of her mother’s thievery regarding the 
letters written between two young lovers. 

“You’re up early,” her mother said, as though 
she needed something to break the tension that 
had been left between them the night before. 

“I had some matters that needed to be taken 
care of.” 

Her mother nodded as though she knew exactly 
what those matters  were when in truth, she 
couldn’t have even a hint of an idea. Lauren’s days 
of sharing her worries, concerns, and plans with 
her mother  were over. 

Her mother sighed. “I owe you an apology. Ten 
years’ worth as a matter of fact. I thought I was 
doing what was best.” 

“Mother, I’m sure a day will come when I’ll for-
give you, but unfortunately, that day isn’t today.” 

“I don’t expect it to be today, Lauren. If I had it 
to do over . . .” Her voice trailed off. 

Ravenleigh placed his hand over her mother’s 
fist where it rested on the table. Lauren could tell 
that he’d squeezed it gently, could see the love for 
her and for her mother reflected in his kind eyes. 
Her mother nodded as though Ravenleigh had 
communicated his thoughts to her. 
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“Before we left Texas,” her mother began, “I sold 
the farm and placed the money in a trust your 
stepfather has guarded like a hawk over the years. 
It was my intention to give you your portion on the 
day that you married, a final gift from your father. 
I’ve decided to give it to you early, so you’ll have 
the means to provide for  yourself—at least for a 
while—after you return to Texas. Your stepfather 
has offered to purchase your ticket for passage. He 
thinks we could manage to have everything set-
tled so that you could leave within a week.” 

Lauren felt the tears sting her eyes. It hurt to see 
how much it cost her mother to let her go. Her 
chest tightened painfully with the evidence not 
only of her mother’s love, but her stepfather’s as 
well. He’d always been so good to her, and she  
had little doubt that it was his influence more than 
her angry words flung at her mother that had 
turned the tide. Using her linen napkin, she wiped 
her tears, hardly able to find the words needed to 
express her gratitude. She held Ravenleigh’s gaze 
when she rasped, “I can’t tell you how much your 
generosity means to me, how much it’s always 
meant to me. My share of my father’s legacy will 
be well taken care of, and as generous as your 
offer is to pay for my passage, I’ve made other 
arrangements—” 

“It’s not necessary for you to work at that shop,” 
her mother interrupted. 

“I know. I’m planning to give notice of my leav-
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ing this morning. I’ve made arrangements with  
Tom. He’s going to provide for my passage in ex-
change for which I’ll teach him what he needs to 
know.” 

Her mother looked stunned, Ravenleigh didn’t 
look quite so surprised, and she wondered what, 
if anything, he and Tom may have talked about 
while alone in the library. 

“I see,” her mother finally said. “Well . . .” 
“Yes, well,” Lauren responded. “As soon as I’ve 

been to the shop, I plan to meet Tom at the park. 
Tonight we’ll be dining at Lydia’s. I’ll instruct him 
to call for me here, if you have no objections.” 

“No objections whatsoever,” her stepfather said, 
before her mother could respond. He stood, 
clapped his hands together. “Now that’s all settled 
I’m famished.” 

He headed for the side table. 
Her mother looked at her scarred hands. “I do 

appreciate that you didn’t risk your neck and try 
to climb out of your window when he came for  
you last night. I assume this won’t become a 
nightly ritual.” 

“Mama, you have to let me live my life, make 
my own mistakes.” 

“So you recognize that he’s a mistake.” 
How could her mother offer indepen dence with 

the one hand, yet chains with the other? 
“I recognize that I’ll never know if you continu-

ally clip my wings.” 
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Her mother looked at a loss for words, but Lau-
ren had nothing  else she wanted to say on the 
matter. 

An overpowering fragrance of roses wafted 
into the room. Lauren turned her head to see the 
butler striding in, two footmen in his wake carry-
ing enormous bouquets of roses, one white, the 
other yellow. 

“My lady,” Simpson said, with a slight bow, 
“these were delivered with instructions that the 
white  were for the lady of the  house, the yellow 
for her eldest daughter.” 

As the flowers  were extended to Lauren and her 
mother, he also handed them each an envelope. 
Inside hers, Lauren found a note that simply read, 
“A little bit of Texas.” Burying her nose in the fra-
grant bouquet that had to be comprised of at least 
two dozen roses, she peered over at her mother. 
“What does your note say?” 

“No hard feelings.” 
How Texan and to the point. 
“For what it’s worth, he said he only wrote a  

sentence or two in each letter,” Lauren said. 
Her mother cleared her throat and stood. “Well, 

if his words  were as honestly delivered as these, 
that might be all he needed. I need to see about 
getting these roses into water.” 

She walked out of the room, and Lauren looked 
to the end of the table where her stepfather had 
quietly taken his place, although it looked as 
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though he had yet to begin eating. “She meant 
well all these years,” he said quietly. 

“I know.” With the bouquet still cradled in the 
crook of her arm, she  rose and walked to his end 
of the table. Leaning down, she kissed his cheek. 
“I love you, Papa.” 

Twice Tom had managed to give her a little bit 
of Texas. She strolled out of the room wondering if 
little bits of Texas had been there all along, and 
she’d simply failed to notice them. 

“My lord?” 
Tom glanced over at the butler he’d not heard 

enter the dining room. He still found it unnerving 
that the servants moved through the  house so un-
obtrusively and silently, like phantoms. It was 
enough to make a man jumpy. One of the reasons 
Tom had stopped wearing his gun before Lauren’s 
edict. His valet had startled him yesterday morn-
ing, and Tom had drawn it on the man, who had 
immediately crumpled to the floor in a faint. 

Tom turned his attention to the butler and the 
silver tray he extended. On it rested an elegant  
embossed card. Tom read the name. Obviously 
word was spreading that he was in town. 

“Show them in.” 
The butler bowed slightly. “As you wish, my 

lord.” 
Using the linen napkin, Tom wiped his mouth 

and hands, tossed the cloth onto the table, shoved 
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his chair back, and stood. He wasn’t wearing a 
jacket—which was improper when receiving guests, 
but he figured these guests might be forgiving. 

A woman more elegant than he remembered her 
to be, bestowing on him a smile that rivaled the 
sun in brilliance, waltzed gracefully into the room, 
a dark-haired gentleman dressed much as Tom 
knew he should be dressed following in her wake. 

“Thomas Warner, look at you,” Lydia said, 
reaching out, taking his hands in her gloved ones, 
and squeezing. “Why didn’t you let us know you 
were in town?” 

He felt his face heat up at her chastisement. “I 
only got  here a couple of days ago. I  haven’t quite 
figured out this practice of calling on people yet.” 

He was surprised to notice that she seemed to 
be inordinately pleased by his response. 

“I want to introduce you to my husband,” she 
said, stepping back slightly, an incredible amount 
of love and pride reflected in her eyes. “Rhys 
Rhodes, the Duke of Harrington. Thomas Warner, 
the Earl of Sachse.” 

Tom liked what he saw in Harrington. His sil-
very gray eyes reflected a forthrightness that Tom 
related to and respected. He was a man Tom could 
take into his confidence, a man he could trust to 
keep his word with nothing more than a hand-
shake. 

“Sachse,” Harrington said, in a deep refi ned 
rumble. 
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“Harrington.” Tom shook his head. “Have to 
admit I find it odd, this practice of not calling a 
man by his name.” 

“Trust me, using titles will come naturally to 
you in no time. Does my stepfather know about  
your good fortune?” Lydia asked. 

Her stepfather, Grayson Rhodes, was another of 
the Englishmen who’d arrived in Texas follow-
ing the Civil War. Tom had visited with Rhodes 
when the man had returned from his visit to En-
gland with his family a year earlier, so Tom knew 
Lydia’s husband was the man’s half brother, the 
legitimate heir to the dukedom, while Rhodes had 
been the duke’s bastard. Older, fi rstborn in fact, 
but not legitimate, so he’d not inherited what his 
father had left behind. Sometimes the family con-
nections got so complicated that Tom thought they 
needed to devise a chart to sort it all out. And  here 
he was in England, adding to the complications. 

Tom shook his head. “I didn’t tell anyone before 
I left Fortune. I didn’t see the point. I kept think-
ing once I got  here, I’d discover it was all a mis-
take.” 

“This is absolutely incredible.” 
“I couldn’t agree more.” 
“You had no idea?” 
“None.” Tom glanced at the table, glanced at 

them, didn’t know if it was proper but offered any-
way. “You’re welcome to join me for breakfast.” 

“I would be delighted,” Harrington said. “The 



142 LORRAINE HEATH 

moment Lydia realized she knew you, she  wouldn’t 
be content until we were on our way over  here. 
My stomach has been protesting ever since.” 

“Help yourself,” Tom offered. 
When plates were filled and everyone was sit-

ting at the table, Lydia gave him a pointed look, 
and demanded, “So what are your plans regard-
ing Lauren?” 

Tom nearly choked on his deviled sausage. He 
swallowed hard, wiped his mouth, held Lydia’s 
gaze, and responded honestly, “I haven’t quite de-
cided.” 

Although that wasn’t exactly true. He had her 
for the Season . . . then, well, he’d worry about 
that when that time came. 

“Is she the reason you knew I was  here?” he 
asked. 

Lydia nodded. 
“Did you know she’s making plans to return to 

Texas?” 
Lydia seemed to hesitate, as though she wasn’t 

quite sure how much to reveal. “In the early years,” 
she finally said, “after she came here, she often 
wrote me. The letters  were always tear-stained. 
She had a difficult time adjusting, but she seems 
self- assured now, never complained . . . honestly, I 
only recently realized that she still dreamed of re-
turning to Texas.” 

Tom nodded. 
“I do know that she’s going to help you through 
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the Season. During that time, perhaps you could 
convince her to stay,” Lydia suggested. 

Tom held her gaze, keeping his words honest. “I 
don’t know that I want to.” 

Not only because it seemed cruel to hold her if 
she didn’t want to be there, but because he was no 
longer sure of his feelings where she was con-
cerned. 

Ten years. They’d both changed. He didn’t know 
if what they’d had once could thrive in England, 
and he knew for damned sure that it  couldn’t if  
she wasn’t where she wanted to be. 

“Why has he not yet arrived?” 
“Surely he will be  here at any moment.” 
“Perhaps we’ve missed him.” 
“He was riding quite early yesterday morning.” 
“You might have said something sooner.” 
While Rotten Row was favored by the ladies for 

spirited riding, the four ladies who had been in 
her stepfather’s parlor the previous afternoon 
seemed hesitant to be off. They’d been waiting at 
the entrance when Lauren had arrived. One did 
not have to be a genius to determine for whom 
they waited. 

“I can’t believe you took up a post outside his 
residence and watched for him,” Lady Cassandra 
said. 

“I was fairly certain the man at Ravenleigh’s 
was Sachse. How many men dressed as cowboys 
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are roaming around the streets of London? I sim-
ply wanted to confirm it for myself.” 

Lady Blythe followed her statement with a stern 
look at Lauren, whose heart had begun beating 
erratically with the knowledge that the woman 
might have been hiding in the bushes when Tom 
had escorted Lauren into his home. 

“You might have confirmed that I’d identifi ed 
him correctly. It would have saved me hours of 
sitting in front of his residence,” Lady Blythe ad-
monished. 

“Quite honestly, I didn’t realize he was Sachse 
until later,” Lauren said, trying desperately to 
sound contrite, when in truth she wanted to pep-
per Lady Blythe with questions regarding her 
spying. 

“Did he see you?” Lady Priscilla asked. 
“No. I was well hidden inside my coach. Dark-

ness had settled in by the time he arrived home. 
Although quite honestly, I’d been prepared to wait 
longer. He must have left your residence immedi-
ately following dinner.” 

“He did leave quite early,” Lauren offered, not 
certain why it bothered her so much that the la-
dies  were so interested in Tom. She’d expected 
their curiosity, of course. She simply hadn’t ex-
pected how much she disliked their prying into 
his affairs, especially when those affairs involved 
her traipsing about with him in the middle of the 
night. 
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“Oh my word, is that he?” Lady Cassandra asked. 
All eyes turned in the direction she was looking. 

“It must be,” Lady Blythe announced. “But he’s 
not wearing his greatcoat this morning.” 

“It’s a duster,” Lauren explained impatiently. 
“Is he wearing a pistol?” Lady Cassandra said. 
“I can’t tell,” Lady Priscilla said. “But it doesn’t 

appear so.” 
“Do you suppose he has ever fi red it?” 
“Do you think he’s ever killed a man?” Lady 

Blythe asked. 
“It would be inappropriate to ask,” Lady Cas-

sandra said. 
“I find Americans fascinating,” Lady Anne said. 

“Unfortunately, Richard has no patience for them.” 
Blushing, she darted her gaze to Lauren. “My 
apologies. I meant no offense.” 

“I assure you, none taken.” Lauren had always 
found Lady Anne to be the most sincere and kind-
est of the group. She turned a bright smile Tom’s 
way. “Good morning, my lord.” 

With a broad grin, Tom swept his hat from his 
head in an extremely gallant gesture. “Ladies.” 

Lady Blythe began rapidly blinking as though a 
gnat had flown into her eye, and she was attempt-
ing to dislodge it; Lady Cassandra began patting 
her chest; Lady Priscilla giggled, Lady Anne 
smiled. Honestly, Lauren would think they had 
never before seen a man if she didn’t know better. 
Yes, Tom was novel, different, unlike what they 
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were accustomed to, but did they have to carry on 
so? It was beginning to grate on her nerves. On 
the other hand, if they were so enamored, per-
haps others would be as well, and Tom’s entrance 
into society wouldn’t be nearly as bumpy as he’d 
feared. 

“My lord,” Lady Blythe said, laughing lightly. 
“How terribly naughty of you not to confi rm who 
you  were when I correctly guessed while we were 
all gathered in Miss Fairfield’s drawing room.” 

“My apologies, darlin’. I’m still not used to be-
ing a lord. And since Ravenleigh and his family 
didn’t yet know . . . well, I wanted to tell them in 
private.” 

“I daresay I shall only forgive you if you allow 
me to ride alongside you.” 

“Well, now, I did promise Miss Fairfield that I’d 
join her this morning, so I’m obliged to keep that 
promise.” He winked. “But it would be my plea-
sure to offer you my other side.” 

Lauren  couldn’t help but think how smoothly 
he’d handled what could have become an awk-
ward moment, and she found herself wondering 
how many women in Texas he may have practiced 
his flirtation skills on. He’d certainly developed 
them beyond what they’d been outside the general 
store. 

“And my pleasure to take it,” Lady Blythe  
gushed. 

Lauren wasn’t certain when Lady Blythe had  
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become such an irritant, but she  couldn’t deny that 
she found her to be exactly that as she nudged her 
horse near Tom’s right side, while Lady Blythe 
guided her  horse around to his other side, where 
she promptly began to engage Tom in conversa-
tion, hoarding his attention like a miser accumu-
lated gold. Lady Cassandra, much to Lauren’s 
surprise, urged her  horse up alongside hers. 

“You know,” Lady Cassandra whispered, “I’m 
not at all certain it will be as difficult as we’d fi rst 
surmised for him to find a suitable wife.” 

“I’m not certain he’s looking for a wife,” Lauren 
said, again surprised by the fl are of jealousy that 
the thought sparked. Of course, Tom would fi nd a 
wife. He needed an heir, an easing of loneliness, 
and someone to help him manage his  house holds. 
She  couldn’t fault any lady for wanting to fi ll the 
position. 

“Why wouldn’t he be?” Lady Cassandra asked. 
“He needs an heir after all.” 

Maybe it was only that Lauren didn’t want to 
contemplate that he might be looking. “He has to 
grow accustomed to life over  here.” 

“It appears he’s already adjusted fairly well. Ex-
cept for the clothing of course.” 

“I rather like his clothing,” Lady Priscilla said, 
in a conspiratorial whisper from the other side of 
Lady Cassandra. “I find it quite roguish.” 

Yes, it did seem quite roguish, his shirt molding 
against his body with no jacket to hide the ripple 
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of his muscles with each of his movements. Lau-
ren dropped her gaze to his bare hands, rough-
ened by hard labor, where they held the reins with 
ease. She fought not to envision those long, sturdy 
fingers slipping her buttons free of their moor-
ings, peeling back the cotton . . . would they trem-
ble now as they had when he was younger? Would 
she shiver with desire? Would his knuckles graze 
against the inside swells of her breasts, breasts 
she’d barely had when he’d made his daring prop-
osition? Would his gaze heat with yearning for 
what the bargain would deny him—the touch of 
her fl esh? 

She tore her gaze from his hands, wondering 
when the day had grown so unseasonably warm, 
when drawing in a breath had become so diffi cult, 
as though all air had disappeared. 

Lady Blythe’s delighted laughter echoed 
through the park, more irritating than her voice. 
A lady was supposed to laugh with utmost deco-
rum. 

“That’s not fair,” Lady Priscilla said. “We  can’t 
hear what they’re saying.” She called out, “Lady 
Blythe, what’s so humorous? Do tell.” 

Lady Blythe leaned forward, gazing around  
Tom’s firm body. “His lordship was explaining 
that he’s wearing a ten-gallon hat. Hats in Texas 
are sized by how much water they hold. Can you 
imagine?” 

“Why would you put water in your hat?” Lady 
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Priscilla asked, but Lady Blythe had already 
turned her attention back to Tom. 

“They use it as a basin for washing up or water-
ing a  horse,” Lauren explained. 

“It’s a strange life they live over there. It is dread-
fully uncivilized,” Lady Cassandra said. 

“Frightfully so apparently,” Lady Priscilla said. 
“It’s hardly fair that Lady Blythe is getting all his 
attention.” She leaned forward. “My lord, do you 
enjoy being a cowboy?” 

Grinning, Tom turned his gaze away from Lady 
Blythe, and Lauren was again struck by how 
handsome he was. Roguish, yes, but more than  
that, extremely masculine. He appeared strong 
and capable. No one looking at him now would 
suspect he had any doubts about his place in this 
society. She was suddenly feeling quite humbled 
that he’d chosen to trust her with his insecurities. 

“Indeed, I do,” he told Lady Priscilla, “but I’m 
more than a cowboy. I’m a rancher. I’ve got my 
own land and cattle and men who work for me.” 

“Is that how you became so fabulously wealthy?” 
Lady Priscilla asked. 

Tom’s deep laughter rang out, the raspy sound 
shivering along Lauren’s spine and all her nerve 
endings, wrapping itself around her heart. He 
didn’t seem at all offended that Lady Priscilla had 
made an entirely inappropriate inquiry. “Now, 
darlin’, whose been spreading nasty rumors about 
me?” 
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“There’s nothing nasty about being wealthy.” 
“Speaking about it is nasty, though,” Lady Cas-

sandra affi rmed. 
“I was only curious as to how a man might ac-

quire wealth. My father inherited all of his, so I’ve 
never given any thought to what a man must do if 
he hasn’t any money.” 

He has to work, hard and long, Lauren thought, 
working his muscles until they were like bands of 
steel, remaining beneath the sun until his skin 
was browned. 

“Cattle got me my start,” Tom acknowledged. “I 
did a little investing and got lucky.” 

Lauren thought she could see the barest hint of 
a blush appear beneath his chin, or perhaps it was 
a reflection of the red bandanna he wore around 
his neck. She supposed some habits were diffi cult 
to break. She contemplated telling him that he was 
unlikely to encounter any dust storms in London, 
but then it occurred to her that perhaps he wore 
the bandanna to hide evidence of his discomfi -
ture. 

She wondered if he were embarrassed speaking 
of his success. If he was painting a modest portrait 
of his endeavors. It seemed contradictory for a 
man who sat so tall and proud in the saddle to 
show any hint of embarrassment, but then the 
Tom she’d known had always been short on words. 
Perhaps he was simply uncomfortable with the in-
quisition regarding his accomplishments. 
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“What do you think of London?” Lady Anne 
asked. 

“A bit more crowded than I’m used to,” he said. 
Lauren thought she could detect his blush fad-

ing. How intriguing. 
“Other than the crowds,” Lady Blythe began, 

“what do you think of it?” 
“Haven’t seen enough of it to really form an opin-

ion. I was at Sachse Hall until a couple days ago.” 
And he’d almost immediately shown up at her 

door. She  couldn’t help but feel a bit fl attered that 
he’d come to see her family so quickly, and while 
his original intention might not have been to reac-
quaint himself with her, she  couldn’t deny that  
he’d strolled into her drawing room long before  
going to her stepfather’s study. 

They’d reached the end of their journey. As they 
all brought their  horses to a halt, Lauren  couldn’t 
help but think that Lady Blythe looked as though 
she was anticipating something more. 

“I thought to walk for a bit if you’d care to join 
me, my lord,” Lady Blythe said. 

“I’d love to, darlin’,” Tom said, “but I promised 
Ravenleigh I’d escort Miss Fairfi eld home.” 

“Oh, yes, of course,” Lady Blythe murmured.  
“Perhaps another time.” 

Tom tipped his hat to the ladies before turning 
his attention to Lauren. “Ready, darlin’?” 

Oh, she was more than ready, as she urged her 
horse forward to fall into step alongside his. He 
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rode with such ease, such command as he sat in a 
Western saddle rather than an English one, his 
legs long, his thighs thick. 

He swung his head around, his intense gaze 
roaming over her face as though he were seeking 
to familiarize himself with every line, as though 
he were searching for something she might have 
hidden. “You’re awfully quiet this morning. Did 
you not sleep well?” 

“What has one got to do with the other?” she 
asked. 

One side of his mustache twitched. “I just 
thought maybe you  were tired, and that’s the rea-
son you  haven’t said anything.” 

“I haven’t said anything because I didn’t have 
anything to say. Unlike Lady Blythe, I don’t be-
lieve in mindless banter.” 

“You’re not jealous that I was giving her at-
tention.” 

“Of course not.” Irritation was not jealousy, and 
she had every right to be annoyed that Lady 
Blythe’s intrusion had prevented Lauren from giv-
ing Tom a proper lesson. She thought her reason-
ing sounded quite reasonable. 

He chuckled low, actually had the audacity to  
wink, reach out, and chuck her under the chin 
with his bare finger. “Lydia sends her regards.” 

If it weren’t for his finger supporting her jaw, it 
would have dropped open. “You saw Lydia?” 

“Yep, bright and early this morning. Not as 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 153 

early as you did apparently. She and her husband 
joined me for breakfast. I like Harrington.” 

She lifted her chin slightly to get it away from 
the unsettling touch of his finger. The way rumors 
flew around London, she could only imagine what 
part of her person they’d have him touching by  
nightfall. “I’m not at all surprised that you two hit 
it off. He was quite the scoundrel before Lydia re-
formed him.” 

“Do you think I’m a scoundrel?” 
“You can’t deny that you had your moments, 

but you seem to have put away your rapscallion 
ways, at least where these ladies are concerned. 
You handled yourself very well.” 

“I would have preferred just riding with you,” 
Tom said, knowing the words he spoke  were truer 
than any he’d shared with Lady Blythe. She was 
pleasant enough, but there was a fake quality to 
her that Lauren never exhibited. 

She wore a dark blue riding suit, buttoned clear 
to her throat, where a light blue cravat completed 
the picture of maidenly virtue. A gauze veil of the 
same light blue shade was wound around her dark 
blue hat. Her hair was piled up beneath it. She 
looked elegant, composed, not at all as casual as 
she had the night before, while lying with him be-
side the Thames. 

He  couldn’t claim to prefer one aspect of her  
over the other. He found all facets of her just as 
intriguing as he had in his youth. Truthfully, more 
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so. At sixteen what he’d felt for her, he was com-
ing to realize, was as strong as a boy could feel. 
What a man felt could be much more intense, run 
more deeply, and he was beginning to think that 
he might have barely touched the surface regard-
ing what he was capable of feeling for her. He had 
a powerful hunger where she was concerned, and 
he wasn’t certain he could do anything to allevi-
ate it. 

“It was a nice touch, sending my mother fl owers 
this morning,” she said. 

Tom felt the heat of embarrassment warm his 
neck. “I’m trying to get on her good side.” 

“Why?” Lauren asked. 
“She’s been mad at me since the moment our 

paths crossed, and with you helping me, I fi gure 
we’re bound to run into each other.” He shrugged. 
“So I sent her some fl owers to pave the way for a 
bit more compassion.” 

“If you decide that you’d rather not run into her, 
she and Ravenleigh have made it possible for me 
to return to Texas without your assistance.” 

Tom felt his gut clench so hard he was in dan-
ger of tumbling from his saddle. “We made a bar-
gain you and me.” 

He fought back the grimace because his voice 
came out sounding rougher than he’d intended. 

“I’m aware of that, and I plan to see it through 
to the end of the Season. But I wanted you to know 
that if you wanted to hire someone  else—” 
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“I don’t.” 
She smiled. “Tom, in the light of day, your offer 

is far too generous—” 
“I’m content with it.” 
She nodded. “All right. We’re having dinner at 

Lydia’s this eve ning.” 
“She mentioned that.” 
“We’ll part company  here,” she said. “Bring 

your carriage around for me at seven.” 
He furrowed his brow. “Lydia said dinner was 

at seven.” 
Lauren’s smile grew. “Well, yes, of course. But 

one must always arrive fashionably late. I’ll see 
you this eve ning.” 

She set her  horse into a canter. Tom was tempted 
to follow, but instead he drew his  horse to a halt 
and simply watched her  ride away. He wondered 
if a time would ever come when it wouldn’t hurt 
to see her increasing the distance that separated 
them. 



Chapter 10 
nm 

“Ican’t believe you’re going out this eve ning 
with a gentleman, without a chaperone. 

Papa will no doubt be waiting in the entry hall-
way with a dueling pistol—” 

“No, he won’t,” Lauren said, cutting off Amy’s 
diatribe, critically studying her reflection in the 
cheval glass. Her dress was white with a modest 
neckline, the skirt following the line of her legs, 
pleated in the back with a short train. Pink satin 
trim added a bit of color. 

It was the third dress she’d changed into. Molly 
had begun to lose patience with her, so Lauren 
had given her leave to go, but now she wondered 
if the neckline was too low or not low enough. No 
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buttons in the front. That was a blessing. At least 
Tom  wouldn’t have his attention on buttons and, 
therefore, would be able to concentrate on the les-
sons she planned to deliver. And perhaps her 
mind wouldn’t wander to the possibilities of what 
might happen if he went beyond unfastening but-
tons to unlace her corset or loosen the ribbon on 
her chemise. She did wish he hadn’t reminded her 
that something remained unfi nished between 
them. 

“Mama might—” 
“She won’t,” Lauren interrupted irritatingly. 

She suddenly felt as though her corset had been 
laced too tightly, and why in God’s name were 
they having such a hot summer? 

“Are you blushing?” 
“No, I’m simply warm. And I’ve already spoken 

to Mama and Papa so we will have no misunder-
standings regarding tonight.” 

She’d asked them to make themselves scarce, 
because she didn’t want Tom to begin the night 
feeling uncomfortable. Most households would 
welcome a lord with pleasure, but she knew her 
mother had her prejudices against Tom, prejudices 
that she doubted a bouquet of flowers would have 
the power to erase. 

Amy scrunched up her mouth. “Are you certain 
you don’t want me to accompany you?” 

“I’m sure.” 
“It’s scandalous behavior, Lauren.” 
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“I’m going to be with Tom, Amy. And we’ll be at 
Lydia’s.” 

“That’s my point. I know you trust him, but he 
is a man, and ladies younger than thirty do not 
travel alone in the company of a man who is not 
their father or brother. It’s simply not done.” 

“It sounds as though you’re quoting from an  
etiquette manual.” 

“I had to memorize the blasted thing. Might as 
well put it to some use even if that use is merely 
repeating it. Anyway, I’m serious about going with 
you. For propriety’s sake.” 

“If we’d never left Texas, we would have grown 
up without chaperones. Do you know that it’s not 
unheard of, especially in the areas where the peo-
ple are really scarce, for a woman to travel all day 
and night with a man who isn’t her husband or 
brother, just so they can attend a dance? No one 
thinks anything of it. Here everyone is so damned 
suspicious.” 

“You swore.” 
“So I did.” Had she spoken a single swear word 

aloud since arriving in England? Tom could cor-
rupt her with apparently no difficulty simply by 
being in her company for a short time where his 
bad habits could rub off on her. 

She turned to face Amy, who was lying on her 
stomach on Lauren’s bed. Her hands  were folded 
beneath her chin, her blue eyes intent. All her sis-
ters had blue eyes, but those fathered by a Texan 
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had eyes of a dark blue, while the two  youngest— 
fathered by Ravenleigh—had inherited his pale 
blue eyes. 

“Here it’s as though everyone expects no one to 
be able to resist engaging in improper behavior 
and so they guard well against it with chaperones 
and rules,” Lauren said. “In Texas, men are so re-
spectful of women and hold them in such high  
regard that chaperones aren’t needed, rules aren’t 
required. Common sense prevails. The men aren’t 
going to take advantage of a woman. So for to-
night, I’m pretending that I live in Texas.” 

“A bit of fl awed thinking there. Tom may have 
lived in Texas, but his bloodline is English, and 
Lady Angelina heard from Lady Caroline who 
heard from Lady Deborah that the afternoon 
when he first came to this house he swept you into 
his arms in an inappropriate manner that had 
Lady Blythe practically swooning.” 

Lauren rolled her eyes. The gossips of this town 
were incredible. “I’m surprised the rumors going 
about have me still wearing my clothes by the 
time he left the room with Papa.” 

Amy grimaced. “Actually, I’ve heard one where 
you  weren’t.” 

Lauren scoffed. “With an audience of ladies  
looking on, he removed my clothes?” 

“It does sound rather preposterous, but it does 
make for a more interesting tale.” Amy sat up. “So 
did he sweep you into his arms?” 
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“No. He did nothing more than say hello.” And 
remind her of a debt owed. 

“He loves you, you know?” 
“Papa?” 
“Well, he does, of course. But I was talking 

about Tom.” 
“You should call him Sachse.” 
“He  doesn’t look like a Sachse, he looks like a 

Tom.” 
Lauren went to her vanity, picked up a crystal 

bottle, and dabbed a few droplets of expensive 
French perfume behind her ears, and, hoping her 
sister wasn’t watching too closely, between her 
breasts. The gown wasn’t low enough to offer 
more than the barest hint of her upper swells, but 
its close fit left no doubt that she was no longer fl at 
as a plank of wood. Curiosity getting the better of 
her, she asked, “Why do you say he loves me?” 

“Because of the way he looks at you. His gaze 
seldom strayed from you in the library yesterday, 
and it’s so intense—it’s almost as if he’s trying to 
memorize every aspect of your appearance as  
though he suddenly expects you to disappear.” 

Because she would disappear. At the end of the 
Season. She supposed she should warn her sisters, 
so they could begin adjusting to her imminent de-
parture. 

The door suddenly burst open to reveal Saman-
tha breathing heavily. “He’s just arrived. Oh my 
God, Lauren, are you certain you’ll be safe with 
him?” 
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“Of course I’m certain. Why  wouldn’t I be?” 
“Well, because he cleaned up rather nicely. I be-

lieve even Mother is shocked.” 
Panic shot through Lauren. “Mother’s down-

stairs?” 
She and her stepfather  were supposed to remain 

in their chambers or the library. They weren’t to 
greet Tom. 

“She and Papa,” Samantha said. 
“Oh, Lord, I thought they understood that I 

didn’t want them about,” she said, as she swept 
out of her room and dashed down the stairs. 

“Well, it is their residence,” Amy pointed out, 
following in her wake. 

“I know, and it’s becoming so terribly inconve-
nient.” 

“Only because you think our previous life was 
more appealing than this one.” 

“It was.” 
Lauren hurried down the steps. 
“But—” 
“Forget it, please. I don’t wish to have one of our 

all-too-familiar arguments now. I have more 
pressing matters—” 

She nearly stumbled when she caught sight of 
Tom. Or at least she thought it was Tom. Surely it 
was. Yes, most defi nitely it was. The eyes at least 
would forever give him away and the manner in 
which his gaze always met and held hers, as 
though he could see clear into her soul, her heart, 
her very being. 
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Was it that gaze that made Amy think he loved 
Lauren? He’d looked at her like that from the mo-
ment she’d first seen him behind the general store. 

“My word, he did clean up nicely,” Amy mur-
mured. 

“Shut up,” Lauren demanded. 
She’d seen nothing wrong in his appearance be-

fore. Dressed as a cowboy, he’d been handsome, 
overpowering. But tonight . . . 

No evidence of the cowboy was in sight. Tom 
wore a  double-breasted dove gray tailcoat and  
trousers, with a  single-breasted burgundy waist-
coat. A black silk bow adorned his pale gray 
pleated shirt. His boots had been replaced by 
black shoes, polished to such a high sheen that she 
imagined if he looked down he’d be able to see his 
reflection. And in his left white-gloved hand, he 
held a black top hat. 

His ebony hair was combed backed, tamed. His 
dark eyes were shining as he gave her one of his 
slow, sensual smiles. It was the only part of him 
that still reminded her of a brazen cowboy. 

She didn’t remember walking the rest of the 
way down the stairs, but she must have because 
her slippered feet finally landed on the marble 
floor of the entryway. 

“Hello, darlin’,” he said, his voice echoing be-
tween the walls. 

“You look . . .”—she laughed lightly—“very 
proper.” 
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“Despite the rumors, I’m not a total heathen.” 
“Speaking of rumors,” her mother began. “If 

you insist upon going out without a chaperone—” 
“Mother,” Lauren said, cutting her off. “We’ve 

already discussed this matter. The only people 
who will know that I went out this eve ning, much 
less that I went out without a chaperone, are the 
people in this house and those in Lydia’s. If ru-
mors start, I’ll know exactly where to look, and I 
shall be none too happy.” 

Her mother glared at Tom. “If you take 
advantage—” 

“I’ll hand you the  horsewhip myself,” he said. 
Her mother jerked her head back slightly, 

blinked, as though at that moment she was seeing 
something about Tom that she’d never before no-
ticed. She lowered her chin somewhat, relaxed her 
pursed lips. “I actually came in to thank you for 
sending the flowers. It was a lovely gesture.” 

“My pleasure,  dar—ma’am.” 
Lauren bit back her smile, thought perhaps her 

mother was doing the same. “Don’t wait up,” she 
announced, as she headed for the door. 

The butler opened it, and Lauren walked 
through, waiting until Tom joined her. 

“That could have gone worse I suppose,” she 
said. She looked at Tom and smiled. “I’d planned 
to have Harrington discuss various wardrobes 
with you, but it seems you picked that little tip up 
on your own.” 
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“Lady Sachse had taken me to a tailor. It just 
took him a while to get my clothing made. You 
approve of the job he did?” 

She  couldn’t decide if he was searching for com-
pliments or reassurances that he would fi t in this 
eve ning. “He did a splendid job. You look incred-
ibly handsome.” 

“I wanted to be deserving of having the most  
beautiful woman in London at my side.” 

“Dangerous talk, Tom. Keep that up and I won’t 
be able to resist and may find myself wishing I did 
have a chaperone.” 

They’d reached the carriage. He took her hand, 
to help her up the steps, but something in the 
slight pressure of his fingers over hers caused her 
to still and look at him. 

“Would that be so bad?” he asked, quietly. “To 
be unable to resist?” 

“It might upset our bargain.” 
“Again. Would that be so bad?” 
She dropped her gaze from his eyes to his lips, 

felt her mouth go dry. “Our agreement was that I 
would teach you, not be seduced by you.” She 
lifted her gaze back to his, regretfully realizing 
that her words had served only to further incite 
his desires. He’d always welcomed a challenge. 
“You really must learn not to be quite so open in 
displaying your . . . thoughts.” 

“You know what I’m thinking?” 
She nodded quickly. “I believe I do, yes.” 
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“And you’re bothered by the direction they’re 
headed?” 

“Flattered,” she admitted. “But wary. A gentle-
man  wouldn’t seek to make a woman feel uncom-
fortable, and we are in the midst of a lesson 
regarding what is proper and what isn’t.” 

She thought she saw disappointment wash over 
his handsome features before he assisted her into 
the carriage. Taking her seat, she was surprised to 
notice a large bouquet of pink roses resting on the 
seat opposite her, the fragrance fi lling the car-
riage. 

“Who are those for?” she asked, as Tom sat op-
posite her. 

“Our hostess.” 
“That’s very thoughtful,” she said. 
“It seemed the least I could do.” 
She wished she hadn’t advised him to hide his 

emotions. He’d managed to master the technique 
perfectly. Sitting there, she had the uncomfortable 
realization that she hadn’t a clue as to what he was 
thinking. She gazed out the window already 
deeply regretting the bargain that she’d struck: to 
turn him into the sort of man she could never 
love. 

While the  well-sprung carriage rumbled to-
ward their destination, Tom pretended to listen 
while Lauren prattled on about forks, spoons, and 
knives, how various dishes would be served, 
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when was the proper time to begin  eating—as 
soon as the food was set before you, no need to 
wait until everyone had been served; when to 
stop—do not wipe your plate clean and do not ask 
for an additional serving; what to expect—seven 
or eight courses; what would be expected of him— 
pleasant conversation. She was giving him exactly 
what he’d asked for: the boring mundane rules of 
polite society. 

Strange that what he’d asked for wasn’t truly 
what he wanted. Oh, he wanted to prove himself 
to these people, but he was beginning to realize 
that he wanted to prove himself to her more. The 
approval in her eyes when she’d come down the 
stairs and first caught sight of him had caused his 
chest to swell with such satisfaction that he’d al-
most popped the pearl buttons right off his shirt. 
He’d seen desire in her eyes, desire that mirrored 
his own, but that was obviously an emotion not to 
be displayed. A shame. How was a woman to 
know that a man wanted her if he had to keep the 
passion leashed? 

As she continued on with hardly a breath in be-
tween, he was beginning to realize why she’d 
numbered them. 

“Is that number thirty-five?” he asked, inter-
rupting her lengthy soliloquy. 

She stared at him. “Pardon?” 
“One of your sisters mentioned you numbering 

the rules. I lost count of where we were.” 
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“I told you that you would have a lot to remem-
ber.” She looked out the window as though sud-
denly embarrassed by everything that she’d said. 
Or perhaps hurt by the gruffness in his voice. 
Whenever he was with her, the longer he was with 
her, the deeper his voice seemed to sink. 

“You don’t have to teach me everything in one 
sitting. You should enjoy the eve ning a bit.” 

“You’re not paying me to enjoy the eve ning.” 
She turned her attention back to him. “You’re pay-
ing me handsomely to see that you’re turned out 
properly.” 

It was beginning to irritate him that she was 
taking the terms of their arrangement to heart. He 
wanted her help. He couldn’t deny that, but he’d 
also welcomed the opportunity to spend some 
time with her. 

“So who all will be there tonight?” he asked. 
“You remember Gina?” 
“Pierce?” 
She nodded. “She’s married to the Earl of Hunt-

ingdon now. They’ll be there. Just the six of us. I 
thought to keep it small so that if you do fumble, 
you won’t be quite as self-conscious. Lydia and 
Gina were both where you are at one point, and 
their husbands understand that it takes a while to 
learn everything. So everyone will be circumspect 
if you blunder and no one outside those walls will 
ever hear of any mistakes.” 

He pretended he was playing poker, careful not 
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to reveal the cards he was holding, because he 
didn’t want her to know that it disappointed him 
to realize that she expected him to blunder. Perhaps 
that was his fault, based on previous conversa-
tions, based on his request for her help. But he was 
a little more refined than she seemed willing to 
give him credit for. 

Perhaps the eve ning would be a learning expe-
rience for them both. 

The more Tom came to know the Duke of Har-
rington, the more he liked him. Perhaps because, 
like Tom, the man had found himself unexpect-
edly titled. Well, not completely like Tom and not 
totally unexpectedly. He was the second legiti-
mate son and had grown up knowing he always 
had a small chance of becoming duke, unlike Tom, 
who’d never had any inkling of what awaited 
him. 

The man was without pretense, earning a glare 
from Lauren when he told Tom to call him Rhys. 

“Tom is supposed to be learning how to address 
people properly,” she’d chided. 

“I’ll purchase him one of Lydia’s books,” Rhys 
had promised. 

Tom had also taken an instant liking to Hunt-
ingdon, perhaps because when he’d removed his 
gloves before dinner, it was evident that he had 
the hands of a farmer, and from what Tom had 
gleaned so far, aristocrats  weren’t supposed to en-
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gage in manual labor. But apparently times were 
changing. 

Dinner had actually been enjoyable, with pleas-
ant conversation and no one judging his actions. 
There was a method to the madness of so much 
silverware, utensils to be taken from the outside 
in. Mastering eating with his fork in his left hand 
had taken some time, since he was accustomed to 
using his right, but as Lauren explained to him it 
was a sign of good breeding to use only his left 
hand. The right was for the knife, which he men-
tioned he might use to slit his throat. 

He’d noticed Rhys fighting not to smile at that 
comment, while Lydia and Lauren had seen fi t to 
chastise him profusely for uttering such a vulgar 
remark. Getting Lydia riled was almost as much 
fun as doing the same to Lauren. 

Sitting beside him, she tried gently guiding him 
through the meal, with quiet whispers and slight 
nudges, only a few times losing patience with him 
and snapping at him because he wasn’t trying. He 
honest to God didn’t see the point. If holding a 
fork in his right hand caused someone to think 
less of him, he wasn’t altogether convinced that he 
was going to put any stock in the person’s opinion 
anyway. 

The seating arrangement hadn’t been quite up 
to what it should have been had the dinner not  
been a practice. Tom hadn’t minded. Lauren sit-
ting beside him so he could smell her perfume, 



170 LORRAINE HEATH 

feel the warmth radiating from her body, was a 
hell of a lot more pleasant than having her sitting 
across from him. 

“Thank God, that’s over,” Rhys said, as soon as 
the ladies quit the room. “I can barely tolerate 
these formal dinners.” 

Dinner had come to an end after eight courses. 
The ladies had retired to the drawing room, while 
the gentlemen remained at the table for some 
brandy and supposedly manly conversation. Tom 
didn’t want to seem ungrateful, but he’d rather  
have had the ladies present. He didn’t think they 
were appreciated enough there. He didn’t see a 
need to chase any away so he could talk to a man, 
but Lauren had insisted. 

“Formal? Good God, man, formal is when a  
hundred are in attendance. This affair was simply 
a pleasant eve ning,” Huntingdon said. 

Rhys looked at Tom, nodded toward Hunting-
don. “Unlike you and I, he’s never had the luxury 
of knowing anything other than a nobleman’s 
life.” 

“When was the last time you harvested wheat?” 
Huntingdon asked. 

“I have to confess that the closest I’ve come is 
loading ships, and that, my friend, is backbreak-
ing work.” 

Chuckling, Tom gained the attention of both 
men. “I thought peers  were supposed to pretend 
never to lift a fi nger.” 
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“Quite so,” Huntingdon said. “Sorry for the 
slip.” 

“So how are my brother and his family?” Rhys 
asked, as the footman poured him some brandy. 

“They  were doing well, the last I saw them,” 
Tom said. “Building a new  house, doing a little 
traveling.” 

“I’m glad to hear it. Grayson had a diffi cult life 
growing up here, not being legitimate and all that. 
It’s terribly frowned upon, and my older brother 
Quentin was not the kindest of brothers.” 

“Is cruelty common among the aristocracy?” 
Tom asked. “Because I’ve heard a few bad things 
about my father, as well.” 

“Not really. For the most part, the aristocracy 
is made up of good men and women who take 
their duties and position quite seriously and with 
a great deal of honor and nobility. But like all as-
pects of society, exceptions abound, and we have 
our bad apples.” Rhys took a sip of brandy. “I be-
lieve this is the part of the eve ning where I’m 
supposed to instruct you on  after-dinner man-
ners. Lauren whispered in my ear before leaving 
the room that you possessed—in her words, not 
mine—the nasty habit of smoking. Therefore, 
here are the rules as I know them. If you decide 
to enjoy a cigar or cigarette, you  can’t rejoin the 
ladies. It’s not polite to be around them with your 
clothing smelling of smoke. Of course, if your  
host has a smoking room and can offer you a 
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smoking jacket, then it’s allowed. I have nei-
ther.” 

“A shame. I have some fi ne cigars in my jacket 
pocket.” 

“Truly? Of all my vices, I’ve yet to add smoking 
to the list. Do you think stepping out on the ve-
randa would serve to keep the smoke from get-
ting into our clothes?” 

Tom grinned. “It’s my place of choice.” 
Rhys had the glasses filled with more brandy, 

before escorting Tom and Huntingdon to the ve-
randa. Before long, each was puffing on a cigar 
and enjoying the brandy. 

“I believe this may be the start of a bad habit for 
me,” Rhys said. 

“I can think of worse habits. Have even engaged 
in a few,” Tom said. 

“As have I, although marriage has curtailed my 
number of bad habits considerably.” 

“So I understand that you knew Gina in Texas,” 
Huntingdon said to Tom. 

Tom nodded. “Not as well as I knew Lydia, 
since Gina’s family left Texas. Does she ever talk 
about wanting to go back?” 

“No, I think she’s quite happy  here.” 
Leaning against the pillar, Tom wondered what 

it would take to make Lauren happy  here. “So tell 
me. How important is all this stuff that Lauren 
thinks is so damned important?” 

“You mean the Season?” Rhys asked. 
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“The Season, the manners, the etiquette, the 
making of a good impression. Any of it. All of it.” 

Studying Tom, Rhys took a puff on the cigar.  
“Actually, it’s terribly important. It broadens or  
limits your options, depending upon how well 
you . . . perform. Believe it or not, your most press-
ing task is to get married and produce an heir to 
inherit your titles.” 

Tom  couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “You’re 
not serious.” 

“Unfortunately, I am. If I understand your fi -
nancial situation, based upon the rumors circulat-
ing, you have no problems there. You need to  
oversee your estates, of course, but much of that is 
simply delegating, then following up to make sure 
the work is done properly. 

“However, a good deal of effort goes into fi nd-
ing a suitable wife, and that, my new friend, is the 
true purpose of the Season. Each ball is a marriage 
market. You look the offerings over, make your se-
lection, charm her, so that by Season’s end she is 
wearing your ring rather than someone  else’s.” 

“So if I’m not looking for a wife, I could skip all 
this nonsense.” 

“I thought Lauren was planning to return to 
Texas.” 

“She is.” That didn’t mean Tom had given up on 
her completely. He took another puff on his cigar. 
“I know she’s unhappy  here.” 

“I can’t speak to that. I only met her last Sea-
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son. Before that, I was somewhat of an . . . out-
cast.” 

Tom narrowed his eyes at Rhys, studied him. 
“How does one become an outcast?” 

“A bit of family scandal, which to my way of 
thinking,  doesn’t make me the ideal choice for in-
structing you in proper behavior. However, sup-
posedly all is forgiven, and I’ve regained my good 
standing, but only because Lydia made it so.” 

“She’s happy here.” 
“Incredibly.” 
“How did you make that happen?” 
“Don’t think I really had much to do with it. She 

simply thrives on all the ceremony that I fi nd te-
dious.” 

“If you find it tedious, then why are you in Lon-
don?” 

“Because she loves it so, and I love her. Besides, 
I must begin laying the groundwork so that our 
children, when they come along, will be accepted 
and loved by all who know them.” 

Tom grimaced. “I’m used to a man being judged 
on his own merits.” 

“A man can rise above his family’s scandals. A 
man’s scandals can also bring his family down. 
Improper behavior is not tolerated well, especially 
by the older ranks. As much as I wish it  were  
otherwise, I would advise you to take Lauren’s 
lessons seriously. A soiled reputation is not easily 
washed clean.” 
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“Lauren says it takes courage to thrive here.” 
“Indeed, and probably of a sort you’re not ac-

customed to. I suspect the dangers you faced in 
Texas  were exceedingly clear, visible, without 
question.  Here, they are not always so blatantly 
obvious.” 

“I’d been thinking that if I could fi gure out what 
was really making Lauren unhappy, I could fi x it 
so she might decide to stay.” 

“Ah, then you  wouldn’t have to wife hunt.” 
Tom looked out at the darkness. If Lauren 

left . . . “How can you marry someone you don’t 
love?” 

“My father did. He and my mother spent a good 
deal of their lives miserable, and it rained down 
on their children so they, too, were miserable.” 

“Yeah,” Tom said quietly. “I could see where it 
could make a lot of people unhappy.” 

“Speaking from experience,” Huntingdon said, 
“a marriage of convenience need not always be  
miserable. I married for money and was fortunate 
enough to gain love as well.” 

“Still, you must admit that among the aristoc-
racy, marrying for reasons other than love is usu-
ally the case,” Rhys said. “Politics, prestige, 
money . . . they are more often sought after than 
love. I suppose that’s the reason so many take 
 lovers.” 

“I can’t imagine marrying for any of those rea-
sons,” Tom said. 
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“Are you telling me that love is the only reason 
that people marry in Texas?” 

Tom finished off his brandy, shook his head. 
“No. Men need helpmates, women need security. 
Sometimes it’s to fight the loneliness. I guess it just 
seems that our reasons are more honest than 
yours.” 

Rhys chuckled. “You’re going to have to stop 
thinking of yourself as not one of us. That won’t 
sit well among your peers.” 

“And you think that’s something I need to 
worry over? What sits well with my peers?” 

“If you do one day take a wife, if you do one day 
have children, then yes, you’d better give a damn 
that your peers think well of you. That’s not to say 
that you  can’t be your own man. You simply do it 
within the confines of our society.” 

Tom was beginning to understand why Lauren 
was miserable there. It wasn’t a place where a girl 
would let a boy unbutton her bodice. It wasn’t a 
place where a boy would even presume to ask. 
With their chaperones and strict behaviors, it was 
a wonder a man could figure out who he might 
enjoy spending the rest of his days with, let alone 
who he might love. 

Three  dark-haired lords had sat at the table dur-
ing dinner. Observing them, based on their be-
havior, Lauren had been unable to distinguish the 
two who had been raised in England from the one 
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who hadn’t. Only when Tom spoke did evidence 
surface that he’d journeyed a serpentine path to 
his destination. 

Yet even when he spoke his drawl was not quite 
as pronounced as usual, as though he was work-
ing to keep his differences at a minimum. She’d 
been sitting beside him so she could quietly com-
ment on his manners when  appropriate—and had 
spent most of the meal uttering few words, other 
than insisting he keep his fork in his left hand. 

“I thought dinner went smashingly well,” Lydia 
said, as the ladies sat in the drawing room, drink-
ing tea while the men drank brandy in the dining 
room. “Don’t you agree, Lauren?” 

“What? Oh, yes,” Lauren said, trying to focus 
her attention on the conversation rather than her 
thoughts during dinner. She knew Lydia and Gina 
would probably disagree, but she’d thought Tom 
had been the most handsome of the three, and 
watching him had certainly been no hardship. 

“Tom seemed to be very comfortable in our  
company during dinner,” Gina said. “I still break 
out in hives when Devon even mentions attending 
some sort of large affair.” 

Lauren thought it interesting that the two ladies 
she trusted most of all had such different views 
on etiquette: Gina abhorred anything to do with 
it, while Lydia thrived on it. 

“You worry about it too much,” Lydia said. 
“Strange words from someone who thought it 
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was important enough to write a book about,” 
Gina responded. 

The one thing they both had in common was 
that neither was shy about expressing her opin-
ion. 

“Lauren, you seem miles away,” Lydia said. 
Lauren looked at her cousin, looked at her 

friend, shook her head. “I’m surprised, that’s all.” 
“By what?” Gina asked. 
“I’m afraid I’m as guilty as the ladies of London 

in thinking that Tom is going to behave like a bar-
barian.” 

“There’s not a lot that one can get wrong during 
a dinner,” Lydia said. 

“Not a gentleman, anyway,” Gina said. “The ar-
rangement of the seating, the courses to be served, 
everything of any importance is left to women.  
Men just have to sit where they’re told and eat 
what’s placed before them.” 

“Yes, I suppose that’s true enough.” Still, some-
thing bothered Lauren about tonight. “He seemed 
so sure of himself.” 

“Why wouldn’t he? He was among friends,” 
Lydia said. 

“You didn’t give him a lesson when you went to 
visit him this morning?” 

“Of course not. I only wanted to make him feel 
welcome.” 

“What does it matter if he’s getting lessons else-
where?” Gina asked. 
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“It  doesn’t, except I could be on my way to Texas 
if not for my promise to teach him.” 

“I can’t believe that you’d want to miss the Sea-
son,” Lydia said. 

“Only because you love it so,” Gina said. 
Lauren shook her head. “After turning down 

Kimburton, my Season will be most boring. I sus-
pect I’ll have very few dances.” 

“You’re an heiress, Lauren,” Gina reminded her. 
“You’ll have dances and plenty of them. His 
friends may feel sympathy for Kimburton, but 
there isn’t a lord in London who wasn’t glad to 
know he might have an opportunity to fill up the 
family coffers with what marriage to you will pro-
vide. Trust me, I know all about how desperately 
some want to fill the coffers.” 

It was filling the Huntingdon coffers that had led 
to her marriage to Devon. A marriage of convenience 
that had unexpectedly turned into a marriage of 
love. Whereas if Lauren had married Tom long ago, 
their marriage of love would have become a mar-
riage of convenience. Although she  couldn’t help 
but wonder how different her experiences in En-
gland might have been if she’d had him at her side, 
exuding confidence even when he wasn’t sure of 
himself. To constantly have his kisses, his touch— 

“So what are your plans regarding Tom?” Lydia 
asked. 

Swallowing hard, Lauren stared at her cousin. 
“Pardon?” 
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“Tom. What other lessons do you plan to teach 
him?” 

“Oh, lessons, yes. Umm . . . well, there’s your 
ball next week, of course. We’ll need to review the 
protocol there.” 

“Did you want me to have a small ball, so you 
might practice?” Lydia asked. 

Lauren laughed. “No, that won’t be necessary. I 
can explain what he needs to know. He wants to 
be seen as not being a barbarian. I suppose an out-
ing to the theater might suffi ce.” 

“Are you really going back to Texas?” Gina 
asked, effectively altering the direction of the con-
versation, before Lauren could completely com-
pile a list of lessons. 

She smiled warmly. “Indeed I am. Does it make 
you jealous?” 

“Strangely, no. Going to Texas would mean leav-
ing Devon. I  can’t imagine my life without him in 
it. You loved Tom once—” 

“I was a child. We’ve both changed consider-
ably.” 

“What if while spending time with him, you 
fall in love with him again?” Lydia asked. 

Ignoring her cousin’s question, Lauren got up, 
walked to the window, and looked out on the gar-
den. “It looks as though the gentlemen have gone 
outside to smoke cigars.” 

“Should we join them?” Gina asked. “I’ve al-
ways thought separating the sexes after dinner 
was silly.” 
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“You think everything is silly,” Lydia said. 
“Because most of it is.” 
“What do you think they talk about when they 

banish us from their presence?” Lauren asked 
quietly. 

“Rhys assures me that it’s nothing of any im-
portance,” Lydia said. 

“We could always sneak up on them and eaves-
drop,” Gina said. 

“That would be highly improper,” Lauren re-
minded them. 

“We’re Texas ladies,” Gina said. “We’ve earned 
the right to be improper.” 

Lauren spun around, smiling. “Earned the 
right?” 

Gina shrugged. “Maybe earned isn’t the right 
word. Whatever the word is, however, is unim-
portant. If we want to know what they’re saying, 
we should just go listen.” 

“I’m trying to teach Tom proper behavior.” 
“Boring behavior if you ask me.” 
“I didn’t ask you,” Lauren snapped. “And do 

you think I want to watch him change, do you 
think I want to be the one responsible for caging 
up everything about him that I once loved?” She 
buried her face in her hands, fighting back the 
tears. 

“Lauren?” 
She felt both her friends at her side. Sniffi ng in-

elegantly, she dropped her hands to her side. “I’m 
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sorry. He doesn’t want to embarrass himself, and 
I promised to teach him, and I know it’s silly, but I 
miss the boy he was.” 

“That would be the case even if you  weren’t 
teaching him,” Lydia said. “He stopped being the 
boy you knew a long time ago. Maybe it’s time 
you took a good, hard look at the man.” 

“That was much more enjoyable than I thought 
it would be,” Tom said, as the carriage traveled 
through the quiet streets. 

He sat across from Lauren but she could smell 
the faint scent of a richly aromatic cigar and the 
barest hint of the brandy he’d sipped and the in-
credibly, wonderful masculine fragrance that was 
him. He took up so much space inside the car-
riage, not because he was huge, but because she 
was simply so aware of his long legs and hard 
muscles and broad chest and wide shoulders. Take 
a good, hard look at the man her cousin had sug-
gested. As though Lauren had any choice. As 
though every aspect of his appearance didn’t draw 
her eye, wasn’t pleasing. As though she wasn’t 
aware of each breath he took. As though she 
couldn’t make out the outline of his hands in the 
dark resting on his thighs,  couldn’t clearly envi-
sion them reaching for her buttons— 

“What are you thinking?” he asked. 
“Lydia”—she cleared her throat hoping to make 

her voice stop sounding like a hinge in need of 
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oiling—“will be hosting the first ball of the Sea-
son next week. I was simply making a mental list 
of everything we need to address before then.”  
Liar, liar. “I suppose we should make arrange-
ments for dance lessons—” 

“I know how to dance.” 
She laughed lightly. “The dancing  here is a bit 

different than what you’re used to, Tom.” 
“I know how they dance over  here. Lydia’s step-

father gave a bunch of us cowboys a few lessons 
right before her eighteenth birthday. I think that 
was part of his birthday gift to her: making sure 
she didn’t get her toes stepped on.” 

“Oh, yes, she’d mentioned that you’d danced, 
she just hadn’t indicated that you  were very good 
at it.” 

“I don’t know why she would.” 
Because it was a part of him that Lauren wanted 

to know about. She was greedy for any little tidbit 
of information. Glancing out the window at the 
night, she didn’t know why it bothered her to 
think of her cousin dancing with Tom, being held 
in his arms, feeling the warmth from his body . . . of 
dancing with him when Lauren never had. Surely 
she wasn’t jealous. No, of course not. She was sim-
ply mystified that there were so many aspects of 
Tom with which she was unfamiliar, things that 
he had experienced that she had no idea about. 

Picking at the fabric of her skirt, she considered 
all that she didn’t know. Finally, she said, “Before 
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coming here, you could have asked Grayson Rhodes 
to teach you what you wanted to know.” 

“I didn’t have time, except to get on a steamship 
and try to figure out what all this mess was about. 
Besides, I wasn’t sure I  wouldn’t get over  here and 
discover it was all a mistake. Then  wouldn’t I look 
like a fool, going around telling people I was an 
earl when in fact I wasn’t?” 

She’d never realized before how much he wor-
ried about the impression he made on people, and 
she wondered what aspects of his life were re-
sponsible for that. 

“So you feel you can handle a ball quite satisfac-
torily?” she asked. 

“I think so.” 
“Then I’ll arrange a few other outings between 

now and then. It’s important to be seen, and if Lydia 
and Rhys accompany us, you should be able to have 
a few introductions before the ball so you won’t feel 
as though you’re walking among strangers.” 

“I like Rhys,” he said, as though he’d grown bored 
of talking etiquette. She’d tried to warn him. 

“Lydia loves him so much.” 
“I think the feeling is mutual.” 
“Last Season he tried to send her away, but she 

refused to go. She stood by him when no one  else 
would.” 

“For a town that has so many rules about proper 
behavior, there sure seems to be a lot of scandal 
going on.” 
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“Imagine how much more we’d have if we had 
no rules.” 

“Maybe it’s having all the rules that causes all 
the problems. Some people just feel a need to 
break rules, or at least to see how far they can 
bend them.” 

“Is that what you do, Tom? See how far you can 
bend them?” 

“Don’t you know me well enough, Lauren, to 
know I’m not content with bending? I much prefer 
to break them.” 

“What if someone gets hurt?” 
“I don’t see how using a fork in my right hand is 

going to hurt someone.” 
“Are there rules you  wouldn’t break?” 
“Of course there are.” 
“I should tell my mother that. It might put her 

mind at ease.” 
“I doubt it.” 
A dangerous undercurrent shimmered through 

his voice, warned her that she needed to change 
the course of the conversation. “Did you know that 
here ladies are expected to swoon? Lady Blythe  
once had a swoon party where all the  girls—this 
was a while  ago—had to practice swooning and 
gave each other advice on how to make it look  
more convincing.” 

Tom chuckled. “I can’t see you swooning.” 
“I never have. I think it’s silly, to appear helpless 

when you’re not.” 
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“Maybe the ladies swoon because they think it 
makes the men feel strong, like they’re protecting 
them.” 

“It’s still silly. Would you want to marry a 
woman who was completely helpless?” 

“No. I want a woman who could stand up to 
me, who could take my teasing and tease back. A 
woman who would put me in my place if I got out 
of line.” 

“Maybe I’ll write a book like Lydia’s, but I’ll call 
it A Lady’s Guide to Taming a Cowboy. It should sell 
quite well as long as you’re not married and every 
lady in London thinks she has a chance at captur-
ing your heart.” 

“Rhys said they don’t necessarily marry for love
 here.” 

“That  doesn’t mean they don’t try to capture 
hearts. It’s part of the game. And you will need to 
marry, Tom. You’ll need to provide an heir.” 

“Ravenleigh hasn’t. Is he worried about it?” 
“It seems contradictory, but he never has pres-

sured Mother to give him a son. At least not that 
I’m aware of. As a matter of fact, he seems quite 
content to pass everything on to his nephew.” She 
yawned. “All in all you did very well tonight.” 

“I didn’t want to embarrass you.” 
“That was the beauty of having dinner with 

Lydia. No one would have cared.” 
“I think I could consider Rhys a friend.” 
“Yes, you probably could, considering you both 

have a bit of wickedness in you.” 
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“I think you like wickedness.” 
“Don’t tempt me into proving you wrong, Tom.” 
“I think you’re afraid you’ll prove me right.” 
He moved across the carriage until he was sit-

ting beside her. 
“A gentleman isn’t supposed to sit beside a 

lady—” 
“I know.” He touched his finger to her lips. No 

gloves. When had he removed his gloves? 
“Don’t you get tired of spouting rules?” he 

asked. 
“It’s what you’re paying me to do.” 
“When it’s just you and me, I don’t give a damn 

about the rules.” 
Before she could even contemplate objecting, 

his mouth was covering her, his tongue delving 
deeply, hungrily. She could taste the brandy he 
drank earlier, could taste the unique fl avor that 
was him. She should shove him aside, insist that 
he stop . . . and she would in a few more seconds. 
She would allow one more sweep of his tongue, 
one more groan, one more whimper, one more— 

The carriage rolled to a stop, and they broke 
apart. She could see his satisfied grin in the shad-
owy confines of the conveyance. 

“You didn’t prove anything,” she said. 
His grin simply grew. She knew she was pro-

testing too much. Where he was concerned she 
seemed to have no will to resist. 

The door opened, and the footman helped Lau-
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ren alight. Tom followed and escorted her up the 
steps. At the top, she placed her hand on the door 
handle. 

“So what’s next?” he asked, as though he real-
ized that she planned to disappear before he could 
kiss her again. 

“I’ll talk with Lydia, see when she’s available 
and send word to you.” 

He trailed his finger along the side of her neck 
and desire raced down to the  soles of her slippers. 
“It was just a kiss,” he said quietly. 

Just a kiss? That was like saying the Crown jew-
els  were just jewelry or Big Ben was just a bell. 

“Moments like that will simply make it more 
difficult when the time comes for me to leave.” 

“So you’d rather have no memories to take with 
you?” 

She looked over her shoulder. “I’d rather we 
stick to the bargain we made.” 

“All right.” He took her hand, very slowly peeled 
off her glove, and pressed a kiss against her knuck-
les. “Just remember that we’ve made two bargains, 
and they both need to be kept.” 

Before she could comment that the bargain 
they’d made as children would never be kept, he’d 
turned and hurried down the steps. She  wouldn’t 
keep it. He was being silly to even think that she 
would. 

As she walked into the  house, she decided that 
come morning she would have Molly discard any 
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dresses or gowns that Lauren had with buttons in 
the front. Not that she thought Tom would take 
advantage without permission, but because the 
truth was, he’d guessed right. She was afraid he 
was a temptation she  couldn’t resist. 

Within his carriage Tom stroked the glove, pulled 
it between his fingers, wondered when Lauren 
would realize that he hadn’t given it back to her. 
Every moment spent with her was pure torment, 
to be near and not touch, to give in to temptation 
and kiss, but not possess. 

He wasn’t exactly certain when his plans re-
garding her had changed, when he’d decided that 
he didn’t want her to teach him as much as he  
wanted to demonstrate to her the passion and fi re 
that could exist between them. 

He didn’t want her leaving with anything left  
unexplored between them. And that meant doing 
all in his power to break through her reserved fa-
cade. To undo her years of training. 

To make her want him as desperately as he 
wanted her. 



Chapter 11 
nm 

“Iinquired. He’s been invited.” 
“Then surely he will show.” 

“One can only hope.” 
“He might not realize the importance of this af-

fair.” 
“It’s the first ball of the Season. Of course he re-

alizes its importance. He’s been  here long enough 
to learn to appreciate a few of our customs.” 

“I do hope you have no plans to seize all of his 
attentions this eve ning, as you apparently have 
since his arrival.” 

Standing with the four ladies who had been in 
her stepfather’s drawing room the afternoon Tom 
had arrived, Lauren couldn’t seem to stop herself 
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from blushing as Lady Blythe directed her last  
statement Lauren’s way with obvious disapproval. 
Her glare was hard, her lips pursed, and her brow 
arched. The dancing had yet to begin, and the la-
dies were engaged in their customary gossiping 
session. The fact that it was indeed the first ball of 
the  Season—hosted by the Duchess of Harrington 
no less—also meant that many of those in atten-
dance had a good deal of catching up to do, and a 
few other ladies were nudging up against their 
circle, striving to determine what juicy tidbits they 
might have missed. 

“During the time I’ve spent with him, his atten-
tion has been focused more on learning your ritu-
als than on me,” Lauren explained, resenting that 
she felt any need at all to explain her actions or her 
time with Tom. Over the past week, accompanied 
by Lydia and Rhys, she and Tom had attended a 
performance at Albert Hall, browsed through the 
National Portrait Gallery, visited the Crystal Pal-
ace, and strolled through the zoological gardens. 
Everywhere they went, Lydia was quick to intro-
duce the new earl to anyone of importance, which 
was the advantage of going through London ac-
companied by a duke and his duchess: There  were 
few people they couldn’t impose upon for intro-
ductions. 

Tom was always charming, dazzling the ladies 
with his roguish smile. Even his slow drawl didn’t 
seem to grate on anyone’s nerves as hers had. Lady 
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Blythe had spoken truly that first afternoon: When 
one was wealthy and titled a good many faults 
were easily overlooked. As a matter of fact, Tom 
was handling himself so well that Lauren was re-
ally beginning to wonder if she had any true pur-
pose other than to provide him with a decoration 
for his arm and occasional conversation. Not that 
either was any hardship, but he was much less un-
tutored than she’d realized. 

Oh, some of the minute details would throw 
him from time to time: the practice of tipping the 
street sweepers who cleared the streets ahead of 
them so they could cross without stepping in 
horse dung, sitting in a shop so items could be 
shown to him—he’d purchased fans for all the la-
dies in Ravenleigh’s house hold. Small things. 
Things he could have easily learned through ob-
servation. He was extremely generous— 

“He sent me flowers, you know,” Lady Blythe 
said. “After we rode through the park last week. 
Pink roses.” 

Too generous perhaps, Lauren thought, suddenly 
unreasonably irritated that he was showering 
attention— 

“The ones he sent me were white,” Lady Cas-
sandra said. 

“Mine  were red.” Lady Priscilla giggled. 
All eyes turned to Lady Anne. She blushed. 

“Mine  were an assortment of red, pink, and white. 
‘I appreciate the warm welcome,’ was written on 
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the note that accompanied them. I thought that 
was extremely sweet of him.” 

But none had been sent yellow roses, Lauren 
couldn’t help but notice, taking delight in the real-
ization that those had been reserved for her and 
her alone. A little bit of Texas. 

The ladies nodded, murmuring that Sachse had 
expressed the same sentiments to them. Very tact-
ful on his part, not to single one of them out for 
more attention while at the same time making 
each feel special. Very tactful and very clever. 

“And the color of your fl owers?” Lady Blythe 
asked Lauren, a bit of snideness in her voice that 
Lauren didn’t appreciate. 

“I didn’t receive flowers after we rode in the 
park,” she said, not inclined to reveal that hers 
had come before. They knew enough about her 
public moments with Tom. The private ones she 
intended to hold to  herself—not that they’d had  
many private moments, but still . . . 

“Do you think he’ll come dressed as a cowboy 
tonight?” Lady Cassandra asked. 

“I daresay that would be scandalous,” Lady 
Blythe announced. 

“He wasn’t wearing gloves when he appeared 
at Ravenleigh’s or the morning when we rode to-
gether in the park.” Waving her fan frantically in 
front of her face, Lady Cassandra appeared on the 
verge of a swoon. “I’ve never touched a man’s bare 
hand before. I do hope he shall ask me to dance.” 



194 LORRAINE HEATH 

“What if he doesn’t know how to dance?” Lady 
Priscilla asked. 

“Oh, he knows,” Lauren assured them. 
“Did you teach him?” Lady Priscilla asked. 
“No, he picked that up in Texas, all on his—” 
“Oh, my word, I think that’s him,” Lady Blythe 

interrupted breathlessly. 
“I believe you’re right,” Lady Cassandra said. “I 

daresay it is quite a quandary whether I prefer 
him dressed as a cowboy or a gentleman. Al-
though I must confess that I don’t recall him look-
ing quite so extraordinarily handsome.” 

“He does still look exceedingly dangerous, 
though. A wolf in sheep’s clothing. I can scarcely 
breathe,” Lady Blythe said. 

Perhaps your corset is laced too tightly, Lauren con-
sidered murmuring, but held the words back, be-
cause she, too, was having diffi culty breathing. 

Tom was quite simply gorgeous. Every ounce of 
English blood he possessed was on display. Oh, 
he still possessed a slight swagger, but his mien 
radiated confi dence and  self- assurance. His black 
 swallow- tailed  double- breasted jacket, open to re-
veal his white silk waistcoat, did little to hide the 
breadth of his chest and shoulders. A white silk 
tie adorned his white shirt, and brought out the 
swarthiness of his deeply tanned complexion. The 
darkness of his skin was a stark contrast to the paler 
complexions of many of the other men in atten-
dance. Yet so much more about him caused every 
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head to turn toward him. It was the manner in  
which he strode through the room, dark and feral, 
sleek, like some ferocious beast that might be cap-
tured but never tamed. Not a wolf, but something 
more regal: a lion perhaps, a tiger, a panther. A 
creature that prowled through the night. 

In spite of her recent tutoring and instructions, 
she’d failed to tame him, and that knowledge 
pleased her immensely. She had yet to destroy 
that which made him magnificent. And he was 
magnificent, as he cut a swath through the other 
men as though they hardly existed—with only a 
brief ac know ledg ment  here and  there—his gaze 
boring into her as though no other lady inhabited 
the room. With all these people gathered around, 
how had he managed to find her so easily? 

Before he reached her, the music began signal-
ing that the first dance of the  evening—a  waltz— 
was soon to begin. Lauren’s dance card was almost 
completely filled, but she’d deliberately left the 
first dance open. Only now did she realize why. 

Tom came to a stop before her, his gaze roam-
ing over her, his eyes filling with an appreciation 
that caused her heart to speed up, her skin to grow 
warm. 

“Good eve ning, darlin’,” he said in that low 
rumble that sent shimmers of pleasure cascading 
through her. 

“Hello, Tom.” She shook her head, curtsied 
slightly. “Hello, my lord.” 
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He grinned, his mustache shifting up to accom-
modate the width of his smile. “No need to be so 
formal, Lauren.” 

Before she could comment, he’d turned to the 
others. “Good eve ning, ladies. I  can’t recall ever 
seeing so much beauty in one place.” 

Lauren heard the tiniest of squeals and a wist-
ful sigh. 

“I hope I  haven’t arrived too late to reserve a 
dance with each of you.” 

Lady Blythe giggled annoyingly and held up 
her wrist, dangling her dance card in front of him. 
“I believe dance five is available. It’s a waltz.” 

Tom took the pencil she offered and scrawled 
his name on her card. Then he looked at Lady Cas-
sandra. “What about you, darlin’? Do you have a 
dance for me?” 

Lady Cassandra began frantically waving her 
fan, and Lauren feared she was on the cusp of 
demonstrating one of her infamous swoons. 

“Number eight,” she fairly squealed, as though 
her corset was also laced up too tightly. 

Lauren was feeling quite nasty; she didn’t want 
to acknowledge that it might stem from the fact 
that they had such a keen interest in Tom or that 
he might be the slightest bit interested in them. 
She didn’t like seeing him flirting with them, even 
though she knew it was his nature to fl irt harm-
lessly with anything that wore skirts. 

Tom signed Lady Cassandra’s dance card, then 
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Lady Anne’s and Lady Priscilla’s. And as a few of 
the other ladies who’d been gathered nearby 
pressed in on him, he signed their cards as well. 
Then he winked, somehow managing to take in  
the entire assemblage. “Now if you ladies will ex-
cuse me, I promised my first dance to Miss Fair-
fi eld.” 

Tom reached for Lauren’s hand, but before he 
could grab it she placed her hand on his arm. 

“You offer a lady your arm,” she said quietly. 
He grimaced, and she thought she could see a 

blush beneath his collar. He wore no bandanna 
that might reflect any sort of red coloring onto his 
skin. How interesting that he was so easily embar-
rassed, that he did actually blush. 

“Thanks,” he said, as he escorted her onto the 
dance floor, where he smoothly took her within 
the circle of his arms. 

“I must say that you are certainly charming the 
London ladies,” she said. 

“I’m trying. Harrington explained that my most 
important task is to find a wife.” 

She lost her footing— 
“Whoa,” he said. “Are you all right?” 
—but his hold on her was sturdy enough that 

they managed to avoid any embarrassing mishap. 
“Yes.” She laughed  self-consciously. Of course, 

he would marry. She knew that. She simply hadn’t 
accepted it. “I didn’t realize you’d already begun 
the wife hunt.” 
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“The ‘hunt’ part makes it sound a little bar-
baric.” 

“Yes, I suppose it does, but still I didn’t realize 
that you  were searching for a wife already.” 

“Not seriously pursuing one at the moment. I’m 
simply keeping my options open.” His gaze 
roamed over her bare shoulders. “I sure do appre-
ciate your dress.” 

“I believe Charles Worth would shudder if he 
heard you call it a dress. It’s an eve ning gown.” 

“It suits you.” 
“Worth has an uncanny ability to know the 

style and color that will most flatter a woman. His 
gowns are considered works of art, and I daresay 
that he charges enough that they could be framed 
and hung on walls as such.” 

Tom laughed. “Still a bit of country in you, isn’t 
there, Lauren?” 

“I sometimes fear there’s more than a bit.” 
“Why does that frighten you?” 
“That was simply an expression. I actually 

hope I’ve retained some of the country. I worry a 
bit that I won’t fit in when I return to Texas. 
Wouldn’t that be ironic, to fi nd that I’ve changed 
so much that I might feel as out of place there as I 
once felt here?” 

“I think if you set your mind to it, you can fi t in 
wherever you want.” 

“I can at least give the appearance of fi tting in,” 
she admitted. “Speaking of fitting in, you certainly 
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have adapted well. I don’t think you’re going to 
need me at all tonight.” 

“Oh, darlin’, I need you. Don’t doubt that for a 
second.” 

There was an undercurrent to his words, some-
thing more than the idle banter. She wanted to 
touch his cheek, brush back his hair that had fallen 
forward. As he continued to swirl her around the 
room, she became lost in the heat of his dark gaze. 
She didn’t want to think of him looking at anyone 
else in quite the same manner as he looked at her: 
as though she was still his. 

The music drifted into silence and quiet mur-
murs began to take up the space left behind as 
people started to seek out their next partner. Lau-
ren had never had a chance to dance with Tom in 
Texas. She was glad that at least she’d leave En-
gland having had one dance with him. 

He leaned near, bending his head slightly. “It 
was my pleasure to dance with you, darlin’. I hope 
you’ve saved at least one more dance for me.” 

Her heart fluttered with the seductive rasp of 
his voice, the wafting of his breath just below her 
ear. She nodded, barely able to push out the words. 
“The last one.” 

“I’ll be counting the minutes.” 
As he escorted her off the dance floor, she real-

ized that she would be as well. 

Tom had never had occasion to experience jeal-
ousy, but at the moment it was sure rearing its 



200 LORRAINE HEATH 

ugly head. Lauren was without a doubt the most 
beautiful woman in the room, and one of the most 
sought after. Her dance card was obviously fi lled 
because she had yet to sit out a dance. Tom seldom 
took his eyes off her, which made dancing with 
any other lady a dangerous undertaking. 

“Stop watching her.” 
Tom shifted his gaze to Lydia. It seemed that 

they’d both improved since they’d danced in her 
family’s barn on her birthday. “I can’t say I think 
much of this two-dance rule you have over here,” 
he said. 

She gave him an impish grin. “If we didn’t, she 
wouldn’t have much of a chance to dance with  
anyone else, now would she?” 

Not if he had anything to say about it. Not that 
he thought he would. During the past week, dur-
ing each of their outings, she’d been polite and 
reserved while rattling off instructions, explana-
tions, and examples of what was considered proper 
and what wasn’t. He  couldn’t deny that he’d  
learned a lot or that she was doing exactly as he’d 
asked: teaching him to project the polished veneer 
of a civilized man. But they’d seldom had a mo-
ment alone, to truly talk, to explore possibilities. 

It had taken every bit of restraint he could mus-
ter not to go out every night and toss rocks at her 
window to get her attention. 

“Oh, someone’s brooding,” Lydia said. 
He dropped his gaze to Lydia’s. “My apologies. 
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I was just thinking about everything we’ve done in 
the past week, and it doesn’t seem like  we’ve really 
had any time to just . . .” He let his voice trail off. 
To just what? To get to know each other again? 

“The Season is known for being a whirlwind of 
activities.” 

“And you love it.” 
“I do. And I’ll warn you that it’s about to get 

much more hectic, now that the first ball has taken 
place.” 

More hectic? He couldn’t imagine. He wanted 
to embrace this life, but he found himself longing 
for the quiet of a  star-fi lled night. 

“If some other lady catches your fancy, and 
you’d like an introduction, do be sure to let me 
know, and I’ll arrange one,” Lydia offered. 

“I appreciate the kindness.” 
The final strains of the music fell into the si-

lence. To his surprise, Lydia  rose up on her toes 
and whispered, “I have it on good authority that 
she is in the habit of always taking a turn about the 
garden during dances twelve and thirteen.” 

Tom grinned down on her. “Now I appreciate 
that bit of information even more than an intro-
duction.” 

She smiled warmly. “I thought you might.” 
The promise of a rendezvous echoed through 

Tom’s mind as he danced with Lady Blythe, maybe 
the  second-prettiest gal in the room. She was fl ir-
tatious, and he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed the 
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way she smiled whenever he called her darlin’. 
But she  couldn’t hold his attention. It seemed the 
only woman with that power was Lauren. 

Lauren to whom he’d promised to purchase  
passage to Texas at the end of the Season. He 
couldn’t have made a more unsatisfying bargain 
if he’d made his deal with the devil. 

He slipped outside during the eleventh dance 
and stood in the shadows, watching as  others— 
some discreetly, some not as much—made their 
way along the  gas-lit path that led into the gar-
dens. Some moved about almost guiltily, and he 
wondered if they had plans to leave the path, to 
go where they couldn’t be seen, to be a little dar-
ing, a little bold, to cast propriety aside for a little 
bit of fun. 

That’s what he was missing: good old-fashioned 
fun. He couldn’t explain why he wasn’t having a 
good time. He enjoyed the company, and he was 
certainly engaged in a variety of activities, but 
he couldn’t truly identify the purpose behind 
any of them—unless it was simply to be seen 
and in the being seen to make an impression on 
London. 

He wondered how long he’d feel this need to  
impress, how long before he’d feel that he’d suc-
ceeded at putting his father to rest. 

Hearing the music waft into silence, he turned 
his attention to the French doors, envisioning 
Lauren’s latest dance partner escorting her back to 
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her circle of friends, wondering how long she’d 
wait to make her escape. Not long at all. 

A grin crept up his face as she appeared in the 
doorway, disappearing so quickly into the shad-
ows, that if he hadn’t been waiting for her, he  
might have missed her. He stepped forward, and 
she released a startled gasp. 

“Oh, what are you doing  here?” she asked. 
He chuckled low. “Do you have any idea how 

many times you’ve asked me that since I got to 
London?” 

“Obviously it bears asking when you continu-
ally show up so unexpectedly.” 

“You didn’t ask Lydia to tell me that you’d be 
out  here walking?” 

“No. My cousin seems to be involved in a bit of 
mischief. I didn’t realize she was so acutely aware 
of my habits.” 

Her voice contained no censure, maybe a spark 
of teasing, as though she wasn’t completely upset 
that Lydia had shared her little ritual with Tom. 

“Why do you always stroll in the garden during 
these par tic u lar dances?” 

“I simply need some time away from the mad-
ness, and planning always to sit out the same 
dances worked well.” 

“So do you mind if I join you?” 
“Not as long as you behave.” 
“You take away all the fun.” Still, he extended 

his arm, and she placed her hand on it. 
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“You seem to be enjoying the ball,” she said, af-
ter they’d taken a few steps and settled into an 
easy stride. 

How could he explain? He was in favor of hav-
ing a good time,  couldn’t deny that he found plea-
sure in holding a woman in his arms and whirling 
her over a dance floor, and yet— 

“There are so many rules that it diminishes the 
fun a bit.” 

She smiled up at him. “I’ve never quite been 
able to put my finger on exactly what it was that 
bothered me. Perhaps that’s it. I  can’t deny that I 
enjoy dancing, and the gentlemen are always 
pleasant—” 

“Maybe too pleasant.” 
Before Lauren realized what he intended, he’d 

snaked an arm around her waist and guided her 
off the path and into the shadowy darkness be-
hind a trellis of roses. She found her back up 
against a wall, Tom so near, not touching, but close 
enough that she could feel the warmth of his body 
seeping into hers. 

“Admit it, Lauren. What you don’t like is that 
they’re too refined over  here, that they don’t tempt 
you to do the forbidden.” 

He grazed his bare finger along her cheek. 
When had he removed his glove? Did he always 
have to remove it before he touched her? 

“They’re proper,” he said. 
He boldly trailed his finger down to her collar-
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bone, stealing her ability to speak as it passed 
along her throat. 

“They’re tamed,” he continued, as his touch 
dipped slightly lower, hovering just above the  
swell of her breast, causing her nipples to harden 
in anticipation, her knees to weaken. 

“And, darlin’, you’ve always had too much wild-
ness to settle for the tamed.” 

Hungrily, he blanketed her mouth with his, his 
hand moving up to stroke her cheek, the under-
side of her chin, her throat . . . improperly in a 
proper sort of way. He certainly could have been 
more bold, and she was so far lost in the passion 
elicited by his questing tongue that she wouldn’t 
have objected. He could have peeled back her bod-
ice, exposed her to his dark gaze, and she’d have 
not cared. 

He took only what he was certain she was will-
ing to give, and she was beyond thinking clearly 
so that she might urge him to take more. Instead, 
she simply returned his kiss with equal fervor, 
raking her hands up into his hair, holding him 
tightly in place, at once wanting him near and 
fearing that without his support she would simply 
collapse to the ground because her legs had some-
how lost the strength to hold her up without pow-
erful assistance, and he was beyond any doubt 
powerful. 

His arms came around her like banded steel, 
pressing her close as he changed the angle of the 
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kiss so he could increase the intimacy. Heat and 
desire almost overwhelmed her. She’d managed 
over the past week to keep both at bay, to think of 
Tom as a project, someone to be taught, but not 
touched, someone to expose to London life without 
wondering what it might be like to live with him. 
She fought to remain aloof, to build up her walls, to 
refrain from wondering how different it all might 
be if he were still in Texas waiting for her. 

She thought he’d become properly civilized. 
Instead, his kiss was clearly demonstrating the 

error in her thinking. He was still as untamed as 
the land that had once brought them together. 

And so was she. 
To want as badly as she did to have his mouth 

devouring hers, to need his arms around her as 
much as she did. Want and need, bouncing back 
and forth, like a ball across a tennis lawn. Want. 
Need. Need. Want. 

His mouth was suddenly gone, and she found 
her cheek pressed into the crook of his shoulder, 
where she could hear the hammering of his heart, 
each harsh rapid breath, his and hers, fi lling up 
the night, drowning out every other sound. 

How long had they been there? How many 
dances had passed? Had they been missed? 

She felt something tickle faintly over her shoul-
der, went to brush it away, and realized it was her 
hair. Panicked, she pushed away from Tom, 
reached up to touch her coiffure, and realized that 
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a good deal of it was no longer in place. She could 
hardly return to the ballroom with swollen, tin-
gling lips and mussed hair. And she had a feeling 
he might look equally untidy. After all, she re-
called her fingers scraping along his scalp. She 
didn’t know why she didn’t recall his doing the 
same. 

“There’s a side door that leads into the servant 
area that will at least get us back into the  house, 
hopefully undetected so we can put ourselves 
back to rights,” she told him. 

She felt him tugging on loosened strands of her 
hair, could see the flash of his grin in the faint 
light provided by the gaslights. 

“I like the way you look now,” he said. 
“You can’t see me clearly in the dark.” 
“Clear enough.” 
She wished the deep rumble of his voice didn’t 

make her want to latch her mouth on to his again. 
Wild indeed. She made a move to edge past him, 
and he grabbed her arm, effectively stilling her 
movement. 

“Don’t go get straightened up,” he said. “Let’s 
just leave.” 

“Leave and do what? I think this little foray be-
hind the roses has clearly demonstrated that nei-
ther of us is as civilized as we should be.” 

“It also demonstrated that we’re not as wild as 
we could be. You’re still dressed.” 

Completely and absolutely, which she consid-



208 LORRAINE HEATH 

ered somewhat of a miracle since her body had 
grown as warm as Texas in August. 

“Tom, it’s completely inappropriate for me to 
leave with you.” 

“Even if we’re not seen?” 
“My parents will be looking for me, as well as 

the gentlemen to whom I’ve promised dances. No, 
I’m sorry. I  can’t risk ruining my reputation.” 

“You’re leaving, Lauren. In Texas, your reputa-
tion will be whatever you damned well want it to 
be.” 

“But I’m not there yet, and I have my family to 
consider. I won’t have any embarrassment visited 
upon them, because you and I  haven’t the strength 
to behave civilized.” 

She freed her arm of his grip, pressed a kiss to 
her fingertips, and touched them to his warm lips. 
“Last dance. I’ll see you then.” 

She peered out from behind the trellis, saw no 
one about, and hurried to the side of the  house, 
grateful that she knew her cousin’s house as well 
as her own and could make it safely inside where 
she could quickly put her hair back into place and 
hope no one noticed that it didn’t look quite as it 
originally had. 

Get back inside where it might be easier to resist 
the temptations offered by Thomas Warner, who 
not only tempted her to leave with him, but 
tempted her to stay as well. 

* * * 
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Tom wasn’t enjoying his second dance with 
Lady Blythe as much as he had the fi rst, mostly 
because he was viewing it as simply a way to pass 
the time until the final dance, when he would 
again hold Lauren in his arms. A shame he 
wouldn’t be able to do more than that, at least not 
in a gaily lit ballroom. He wondered if she might 
be willing to take another walk in the garden. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of 
Lauren coming back into the ballroom, no out-
ward appearances that she’d almost been ravished 
behind the roses. How could she look so calm and 
unaffected, when he was still carrying the scent of 
her on his skin? 

“My lord,” Lady Blythe began. 
Tom tilted his head slightly, wondering what 

she was waiting for. “Yes, darlin’?” 
She released her short breathless giggle. “I do 

so love when you call me that.” She gnawed on  
her lower lip, did a quick glance around, before 
locking her gaze on his. “My lord, I  couldn’t help 
but notice that you seem to give quite a bit of at-
tention to Miss Fairfi eld.” 

Tom fought not to clench his jaw or tell her that 
to whom he gave attention was none of her busi-
ness. He was proud of the smile that he gave Lady 
Blythe and the flat tone of his voice. “Yes, as it hap-
pens, I do.” 

“I hope you won’t consider me too presumptu-
ous, and as a rule, I’m not one to speak ill of any-
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one, can’t tolerate gossip and the hurt that it has 
the potential to cause, but as you are only recently 
arrived in London, you might be unaware that 
Miss Fairfield has gained a reputation as a lady 
who lures a man in only to humiliate him. The 
poor Duke of Kimburton sought her favor last 
Season, and she granted it, unwaveringly, until he 
was assured that he held her heart. When he asked 
for her hand in marriage, she humiliated him by 
declining.” 

Tom lost the battle not to clench his jaw. “Maybe 
he misunderstood—” 

“Oh, no. You can ask anyone here. She fl irted 
with him shamelessly. A lady shouldn’t encourage 
a man for whom she feels nothing. It’s quite sim-
ply not done. The result is disastrous, to his heart, 
to his confidence. All  were convinced that she fa-
vored him. No one was surprised when he pro-
posed marriage, but all  were stunned, shocked, 
actually, when she rejected the offer without ex-
planation or any inkling as to the reason.” 

“Is Kimburton  here tonight?” 
He wanted to see the man, get his side of the 

story. 
“Oh, my word, no. He was mortifi ed. He’s cho-

sen not to come to London this Season, and I, for 
one, can hardly blame him. I tell you this only as 
a precaution. I have always liked Miss Fairfi eld 
and still consider her a friend, but even as a friend 
I cannot approve of her blatant disregard for the 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 211 

duke’s honor, and I fear she may lead you down a 
similar unhappy path.” 

She blinked, smiled, blinked again. Tom usu-
ally wasn’t at a loss for words, but he hardly knew 
what to say, mostly because his mind was reeling 
with the knowledge that another man had asked 
for Lauren’s hand; that Lauren had actually en-
couraged him, that she might have even been seri-
ously considering the offer. 

“I would never encourage a man whom I did not 
wish to wed,” Lady Blythe said, as though she’d  
grown tired of waiting for Tom to come up with 
some sort of response, to fill up the silence stretch-
ing between them. “It seems rather cruel to me.” 

“I don’t guess it’s possible that he misinter-
preted her actions—” 

“Oh, no. On occasion she rather boldly sought 
him out, and everyone simply attributed her forth-
rightness to her American upbringing, but now 
one must wonder if she perhaps had an ulterior 
motive, although one can only guess what it might 
have been. And as I don’t have a propensity to-
ward unkind behavior, I must sadly confess to be-
ing at a complete loss regarding what she might 
have been thinking.” 

The music drifted into silence. Lady Blythe 
placed her gloved hand on his arm, her eyes fi lled 
with concern. “I beg of you, do take care where she 
is concerned. It is obvious you are vulnerable to her 
wiles. And as I said, it would pain me greatly to see 
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you hurt. While I have only been in your company 
a short time, I have grown rather fond of you.” 

“I appreciate your concern.” 
The lie rolled off his tongue with ease, when in 

truth he wanted to lash out at her for the things 
she’d told him. His muscles  were tense, his jaw 
aching as he escorted her off the dance fl oor and 
returned her to a group of young ladies who  were 
tittering and giggling. Suddenly he was irritated 
with everything. 

He left them to their gossip, and he had no 
doubt they would begin to gossip—about him, 
about Lauren. 

He wondered why she’d never mentioned Kim-
burton, wondered exactly what her feelings to-
ward the man had been. It seemed he and Lauren 
had a hell of a lot more to discuss. He wanted to 
find her and— 

“—believe she had the audacity to attend this 
ball.” 

“The Duchess of Harrington is her cousin. She 
could hardly not come.” 

“On the contrary, I believe she should have had 
the decency not to show regardless of any rela-
tionship she may have with the hostess.” 

“I daresay she seems to have caught Sachse’s at-
tention.” 

“Poor blighter has no idea regarding the humil-
iation she’s capable of infl icting.” 

“Perhaps we should seek an introduction, so we 
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can explain the truth of the matter and save him 
the misfortune of making a complete fool of him-
self where Miss Fairfield is concerned.” 

“No introduction needed,” Tom said to the backs 
of the three men standing at the edge of the dance 
floor. If he hadn’t been in a dangerously foul mood 
after Lady Blythe’s revelations—before hearing 
their pompous  words—he might have laughed at 
the way they all jerked and spun around as though 
they were puppets dangling on strings. 

“I say, Sachse, I don’t believe we’ve been for-
mally introduced,” the taller and lankier of the 
trio said. 

Tom, unkindly, could envision him serving as a 
scarecrow in a field of corn. As a matter of fact, he 
wouldn’t mind hanging him on the poles him-
self. 

“Allow me to do the honors,” the man continued 
as Tom held his silence. “I’m the Earl of Whithaven 
and my cohorts”—chuckle,  chuckle—“are the 
Marquess of Kingston and Viscount Reynolds.” 

The other two gentlemen mumbled greetings. 
“You were gossiping about Miss Fairfi eld,” Tom 

said pointedly. 
“Oh, no, no, no, dear fellow,” Whithaven said. 

“Women gossip. We were merely . . . conversing, 
exchanging concerns, speculating on the inevita-
bility of a Season gone awry. We  couldn’t help  
but notice that you seemed quite smitten by Miss 
Fairfi eld—” 
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“I don’t see that it’s any of your business.” 
“Perhaps not, but we felt that we should warn 

you that she treated one of our friends rather badly 
last Season. A very likable chap, Kimburton, and 
that is not even taking into consideration the pres-
tige of his title, for which she showed blatant dis-
regard.” 

“Because she said no?” 
“Because, old chap, she gave every indication 

that she would say yes. I lost a fortune on the wa-
gers. Hardly sporting of her to dupe us all.” 

“Hardly sporting of you to wager on the out-
come.” He’d made his delivery in a perfect British 
accent that had all three men bugging their eyes. 

Tom took a step toward the man who appeared 
to be the leader of the bunch. “If I  were you, I’d 
stop talking about Miss Fairfield, or I’ll be making 
a wager on whether or not you’re fast enough to 
duck my fi st.” 

“You wouldn’t dare.” 
Tom gave his head a shake, turned to go,  couldn’t 

do it— 
His fist was flying into Whithaven’s face before 

he realized it. The man would have lost the wager 
had he made it. He wasn’t fast enough to duck. He 
stumbled back into a dancing couple before land-
ing on the floor with a thud. 

Someone screamed, Tom heard a few gasps, a 
squeal, the music suddenly stopped, Reynolds 
was sputtering. 
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“See here!” Kingston said. “That was uncalled 
for.” 

Tom felt a hand on his arm, looked over to see 
Lauren staring at him, her brow deeply furrowed, 
horror at his actions clearly  etched in her eyes. 
“Tom, what on earth do you think you’re doing?” 

“Being a barbaric Texan.” 
“Is there a problem?” Harrington asked. 
Tom turned to the man he’d thought he might 

be able to develop a friendship with. “I’m sorry for 
disrupting your party. I should have taken this  
outside.” 

“Perhaps you should come to the library—” 
“No, thank you, I think it would be best if I left.” 

He looked over at Whithaven. A woman with  
blond hair and green eyes was kneeling beside 
him, while Kingston and Reynolds  were mutter-
ing and trying to get the man’s nose to stop bleed-
ing. 

Then Tom was storming out of the room before 
he did more damage. So much for proving he 
wasn’t his father. 



Chapter 12 
nm 

T om was so angry that he could have chewed 
nails. Angry at himself for losing control, 

angry at Whithaven for daring to dare him, angry 
at Lauren for showing interest in another man, 
even if that interest had ended. 

Angry at himself for storming out. Angry at 
Lauren for not following, not that he’d invited her 
to, but still he’d thought she might come after him. 
Angry because he wore the veneer of civilization, 
but that’s all it was. A veneer that looked good on 
the outside, but the shining surface hid from view 
the rotting wood beneath. He wished they’d never 
come searching for him. He wished his father’s 
blood didn’t race through his veins. 

216 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 217 

He was angry about that most of all. 
That he couldn’t be the man he’d become. 
He sat in a heavy, brocaded chair in the sitting 

area of his bedchamber, a fire burning in the fi re-
place because he couldn’t get used to the chill of 
the night or the cold of the  house. Even the whis-
key he was downing straight from the bottle 
seemed unable to warm him. 

He heard the door open, close. Damned valet. 
The man seemed to think he was in charge of 
more than Tom’s clothes; he was in charge of his 
life. “Thought I told you to go on to bed, that I  
could undress myself tonight.” 

“Actually, I don’t recall your saying that to me.” 
Lauren. 
Tom came up out of the chair so fast, turning so 

quickly, that his head spun, and he thought he 
might bring up the whiskey he’d already downed. 

Standing just inside the room, she wore a sim-
ple dress, not a single flounce, ribbon, or bow on 
it. Something she could have put on without any 
help at all, something like what she’d worn that 
first night when they’d gone down to the river. 
Her hair was piled on her head, and he cursed 
himself for longing to see it released, draped 
around her shoulders, flowing down her back. 
Where she was concerned, he seemed unable to 
stop himself from longing for a lot of things. 

He couldn’t take his eyes off her as she crossed 
the short distance separating them, moving around 
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a small table until she was near and nothing 
separated them except the memories that joined 
them. 

Her eyes reflected a sadness that made him 
want to reach out, take her in his arms, and com-
fort her, assure her that everything would be all  
right. But he’d never been a man to make prom-
ises he couldn’t keep. 

“I’m here to make good on the debt I owe you,” 
she said quietly. 

His gut clenched so tightly that he almost 
dropped to his knees. Her words  were the last 
he’d expected to hear. 

“And when the debt is paid, I want to be re-
leased from the bargain we made.” 

He could hardly blame her for that request. He 
had no doubt that his earlier actions had brought 
her shame. He nodded. “Agreed.” 

“Do you remember the conditions of the debt, 
Tom? The conditions that apply to you?” 

He swallowed hard. “Look, but don’t touch.” 
“I want your word that you’ll keep your end of 

the bargain.” 
His word? Not to touch what he so desperately 

wanted to hold? To walk away from what he so  
desperately wanted to claim? Did she know what 
she was asking of him and what it would cost him 
to follow through on his end of the bargain? 

His hands  were already shaking so badly that 
he figured they’d be  here all night while he strug-
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gled to make them work. “I won’t touch you, but 
you’ll have to do the unbuttoning.” 

She gave a brisk nod. “And with that little 
change in the arrangement, you’ll consider the  
debt paid in full?” 

Nodding, he took a step back. “Pay up, Lauren.” 
Pay up so he could release her from both bar-

gains. Pay up and he’d purchase her passage back 
to Texas within a day. Pay up and she’d never have 
to spend another minute with the savage who 
couldn’t bring his best behavior to a ballroom, 
who’d acted as though he were in a saloon. He 
didn’t deserve her. He never had. He wanted her 
running from him as fast as her legs would take 
her. 

She dropped her gaze to the floor, licked her 
lips, took a deep breath . . . 

And just stood there. 
“I’m not going to consider the debt paid until 

those buttons are undone,” he said. 
“How many?” 
“Clear down to your waist.” 
He thought she flinched, watched as her cheeks 

turned as red as a summer strawberry, thought 
about calling the debt paid, but when this was no 
longer between them, they would have nothing. 
“Come on now—” 

“Stop rushing me! I’ve never done this before.” 
He knew it was wrong to let her spark of anger 

so please him. But it did. She had the ability to 
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stand up to him, the ability to give back as good as 
she got. She deserved a man who would give her 
the best, and that wasn’t him. 

“You’ve never unbuttoned a bodice?” he asked. 
“Not in front of a man.” 
“It’s no different.” 
“Of course it’s different. How would you like it 

if I insisted you unbutton your trousers?” 
He couldn’t stop the slow smile from spreading 

across his face. “I’ll be happy to oblige if it’ll make 
you feel more comfortable.” 

A corner of her mouth twitched. “You’re always 
corrupting me, Tom.” 

“Keep taunting me, Lauren, and I’ll decide that 
I need to do the unbuttoning.” 

“Don’t rush me, Tom.” 
“Don’t rush you? Hell, woman, I’ve waited ten 

years! Now do it!” 
Before he did lose what little patience remained 

to him. The impatience seeped right out of him 
when she raised her hands to that fi rst button just 
below her throat and he saw how badly they were 
shaking—almost as badly as his would be if they 
were about to do the same task. 

“Lauren?” 
Lauren lifted her gaze back to his. The tenderness 

in his voice, in his eyes was almost her undoing. 
“Just take your time,” he said quietly, without  

the anger or the impatience that had marked his 
earlier words. 
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It was an odd thing to be in the reality of a mo-
ment she’d fantasized about over the years. She 
was taunting him, deliberately, making him wait 
for what he wanted, just as she’d had to wait all 
these years. Wait for him to come for her until 
she’d given up on him, until she’d almost given 
herself over to another man’s promise. 

She wasn’t afraid of Tom. She never had been. 
Not from the first moment she’d laid eyes on him. 
But he did call out to the wildness in her, to the 
part of her that wanted to be wicked, to do things 
that she knew were wrong. To be the uncivilized 
hellion that London’s ladies whispered about with 
meanness. To be everything she had shoved aside. 

She sometimes felt as though she’d been suffo-
cated, shaped and molded into what her mother 
thought she should be, what society thought she 
should be, rather than the woman she truly was. 
Only with Tom did she ever feel that she had a 
chance to be herself. 

Which was the very reason that she was there. 
Because there was a wicked part of her that did 
want to unbutton her bodice for him . . . a terri-
fied part that feared he’d be disappointed with  
what he saw. 

He’d not spoken a single word about love. He 
was interested in her for a debt owed, a bargain to 
be kept. And it was time she kept it. Released them 
both from the past. 

He wasn’t going to touch her. He wasn’t going to 
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see much more than was revealed by her most im-
modest of evening gowns. It was just the  
idea . . . that she would slowly reveal what was 
presently hidden. And slowly was exactly how she 
intended to do it. Make him wait a little longer. 

She pressed her fingers against her palms to 
stop their shaking and took a deep breath to try to 
stop her body’s trembling. The tremors cascading 
through her  were distracting, and she was afraid 
that he could see them, traveling over her skin, 
that he would know how nervous she was. 

She reached for the first button, not certain if it 
was her fingers or the ivory that was so terribly 
cold. That she managed to loosen it so easily was 
encouraging, for surely, then, her nervous ness 
didn’t show. With the second button, she’d ex-
pected his gaze to dip, but it didn’t. It remained  
steadfastly fixed on hers. With the fourth button, 
he bunched his hands into fists at his side. With 
the fifth he reached out with one hand and grabbed 
the mantel, his fingers digging into it until his 
knuckles turned white, and she was surprised that 
the black marble didn’t crumble within his grasp. 

A light sheen of dew appeared on his forehead, 
and she wasn’t even certain that he continued to 
breathe. When she loosened the final button, she 
eased her fingers between the parted material and 
brought it back to reveal the white cotton of her 
chemise and while she was still modestly covered, 
she felt as though she  were completely naked. 
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He lowered his gaze then, and what she saw in 
his eyes was almost her undoing. Raw, feral de-
sire, a yearning so great as to be painful. 

He turned away from her, grabbing the mantel 
with his other hand, bowing his head, staring at 
the flames dancing in the fi re. 

“The debt’s paid,” he rasped. “You can go.” 
It was what she wanted, to be free of the debt, to 

have nothing between them that could separate 
them. She took a step toward him— 

“Get out of here, Lauren,” he growled through 
clenched teeth without looking at her, “before I do 
something we’ll both regret. I proved tonight that 
I’m not far removed from being a barbarian.” 

And that, too, was the reason she was there. 
Because she’d seen his face after he hit Whithaven, 
had seen the shame and mortification he felt be-
fore he’d quickly masked it. She’d seen a man 
who wanted to prove he was different from the 
man who had come before him, different from 
his father, and in the eyes of those surrounding 
him, had seen that he was thought to be the 
same. 

“A barbarian would have me on the bed al-
ready,” she said quietly. 

He looked at her  then—and in his eyes, she saw 
not the boy he’d once been, but the man he’d be-
come, a man who was barely holding on to his 
passions. “I’m warning you. You’d better go.” 

“Barbarians don’t warn.” She took a step closer. 
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“Why did you hit Whithaven? Did he say 
something—” 

“He said a lot.” 
“About you?” 
She watched as the muscles in his jaw jumped. 
“About me,” she said softly. “What exactly did 

he say?” 
“That you had someone. I’m busting my back in 

Texas and you’re favoring some fella—” 
“I never got your letters,” she said calmly. “Ten 

years. You  can’t possibly believe in all that time 
that some gentleman didn’t give me attention or 
that I didn’t give attention to him. You  can’t tell 
me that you never had a woman—” 

“Mine  were all paid for. Not a one of them ever 
thought she meant something to me, Lauren, not a 
one ever expected a marriage proposal, not a one 
ever thought I’d give her the honor of taking my 
name. Not one stood a chance of taking your place 
in my heart.” 

In his heart. She’d held a place in his heart. Did 
she still? 

She moved nearer. “It’s different over  here, Tom, 
different for a woman. A woman’s value is based 
upon what she brings to a marriage. From the time 
she has her coming out, her only acceptable goal is 
to get married. She is constantly on display, no 
matter where she goes: for a stroll in the park, to a 
concert, a ball, a dinner. The way she is dressed is 
commented on, the way she behaves is the subject 
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of conversations. Every damned aspect of her life 
is scrutinized: Does she have the proper friends? 
Did she dance the proper number of dances? 

“So, yes, when Kimburton singled me out for 
attention, I reciprocated. It was so damned won-
derful to feel that I had to please but one man in-
stead of a hundred. And he was so incredibly nice, 
and for a while I wasn’t lonely. For a while, I didn’t 
go to bed every night thinking about you.” 

“Why did you turn him down?” 
Her throat burned with the effort to hold her 

tears at bay, but they escaped, spilling over onto 
her cheeks. “Because I realized that if I married 
him, I would have to live here forever, and I 
couldn’t promise him forever. That’s when I went 
to work, when I started making my plans to re-
turn to Texas, because I had to know if you’d for-
gotten me.” 

“Ah, darlin’.” Then he was there, holding her 
near with one arm while with the knuckles of his 
other hand he tenderly gathered up her tears. “I 
could never forget you, Lauren. Sweet Lord, girl, 
how could you ever think that I would?” 

He lowered his head and brushed his lips over 
hers as lightly as a breeze wafted over the fi rst 
blossoms of spring. Yearning so intense nearly 
caused her knees to buckle, and she thought if he 
wasn’t supporting her with one strong arm, she 
might have fallen. 

He slanted his mouth across hers and settled in 



226 LORRAINE HEATH 

as though he had plans to take up permanent res-
idence. Somewhere in the far recesses of her mind, 
she thought she should object, but her heart was 
winning this battle, begging her to stay, to fi nish 
what they’d started so very long ago, when they 
were both too young to care about anything or 
anyone other than themselves and their wants. 
Before society stifled them with rules, before ear-
lier promises gave way to later ones. 

He nibbled on her lips, then glided his tongue 
over her mouth as though to heal what he might 
have hurt, but his actions caused no pain, except 
to her heart, which had been without him for too 
long and could no longer be with him forever. 
Still, she relished his touch, his attentions, and 
when she parted her lips in welcome, he took full 
advantage, using his tongue to explore, to taunt, to 
tease. No other man had ever kissed her as Tom 
did, and she realized with startling clarity that 
she’d never wanted another man to be so intimate 
with her. Kissing Tom, pressing her body against 
his, recognizing the feel of his burgeoning desire, 
was as natural as breathing. 

There was no shame in these feelings, no dis-
honor in this closeness. She wanted to do more  
than unbutton her bodice. She wanted to remove 
all her clothes, unbutton his trousers, and remove 
all his clothes. 

Tom deepened the kiss, relishing the feel of her 
arms winding around his neck, her body fl attened 
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against his. The willowy girl who had climbed 
out her bedroom window to meet with him had 
grown into a woman that a man’s arms ached to 
hold. She fit perfectly, and it was all he could do to 
restrain himself, not to discover how perfectly he 
might fit within her. 

With a groan, he tore his mouth from hers, lifted 
her into his arms, and carried her the short dis-
tance to the bed. Gently, he laid her down before 
following and stretching out beside her. Her gaze 
was riveted on his face, as she watched him, but 
he saw no fear. He saw only desire that rivaled his 
and something that ran much deeper. 

He kissed her chin, her jaw, and trailed his mouth 
along the column of her throat, so silky smooth, so 
soft. A sloping pathway to more softness. 

He raised himself on an elbow and, with his 
forefinger and thumb, he grabbed the end of the 
bow that kept her chemise closed. Such a fl imsy 
piece of satin for such an important job. 

He slid his gaze up to hers, taking in the creamy 
texture of her skin, the slight blush that marred it 
where his roughened jaw had journeyed, and he 
cursed himself for not shaving after he got home, 
but he’d had no way of knowing she’d come to 
him. Or maybe it was his mustache that had 
caused the damage. For her, if she asked, he’d 
shave it off as well. 

He kept his eyes on hers, his breathing ragged, 
waiting for her to react to his veiled request, and 
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her answer came as he’d hoped, with nothing  
more than a lowering of her lashes that struck him 
deep in the gut. 

When she’d been unbuttoning her bodice, he’d 
never wanted anything in his life more than he’d 
wanted to cross over to her and finish the task, 
brush his knuckles against the inside swells that 
she was so slowly revealing. He’d always known 
he was a man of determination, but until that mo-
ment he’d never known how much control he had 
over himself. Only a man encased in steel could 
have looked at her and not taken. 

He swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry, 
his breaths coming in harsh gasps. He tugged on 
the ribbon, watched as the bow ceased to exist. 
Fighting to hold his fingers steady, he pulled the 
ribbon loose of its moorings, watching as the ma-
terial parted to reveal her fl esh. 

With the side of his hand and the gentlest touch, 
he moved the material farther aside to reveal her 
breasts, in full, the pale pink nipples, the light blue 
veins. His gut and groin tightened so much that it 
was almost painful. “You are so beautiful.” 

“I’m not really very fully growed,” she whis-
pered. 

With effort, he shifted his gaze up to hers. Her 
cheeks were a bright reddish hue. “Not like Lady 
Blythe or Lady—” 

He touched his finger to her lips. “You’re per-
fect.” 
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“I’m small.” Her breath wafted over his hand. 
“You’re perfect.” He lowered his mouth and 

kissed her while he moved his hand down, his 
fingers curling over her perfection. 

Lauren was beginning to wonder if the fi re had 
jumped out of the hearth and was blazing around 
them. She’d never felt so hot and flushed in her 
entire life. Tom’s kiss was as feral, possessive as 
his hand laying claim to that which he wanted. 
She  couldn’t envision any of the gentlemen of 
London behaving as Tom did, ravishing her to 
within an inch of her life. For surely she would die 
from the sensations that he was creating with each 
sweep of his tongue, each stroke of his fi ngers. 

This time when he trailed his mouth along her 
throat, he didn’t stop at its base, other than briefl y 
to dip the tip of his tongue into its hollow, then he 
continued on, kissing the inside swell of her 
breasts, before journeying on to kiss and plunder 
that which he’d brazenly paid to see. She combed 
her fingers up into his hair, still too long, still so 
thick, still dark and beautiful, with the fi relight 
glistening over it. 

And then it was as though whatever he’d held 
leashed, he released. With a deep groan, he re-
turned for another kiss, this one more intense, 
more possessive than any that had come before it. 
It was a prelude to a promise she wasn’t certain 
she could keep. 

They  were suddenly hands, mouths, tongues,  
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touching, kissing, stroking, pressing. His body 
was weighing down on hers. A pleasant weight. 
She would have thought that his height, the 
breadth of his shoulders would have made her 
feel as though she  were suffocating, but instead 
she only felt the increase of passion, the desire to 
have him closer, as close as possible. 

She was barely cognizant of a subtle shifting of 
his weight and then his hand was beneath her 
skirt, gliding up her thigh . . . rough skin against 
smooth flesh, hands that had tamed  horses, trailed 
cattle, branded, roped, fought stampedes were 
working to tame her, and in the taming, he was 
unleashing the wildness in her. 

She pushed her hands against his shoulders. 
Breathing heavily, he stilled, holding her gaze. 
The intensity with which he looked at her sent de-
sire, hot and burning swirling through her. 

“I unbuttoned my buttons for you,” she rasped, 
surprised by the harsh sound of her own voice. 
“The least you can do is unbutton yours for me.” 

“If I do that, Lauren, your clothes are coming all 
the way off.” 

She nodded. 
He pushed himself up until he was sitting on the 

edge of the bed, looking down on her, his hands 
working the buttons free with such haste that she 
almost laughed. Instead, she sat up, too, reached 
out, and took hold of his cuff, slipping the button 
through its loop. She did the same with the other. 
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Then she sat back and watched as he pulled his 
shirt over his head, to reveal his magnifi cent chest. 

Reaching out, she touched an old scar that ran 
across his ribs. “How did you get this?” When he 
didn’t answer, she looked up at him, into his eyes, 
saw the haunting look of memories best left be-
hind. “Was it when the old man who took you off 
the orphan train beat you?” 

Slowly he shook his head and rasped, “No.” 
“How did you get it?” 
“My father,” he said through clenched teeth. 
His father? The horror of that statement must 

have shown on her face, because he continued. 
“I’m remembering things, Lauren, and I’m wish-
ing to God that I didn’t. I wish I hadn’t hit 
Whithaven—” 

She pressed her fingers to his lips. “I know. But 
we can fix that. We can, Tom.” She lowered her 
head and pressed her lips to the puckered fl esh. 

His breath caught and she felt him go absolutely 
still. “Lauren?” 

She looked at him, watched as his throat worked 
while he swallowed. 

“I don’t want to remember the past tonight,” he 
finally managed to say, as though dredging the 
words up out of a bottomless well. Then he hitched 
up the corner of his mouth in the  all-too-familiar 
grin, the smile that she’d loved from the moment 
he first bestowed it on her. “Are you going to un-
button my trousers?” 
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She felt the heat cascade through her with a 
scalding intensity. She wanted to be bold, brave, 
wanton . . . a Texas girl not an English miss . . . but 
in the end she disappointed herself and probably 
him by shaking her head. 

If he was disappointed he showed no signs of it 
as he placed his hands on the button at his waist. 
Watching it pop free, parting the material, she be-
gan easing her dress and chemise off her shoul-
ders. She’d wiggled out of her clothing, by the 
time he finished with his buttons and was shov-
ing his trousers down to reveal the full measure 
of his manhood. 

She swallowed hard, smiled, met his gaze. “My 
goodness, Tom, you’re fully growed.” 

Laughing, he dove onto the bed, onto her, kiss-
ing her madly, touching her passionately. Hun-
grily, greedily, tasting, stroking, exploring . . . all 
aspects of her body. He removed the pins from her 
hair, fanning it out over the pillow only to fi st his 
hand in the strands and bury his face in the abun-
dance of it, inhaling deeply as he did so, as though 
to take her very essence deep within him. 

She skimmed her hands over his back, his shoul-
ders, along his sides, her fingers now and then not-
ing a trail of puckered flesh and she cursed the life 
that had delivered the hurt even as she recognized 
that the journey he’d taken had brought him to her. 
Had his mother never taken him away, never left 
him to be raised by others, she doubted that he 
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would have become the kind of man she could 
have loved this deeply, this intensely. And she did 
love him, had always loved him. 

She could give herself all the reasons in the 
world for why she’d turned down Kimburton’s of-
fer, but the truth of the matter was, when it came 
right down to it, he simply wasn’t Tom. Wasn’t her 
cowboy. Wasn’t the boy who had stolen her heart 
beneath a vast star-filled Texas night sky. 

Her mama had always called Tom a thief, but 
how could a person truly steal what he already 
owned? 

Tom nestled himself between her thighs, and 
she felt the first urgent pressing of his body against 
hers, hard to soft. She was ready for him, she knew 
she was, but there was discomfort and she stiff-
ened. 

“Damn, but you’re tight.” 
“I’m sorry,” she said, barely breathing. 
He chuckled low. “Don’t apologize, darlin’.  

That’s a good thing. At least for me.” 
“Should we be talking right now?” 
He raised up on his elbows, cradled her face 

between his  work-worn hands. “When it comes 
to this, Lauren, there aren’t any rules, or any dos 
or don’ts, except to make sure that it doesn’t hurt 
and that it feels good. I don’t know how to stop 
it from hurting you, darlin’. The first time, any-
way. After that, it’s supposed to be better. Or so I 
hear.” 
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“I’ll hold you to that promise of making it not 
hurt the second time.” 

“I’ll keep that promise.” 
He lowered his mouth to hers, his tongue sweep-

ing through, teasing, cajoling, almost distracting 
her . . . 

He swallowed her cry as he joined his body to 
hers. She held him tightly, to hold him still, could 
feel the quivering of his muscles as he fought for 
control. He kissed away a tear that rolled from the 
corner of her eye. 

“I’m sorry, darlin’.” 
“It wasn’t that bad, Tom. It’s just . . .” 
He lifted his head, held her gaze, a question in 

his eyes . . . doubt, worry, concern. Emotions he 
seldom showed the world, that he only revealed 
with her. Her rough cowboy, who could melt her 
with a kiss, who wore a gun strapped to his thigh, 
her tough cowboy had a soft heart. 

“I’ve wanted this for so long, imagined you 
this . . . close,” she whispered. 

He blanketed her mouth with his as he began to 
rock his hips against hers, shallow and deep, long 
and short, slow and quick, until they found their 
rhythm. She felt the pleasure begin to build, inten-
sify, until she was digging her fingers into his 
backside, urging him on. He carried her higher, 
farther . . . 

Until the pleasure streaked through her, and 
she cried out for him, for her, for them. His gut-
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tural groan mingled with her cries as he arched 
his back, delivering a final thrust, and she felt the 
heat of his seed pouring into her. 

Breathing heavily, he collapsed on top of her, 
both their bodies covered in a fine sheen of mois-
ture. 

“That was like a falling star,” she murmured. 
He chuckled low. “So quick, you almost missed 

it?” 
She wrapped her arms around him, squeezed 

him tightly. “No, Tom. So beautiful, it was worth 
searching for.” 



Chapter 13 
nm 

T om awoke to find her sitting on the fl oor in 
front of the fire, a blanket draped around 

her, her clothes still strewn on the floor beside his. 
He thought about telling her that he loved her, 
that he’d always loved her, but it seemed a cruel 
thing to do, as cruel as taking her to his bed when 
he had no plans to hold on to her. 

He got out of bed, picked up his trousers, drew 
them on, and buttoned them up. If she heard him, 
she gave no indication, just sat there staring into 
the fire that was close to going out completely. He 
wondered if she had regrets. 

He wouldn’t trade these moments with her for 
anything, but he wasn’t sure she could say the 

236  
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same. She wanted Texas, and he could offer her 
only a little bit of it. Probably not enough for a 
woman who had taken to working in a shop so she 
could get herself back to the place that she loved. 

He sat beside her, one leg raised, resting his 
wrist on his knee, gazing at her because he didn’t 
know how much longer he’d have before she  
wasn’t there anymore. 

“What are you thinking?” he asked. 
“How funny life is. You think you have it all 

planned out, that you know what you want, then 
just like  that”—she snapped her  fi ngers—“you 
don’t know anymore.” 

He took strands of her loose hair, rubbing them 
between his roughened fingers, memorizing the 
texture for when the day would come that he 
couldn’t touch it. 

“What don’t you know, darlin’?” 
She looked at him then, such sadness in her 

eyes, that he thought he’d do anything in the world 
to take the sadness away. “I don’t know what I’m 
going to do, Tom. If I go back to Texas, you won’t 
be there.” 

“I will be sometimes. I’ve got my businesses. I 
can’t just let them go.” 

She scooted up against him, laid her head 
against his shoulder, her arm around his stomach. 
He held her. 

“Will you come see me when you come to 
Texas?” 
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His chest tightened with her words, because 
Texas meant more to her than he did. “Yeah, I 
will.” 

“For how long?” 
“Forever.” 
“Oh, Tom, you  can’t promise me forever; that’s 

not a promise you can keep. You’ll get married—” 
“Then I’ll promise you now. And I’ll make good 

on another promise I made: to make it better the 
second time. You had to wait a lot of years for my 
first promise to you to be kept, and I didn’t keep it 
the way I planned. I think I’m going to deliver this 
second one a bit sooner. If you have no objec-
tions.” 

She angled her face up, parted her lips, and it 
was all he needed. He removed the trousers he’d 
only just put on and settled his mouth over hers. 
Plowing one hand into her richly abundant hair, 
holding her steady while with the other hand, he 
eased the blanket off her shoulders until it pooled 
around her. He laid her back, deepening the kiss 
as he followed. Part of him wanted to woo her 
with words designed to make her stay. Honest 
words. That he loved her. That he always had. 

The young girl who had sharply criticized his 
bad behavior. 

The elegant lady who tartly reprimanded his 
wicked habits. 

The girl who cared about manners; the woman 
who cared about etiquette. 
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The girl who met him in the shadows of the 
night; the woman who did the same. 

The girl whose smile had stolen his heart; the 
woman whose laughter kept his heart tethered to 
her. 

The daring girl who offered him her unbut-
toned bodice. 

The enticing woman who carried through on 
the promise. 

The girl who had left him behind. The woman 
who welcomed him back into her arms. 

He skimmed his hand along the glorious length 
of her, over her hip, down her thigh. Silky smooth. 
Satin. If his mother had never taken him from En-
gland, his hands  wouldn’t be so rough against her 
skin, but neither would they be so strong. In Texas 
they could have protected her, worked hard for 
her, given her a good life. In England, they felt al-
most damned useless. 

Groaning low, he deepened the kiss, deter-
mined to become lost in it, to have her lost in the 
sensations that they could stir to life together.  
They worked well together. Always had. He dared 
her to be wicked. She dared him to be good. 

They complemented each other. Not opposites 
so much as different pieces to the same puzzle. He 
could only hope that they’d always come together 
with the ease that they did now. 

Her hands stroked and teased, squeezed and 
pinched as she trailed her mouth down his throat 
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along his chest, her tongue, heated velvet, leaving 
moisture in its wake. 

With his knee, he nudged her thighs apart. A 
blanket against the floor wasn’t nearly soft enough, 
but he was too lost in the increasing frenzy of de-
sire to carry her to the bed. 

He slid his arms beneath her, held her close, 
rolled them both over, until he was on his back 
with the hardness of the floor beneath him, and she 
was straddling him. She released the tiniest squeak 
of surprise, then she was looking down on him, her 
skin flushed, her breathing harsh and rapid, her 
eyes glazed with glorious heated passion. 

Sweet Lord, it was all he could do not to fi nd 
immediate release right then and there. Had she 
ever been more disheveled . . . more beautiful? 
Had he ever wanted her more than he did at that 
moment? 

She didn’t question him when he dug his fi n-
gers into her hips, lifted her up, guided her down 
until he was sheathed in her hot, velvety tight-
ness. With a sigh, she dropped her head back. A 
woman on the cusp of rapture. 

“You do the moving, darlin’,” he rasped, as he 
relished the weight of her breasts in his hands. 
Not fully growed? The woman had no apprecia-
tion for what she was offering him. 

She slowly, tentatively began to rock her hips, 
circling, rising, dropping . . . 

He clenched his jaw, felt the sweat gathering 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 241 

over his forehead. She dipped her head, planted a 
kiss in the center of his chest, moved up slightly, 
and settled her mouth over his, her tongue boldly 
exploring the confines. He ran his hands over her, 
every inch of skin that he could reach, holding her 
close, following her movements with his own . . . 
the pressure building in him, in her. He could feel 
her tensing, tightening around him . . . 

She tore her mouth from his. “Oh, God, Tom!” 
Then she was crying out, shuddering, arching 

back, and his body released a deeper shudder, fol-
lowing where she was leading . . . 

She sank down on top of him, loose, limpid, and 
he wrapped his arms tightly around her while 
their hearts and breathing returned to normal. 

How in God’s name would he ever fi nd the 
strength to give this up, give her up? 

Lauren awoke languidly, nestled against Tom’s 
side. He was lazily stroking her arm. She tilted her 
head slightly and saw that he was watching her. 

“I’m going to have to leave soon,” she said. 
“I know.” 
Reaching out, she traced the scar that she’d 

kissed earlier. There  were several others that she 
could see. “When did you start remembering?” 
she asked quietly. 

Shaking his head, he shifted his gaze to the can-
opy. “Things come in fl ashes.” 

“But you  were his heir—” 
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“But not perfect.” He looked at her, held her  
gaze. “I want to leave London. Come with me.” 

“Where are you going to go?” 
“To my ancestral estate.” 
Holding the sheet close, she sat up. “My family 

is having a ball next week, and I’ll want to be  here 
for that. Believe it or not, hosting a ball always 
makes my mother nervous.” 

“Think she’ll invite me?” 
“Of course.” 
“I’ll make things right with Whithaven then. 

Meanwhile, let’s go away.” 
“I’ll have to get a chaperone.” 
“All right.” 
“I’ll need a day to make arrangements,” she told 

him. 
“Day after tomorrow then.” 
Leaning over, she kissed him. “Now I need to 

get dressed so I can leave.” 
“I’ll escort you home.” He snaked an arm 

around her, laid her down, and climbed on top of 
her. “In a bit.” 

Reaching up, she placed her hand behind his 
head and led him back down to her. In a bit it 
would be. And then she’d have a week with Tom. 

Would it lead her to heaven or straight into  
hell? 



Chapter 14 
nm 

T om wanted out of London. He wanted time 
with Lauren. And he was desperate enough 

that he swallowed his pride, put on his best clothes 
and his best manners, and made a morning call 
on Lydia as soon as it was  fashionable—which he 
knew meant early afternoon, although he had yet 
to determine why it was referred to as a morning 
call when it didn’t take place in the morning. 

Having handed his card off to the butler, he 
stood in the entryway, knowing there was a good 
chance that she  wouldn’t receive him, not blaming 
her if she didn’t. He knew he had a  whole round of 
apologizing to do, and he had plans for all of it, but 
just then his main concern was having a little more 
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time with Lauren. She’d managed to sneak away to 
be with him the previous night, but he needed 
more than that. He thought they both did. 

The butler returned. “Her Grace will see you, if 
you will be so kind as to follow me.” 

Tom followed the butler down a hallway that he 
hadn’t walked before and into the drawing room, 
where Lydia was sitting on a settee, pouring tea 
into a china cup, while Rhys stood nearby at a 
window, ever watchful as though he expected  
Tom to pounce on his wife. Lydia glanced up and 
smiled sweetly. “My lord, please join us. Would 
you like some tea?” 

“No, thank you. First, I want to apologize for 
last night. My temper got the better of me.” 

“We accept your apology. I assume Lord 
Whithaven did the same.” 

He grimaced. “I haven’t apologized to him yet. 
I think my apology to him needs to be more 
public.” 

She arched a brow as though expecting him to 
elaborate. 

“I’m working on the particulars,” he said. 
“I see. Please do have a seat. I’m getting a crick 

in my neck staring up at you.” 
He took the heavily brocaded chair next to her, 

so he could keep an eye on Rhys while letting the 
man keep watch on him. He suspected the Duke 
of Harrington wasn’t a man he’d want to meet in a 
dark alley alone. While he had the veneer of civi-
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lization, Tom suspected there was a bit of the sav-
age in him as well. 

“I’m assuming it was more than offering an 
apology that brought you  here this afternoon,” 
Lydia said, effectively turning his attention away 
from Harrington. 

Tom nodded. “I purchased your book this 
morning.” 

She smiled with obvious delight. “Really? How 
are you enjoying it?” 

“I don’t think it was really designed for enjoy-
ment.” 

“I suppose not. Did you need something clari-
fi ed?” 

“Chaperones. You wrote that a married cousin 
rather than a mother usually serves as chaper-
one.” 

“That’s correct.” 
“You’re Lauren’s cousin, and you’re married.” 
“Exactly. Which is the reason that I’ve accompa-

nied you and Lauren on your outings around 
London. Well, that and the fact that I simply adore 
being out and about.” 

“What about a longer outing?” 
She gave him an impish smile. “You mean go 

out of the city for the day?” 
He couldn’t stop himself from leaning forward 

and clasping his hands, transferring the strength 
in his grip to his words. “More than an outing and 
more than for a day. I want to take Lauren to 
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Sachse Hall for a spell. A week or so . . . I know it’s 
asking a lot, but I’ll compensate you.” 

“And what exactly do you think my cousin’s 
happiness is worth?” 

He studied her, trying to determine exactly 
where her question was leading and what it was 
he heard in her voice: censure or approval. “Name 
your price.” 

Laughing lightly, she lifted her cup, becoming 
silent only as she began to sip her tea, watching 
him over the rim. When she set the cup down, she 
said, “A pity you didn’t arrive sooner.” 

“Why? You already have plans?” 
She nodded. “Afraid so. Lauren was  here quite 

early this morning to ask me to serve as chaper-
one. It seems she has a desire to accompany a cer-
tain lord to Sachse Hall. And I agreed out of love 
for my cousin with no fi nancial benefit to me.” 

“She was already here?” 
“Mm-uh. Aroused me from slumber yet again, 

quite eager to enlist my aid in getting her out of 
London for a bit. Since Rhys and I desire a little 
time away as well, I was only too glad to accom-
modate her request.” 

With a deep breath, he sank back against the 
chair. “So you’re going to be our chaperone?” 

“Quite.” 
“You might have said something sooner.” 
“But I like to see you squirm a bit. However, 

make no mistake, I shall take my duties most seri-
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ously. I’ve seen cartoons in Punch depicting young 
people striving to elude their chaperones. I won’t 
be made a mockery of by being easily evaded.” 

“I won’t take advantage.” 
Rhys coughed and cleared his throat, as though 

he no more believed Tom’s words than Tom did. 
Tom had no plans to take advantage of Lydia, but 
if Lauren  were available to him . . . 

“We can be ready to leave in the morning,” 
Lydia said. 

“I’ll have my carriage brought around at 
seven.” 

“Good God,” Rhys barked. “Have pity, man, 
and select a more reasonable hour.” 

“Ten?” 
“Noon.” 
“Eleven.” 
“Eleven it is.” 
Lydia reached over and patted Tom’s knee. 

“Now, if Lauren can just have success convincing 
Aunt Elizabeth that I’ll make an acceptable chap-
erone during a country visit, we should be all 
set.” 

Lauren watched as her mother dug the trowel 
around her precious rosebushes, loosening the 
soil, removing the few scarce weeds that had 
dared to invade her domain. She suspected the 
next few minutes  were going to be very diffi cult, 
but she was all of twenty-four, old enough to make 
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her own decisions. She was ready to exert her inde-
pen dence. 

So why was she trembling? Because she knew 
she was on the cusp of a battle she might not win, 
even though she had her arguments lined up in a 
row like good little soldiers. Taking a deep, steady-
ing breath, she knelt beside her mother, reached 
out, and pulled up a weed, tossing it aside. “The 
roses have made a wonderful showing this year.” 

“Indeed they have. I’ve been quite pleased.” 
“As well you should be. You work so hard on 

them. I swear I’ve never seen a more beautiful gar-
den.” 

“It’s been a while since you’ve given me this 
much flattery.” Her mother sat back, laid the 
trowel on the ground, clapped her gloved hands 
together to rid them of the excess dirt, and slowly 
peeled them off. “Guilt is an awful burden to  
bear.” 

The heat suffusing her face, Lauren wondered if 
her mother could look at her and know exactly 
what she’d done with Tom last night and how 
many times. “I’m not feeling guilty.” She grimaced 
at the squeaky sound of her voice. She sounded 
like an  out- of- tune violin. 

“I was referring to myself,” her mother said. 
“Oh, of course.” 
“I keep thinking if I dig up the garden enough 

times, it’ll make everything right again, that per-
fection  here is perfection everywhere, but I don’t 
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know if everything will ever be perfect again.” 
“I’m not sure everything was ever perfect. It  

was simply not quite so bad as it might have 
been.” 

Her mother turned to her. She looked remark-
ably young, incredibly vulnerable, with dirt 
smudged along the side of her nose. Lauren re-
sisted the urge to wipe it away, but in the end, she 
couldn’t leave it alone for the servants to see—her 
mother looking less than countess-worthy. “You 
have a bit of a mess  here.” 

Using her thumb, she rubbed away the offend-
ing dirt. 

Her mother laughed lightly. “Sometimes I think 
I like the smell of the earth more than the smell of 
the roses.” 

“I think it’s the farm girl in you.” 
“Probably. So what brings you to my corner of 

the garden?” 
“Tom invited me to Sachse Hall, Lydia has 

agreed to serve as chaperone, and I want to go.” 
The words rushed out, one right on top of the 
other, as though she thought if she spoke them 
fast enough her mother would miss the true mean-
ing of the message: that she was going away with 
Tom. 

“Do you think this is a wise course of action?” 
her mother asked softly. 

Lauren studied her dirty thumb. “Probably 
not.” 
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“Well, then be careful while you’re away.” 
Lauren jerked up her gaze, but her mother had 

already turned her attention back to the soil, us-
ing her ungloved hands now to loosen the dirt. 

“You’re giving me permission to go?” 
Lauren wondered if her mother had indeed 

guessed about last night’s excursion. 
“At least this way,” her mother continued, “I’ll 

know where you are and I can pretend to believe 
that Lydia will prove an adequate chaperone. And 
having her there gives the appearance of propri-
ety. It’s the best I can hope for.” 

“Lydia will be an excellent chaperone,” Lauren 
said, feeling a need to stand up for her cousin. “She, 
more than anyone, knows the price of scandal.” 

“You don’t have to convince me,” her mother  
said. “Go with my blessing.” 

A battle won so easily was certain to be a battle 
not yet fi nished. 

“We’ll leave tomorrow,” Lauren said warily, 
waiting for some sort of indication that her mother 
was playing a spiteful prank on her. 

Her mother’s hands stilled their seemingly 
frantic movements. “Take care with your heart.” 

Lauren wrapped her arms around her mother, 
hugging her tightly, not caring that she might end 
up equally covered in dirt. “Thank you for not 
making this moment difficult.” She kissed her 
mother’s cheek, only then noticing that another 
smudge had appeared on the side of her nose as 
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well as a damp trail left by a passing tear. She 
whispered, “I love you dearly,” then  rose to her  
feet and went to prepare for her journey. 

Because Tom and Rhys were  good-sized men 
and because the ladies, even for a short stay in the 
country, required two trunks of clothing each,  
they traveled in two coaches, and while it might 
not have been entirely appropriate, Lauren trav-
eled alone in the coach with Tom. 

“You’ve been awfully quiet,” Tom said, once 
they were beyond the boundaries of London. 

“My mother was too agreeable about my com-
ing. I don’t quite trust the ease with which she ca-
pitulated.” 

His laughter easily traveled to where she sat op-
posite him. “Maybe she thinks a little time in my 
company will convince you that you no longer 
have an interest in me or in Texas.” 

Studying him sitting there with his gray tail-
coat with the black velvet collar and gray trousers, 
the blue waistcoat, and the red cravat, she realized 
that she no longer expected him to appear in his 
cowboy garb, that she hardly ever thought of him 
as being a cowboy any longer. The realization 
somehow surprised her, saddened her, and in an 
odd sort of way also satisfied her. Not that she 
could take complete credit for his transformation. 
Much of it had begun before she’d agreed to help 
him, but if he reshaped his mustache just a bit and 
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never spoke, one would never realize that he hadn’t 
been raised in England. 

“You might consider trimming your mustache 
a bit,” she offered. “It looks decidedly Western.” 

He placed his thumb and forefinger at the cen-
ter of the mustache right above his lip and slowly 
outlined both sides. “You mean make it so it twists 
up at the end?” 

She nodded. He grimaced. She laughed. “It was 
only a suggestion.” 

“I like my mustache the way it is.” 
“I suppose you could remove it completely.” 
“I’d look too young.” 
“You are young.” 
“In years, Lauren, not in experience. In some 

ways, I’m older than a lot of the gentlemen I meet. 
They’ve had pampered lives.” 

“Lives of excess can age one as well.” 
“True enough.” 
She let the silence ease in around them, before 

saying, “I’ve never been to Sachse Hall.” 
“It needs a good deal of work.” 
“I didn’t realize it was in need of repair.” 
“Not repair so much as redoing. My father  

seemed to like . . .” He looked out the window as 
though searching for the right words, and she 
could see the red of embarrassment darkening the 
skin beneath his chin. Or perhaps it was a refl ec-
tion of his red cravat, but she didn’t think so. 

“What did he seem to like?” 
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“Naked statues, that sort of thing. I thought about 
fixing the place up, but I decided that I should 
leave that to my wife, let her redo the  house to suit 
her tastes.” 

Lauren’s stomach knotted up at yet another men-
tion of his having a wife.  Were his continual re-
minders deliberate or unintended? Was he hoping 
to gain some sort of reaction from her, some spark 
of jealousy? Dear God, as much as she was loath to 
admit it, she was envious of the woman who would 
marry him. And surely he would marry. 

“That’s very thoughtful,” she said, striving not 
to let the moment ruin the collection of wonderful 
memories she’d hoped to gather so she would 
have them to carry away with her when she left. 

“I thought it a rather . . . civilized decision.” 
His perfectly delivered English accent astounded 

her. She stared at him. “My goodness, Tom, you 
can speak quite convincingly without a drawl.” 

“Only when I concentrate on it.” 
“I think you’ve learned the secret. All aspects of 

this life require concentration.” 
He laughed again, and she realized that he 

laughed much more easily than most of the men 
she’d been around for the past several years. “It’s 
more than just getting rid of the slow talking,” he 
said. “It’s using words in ways I never have be-
fore.” He gave her a pointed look. “It’s a . . . bit of 
a bother.” 

She smiled warmly. “Frightfully so.” 



254 LORRAINE HEATH 

“I daresay you’re right.” 
She released a light laugh. “I should be happy 

as a lark if you learned the proper speech.” 
“Happy as a lark,” he repeated. “It creates a dif-

ferent image than pig in slop.” 
She laughed harder. “Oh, Tom, that’s atrocious! 

They’re not the same at all. One is refi ned, the 
other is crude.” 

“Which is which?” 
“You know damned well which is which. If  

you’re not careful, I shall become very cross with 
you.” 

He shook his head. “Very cross isn’t much of a 
threat. Angry, mad, infuriated, now that might 
give me pause.” 

“Don’t underestimate the unpleasantness of 
dealing with a woman who is very cross. I assure 
you the words used may give a more civilized im-
pression, but they can mask a beastly tempera-
ment.” 

“I always thought speaking English was speak-
ing English.” 

“Not quite, but you do speak remarkably well, 
and you’re picking up on all the small things 
rather easily.” 

“Nothing easy about it. It’s as hard as sitting on 
my side of the coach while you sit on yours.” 

“I intend to behave with a good deal of deco-
rum during our time away from London. I don’t 
wish to put Lydia in a diffi cult position.” 
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Leaning forward, he took her gloved hands. 
“Defi ne decorum.” 

“I have no plans to be seduced.” 
He narrowed his eyes. “How does one plan not 

to be seduced? I can see planning to seduce—” 
“I simply meant that I shall be ever vigilant 

against any sort of inappropriate overtures that 
you might direct my way.” She wasn’t going to 
sneak into his bedroom. She absolutely wasn’t. 

Grinning as though he knew she’d have no will 
to resist, he released his hold on her hands, slid 
over to the corner of the coach, and stared out the 
window. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“Just watching the countryside. It’s so damned 

green.” 
“There’s green in Texas.” 
“Not in Fortune, there isn’t. Not like this. Come 

the middle of summer, everything starts to turn 
brown.” He shifted his gaze over to her. “Don’t 
you remember?” 

“I have a vague recollection . . .” Very vague. 
Did she even truly remember what it looked like. 

“I don’t think everything will become dry 
 here.” 

“You’re like my mother with her  rose garden. 
She has her little bit of land that’s hers to tend . . .” 

“Sachse Hall is set on more than a little bit. The 
tenants are farmers. You’re more than welcome to 
join me when I  ride out to see them.” 
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“You’re a man of the land, aren’t you, Tom?” 
“I reckon whether the land is in England or in 

Texas, it calls to me.” 
He fell silent then, as though he was listening to 

whatever the green and brown of the earth might 
whisper to him as they passed by it. She won-
dered if his father had ever taken him for rides 
over the land, if he’d somehow managed to instill 
a love for the land in Tom . . . whether intentional 
or not. 

Surely there had to be some evidence of his fa-
ther’s influence, other than scars. 

It was amazing to watch the light of apprecia-
tion in his eyes as he looked out over the passing 
scenery as though he would never grow tired of it, 
bored with it, as though seeing it all for the fi rst 
time when he must have seen it before, on his  
journey to London. 

“Do you recall your father taking you for rides 
over the land?” 

His jaw tightened. “No. The memories that 
come to me”—he shook his  head—“I have yet to 
come across one I’d like to hold on to.” 

“At least you’ll have no bad memories associ-
ated with the land.” 

She scooted over to the window so she could 
have a similar view of what it was that he found 
so fascinating. She’d never truly bothered to study 
the countryside, to look at it without resentment 
because it wasn’t Texas. The rolling hills  here had 
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seemed so foreign to her because Fortune was 
nothing more than good, flat farmland near the  
Texas coast. She’d seen nothing to remind her of it, 
and so she’d found fault with all of it. 

It was only while gazing at it through Tom’s 
eyes that the verdant greens seemed to warrant 
her appreciation and actually had her feeling a 
little guilty for her years of harsh assessment. 

Tom got up and moved over to her bench, sit-
ting down beside her, leaning over to look out the 
window, until his chest was pressed against her 
shoulder. “I prefer to see where I’m going instead 
of looking back to see where I’ve been,” he said 
quietly, the warmth of his breath wafting along 
the sensitive skin of her neck, sending chills rip-
pling through her until her toes curled. 

“Shall I move to the other bench so you have a 
clearer view?” 

“No, I like my view just fi ne.” 
“I’ve never looked at the countryside without a 

measure of resentment. Don’t you resent it?” 
“How can I resent it when it belongs to me?” 
She twisted her head around. “This is your 

property?” 
“No, not yet. We have a few hours to go. I didn’t 

mean I own it. I meant it’s just . . . beautiful. You 
can’t resent land for simply existing, not when it 
gives so much back to us.” 

“It’s in your blood,” she said, amazed by the re-
alization. 
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“Sometimes, it seems like it is. When I look out 
on it, I don’t miss Texas quite as much.” 

Looking out on the land with Lauren’s profi le 
framed in the corner of his vision had probably 
done a great deal toward making him not miss 
Texas so much. Dark clouds had moved in, a light 
rain had begun to fall, and the lullaby of the drops 
pelting the roof had lulled Lauren into sleep, her 
head nestled against the nook of his shoulder. His 
jacket was draped over her to ward off some of the 
chill. The arm he’d placed around her to hold her 
steady had begun to go numb, but it was a small 
inconvenience when compared to the pleasure of 
having the weight of her body pressed against his 
side, the fragrance of her hair, her perfume entic-
ing him into taking deep breaths just so he could 
enjoy her unique scent, memorize it for the times 
when she  wouldn’t be near. 

The trip to the country was as much to get away 
from London as it was to have an opportunity to 
hoard memories with Lauren. He had estate busi-
ness that he needed to take care of, but he still 
planned to find time for her: for walks, and rides, 
and sitting in the garden, for trying to persuade 
her to settle for a little bit of Texas, and in the set-
tling, she could settle for him. 

On the estate she’d have a more realistic view of 
his life. It wasn’t all balls, dinners, operas, and 
morning rides through the park. As a matter of 
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fact, very little of it truly was. He hoped that she 
might gain a greater appreciation for him, might 
begin truly to look at him, not as a cowboy or a 
lord but as a man. 

The rain, thankfully, had ended by the time 
they arrived at Sachse Hall. And Tom damned 
his soul for holding his breath, waiting for her re-
action to seeing his ancestral home for the fi rst 
time. His claim to the place came about only be-
cause he’d emerged from the proper womb, and 
yet, here he was, feeling undeniable pride in be-
ing a part of something that until a few months 
ago, he hadn’t known existed. He hadn’t ham-
mered the nails that held it together or hired the 
servants who crept around its hallowed hallways 
or stocked the wine cellar or purchased a single 
piece of ostentatious artwork that was displayed 
through the  house, and yet, he couldn’t deny 
that some part of him wanted her to be . . . im-
pressed. 

He wanted her to look at it, as he did, to see  
what it was, and to see the potential for what it 
could be. 

It was only when the carriage rolled to a stop 
that he realized she was staring at him, not look-
ing out the window at all. She’d removed his jacket 
from around her shoulders and was holding it out 
to him. 

“You’re nervous,” she said softly. 
“Don’t be ridiculous.” He snatched his jacket  
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from her and leaned back just enough to shrug 
into it without hitting her in the face. 

“I wouldn’t have thought you’d care about some-
thing that you didn’t acquire through hard work.” 

“I  wouldn’t have thought so either,” he said  
truthfully. “But I look at everything that I’ve in-
herited, and it’s humbling to know that there’s a 
history  here that goes back six generations. What 
I have in Texas, it started with me, and I  can’t deny 
that I take a fierce pride in that achievement, but 
I’d also like to think that a few generations from 
now, the men who inherit what I started will feel 
a reverence and an appreciation for its history. 
They won’t know me or what I went through to 
give them the beginning of a legacy, just like I 
don’t know the men who passed this one down 
until it came to me. But that doesn’t mean I  can’t 
respect what they accomplished.” 

Her eyes darkened, with something akin to ap-
preciation, and as he was the only thing she was 
studying intently . . . 

The door to the carriage clicked open, effec-
tively shattering the mood as she gave a little jump 
and the tiniest of squeals, and he couldn’t help but 
think that for those few moments, she’d been as 
lost in him as he was in her. The footman helped 
her alight from the carriage, and Tom followed, 
wishing the moment hadn’t been lost to them, 
wondering what she’d been thinking, what she 
might have said. 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 261 

“It’s impressive,” Lauren said. 
Tom  couldn’t help but agree. Three fl oors above 

ground, one partially below, all almost twice as 
tall as the floors in the  house he’d built in Texas. 
He couldn’t help but think that his ancestors had 
considered themselves giants among men and 
had wanted the home in which they lived to re-
flect that attitude. 

Rhys and Lydia approached, and the valets and 
ladies’ maids who’d been traveling in a third coach 
were already heading toward the manor, where 
Tom assumed they’d begin immediately seeing to 
their lords’ and ladies’ needs. 

“The former Lady Sachse had a country party 
here last year,” Lydia said. “She had a way of al-
ways putting people at ease and making them feel 
welcome.” 

“Everyone except you, sweetheart,” Rhys said. 
“Only until she realized that she  couldn’t win 

you over.” 
Tom clapped his hands and rubbed them to-

gether. The leaden sky had begun to darken with 
the approaching night. “Let’s get settled in.” 

Which he didn’t think would take much effort, 
since several footmen had already taken the trunks 
and bags into the  house. “Since I’ve never had a 
guest  here,” Tom began, not counting the previous 
Lady Sachse as a guest since she’d actually been in 
residence, “I’m a little new at this, but feel free sim-
ply to make yourselves at home.” 
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“We’ll be fine, Tom,” Lydia assured him. “Don’t 
feel that you have to impress us with any for-
mality.” 

“Don’t get me started with bad habits that I 
won’t be able to continue,” he told her. “I might as 
well learn the right way to do it.” 

“The easiest path is to take a wife who is capa-
ble of handling it all for you,” Rhys said, which 
earned him a slap on the arm from Lydia. 

“What? I only speak true,” Rhys said. “Domes-
tic affairs are the wife’s domain.” 

“But not the reason to marry. One marries for 
love.” 

Rhys met Tom’s gaze. “Forget I said anything.” 
They walked up the stone steps. A footman 

opened the door. The ladies walked inside, Tom 
and Rhys following. 

The butler, stiff and formal, was waiting at at-
tention. “My lord, welcome home.” 

“Thank you, Smythe.” Tom had sent word that 
he was bringing company. 

“I have had rooms prepared for the duke and 
duchess and Miss Fairfield in the wing that was 
once occupied by the former countess. I believe 
they’ll find the accommodations most satisfactory.” 

“Thank you. About dinner—” 
“It will be served at seven as always. I suggest a 

gathering in the library, where I’ve taken the lib-
erty of stocking the cabinets with your best port, 
brandy, and whiskey.” 
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Tom turned to his guests. “Sounds like every-
thing has been taken care of.” 

“Nothing is more valuable than a competent  
staff,” Lydia said. “I look forward to freshening up. 
We’ll see you in an hour in the library, shall we?” 

“All right.” 
Lydia took Lauren’s arm. “Come on, Lauren. I 

don’t know about you, but I’m ready to get out of 
my traveling clothes.” 

“I’ll escort you to your rooms, Your Grace,” 
Smythe said. 

While the ladies ascended the stairs, Rhys stayed 
behind with Tom. “You don’t want to change out 
of your traveling clothes?” Tom asked. 

“I do, but I wanted to warn you first that Lydia 
is taking her chaperoning responsibilities very se-
riously, but as one who upon occasion managed 
very successfully to elude the chaperones, I take 
pity upon your plight and will do all in my power 
to distract her as the eve ning grows late.” 

Tom grinned. “I appreciate that.” 
“It’s the least I can do. I recognize a smitten man 

when I see him, and having nearly lost the love of 
my life, I know what it is to walk in your shoes.” 
He held Tom’s gaze. “And since  we’ve not had a 
chance to talk privately since the unfortunate inci-
dent with Whithaven—” 

“I really am sorry about that,” Tom interrupted. 
“Whithaven is a pompous, arrogant arse.” 
Tom was taken aback by Rhys’s words. 
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“I quite enjoyed seeing you pummel him as he 
once pummeled me.” 

“He hit you?” 
“Beat me to a bloody pulp. I just wanted you to 

know that while the time and place may have 
been a poor choice, I realize that the punch was 
probably well deserved.” 

Tom shook his head. “No, I’m thinking all three 
were bad choices.” 

“As you wish.” Rhys glanced around the foyer. 
“Interesting artwork.” 

“I’ve thought about putting clothes on some of 
these statues,” Tom admitted. 

“I’d leave them if I  were you. Something about 
the nude form makes it quite provocative.” 

“I’m not used to seeing so much exposed.” 
“It’s art, my friend. And ladies tend to appreci-

ate art.” 



Chapter 15 
nm 

L auren gazed out the window on the mag-
nificent gardens. She thought her mother 

would love to see them. It was obvious that they’d 
come about over time, and she wondered if their 
design had been influenced by Tom’s mother or  
his father. His mother, she decided. They were too 
gorgeous to have been the desire of someone with 
the reputation for spitefulness that Tom’s father 
had. All the statues of naked cavorting  couples— 
those had no doubt been his father’s infl uence. 

“Rhys and I are just down the hallway,” Lydia 
said. “We’ll stop by your room within the hour to 
escort you—” 

“No need. I plan to go down early.” 

265 
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“How early? I’ll adjust my schedule.” 
Lauren turned from the window to face her  

cousin. “Lydia, you’re serving as chaperone was 
for my mother’s and society’s benefit, not mine.” 

She walked over to the bed and studied the 
gown that her maid had set out for her. It would 
do nicely for the eve ning. 

“You’re not expecting me to look the other way 
while you engage in inappropriate behavior, are 
you?” Lydia asked. 

“Of course not,” Lauren said lightly. “I expect 
you to expect me to behave appropriately. There-
fore, you’ll find no need to watch me closely. You 
can relax, enjoy your time here with Rhys, and if 
we’re all together, that’s lovely . . . and if not, I 
don’t want you worrying.” 

“You don’t plan to behave appropriately, though, 
do you?” 

“I don’t plan to behave inappropriately, but if the 
occasion should arise, I’m not certain that I’d be 
opposed to it.” 

Lydia sighed. “Aunt Elizabeth will kill me if 
you find yourself in a compromising situation.” 

Lauren smiled. “I’ll kill you if I don’t.” 
“Oh, heavens, what have I gotten myself into?” 

Lydia held up her hands. “I’ll compromise. I shall 
be the best chaperone to my ability, but not as dili-
gent as I planned. Rhys no doubt will have a dif-
ferent view. I’ll seek to keep him otherwise  
occupied as the night draws late.” 

“A fi ne plan.” 
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* * * 
Tom stared at his reflection in the mirror, won-

dering when his common sense had deserted him. 
“I could thin it out a bit more, my lord,” his va-

let said. 
“No,” Tom said, moving his upper lip around to 

see if he could make his mustache look any more 
presentable. “I think it’s thin enough.” 

“We could curl the ends up a bit more.” 
“No, they’re curled enough.” Maybe he ought to 

shave the damned thing off completely, but he 
knew if he did that, he would look like he wasn’t 
old enough to issue orders much less run an estate 
the size of this one. He resisted the urge to run his 
thumb and forefinger over his mustache and 
straighten it out. He didn’t think he looked more 
English. He thought he looked . . . he closed his 
eyes. He didn’t want to contemplate what he 
looked like. The next time he wanted to please 
Lauren he’d simply give her some fl owers, not 
work to change his appearance. 

“Shall we finish preparing for dinner?” his va-
let asked. 

“I reckon.” 
“You really look quite fetching, my lord.” 
Fetching made Tom think of a dog with a stick. 

“Thanks.” 

Lauren arrived in the library ahead of anyone
 else, finding her way by asking directions of the 
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various footmen and servants. Having been raised 
in the Ravenleigh house hold, she wasn’t as awed 
with the grandeur or all the servants as she might 
have been when she first arrived in England, but 
she could well imagine that Tom might have found 
it all quite overwhelming to begin with. The li-
brary was an impressive room with floor- to- ceiling 
bookshelves and a spiral staircase in the corner 
that led up to another level of floor- to- ceiling book-
shelves and a small seating area in front of a large 
window. She assumed it offered as breathtaking a 
view of the gardens and surrounding countryside 
as the guest bedroom she’d been given. Strange 
how she was suddenly viewing the green rolling 
hills she’d taken for granted as breathtaking. 

A massive desk was set before the large fi re-
place, and she visualized Tom working at it, study-
ing his ledgers and accounts. She envisioned 
herself curled up in the nearby chair, reading Dick-
ens or Austen or Alcott. The room seemed peace-
ful as though it had retained none of the harshness 
or cruelty for which its former master was known. 
Perhaps he’d seldom inhabited the room. Maybe it 
had been favored by Tom’s mother. Certainly it 
couldn’t have been favored by the latest Lady  
Sachse as she’d only recently begun to read. 

She heard the door click quietly open and 
turned from her musings to watch as Tom, lord of 
the manor, strode into the room, wearing a black 
tailcoat and trousers, while everything else—silk 
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waistcoat, shirt, cravat—was a pristine white that 
brought out the swarthiness of his complexion. 
She wondered if, over time, the bronze hint of his 
skin would fade as he spent more and more time 
indoors, or would he always remain a man of the 
outside, even  here. As he grew nearer, she real-
ized something about him was different— 

“Oh!” She slapped her hand over her mouth to 
prevent the bubble of laughter that she was cer-
tain would insult him from escaping. 

His mustache, thinned and curling up on the 
ends, twitched, and the hard press of his lips told 
her that he wasn’t exactly pleased with the results 
of his efforts to follow her advice. It had been a 
ghastly mistake. Whatever had made her suggest 
it to begin with? It didn’t make him look more En-
glish or less Western; it simply made him look less 
like Tom. 

Gnawing on her bottom lip, she refrained from 
making any sort of comment that might make 
him suddenly self-conscious although judging by 
the red beneath his chin, he was already feeling a 
mea sure of embarrassment. 

“Where are the others?” he asked. 
“Still getting ready, I suppose.” 
He walked past her to a table where several crys-

tal decanters  were lined up. “Brandy?” he asked. 
“Just a bit.” 
She walked over to where he stood, studied his 

death grip on the decanter as he poured. When he 
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set the crystal down, she touched his arm, causing 
him to turn toward her. “It’s not that bad,” she of-
fered. 

“It’s damned awful. It makes me look ridicu-
lous. Now I know how Sampson felt when his hair 
was cut: weak and—” 

“You’re not weak, Tom. Your strength has noth-
ing to do with the hair on your face.” Reaching up, 
she pressed her fingers to the whiskers above his 
lip, felt his warm breath waft over her knuckles as 
she slowly outlined what remained of his mus-
tache until she reached the curled ends and very 
cautiously, very gingerly unfurled them until they 
were once again framing either side of his mouth. 
She watched his Adam’s apple  ride up and down 
as he swallowed. Lifting her gaze to his, she saw 
his eyes had darkened to the hue of a starless sky. 

“It shouldn’t take long to look as it did before, 
should it?” she asked, surprised by the rasping 
timbre of her voice. 

“No.” His voice was gravely, rough. “Not hav-
ing a chaperone would be good right about now.” 

She backed up a step, the scent of him as intoxi-
cating as the brew he’d just poured. “Unfortu-
nately, I expect she’ll show up any second.” 

Nodding, he grabbed a glass, downed its con-
tents in one long swallow, and set about pouring 
another one. “What do you think of the  house?” 
he asked, refilling his glass and fi lling another 
one. Picking up both, he handed her one. 
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“House doesn’t seem like a big enough word for 
this place. Manor, residence—” 

“But not home,” he said, moving over to the  
window as though he realized the danger of  
standing too close to her for much longer, that his 
guests would stride into this room and fi nd Lau-
ren in an awkward, compromising position. 

“No, not home. But it could be, I think.” 
“It’s cold, there’s always a chill in the air.” 
“That’s common in the older manors. It’s as 

though they absorb winter and slowly release it  
through the summer. I was always walking 
around Ravenleigh’s with a shawl or blanket 
draped over my shoulders, and numerous fi res 
were always going throughout the manor even in 
summer.” She took a sip of the brandy. “You have 
a lovely garden.” 

“I can’t take credit for it. I  can’t take credit for 
most of this.” 

“You can’t take credit for what it was, but you 
will certainly be able to take credit for what it be-
comes within your capable hands.” 

He studied her so intently that she wondered 
what her words might have conveyed . . . then it 
dawned on her: capable hands. Yes, he had very 
capable hands, and well he knew it, and he was no 
doubt remembering what she would forever be 
unable to forget. 

“Is that a portrait of your mother?” she asked 
referring to the gilt-framed painting hanging on 
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the wall above the fireplace behind the desk, need-
ing to turn her mind away from the thoughts that 
would very easily lead her back down the road to 
seduction. 

“Yes.” 
“She was very pretty.” 
“But sad-looking, don’t you think?” 
“People generally don’t smile when they’re hav-

ing their portraits painted, Tom.” 
“It’s not the lack of a smile; it’s her eyes. She 

looks miserable. I wonder why she didn’t leave 
him, why she didn’t just stay in America. Why she 
came back.” 

“Maybe she loved living here, thought she 
would miss it too much.” She shook her head, even 
as she spoke the words. “I can’t imagine her miss-
ing anything more than she would have missed 
her son.” 

“So you think she should have chosen me over 
En gland?” 

His voice contained an undercurrent, and she 
felt as though she’d rushed headlong into a trap, a 
trap that she had created, set into position. Choose 
a place over a person? Choose a way of life . . . 

She shook her head. They were discussing his 
mother. Not her. “Maybe she was afraid that your 
father would come after her, after you. My God, 
Tom, she told people you  were dead. She fi gured 
out how to make you disappear from your father’s 
life, but not herself.” She looked back at the por-
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trait. “You have her eyes, but without the sad-
ness.” 

“I expect I have less to be sad about.” 
She looked over at him, his eyes, beautifully 

deep brown, always intense,  were on her. “I re-
member that first day I met you in Fortune. I 
thought they looked sad then.” 

“Because your mother came around to the back 
of the store before I could finish unbuttoning your 
bodice.” 

“No, Tom, they contained sadness before that. 
How old  were you when they put you on the or-
phan train?” 

“Fourteen. When the people who  were taking 
care of  me—I always called them Mother and  
Father”—he shook his  head—“I feel stupid now, 
but I never realized that the fact that we had dif-
ferent last names was significant. I just thought I 
was special—” 

“You are special,” she said. 
“Well, that’s debatable. Anyway, when they  

died, no one knew what to do with me. They had 
no other family. So the Children’s Aid Society 
gave me a cardboard suitcase to put all my belong-
ings in. The next thing I knew I was on a train. 
Most of the kids were younger, so much younger, 
Lauren. Crying, scared, not knowing what was 
going to happen to them.” 

“You said you walked to Fortune, but I never 
asked from where.” 
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“You sure remember a lot of what I told you.” 
“I think I remember everything. Where did the 

orphan train take you?” she asked, thinking he 
might be trying to avoid the question. She had so 
many, wanted to know what she’d always wanted 
to know: everything about his life. 

“A family took me at Arkansas.” 
“Took you?” 
“Best way to describe it. It was humiliating. 

They’d put us on this rickety wooden stage. Peo-
ple would walk by, squeezing our arms to see how 
strong we were, opening our mouths to look at 
our teeth, like we were no better than livestock.  
And I think to some folks, that’s exactly what we 
were. I think the Society had good intentions, 
wanting to find good homes for the lost children, 
but I think a good many people saw the kids on 
the train as nothing more than cheap labor. 

“After they’d do their inspecting, when they were 
satisfi ed, they’d just pull a boy or girl off the stage. 
Bad as traveling on the orphan train was, most still 
went kicking and screaming off that stage.” 

His eyes had taken on a distant look, and she 
didn’t think he was aware that his grip on the 
glass had tightened until his knuckles  were al-
most white. 

“But you got away and went to Texas.” 
He gave her a sad smile. “Yes, I did.” 
“I’m sorry they treated you badly, Tom. That 

you had such a hard life.” 
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The sadness retreated from his eyes as they 
grew warm. “If I hadn’t, I never would have met 
you. It was all worth it, darlin’, for a night in your 
arms. And I sure  wouldn’t mind having another.” 

Before she could respond, he cupped her cheek 
with his free hand, leaned over, and kissed her, 
passionately, deeply, a man who did nothing in 
half mea sures. 

The door clicked open, and she and Tom both 
jumped as Lydia and Rhys waltzed into the room, 
arm in arm, as though totally oblivious to the sen-
sual tension that had begun to radiate only a few 
seconds earlier. Perhaps Lauren had mistaken her 
ability to control Tom, her conviction that she was 
not in need of a chaperone. Based on the dew she 
felt gathering between her breasts as her body 
heated with desire, she might very well be in need 
of more than one chaperone. 

“Forgive our tardiness, my lord,” Lydia said. “I 
decided to take a quick nap, and Rhys didn’t have 
the heart to awaken me when he should have.” 

“Would you care for something to drink?” Tom 
asked, his voice sounding almost normal, only a 
hint of the hoarseness remaining. 

“I’ll take some brandy,” Rhys said, walking to 
the table of decanters where Tom joined him. 

Lauren strolled over to Lydia. 
“The blush becomes you,” Lydia said, her mouth 

twitching as she fought not to smile. 
“It’s the brandy,” Lauren said. “It warms me.” 
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“Considering how you both jumped as we en-
tered, I suspect it was something  else entirely 
warming you.” 

Lauren leaned close and whispered harshly, 
“Well, I don’t believe for a moment that you  were 
napping.” 

“Believe what you will.” 
“I’m not the only one with a red hue to my 

skin.” 
“Ah, yes, dear cousin, but the difference is that 

I’m married, and so a flush upon my fl esh is per-
fectly acceptable.” 

Lauren shook her head. “I can’t believe I once 
thought us friends as well as cousins.” 

“I’m beginning to suspect that just as one shouldn’t 
borrow money from a friend, one shouldn’t ask a 
friend to chaperone. I may have to include that sage 
bit of advice in the next edition of my book.” 

The men’s laughter rumbled through the room. 
“Do you think they’re discussing what we’re 

discussing?” Lauren asked. 
“Surely, not. There was no cause for laughter in 

what transpired. Perhaps they’re simply sharing a 
humorous story.” 

“Perhaps we should join them,” Lauren sug-
gested. 

“Perhaps we should.” 

Dinner was a pleasant affair, dishes served as 
though Tom had been in residence from the be-
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ginning to oversee them. It was a testament to 
how well the previous Lady Sachse had managed 
the staff. However, when the butler discreetly in-
formed Tom as he was preparing to leave the din-
ing room that he might wish to discuss tomorrow’s 
various menus with the cook first thing in the 
morning, he felt himself floundering. What did he 
know about the preparation of meals when most 
of his life he’d eaten a side of beef and a can of 
beans? 

“Is everything all right?” Lauren asked as he 
caught up with her in the hallway. 

“Apparently I’m supposed to discuss food with 
the cook in the morning.” He extended his arm to 
her. 

“That’s a task that usually falls to the lady of the 
house, and while I’m not, I suspect that I’m better 
prepared than you are for handling it. Would you 
like me to see to it?” 

“Would you mind?” 
“Let’s see . . . ensure that we have variety or 

risk having nothing except beef and beans served? 
Mmm.” She touched her chin with her fi nger, then 
shook her head. “No, I don’t mind at all.” 

“I appreciate it.” 
“So will everyone’s stomachs.” 
“How did you know I prefer beef?” 
“First, because you’re a rancher, not a poultry 

farmer or a fisherman. Secondly, it’s the only time 
your plate is practically wiped clean.” 
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“I guess I have simple tastes.” 
“You should be more adventuresome. No tell-

ing what you’ll discover you like.” 
“And what about you, Lauren? Are you adven-

turesome?” 
“I’m here, aren’t I?” 
He couldn’t deny that or the spark of pleasure it 

gave him to have her there, willing to help him 
out by taking care of a few of the domestic duties. 
He could see a definite advantage to having a lady 
in the house, especially this lady. He wondered if 
he’d be able to smell her flowery fragrance in these 
hallways after she was gone, if it would soak into 
the pillows on the bed where she was sleeping. If 
he slept there, would it be like sleeping with her? 

“You seem to know where you’re going,” he 
said. 

“Since Lydia has visited before and is familiar 
with the layout of the house, she gave me direc-
tions before she and Rhys went on ahead. This 
hallway leads to the gardens. We thought we’d 
take an eve ning stroll. Lydia and Rhys should be 
waiting for us outside.” 

They were waiting at the edge of the veranda, 
talking quietly, both suddenly stopping to turn to 
Tom and Lauren as they approached. 

“I suppose we should follow you,” Lydia said, 
“so I can more easily keep a watchful eye on 
you.” 

Rolling his eyes, Tom led Lauren up the walk, 
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hearing the click of heels as Lydia fell into step be-
hind them, Rhys with her. “I don’t know how these 
people ever figure out that they want to get mar-
ried with someone watching their every move.” 

“They very cleverly figure out ways to evade 
their chaperones. Although the practice of having 
a chaperone is not as rigid as it once was. More  
and more ladies are beginning to rebel at the no-
tion that they can’t be trusted to ensure that men 
behave.” 

Tom laughed. “So, it’s the men who don’t be-
have?” 

She peered up at him, and even in the night 
shadows, he could make out the outline of her 
smile, the sparkle in her eyes. “Most certainly. La-
dies are always above reproach. A woman has a 
stronger will, can more easily resist the tempta-
tion of improper behavior.” 

“And what do you consider improper?” 
“I don’t need to define it, Tom. You know ex-

actly what is improper.” 
“Smoking a cigar?” 
“Defi nitely.” 
“Drinking?” 
“Spirits? To excess? Most assuredly.” 
“Kissing?” 
“Other than on the hand or cheek, yes, without 

a doubt.” 
“I don’t recall you objecting to any kisses that I 

gave you.” 
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“You took me by surprise, before I could object.” 
By surprise? His memory of each one had him 

taking his time, going slowly, savoring the mo-
ment. What sort of game was she playing? 

He smelled the returning rain on the air only a 
few seconds before the downpour began. Lauren 
and Lydia both shrieked, and Rhys yelled, “Back 
to the  house!” 

Tom envisioned the chaperones scurrying back 
the way they’d come. He grabbed Lauren’s hand, 
halting her retreat in the same direction. “This 
way!” 

She was alternately laughing and shrieking by 
the time he got them under the protective roof of 
the gazebo. He shrugged like a dog just out of the 
river, thought she might have as well. The distant 
gaslights along the path allowed the gazebo to 
have some semblance of shadows rather than 
complete darkness, and he was able to see Lauren 
standing there, arms crossed over her chest, her 
head somehow misshapen . . . 

He grinned. Her hair was falling down. The 
rain had managed to do what he’d been longing to 
do all night, release the golden tresses from the 
confines of pins, ribbons, and bows. He removed 
his thoroughly soaked jacket. It would do little to 
keep her warm. 

“Here,” he offered. “It’s wet, but the inside is 
still warm.” He draped it over her shoulders, felt 
her shudder beneath his fi ngers. 
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“Where did Lydia go?” she asked. 
“I heard Rhys yell something about the  house, 

so I assume they headed back.” 
“And why didn’t we?” 
“The gazebo was closer.” 
“Except in the  house I have dry clothes. Here I 

have nothing.” 
“You have me,” he said quietly. 
“But you’re as wet as I am.” Her voice held a 

shiver, and he wasn’t certain if it was from the 
cold or his words. 

He moved up until they were very nearly touch-
ing. “If  we’re close, we can warm each other.” 

“I suppose you’re going to suggest that we re-
move our clothes to generate even more heat.” 

“The direction your thoughts go in . . . are they 
proper for a lady?” 

He heard a most unladylike snort and twitched 
his mouth, which felt funny without the full 
weight of his mustache. Whatever had he been 
thinking to change it at all? 

“You’ve got a mess  here,” he said, reaching up to 
very slowly, very carefully begin removing the pins 
from her hair, his face close enough to hers that 
the warmth of her breath fanned over his cheek. 

“You’re just going to tangle it.” She sounded 
breathless but didn’t take any action to halt his ac-
tions. 

“I’ll brush the tangles out when we return to 
the  house.” 
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“And when do you think that will be?” 
“As soon as it stops raining.” 
“Which could be hours from now.” 
If I’m lucky, he thought, as he removed the last 

pin and her hair tumbled around her shoulders. 
He had an urge to taunt her, to prove that he could 
be within close proximity of her without touching 
her. He had a devilish desire to push her to the 
edge until she  couldn’t resist touching him, to prove 
that it wasn’t always the man who made a chaper-
one necessary. The lady was equally responsible, 
tempting a man, exposing her throat and shoul-
ders so he couldn’t help but think about nibbling 
that delicate skin, dabbing drops of perfume in 
provocative places so he  couldn’t help but think  
about leaning close and breathing in the sweet fra-
grance, occasionally touching her tongue to her 
lips so he couldn’t help but think about tasting . . . 

Dammit if he hadn’t moved in so close that he 
could feel the heat radiating from her body, smell 
her intoxicating scent, and almost taste those lips. 
A whisper’s breath separated her mouth from his, 
and his hands  were tangled in her hair. So much 
for his resolve not to touch. 

He could hear each shuddering intake of breath, 
not sure if it was hers or his. The rain continued to 
pour, tapping on the gazebo roof, splattering on 
the ground surrounding the structure, encasing 
them in a cocoon of intimacy. Resisting the urge 
to lean in and take what he so desperately wanted 
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was damned near killing him. Even in the shad-
ows he saw her lick her lips, and it almost shat-
tered what little restraint remained to him. 

He wanted proof that she wanted him with the 
fierceness that he desired her, wanted her to close 
the gap between them, wanted her almost brought 
to her knees with yearning. She licked her lips 
again, and her breathing sounded more ragged. 
He felt her fingers slip beneath his waistcoat, close 
around his shirt. 

“My fingers are cold,” she rasped, “and you’re 
so warm. How can you be so warm?” 

Because she had the ability to ignite a fi re within 
him that threatened to consume him. Swallowing 
hard, he closed his eyes. He was going to break, 
dammit. He couldn’t hold out, couldn’t resist . . . he 
felt the lightest brushing of her lips over his, like a 
gentle wind ruffling the petals of a dandelion— 

“My lord?” 
His eyes sprang open, and he jerked his gaze 

toward the voice. Smythe stood in the gazebo en-
tryway, an umbrella over his head protecting him 
from the still pelting rain. 

“The duchess sent me out with an umbrella to 
ensure that you and the lady were able to return 
to the manor  house without the risk of catching 
your death.” 

The rain was hardly at risk of doing him in. It 
was his own pride and vanity, his own need to 
prove a stupid point. He took a deep breath, forc-
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ing his body to loosen and settle back down so he 
could think clearly about something other than 
Lauren. His body aching with need, he strode 
over to Smythe and took the two umbrellas he 
was offering. “Thank you.” 

“The duchess said she expects your immediate 
return; otherwise, the duke might have to seek 
you out to ensure all is well.” 

Tom fought back his impatience. “Inform the 
duchess that we’ll be there shortly.” 

“Very good, sir. Dreadful weather  we’re having 
this time of year. I daresay you might wish to 
travel slowly in order not to put Miss Fairfi eld at 
risk of turning an ankle.” 

“I’ll do that.” 
“I’ll inform the duchess that there will be a 

slight delay before your arrival.” 
Before Tom could respond, the butler was hur-

rying along the garden path that would lead him 
back to the  house. 

Turning back to Lauren, Tom could actually 
hear her teeth chattering. Without the warmth of 
his nearness, the heat of their passion, the chill 
and dampness  were taking their toll. He opened 
an umbrella, held it up. “Come on.” 

She came to stand near him. Clutching his jacket 
with one hand, she reached for the umbrella. 

“I’ll hold it,” he said. “You just get under-
neath it.” 

“I don’t know that we can both fit, and we have 
the second umbrella.” 
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“Don’t worry about me getting wet.” He wrapped 
his hand around her neck, drew her near, and 
whispered near her ear, “Good thing your chaper-
one interfered. I think your resistance was about 
to crack.” Then he planted a kiss on her mouth 
designed to make her regret that she’d offered up 
any resistance at all. 

With a contented sigh, Lauren soaked in the 
steaming hot water the servants had poured into 
the shining brass tub. She felt the chill leaving her 
bones to be replaced with a sense of euphoria, 
very similar to the sensation she’d experienced 
when she’d leaned in to kiss Tom. She’d cursed the 
interruption, even as she’d been grateful for it. She 
didn’t know what had gotten into him, to just 
stand perfectly still like one of the statues that 
adorned his  house—only he’d been clothed and 
she’d found herself wishing he wasn’t, that she 
would have had the opportunity to see his solidly 
carved form in the gazebo with the rain falling 
around them and the pale light harkening the 
shadows into retreat. 

She sipped on the tea that Lydia had prepared 
for her, wondering if it seemed too sweet because 
of all the sugar that Lydia might have added or 
because Tom’s taste still lingered on her mouth. 
She’d barely touched his lips, but it was enough to 
know that he would have tasted like the delicious 
walnut cake that had been served for dessert. But 
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even without the sweetness of the dessert served 
after the meal, Tom would have tasted  divine— 
because he always did, always had, from the fi rst 
moment that he’d kissed her. 

“I hope you’re not angry at me for sending 
Smythe out with an umbrella, but I know fi rst-
hand about the dangers that can arise within the 
confines of a gazebo,” Lydia said, effectively bring-
ing Lauren out of her reverie. Her cousin was sit-
ting in a chair, on the other side of the screen, as 
though she thought even within this room, Lau-
ren needed protecting. 

Lauren set her teacup aside and reached for the 
soap. “I hope you’re not planning to sleep in my 
bed.” 

“No, of course not.” 
Silence settled around them, and all Lauren 

could hear was the crackling of the fire in the 
hearth. 

“Did you get into mischief?” Lydia fi nally 
asked. 

She decided silence was the best course of ac-
tion, rather than a lie. She didn’t need Lydia being 
any more alert than she already was. Quite hon-
estly, she was surprised by her cousin’s vigilance, 
had actually expected Lydia to serve as chaperone 
in name only, especially after her instructions be-
fore dinner. 

“Lauren?” 
“No, no mischief.” She finished washing up, 
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stepped out of the tub, and wrapped the towel 
warming before the fire around her. It too felt  
heavenly. Everything here seemed geared toward 
pampering her. 

She walked to the bench and sat at the vanity. 
Her maid, Molly, immediately began to brush out 
her tangles, and Lauren was surprised that she 
felt a bit of regret that it wasn’t Tom doing the 
brushing. 

“I do hope it doesn’t rain the entire time we’re 
here. Rhys was hoping to do a bit of riding tomor-
row,” Lydia said. 

“I’m sure we’ll have a few days of sunshine. So 
tell me about your experiences in a gazebo.” 

In the mirror’s reflection, she saw Lydia duck 
her head and begin sipping her own tea, as though 
she thought that was enough to evade the conver-
sation. 

“I’m assuming it was Rhys.” 
Lydia nodded. “It was at his family’s estate, 

shortly after we met. He kissed me there.” 
Lauren patted Molly’s hand when it came to 

rest on her shoulder. “Thank you. I’ll fi nish pre-
paring myself for bed.” 

Molly nodded and walked out of the room. 
When the door had closed firmly behind her, Lau-
ren brought her legs around the bench until she 
was facing Lydia. “Then have some pity on me,  
Lydia. I swear you’re worse than my mother. Tom’s 
not going to take advantage unless I give him 
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leave to do so, and do you honestly think that if 
I’ve decided I want him to take advantage, you 
can do anything to prevent it from happening?” 

“Then why am I  here?” 
“Appearances. I have always felt that the notion 

of chaperones is silly. I want to spend this time with 
Tom, to get to know him again, to have a few mem-
ories to take with me back to Texas.” In earnest-
ness, she bent forward, crossing her arms on her 
legs. “I remember once, when you  were staying 
with us, before you  were married, Rhys bursting 
into your bedroom, sitting on the bed, comforting 
you because you  were ill, and you seemed neither 
shocked nor ashamed, as though having him so 
near your bed was not unusual.” She watched as 
Lydia lowered her gaze and her cheeks burned red. 
“You know what it is to be young and . . . curious, 
to know what it is to wonder what it might be like 
to be a little more intimate with a man. If you are 
guarding me so closely because you fear that I 
might travel a path you once walked, guard me 
only if you truly believe that your life would be 
better now if you’d not taken the path.” 

Lydia lifted her gaze. “The thing about the En-
glish is that they use so many words to say some-
thing that can be said with a few. All you have to 
do is say, ‘Stay away.’ ” 

Lauren  rose to her feet. “Stay away. You’re  here 
to satisfy my mother and society. Not me and cer-
tainly not Tom.” 
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“Do you love him, Lauren?” 
“I don’t know. There are times when I see the 

shadow of the boy he was . . . but there’s not enough 
there to hold my heart. I’m trying to follow your  
advice and see the man he’s become. If you guard 
me, how will I ever learn if I’m safe with him?” 

Lydia sighed. “All right. Rhys and I will fi nd 
ways to occupy ourselves while  we’re  here.” 

“You don’t have to be strangers or avoid us com-
pletely. Just don’t send the butler after us if we’re 
alone.” 

It was after midnight when she finally dared to 
venture from her room, certain that Lydia, if not 
asleep, at least  wouldn’t be scouring the hallways. 
The storm had increased in intensity, the claps of 
thunder echoing with a loudness that sometimes 
made her jump. She crept down the hallway, down 
the stairs, and came to an abrupt halt at the sight of 
Smythe snuffing out the candles in the entryway 
chandelier. It was indeed a  late-night  house hold. 

Lauren pulled the sash on her robe. She gave 
him a weak smile and hurried past him to the 
stairs that led into the other wing. 

“His lordship is in the library,” Smythe said, in 
a voice that tolled as loudly as Big Ben. 

Lauren spun around and headed the other way. 
She intended to play Tom’s little game in a way 

that had him reaching for her. She would be the 
one standing as still as a statue, the one tempting 
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him, the one so close he could smell her scent . . . 
She’d been squirming in bed with needs unful-

filled, and if he was still awake and in the library, 
perhaps he’d been doing the same. Only she didn’t 
know how he could sit still long enough to read. 

So late at night, no footmen were about, thank 
goodness. She opened the door and stepped into a 
room that was a black abyss. A shiver went 
through her. Obviously Tom wasn’t there. She was 
turning to leave when lightning suddenly illumi-
nated the room, casting everything in silhouette, 
including the man standing on the second level 
before the large  plate-glass window. She would 
have recognized his form, his stance anywhere. 

He was staring out on the night, and she didn’t 
think he’d detected her presence. She padded 
across the room and quietly climbed the spiral 
staircase to the landing that marked the begin-
ning of the second tier of bookshelves. The famil-
iar scent of old parchment and aged leather 
greeted her. She always found something com-
forting in the fragrance. 

Lightning again filled the sky, giving her a 
clearer view of Tom. He wore neither jacket nor  
waistcoat, only shirt and trousers, as he gazed out 
on the storm. She eased up beside him, wrapped 
her hand around his arm. “Are you all right?” 

“Just remembering other storms.” 
Looking out the window, she watched the light-

ning split the darkness. “It’s a magnifi cent view.” 
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“They fought here. In the library,” he said 
quietly. 

“Who?” 
“My mother and father. I had sneaked up here to 

read; I liked being with all the books. He was yell-
ing at her. He needed another son. He forced—” 

He stopped, and she could hear the grinding of 
his teeth. 

“She was his wife, and he gave her no choice.” 
“How old  were you?” 
Now that she was closer to him, she could see 

his silhouette in the shadows, could see him shake 
his head. “Not very old. I’d only recently learned 
to read. I don’t think I read a book I didn’t have to 
after that day.” 

She remembered him saying that he preferred 
being shown . . . she wondered if before this night 
he had any inkling as to the reason he might have 
an aversion to reading. 

“Why did she come back?” he asked. 
“To protect you. That can be the only explana-

tion. She did love you. I believe that with all my 
heart.” 

“What if I’m like him, Lauren?” 
“You’re not.” 
“I forced  you”—she heard him  swallow—“to 

unbutton your bodice.” 
“You teased me into unbuttoning it. Do you 

honestly think that I would have carried through 
on the bargain if I hadn’t wanted to? My God, 
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Tom, I got in a carriage and instructed the driver 
where to take me. You  couldn’t have been more 
surprised to see me if I’d strode in stark naked.” 

“Why did you come that night?” 
“Because I saw what hitting Whithaven did to 

you, the remorse and humiliation you felt, the 
trepidation that you  were a reflection of your fa-
ther.” She touched his hair, forced herself to offer 
him a slight smile. “And because I wanted to offer 
you comfort, and I didn’t think you’d appreciate 
yellow roses.” 

“You said you planned to behave with decorum 
while you  were  here.” 

“And you’ve held yourself at bay. How in God’s 
name can you think you in any way resemble the 
man who was your father?” 

“His blood runs through me, Lauren.” 
Reaching up, she wound her arms around his 

neck, pressed her body against his. “His blood 
may, but his soul doesn’t. You’re your own man, 
Thomas Warner. Your mother ensured that you 
would be, and for that, I’m extremely grateful.” 

He kissed her softly, sweetly, as though he con-
tinued to hold himself at bay, as though he feared 
unleashing the hunger that had devoured them 
both before. She  wouldn’t allow it,  wouldn’t allow 
these emerging memories to destroy the passion 
he was capable of exhibiting. He’d never forced 
her, he never would, because it wasn’t in his na-
ture to be cruel, it wasn’t in his nature to harm  
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without reason. And if it was the last gift she ever 
gave him, she was going to erase all the doubts 
from his mind. 

She would be the aggressor. Although she 
couldn’t deny that she’d taken the initiative the 
night that she’d shown up at his  house. She might 
have grown timid when faced with the reality of 
what she wanted, but she’d done nothing that she 
didn’t want to do. 

She began unbuttoning his shirt. She was aware 
of his fingers fumbling with her buttons. It gave 
her a sense of satisfaction, of power, to know that 
she could make him tremble. 

Her gown slipped off one shoulder. He cupped 
her breast. With his tongue, he lapped at the tip, 
causing it to pucker and harden. Closing his 
mouth over it, he suckled earnestly, then gently. 
She spread his shirt wide, ran her hands over the 
firm muscles of his chest, his stomach. 

Lightning flashed, exposing him as though na-
ture approved of the specimen on display. She  
pressed kisses to his  dew-coated throat, his chest. 

“I’m sorry, darlin’, but I  can’t wait.” 
Before she realized what he was apologizing 

for, he had her against a bookshelf with the hem 
of her nightgown up around her waist, his trou-
sers unbuttoned. Then he was lifting her up with 
his hands beneath her bottom— 

And plunging into her hot, moist center. 
Only the tiniest bit of her scream sounded be-
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fore he blanketed her mouth, capturing the rest of 
it, his tongue swirling and thrusting with as much 
force and eagerness as his hips. 

Where before he’d been patient, now he was im-
patient, as impatient as she. To have learned what 
it was to be with him, then to have been without. 
She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her 
legs around his waist, as he pumped into her. 

The sensations grew like a pebble tossed into a 
pond, growing, growing, until she was shudder-
ing with her release, shuddering in his arms. He 
tore his mouth from hers, buried his face in her 
hair, in the curve of her neck, as his body spasmed 
and his harsh groan echoed between them. 

His labored breathing surrounded them as he 
kissed her temple, the corner of her mouth, her 
chin. “Next time will be slower, darlin’, I promise.” 

She nestled her face against the side of his neck. 
“Ah, Tom, I’m going to hold you to keeping that 
promise.” 

With the moonlight spilling in through the win-
dow, Tom gazed at Lauren as she lay sleeping, 
nestled against his side, her head in the crook of 
his shoulder, her hand curled just below his 
pounding heart. Keeping his promise, he’d car-
ried her to his bed and made love to her slowly the 
second time, leisurely removing her clothes, while 
she’d removed his. 

He skimmed his finger along the swell of her 
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breast. Sighing, she snuggled more closely against 
him. He thought he’d never tire of hearing the lit-
tle sighs she made while she slept, the way she 
rubbed the sole of her foot over his calf until she 
drifted off to sleep. Like a child needing the re-
petitive motion of a rocker so it could go to sleep. 

Not that she was a child. Far from it. 
It was a shame that she disliked England so 

much. She would have made an exemplary count-
ess. She would have been his choice for a wife, a 
helpmate. But life with him would diminish her 
smiles, lessen her laughter until they were both 
miserable. He couldn’t do that to her. 

Her eyes fluttered open and her lips tilted up 
into a  sleepy-looking smile. “What are you do-
ing?” she asked softly. 

“Watching you sleep.” 
“Aren’t you tired?” 
“I can sleep later.” When he had nothing but his 

memories of her to keep him company. 
She yawned. “I should probably go back to my 

room.” 
“Stay a little longer.” 
She started tapping her finger on his chest. “I 

told Amy that they didn’t have chaperones in  
Texas because everyone behaved. They don’t be-
have, do they?” 

“Depends on your definition of misbehaving I 
guess.” 

“This  here seems like misbehaving to me.” 
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She spoke with a slow drawl that had Tom chuck-
ling. “I like it when you don’t talk so proper.” 

“Do you now?” 
“ ’Course, I like when you talk proper, too. Es-

pecially when you’re getting after me. You still 
rile so easily.” 

“You still do plenty to rile me.” 
He squeezed her breast. “What if I do some-

thing guaranteed not to rile you?” 
She stretched languorously against him. “You’re 

insatiable, you know that?” 
“Is that a problem for you?” 
She laughed lightly. “Reckon not, since I am, 

too.” She stopped laughing. “Never knew I was 
until now.” 

“That’s because I’m a very skilled lover.” 
“Lover. I guess you are my lover. That makes all 

this seem so wicked.” 
“We’re the only ones who’ll know, darlin’.” 
She rolled over onto him, kissed his chest, moved 

up slightly and flicked her tongue over his nipple. 
Groaning, he rubbed his hands down her back, 
over her bare bottom. He glanced toward the win-
dow, saw a streak of light, grinned. The storm had 
moved on, leaving a clear sky in its wake. 

He patted her bottom. “Come  here, darlin’.” 
She lifted her head. “I am here.” 
“I meant move off me.” 
“Uh-huh. I’m awake now. I want a little loving.” 
He patted her bottom again. “And I want to give 

it to you, but let’s get out of bed fi rst.” 
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“Are we going to do it against the wall instead 
of the bookcase this time?” 

“Not exactly. Come on, Lauren.” 
“Tom—” 
“Look at the window.” 
She raised up, twisted her head. “Was that a 

falling star?” 
“I think so.” 
She scrambled out of bed, took the few steps to 

the window, and peered out. “Oh, Tom, the sky is 
so clear that the stars look like diamonds spilled 
on velvet. Oh, and look, there’s another star fall-
ing. Why are there so many out  here?” 

He came up behind her. “I don’t know that there 
are more. It’s just so dark that they’re easier to 
see.” 

With his hand, he scooped her hair up and over, 
draping it over her shoulder, so it cascaded along 
her chest and stomach, leaving her back com-
pletely bare. He pressed a kiss to the nape of her 
neck. She sighed, started to turn— 

He put his hands on her shoulders. “No, keep 
watching the stars.” 

“What are you going to do?” 
“Just keep watching the stars.” 
“But I want to touch—” 
“Shh. We may never have a moment like this 

again.” 
When he laid his hot, open mouth against her 

neck again, and his hands came around to cradle 
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her breast, Lauren was fi nished arguing. He was 
so very skilled at convincing her to try things his 
way. 

She dropped her head back. 
“Keep your eyes open,” he said. 
“I will . . . oh, there’s . . . one.” 
He skimmed his mouth along her spine, his 

tongue blazing a trail, down, then up, across her 
shoulders, along her spine again, each swirl of his 
tongue, each nip of his teeth had her squirming. His 
hands traveled provocatively over her breasts, her 
stomach. She stood there, stoically accepting the 
torture he inflicted, moaning, writhing, wanting to 
turn around so she could inflict some of her own. 

She could do this to him. Run her hands slowly 
up and down his legs. Kiss his calves, his thighs, 
his buttocks. She could skim her hands over his 
chest, tease his nipples, she could take her hands 
lower . . . 

He was working deliciously wonderful wicked 
magic with his fi ngers. 

“You’re so wet, so hot,” he rasped. “So ready. 
Keep your eyes open.” 

She released a tiny moan that she hoped he un-
derstood was acceptance of his order. Feeling his 
thrust, she gripped the edges of the window, when 
she really wanted to reach back and grab him. 
Hold him close, as close as he was holding her. 
Touch him as he was touching her. Ride him as he 
was riding her. 
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She felt the pressure, the pleasure mount-
ing . . . saw the star streaking . . . 

“Oh, there! There! Oh, God!” 
He closed his mouth over her shoulder as he 

bucked against her, she bucked against him, as 
pleasure shot through her. His fi nal thrust came 
hard and deep, then he was clutching her close, 
panting near her ear, and she wasn’t certain how 
they both remained standing. 

“There  were stars in the sky, stars in my body,” 
she whispered breathlessly. “That wish has got to 
come true.” 

He chuckled low. “Hope it was a good one.” 
“It was,” she assured him, wondering why be-

fore that night she’d never seen a star fall on that 
side of the world. What other things hadn’t she  
seen? 



Chapter 16 
nm 

S he awoke to the sound of an irritating tick, 
tick, tick. It had still been dark when Tom had 

returned her to her bedchamber, and she’d fallen 
into a deep, dreamless sleep. 

Peering out from beneath her pillow, she could 
see a sliver of sunlight spilling in through the 
parted draperies. The ticking noise seemed to be 
coming from there. Throwing back the covers, she 
scrambled out of bed and padded to the window. 
She peeked through the window . . . 

And there was Tom, waiting, with two  horses 
saddled. He looked quite dashing in his riding at-
tire. She waved at him, then hurried to the bed 
and yanked on the bellpull. She didn’t think it 

300 
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was necessary to be dressed and out of the  house 
before Lydia was up and about. She thought she’d 
made her position perfectly clear the eve ning be-
fore, but why risk that Lydia hadn’t realized she 
was incredibly serious? 

Molly arrived and helped Lauren dress in her 
favorite riding habit. 

“Do you know if the duke and duchess are 
awake yet?” Lauren asked as she settled her hat 
into place. 

“They  haven’t yet sent for their maid or valet, so 
I suspect they are still abed.” 

Lauren couldn’t stop herself from smiling. 
“Good.” 

In the hallway, she found only a maid who was 
already quietly placing fresh fl ower arrangements 
on the various tables that lined the hallway. The 
girl curtsied, Lauren nodded, then proceeded to 
tiptoe on the thick rug that covered a good bit of 
the floor. Reaching the stairs, she grimaced at the 
first audible click of her riding boots hitting the 
marble. Why carpet the hallway if one wasn’t go-
ing to carpet the stairs? 

As lightly and silently as she could, she made 
her way down the stairs and was out the door, ap-
parently without disturbing Lydia at all. Tom had 
brought the  horses around from the back of the 
house. He grinned, and this morning it was barely 
evident that he’d massacred his mustache the 
night before. 
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“Morning, darlin’. How’d you sleep?” 
“Very well, thank you very much.” Tugging on 

her gloves, she marched over to the smaller of the 
horses. “Help me up, Tom, before my chaperone 
catches us.” 

His grin broadened as though he anticipated 
the day having very pleasant consequences. “And 
what if she does catch us?” 

He delivered a kiss that said he didn’t care if 
they were caught. Pushing him back slightly, she 
said, “If  we’re caught, then she’ll start sleeping in 
my bed and how will I ever get back to yours?” 

“Are you planning to come back to mine?” 
“Most defi nitely.” 
She’d expected him to provide her with cupped 

hands into which she could place her foot. Instead 
he placed those magnificently strong hands at her 
waist and lifted her onto the saddle. She adjusted 
her seating while he adjusted her skirt. “Where 
are we going?” 

“To look over my kingdom.” 
“You don’t really consider this a kingdom do 

you?” She watched the ease with which he 
mounted his own  horse, appreciating his fl uid 
movements, the subtle ripple of his muscles as he 
swung his leg over the saddle, controlling his 
horse with his thighs as easily as she did with the 
reins. 

“What do you call it when everyone turns to 
you for the answers?” 
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She tapped her riding crop against the  horse’s 
rump, effectively getting it to move forward. “Are 
there people who need answers today?” 

His laughter seemed harsh as it broke through 
the hush of early morning. “Someone always 
needs an answer. This morning,  we’re just going 
to ride the land, let the tenants know I’m back in 
residence”—the last spoken with the slightest of 
British  accents—“just in case anyone needs a word 
or has some troubles.” 

“Do you have many tenants?” she asked, as he 
guided them along the elm-lined dirt path that 
would lead to the road. 

“Not as many as previous lords had, based on 
the books they all kept. They used to have a thriv-
ing enterprise going, but farming  here isn’t what it 
once was. Only ten families remain.” 

“Have you met them all?” 
He swung his gaze over to her, and because he 

wasn’t wearing a hat, no shadows hid his heated 
gaze from her. “I’ve met them all.” 

He’d done more than meet them, Lauren quickly 
discovered as they visited one farm after the other. 
He remembered their names, the particulars about 
their crops, any troubles they might have had in 
the past. He spoke to them not as though he were 
the lord of the manor, the man who controlled 
their fate, but as though they were partners trying 
to make the most of their destiny. He always dis-
mounted, talked with them eye to eye, walked  
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along beside them, listening intently as they com-
plained about the weather as though he could do 
something about it, informing them that he would 
pay for the fixing of broken wagons, leaking roofs, 
and sick livestock. 

And because she wanted to be with Tom, Lau-
ren walked as close to him as his shadow, hearing 
not only the conversation but the respect the farm-
ers held for their new lord, the respect he held for 
them, their experience, their opinions, their knowl-
edge. “I’m here if you need me, but I don’t expect 
you’ll be needing me,” he seemed to be telling  
them, and she thought she could actually see the 
farmers’ backs straightening a bit as Tom gave 
them the confidence to carry their own burdens. 

She thought she’d known the path he’d traveled 
to arrive at the man he’d become, but she was be-
ginning to think that she hadn’t a clue. 

At one farm, a  white-haired woman with rosy 
cheeks bustled out of the  house, smiling brightly. 
“We had a letter from our boys, my lord,” she said, 
before Tom had even had a chance to dismount. 
“They’re liking the work you’ve got them doing.” 

“I’m glad to hear that, Mrs. Whipple,” Tom said, 
as the woman’s lanky husband wandered out 
from the barn. “I thought they would.” 

“Said they might have an opportunity to buy 
some land. Landowners.” She shook her head, 
tears glistening in her eyes that she reached up to 
wipe away with the corner of her apron. “Never 
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thought I’d see the day that my boys would be 
landowners.” 

“They’re not landowners yet, Maude, and his 
lordship don’t need to see you blubbering. He’ll 
regret sending them, if he has to listen to you 
carry ing on.” 

“Better than listening to you not being appre-
ciative of what he done.” 

“I’m appreciative, and I thank the man by tend-
ing his land good and proper.” 

“It don’t hurt to say you’re thankful.” She 
sniffed, huffed. “My lord, would you like some 
scones? They’re warm, just out of the oven.” 

Tom grinned. “Can we take them with us? I 
have a schedule to keep.” 

“Of course.” She turned to Lauren. “And you, 
my lady?” 

Lauren smiled. “I’m not a lady. I’m simply a 
lady.” It was confusing when the same word car-
ried two different connotations. “I’m Miss Fair-
field. And yes, I’d love some scones.” 

“If you’ll come inside the house, I’ll wrap them 
up for you.” 

Lauren followed her inside while Tom went off 
with her surly husband. The  house was simple, 
neat, and clean, and had an air of warmth and 
contentment ringing through it. The woman laid a 
cloth napkin on the table in the kitchen and began 
placing scones on it. 

“You mentioned something his lordship did for 
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your sons?” Her curiosity was getting the better 
of her, and she had a feeling getting the informa-
tion  here would be much easier than getting it  
from Tom later. 

The woman bobbed her head. “Sent my two 
boys to his land in Texas, he did. Paid for every-
thing himself. Said he was short on strong men to 
work his ranch. My boys are plenty strong, I’ll tell 
you.” She brought the ends of the napkin up and 
tied them together, then handed the bundle to 
Lauren. “I swear we were blessed the day his lord-
ship arrived. The other lord, the one who took care 
of things before this one arrived, he was a good 
man. We had no complaints, but this one”—she 
nodded  knowingly—“he was born to this.” 

Those words stayed with Lauren as she sat on a 
crumbling stone  wall—the remnants of some an-
cient fortification—beside a brook, the water leap-
ing over stones near the shore, making a frenzied 
yet soothing sort of noise. Tom had obviously 
planned for this morning to include more than 
visiting his tenants, because he’d brought biscuits 
filled with strawberry jam and a canteen of coffee. 
Plus they had the scones. 

Sitting beside her, he looked like a man without 
a care in the world. 

“Mrs. Whipple mentioned that you sent her 
sons to your land in Texas,” Lauren said, biting 
into the cool biscuit, chewing slowly. 

Tom turned his attention from the stream to 
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her. “Most of the young men are heading out to 
work in factories in the cities.  Can’t see that it’s 
much of a life.” 

Licking the jam from her fingers, she smiled. 
“Because the work takes place indoors?” 

“No sun, no cooling breeze, no ground beneath 
your feet—” 

“As though you know anything about the 
ground. You  ride every chance you get.” 

“All right. No sun, no breeze, no smell of
 cattle—” 

“I never considered the odor of cows desir-
able.” 

“Better than the smell of machinery.” 
“Do you ever think about how different your 

life would be if you’d been raised  here?” 
“Every day.” 
“You’d appreciate different things.” 
“Sleeping late instead of getting up with the 

sun, sitting behind a desk all day instead of riding 
across the  land”—he shook his  head—“I  can’t 
imagine it, Lauren.” 

“And yet you  can’t deny that you bring some-
thing to your position that many lack: a true un-
derstanding of the workingman.” 

She’d removed her gloves in order to eat, and 
now he trailed his finger over her hand where it 
rested on the wall, her arm supporting her. 

“You think that’s an advantage?” 
“I think it makes you unique.” 
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He gave her one of his slow, sensual grins. “I 
would be anyway. You  can’t tell me that you’ve 
ever met anyone quite like me before.” 

“No, I’ve never met anyone quite like you.” 
Wrapping his hand around her neck, he brought 

her closer until she could smell the strawberry 
that laced his breath mingling with hers. 

“No chaperone, Lauren, and I’m behaving, but 
you know what I’m thinking?” 

She didn’t know how it was possible for eyes as 
dark as his to seem to darken further, how his 
touch at her neck seemed to reach down to her 
toes, how the deep timbre of his voice could cause 
her nerves to tingle with anticipation, how she 
could suddenly have an intense desire to nibble  
on his lips the way she’d just nibbled a scone. She 
was so distracted by the confusion that his near-
ness was causing her body that she could barely 
hold on to the words he’d spoken. What was he 
thinking? She hadn’t a clue, but she seemed to be 
robbed of speech and could do little more than 
shake her head. 

“I think that behaving is boring,” he said. 
“I quite agree,” she somehow managed to rasp. 

“Why do you think I instructed Lydia to stop 
watching me so closely?” 

His eyes somehow managed to darken further, 
his smile to grow even more sensual and provoca-
tive, both issuing the invitation before he spoke. 
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“If you want it, darlin’, you’re going to have to 
come and get it.” 

Want what? she almost whispered. But she knew 
exactly what he was referring to, what he was 
tempting her with, what he was withholding to 
prove his point that a lady had it within her to 
misbehave as easily as a gentleman did. He’d al-
ways corrupted her. She could resist the cigars, 
the swearing, the whiskey . . . but resist the lure of 
his kiss? 

Why in heaven’s name would she want to? 
His satisfied groan was echoing around her be-

fore she’d finished melding her mouth against his. 
And apparently his will to resist wasn’t as strong 
as he’d indicated. His fingers tightened their hold 
on her neck, as his tongue swept through her 
mouth, before darting back to allow her entry into 
his. In spite of his best efforts, his words, he could 
be no more passive than a tiger in the jungle when 
it sighted its prey. The tense quivering of his mus-
cles told her how much he wanted her. That he  
was taking no more than the offered kiss was a 
testament to the strength of his upbringing, re-
gardless of how much he questioned every aspect 
of it. Evidence of his innate goodness that he was 
always so quick to deny. 

He kissed the way that he lived life: with pur-
pose, with determination, with exactitude. 

And his holding himself at bay made her more 
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daring. She swept her hand up into his hair, won-
dering why he’d chosen not to wear a hat. She felt 
the heat of passion sluice through her, swirling, 
stirring to life desire, want, yearning. She thought 
she might melt through the wall to be absorbed 
into the earth, might need to run naked into the 
brook in order not to burst into flames as ardor 
consumed her. 

Tearing his mouth from hers, he blazed a trail 
along her throat beneath her chin to just below her 
ear, the path scalding. She could hear his harsh 
breathing. “You know I can hardly look at you 
without wanting you.” 

She opened her eyes to see the leaves dancing 
overhead. “We could be discovered  here at any 
moment.” 

“Tell me to stop, and I’ll stop.” 
And if she didn’t issue that order, how far would 

he go? Would he remove her clothes and his? 
Would he take her there with the sun beating 
down on them? Turning her head slightly, she 
could read in his eyes the disappointment because 
she would stop this from going further. It was a 
heady sensation to have so much power, to know 
her opinion, her wants, her desires mattered to 
him. That he would give what she was willing to 
take and that he would hold back what she wasn’t 
yet ready to receive. 

Reaching out, cupping his chin in her palm, she 
brushed her thumb over his mustache. “I’m sorry 
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I’m not as wild as you’d like me to be.” She fl ung 
her hand out. “But I just can’t . . . outdoors.” 

“You’re as wild as I need you to be, Lauren.” 
The days that followed gave her an appreciation 

of him as a lord, managing his tenants. One of the 
houses had suffered damage during the storm, 
the roof collapsing. Tom and Rhys had gone to 
work, helping to nail a new roof into place while 
Lauren and Lydia had helped to prepare food for 
the workers. Tom knew livestock like he knew the 
back of his hand, hard work like he knew the cal-
luses on his palms. 

The nights were heaven. Tom was an attentive 
lover, generous and giving. She actually began to 
dread the passage of the days, because it would 
mean that her time with him would soon be over. 
Oh, he made promises. He would return to Texas, 
he would seek her out when he did, but she knew 
the only promises he could possibly keep  were 
those that could be kept immediately. She thought 
she had missed him when she left Texas, but the 
feelings she’d held for him then  were paltry com-
pared with what she felt toward him now. 

It would have been easier if she’d never gone to 
him that first night, easier still if she’d never come 
to his estate, if they hadn’t renewed their acquain-
tance to the great extent that they had. She  couldn’t 
imagine a day or a night without him in it. Didn’t 
know how she would survive when they were no 
longer together. 
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And so she hoarded all the moments, all the 
little details of their time together. 

The way his unruly hair would fall across his 
brow. At some point in his life he must have rec-
onciled himself to the fact that it couldn’t be con-
trolled because he never swept it back. So she took 
to doing it for him. Often, simply for the pleasure 
it gave her to touch him, and in public, it seemed 
such an innocent touching. Yet intimate as well, 
because his dark eyes would darken further and 
she would know that he was remembering when 
she brushed it back after they made love. 

The way he buttoned his shirt, from the bottom 
up. The way he unbuttoned it, loosening just 
enough buttons so he could pull it off over his 
head, as though that got him out of his clothes 
more quickly and into bed with her. 

His impatience at getting her out of her clothes. 
His patience with her once he had. The way he 
held her as he slept, always touching her, until it 
was time to return her to her bedchamber. 

The way she would wake up to find him stand-
ing at the window, staring out at the night sky. 
The way he would grin and come back to bed once 
he realized she was awake. 

Their whispers in the dark, their murmurings 
in the moonlight. The many smiles, the abundant 
laughter, the joy, the absolute joy that had been ab-
sent from her life for so long, that she’d despaired 
ever again finding . . . 
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She found it long before she left for Texas. 
And she wondered how she would survive when 

he was no longer sharing her days and nights. 

Their time at Sachse Hall was coming to a close, 
and as they all sat at a round table on the veranda, 
enjoying afternoon tea and nibbling on cucumber 
sandwiches, Lauren  couldn’t help but wish that 
they had one more day, one more night, away from 
London. But then tomorrow she would wish for 
the same thing yet again. And the day after. 

It was strange that in the last few days, she’d not 
once thought of Texas or longed for it. She’d been 
content simply to be with Tom. To watch him at 
work and at play. To enjoy the eve ning and the 
days and the nights. 

“So tomorrow we leave this idyllic sanctuary 
and return to the reality of the Season,” Rhys 
said. 

“You’re going to make me start to feel guilty for 
subjecting you to the rigors of the Season,” Lydia 
said. 

He took her hand, pressed a kiss to her knuck-
les, and smiled. “As long as I’m with you, I can 
endure anything.” 

The way he looked at her, Lauren didn’t think 
he was enduring much at all. Had Lydia been 
right? Was Lauren’s unhappiness a result of the 
fact that her heart had never been in England? 
Was it possible that now it was? 
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“I suppose we shall have to leave early in the 
morning so we’ll have plenty of time to ready our-
selves for Aunt Elizabeth’s ball,” Lydia said. 

“Mama always gets so nervous,” Lauren con-
fessed. 

“You wouldn’t know it by looking at her.” 
“Do we ever know what anyone truly thinks 

simply by looking at them?” 
“I suspect we shall know what Whithaven 

thinks,” Lydia said. 
“I’ll take care of Whithaven,” Tom said. 
“Have it all planned out, do you?” Rhys asked. 
“Down to the smallest detail.” 
“What are you going to do?” Lauren asked. 
Tom winked. “Trust me. I seriously doubt it’s 

something my father would have done.” 



Chapter 17 
nm 

I t was all madness and mayhem when Lauren 
arrived home. After she said good- bye to Tom 

with a promise of the first dance, and the servants 
had carted her trunks upstairs, she went in search 
of her mother and found her in the ballroom, over-
seeing the arrangements of fl owers. 

Yellow roses. So many yellow roses. 
She gave her mother a tight hug before glancing 

all around. “What ever possessed you to choose 
yellow roses?” 

“Tom made arrangements for their delivery be-
fore you left for the country.” 

She looked at her mother. “All of them?” 
Her mother nodded. “He thought you might 

315 
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need a little bit of Texas upon your return. How 
was your time away?” 

“Confusing.” Lauren walked to a table and 
pulled a  long-stemmed  rose from a vase, sniffed 
the delicate fragrance. “When Ravenleigh asked 
you to leave Texas, did you have no doubts that 
you  were making the right decision?” 

“Of course I had doubts.” 
She faced her mother. “When you come to a fork 

in the road, how do you know which path leads to 
happiness?” 

“You don’t. You simply make the best decision 
you can make and hope for the best. And some-
times you make very bad decisions, and you live 
with them.” 

Lauren nodded, sniffed the  rose again. “I 
learned a lot about Tom while I was away. A lot 
about myself as well.” 

“And what conclusions did you come to?” 
“I don’t know yet.” 

Standing in the night shadows of a giant tree 
where the glow from the gaslight didn’t hit him, 
Tom wished he had a bottle of whiskey to place 
between his lips instead of an unlit cigar. 

He cursed Lauren for accurately predicting he 
would face a moment like this, a moment that 
would require he gather up his courage. 

Tom had arrived in a carriage, one of what 
seemed like a hundred passing along the cobbled 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 317 

drive, stopping in front of Ravenleigh’s house, be-
fore meandering on to park elsewhere. The pro-
cession was still going strong. 

Tom observed the people in their fancy clothes 
alighting from their coaches and carriages. He 
heard their relaxed laughter. He watched as no 
one hesitated to walk up the sweeping steps and 
enter through the doors into what, for him, he was 
certain was going to be hell. 

Music began to drift out onto the air, and he 
knew he couldn’t put off the inevitable much 
longer. 

He withdrew his cigar from his mouth, held it 
toward the light, and stared at it. He’d almost bit-
ten through the thing, made it too nasty to return 
to his jacket pocket. With regret for the loss of an 
expensive cigar, he tossed it into the hedges be-
hind him. 

He thought about the first time he’d faced a 
stampede, the way he’d trembled in his boots, be-
cause he hadn’t known what to do. In the end, he’d 
let his gut instincts guide him. He figured he just 
had to do the same at the ball. 

He took as deep a breath as he  could—which  
wasn’t much considering the snug fit of his clothes. 
Lauren was on the other side of those doors. He 
was doing this as much for her as for himself. 

The last time he’d attended a ball, he’d acted 
like a cowboy. This time he intended to act like 
the nobleman he was. 
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* * * 
Lauren was beginning to think that Tom wasn’t 

going to come, and she could hardly blame him. 
She knew what it was to attend a ball where she 
would be the object of gossip, and while Tom 
might have done something this afternoon to 
make things right with Whithaven, he had no 
guarantees that anyone  else would hear of his  
apology. 

She was standing beside her mother and step-
father at the foot of the sweeping stairs that led  
down to the glittering ballroom. The ballroom 
was packed. It had been a while since anyone had 
arrived and walked down the stairs. 

“Well, I suppose we can begin to mingle,” her 
mother said. 

“I know Tom was going to come,” Lauren said. 
“I’m sure he’ll find us once he arrives.” 
Then Lauren noticed a quieting, a hush falling 

over the room, the music ceasing to play, people 
turning. She looked toward the stairs, and there 
he was standing at the top: proud, bold, regal. His 
gaze never wavering. He allowed enough time for 
everyone to notice him before he began his slow 
descent of the stairs. 

When he arrived at the bottom, he bowed to her 
stepfather, then took her mother’s hand and 
pressed a kiss to the back of her gloved hand. “I 
appreciate the welcome into your home.” 

“I’m certain I won’t regret it.” 
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A corner of his mouth hitched up. “If you do, I’ll 
hand you the  horsewhip.” 

He stepped over to Lauren, kissed her hand as 
well. 

“Tom, if I’d known that you planned to stand 
up there alone—” 

“I’m not finished yet, darlin’.” He winked. “Save 
a dance for me.” 

No one had yet to move although Lauren heard 
the first hint of whispering when Tom turned 
away from her. People parted in silence as he made 
his way through the crowd, straight toward the 
tallest and gangliest lord among them. She half-
way expected Whithaven to turn on his heel and 
run. But he didn’t. To her surprise, he stood his 
ground, although looking a bit nervous, and at 
that moment, she thought she might have gained 
a bit more respect for him. These men lived a 
much less harsh life than the men she’d known in 
Texas, and it was often easy to overlook the fact 
that they had steel in their backbones. She thought 
she could even detect a bit of admiration for the 
earl mirrored in Tom’s expression as he came to a 
halt before him. The poor man’s nose was slightly 
swollen, and the bruising around his eyes had 
faded to a ghastly yellow. 

“Whithaven,” Tom said, his deep baritone 
throwing his voice out for all to hear. “I owe you 
an apology.” 

“I daresay you do.” 
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“I had no call to punch you, but that’s the way 
we do it in Texas. Cowboys are men of action more 
than words, and we don’t take well to having our 
ladies insulted.” 

“Well, I meant no insult, of course; I was simply 
trying to spare you . . . I didn’t realize that you 
considered her . . . well . . . already your lady,” he 
stammered to a stop. “My apologies as well.” 

Tom held out his hand. “Accepted.” 
Looking somewhat like a startled raccoon with 

the flesh around his eyes still discolored, Whithaven 
took Tom’s hand. “Jolly good.” 

There was a general murmuring as Whithaven 
turned and walked away, a smug smile on his face 
as though he’d somehow managed to win. Music 
started playing and with tears in her eyes, Lauren 
didn’t wait for Tom to return to her side. She 
strolled through the crowd until she reached him, 
this man who had felt he had something to prove 
and had just proven it. She studied him, scrutiniz-
ing the face that she knew so well, the man she’d 
thought she’d known, who’d held her, kissed her 
passionately, made love to her . . . 

She  couldn’t have held any more admiration for 
him. 

“May I have the honor of this dance, my lord?” 
He grinned. “Darlin’, you can have as many as 

you want.” 
“Considering you shall be the object of specula-
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tion and gossip this eve ning, I might consent to 
give you more than two.” 

Laughing, he took her into his arms. 
“You handled that remarkably well, Tom.” 
“The one thing I’ve always been is honest in my 

dealings with other men. These men here deserve 
no less.” 

“I heard your words. Am I your lady?” 
“How could you doubt it, Lauren? For as long 

as you’re here.” 
Then what, she wondered. Would she ever again 

be anyone’s lady? 
They danced a scandalous four dances in a row. 

Tom didn’t care about rules. He didn’t care what 
others thought. She would be leaving soon, and as 
he told her repeatedly, he was saving up for the 
time when she was gone. 

She grew tired of arguing with him. 
“At least dance with Mama and my sisters,” 

Lauren said. “I’m going to take a few moments to 
see to my toilette.” 

“Don’t be gone long.” 
“I won’t be.” She wanted to reach up and kiss 

his cheek to reassure him. Instead, she simply pat-
ted his arm. 

She walked up the stairs to the main salon, 
greeted ladies in passing as she strolled down the 
hallway to the main entry. There she took the 
grand sweeping stairs that led up to the next level. 



322 LORRAINE HEATH 

Her dance card remained unmarked, but she 
wasn’t bothered by that. She suspected all her 
dances would be with Tom and as much as she 
was scolding him, she really didn’t mind. Like 
him, she wanted to hoard their moments together 
for after she had left. 

She reached the next landing and smiled at the 
woman who’d spotted her and had waited for her 
arrival before starting her descent. 

“Hello, Lady Blythe.” 
“It’s not fair,” Lady Blythe said in a mean-

 spirited whisper. 
“What’s not?” Lauren asked, leaning in. 
“You stole Kimburton from me. I’ve loved him 

forever, and now he won’t even come to London 
for the Season. Sachse shows the least bit of inter-
est in me, and you snatch him away as well.” 

“His interest—” 
“Was on me. He repeatedly called me darling.” 
“He calls all ladies darlin’. It doesn’t mean any-

thing.” 
“It means everything. You think his apology to 

Whithaven makes everything all right. But how 
will you feel when all of London knows that you 
have stayed in his residence through the night?” 

Staring at her, Lauren shook her head. “You
 can’t—” 

“Know? I do know. I was watching from my 
carriage after Harrington’s ball. Then you went 
off to the country with him—” 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 323 

“You’ve been spying on him?” 
“Spying on him is innocent compared with 

what you’ve been doing.” 
“You have no idea what I’ve been doing, and it’s 

none of your business anyway.” 
She started to walk by, and Lady Blythe grabbed 

her arm. “I’ll ruin you. I’ll make it so no gentle-
man will dare to consider marrying you. Not even 
Sachse. You had your chance with Kimburton. 
Sachse belongs to me.” 

“You want him only because of the coins in his 
pockets and the titles that he wears. I want him 
because I love—” Lauren stopped. Dear God, but 
she did love him. All the plans she’d been making 
hadn’t been to return to Texas, but to return to  
Tom. She’d simply refused to recognize it, to ac-
knowledge it, because for a time she’d thought 
he’d abandoned her. But he hadn’t. In a way, by 
not trusting him, she’d abandoned him. 

She had to tell him, tell him what she felt. She 
wasn’t going to go back to Texas. She wanted to  
stay in England. 

She turned for the stairs. She had to fi nd him. 
Immediately. 

“No, you  can’t have him!” 
She heard the shrill cry, felt the shove at her 

back, lost her balance, screamed as she tumbled 
down the hard marble steps, as pain ricocheted  
through her head and blackness descended. 



Chapter 18 
nm 

“M y lord, I must ask that you leave.” 
Tom didn’t bother to look at the doc-

tor they’d sent for. Sitting in a chair he’d pulled up to 
the bed, he just kept his gaze on Lauren, his hand 
wrapped around hers. Why didn’t she wake up? 

He’d only just arrived at the stairs when he’d 
heard the echo of her scream and seen her tumble, 
and he’d been powerless to do anything to prevent 
her fall. All he’d been able to do was lift her gently 
into his arms and carry her to her bedchamber. 

“I’m not leaving her,” he said. 
“Tom—” her mother began. 
Tom twisted his head around and glared at her. 

“I’m not leaving her.” 
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He put enough force behind the words so he left 
no doubt that he meant every word spoken. Lau-
ren’s mother and the doctor exchanged glances, 
and the doctor sighed. “Very well.” 

Tom turned his attention back to Lauren, rub-
bing his thumb in a circle over the top of her hand. 
She didn’t react at all: not a sigh, a murmur, a 
whisper. Nothing. She just lay there, cool to the  
touch and so incredibly pale. 

He heard the footsteps as her mother walked to 
the window. The doctor cleared his throat. “Truly, 
my lord, I could examine her much more quickly 
and efficiently if you would be kind enough to 
move aside. We want what’s best for her now, don’t 
we?” 

If they wanted what was best for her, she’d be in 
Texas already. Why hadn’t he simply purchased 
her passage, let her go sooner? Why had he insisted 
on keeping her with him when it hadn’t been what 
she wanted? Why had he been so damned selfi sh? 
He was no different than his father: caring about 
his own needs and to hell with anyone else. All the 
incessant questions and doubts simply served to 
plague and frustrate him. 

With a nod toward the doctor, Tom stood, 
walked to the window, and leaned his shoulder 
against the wall. With the draperies pulled aside, 
Lauren’s mother was looking out on the night. She 
didn’t bother to look at him, just kept staring out. 

“She’ll be all right,” Tom said, feeling a need to 
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comfort her as much as he needed to be comforted. 
But without Lauren, he found no comfort. She was 
the one who could see into his soul, who could 
overlook the dark in favor of the light. 

“You can’t know that,” her mother said. 
No, he couldn’t but he could hope . . . hell, he 

could wish. If he could only find a star . . . 
He knew where plenty could be found and a 

woman could wish all night long. “I’m taking 
Lauren back to Texas.” 

Her mother looked at him then, and before she 
could speak, he said, “Whether she wakes up or 
not, I’m taking her back to Texas.” 

His voice held command and authority, years of 
issuing orders, years of being obeyed without ques-
tion, years of being the one everyone turned to for 
the answers, the one everyone still turned to. 

Tears welled in her mother’s eyes. “I did what I 
thought was best for her.” 

Tom nodded with sympathy and understand-
ing. “I know, but now it’s time for me to do what’s 
best for her.” 

He turned as the doctor came to stand beside them. 
“She’s definitely sustained a blow to the head.” 

Tom had to move away from the bed so the doc-
tor could make that diagnosis? 

“Which means what exactly?” Tom asked. 
“Which means that we have to wait—” 
“Wait for what?” he asked impatiently. 
“To see if she wakes up. It could happen any 
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moment. It might never happen at all. It’s impos-
sible to tell. And if she does wake up, well, quite 
frankly, I can’t tell what sort of damage might 
have been done until she does wake up.” 

“There must be something you can do,” Lau-
ren’s mother said. 

“I’m afraid not, unfortunately. The good news is 
that nothing else appears to be broken or dam-
aged. I would suggest you have someone watch 
over her and send for me immediately if you de-
tect any change.” 

Lauren’s mother wiped the tears from her 
cheeks. “We’ll do whatever we have to do.” 

“I would begin by having her maid undress her 
and put her in a nightgown, so she is more com-
fortable.” 

“I’ll see that it’s taken care of,” her mother said. 
“I’ll stop by in the morning to check on her.” 
Lauren’s mother nodded. “Thank you, Doctor.” 

She turned to Tom. “There’s no reason for you to 
stay. I’ll send word when she wakes up.” 

Tom shook his head. “You’re not listening. I’m 
not leaving.” 

And he didn’t. For the sake of propriety, he kept 
his back to the bed, staring out the window search-
ing for that elusive star while Lauren’s maid re-
moved her clothes and put her in a nightgown. 
When she was finished and Tom fi nally turned 
around, Lauren was beneath the covers, her hands 
folded on top. A chill swept through him. 
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He couldn’t lose her. 
Her mother hadn’t left the room, but stood vigil 

at the foot of the bed, her arms crossed over her 
chest, guarding against the arrival of the angel of 
death. Tom reconciled himself to sharing the 
room with her. He sat in the chair beside the bed, 
took Lauren’s hand, and wrapped both of his 
around it. 

“I don’t know if you can hear me, darlin’,” he 
said, his voice low, “but I lied to you. That fi rst 
night when we were lying by the river and I told 
you that I wrote about cattle in my letters . . . that 
wasn’t true, and I remember every word I wrote. 

“My darlin’ Lauren, 
“It about killed me today to watch the wagon 

take you away. I know you didn’t see me standing 
at the edge of your place watching, but I was there. 
I was afraid if your mama saw me, she’d get mad 
at you. I figured leaving was hard enough on you 
without having your mama mad at you, too. So I 
did my watching in secret. I know you  were wear-
ing the hair ribbon I gave you. Someday I’m going 
to buy you another one, a fancier one. Lord, I al-
ready miss you so bad that I don’t know how I’ll 
make it through tomorrow. But if I don’t make it, 
then I’ll never see you again, so I reckon I’ll fi nd a 
way. 

“Yours forever, 
“Tom.” 
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Reaching out, with his fingers, he combed a few 
wisps of her hair back from her face. 

“My darlin’ Lauren, 
“There’s an ache in my heart that I reckon will 

be here until  we’re together again. It makes the 
day long and the night longer. Even when think-
ing about you makes me smile, it hurts. I  can’t fi g-
ure out why it pains me when I like thinking about 
you. I lay out by the creek tonight, alone. I saw a 
star fall from the sky. If I believed in wishing, I’d 
have wished that you’d come back to me. But I 
know that won’t happen, so there’s no point in 
wishing for it. But I will come for you, just like I 
promised. You don’t have to wish for it, when it’ll 
happen without wishing. 

“Yours forever, 
“Tom.” 
He didn’t look over when her mother sat in a  

chair on the opposite side of the bed. “She cried 
every night on the journey over  here,” she said 
quietly. “But then so did Amy and Samantha. Up-
rooting them was hard, but I knew my girls well 
enough to know they’d adjust. Children are resil-
ient that way. As a parent, you do what you be-
lieve is best.” 

“I never held it against you for bringing her 
 here.” 

“If you insist upon staying in this room while 
she recovers, you’ll have to marry her.” 
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Tom knew that she thought she was once again 
doing what was best for Lauren, was maybe even 
letting him know that she would approve of their 
marrying. 

“I’m staying,” he told her. 
She  rose. “I’ll let my husband know that you’ll 

be asking for her hand—” 
“I’m not marrying her.” 
She looked as though she was on the verge of 

searching for a gun so she could shoot him. 
“Who Lauren marries is her decision to make, 

not yours, not mine,” he said. 
“How long do you anticipate staying  here?” 
“Until she wakes up.” 

“My darlin’ Lauren, 
“I bought some land today. It brings me one step 

closer to you. Now all I need is the livestock and 
the buildings and a few good cowhands. I fi gure 
another year, maybe two, and I can come for you. 
My biggest fear is that you grew tired of waiting. 
That you’re married. I don’t know why I keep writ-
ing, why I keep thinking of you. In some ways, it 
doesn’t seem like so many years have passed. In 
other ways, it seems like you’ve been gone forever. 
In all ways, you still own my heart . . .” 

Lauren heard the scratchy voice. It seemed it 
had been with her forever, fading in and out. She’d 
wanted to respond to it, to tell it to keep saying the 
lovely words, but whether she responded or not, it 
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continued. Always there when she awoke, always 
there when she drifted off to sleep. Although little 
difference was apparent between one action and 
another, because she never opened her eyes. She 
was so terribly weary and her head hurt some-
thing fi erce. 

She tried to force her eyes open, tried to force 
her voice to work. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. As long as 
you talk I have something to hold on to . . . 

“You’re not doing her any favors by making 
yourself sick. You look awful, you sound awful.” 

Rubbing his unshaven face, Tom looked up at 
Lydia. She, Lauren’s sisters, mother, and stepfather 
all took turns spending a couple of hours in the 
room. But he had yet to leave except for short 
stretches of time to eat or throw cold water on his 
face. His voice was as rough as sandpaper, but he 
was afraid if the room filled with silence, Lauren 
would just drift away. 

He got up and walked to the window. It was 
night again. He’d missed its arrival. Was this the 
second or third night? 

“Maybe you should go home for a few hours,” 
Lydia suggested. 

“No.” 
“Then at least lie down for a while. Ravenleigh 

has extra bedrooms—” 
“No.” 
“I do believe you are more stubborn than Rhys,” 

she said. 
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He peered down at the street. “There’s no fog 
to night.” 

“Is that signifi cant?” 
“The stars will be more visible.” 
“So?” 
He spun around. “I need to take her to the 

river.” 
“Aunt Elizabeth isn’t going to allow—” 
“We won’t tell her.” 
He crossed the room, knelt in front of Lydia, 

and took her hands. He knew he was close to col-
lapse, so weary that he could hardly hold the tears 
at bay. “It’ll mean something to Lauren.” 

“Tom, she’s not aware—” 
“You don’t know that. Help me bundle her up, 

help me get her into a carriage. You can even go 
with us if you want. Serve as chaperone one more 
time.” 

“As though I’ve ever been any good as a chaper-
one. Don’t think I don’t know what was going on 
at your estate—” 

“I love her, Lydia. I’ve always loved her. Send-
ing her to Texas is going to kill me. But I’m going 
to do it, but she has to be awake first. Trust me to 
know what she needs.” 

“Aunt Elizabeth is going to kill me.” 
“Only after she kills me.” 
“If this doesn’t work, Thomas Warner, you have 

to promise me that you’ll go home and rest before 
you collapse.” 
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He looked at Lauren, so peaceful, so still. He 
shook his head. “That’s a promise I  can’t make.” 

“You are the most stubborn man,” but even as 
she chastised him, she got to her feet and began to 
help him wrap Lauren in a blanket. 

When he had her bundled in his arms, she led 
the way down the stairs, found the butler, and had 
the carriage brought around. 

He knew he was a desperate man, but he didn’t 
know what else to do. 

Lydia had decided to stay in the carriage, but 
Tom wanted Lauren outside. Holding her close, he 
walked toward the river, stopped by a nearby tree, 
and as carefully as he could, sat on the ground 
with his back against its trunk. 

He cradled Lauren tightly. She seemed so frail. 
It had been three or four days. He’d lost count. 

“It’s not Texas, darlin’, but there’s the river and 
above us are the stars. You know I worried that I 
was like my father, but you made me realize that 
I’m not, because he wasn’t the kind of man who 
could love as deeply as I love you.” 

He looked up at the sky, so vast, so black . . . 
“There’s a star, Lauren. Falling. I sure wish 

you’d wake up.” 
“You don’t believe in wishing.” 
His heart jumped, and he looked down at the 

woman in his arms, surrounded by shadows. 
“Lauren?” 
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“Hello, Tom.” 
Laughing, he felt the tears burning his eyes. 

“Hello, darlin’.” 

There was a good deal that Lauren didn’t re-
member. She didn’t remember actually falling or 
hitting her head. She didn’t remember any pain. 

What she did remember was the constant raspy 
voice, the words, and the love. She remembered 
the love most of all. 

So she was surprised, a week after she woke up, 
to find herself holding a ticket for passage on a 
steamship that would take her to New York, where 
she would board a ship that would take her to 
Galveston. 

“You’ve taught me everything I need to know,” 
Tom said, sitting across her, looking extremely 
formal with his top hat on his thigh. “I can’t see 
any reason for you to have to stay until the end of 
the Season. The doctor says you’re strong enough 
to travel.” 

“You told Lydia that it would kill you when I 
left.” 

He stared at her. “You heard that?” 
“I heard a great deal. You told her that you love 

me. Tell me that you love me.” 
To her surprise, he got up, crossed over to her, 

knelt in front of her, and took her hand. “I love 
you, darlin’. I always have and I always will. I can 
only give you a little bit of Texas, but I can give 
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you a  whole lot of my heart. I’d ask you to marry 
me if I thought it was what you wanted—” 

“It’s what I want.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“I was sure before I fell. I just didn’t get a chance 

to tell you.” She cradled his beloved face. “I love 
you, Thomas Warner. I’ve loved you forever.” 

She was suddenly in his arms, being held tightly, 
being kissed deeply. And she knew that he was 
the only part of Texas that she’d ever need. 



Chapter 19 
nm 

“T hey say he fell in love with her when 
they were children in Texas.” 

“I’ve heard that he wrote her a letter every sin-
gle day, of every year that they were separated.” 

“I daresay I find that incredibly romantic.” 
“Have you seen the way he looks at her? He can 

scarcely take his eyes off her.” 
“I would love to have a gentleman look at me 

with that same sort of intensity.” 
“He  doesn’t look at her as though he’s a gentle-

man. He fairly looks at her as though he’s enter-
taining barbaric thoughts.” 

“How fortunate for me,” Lauren said. 
The three ladies spun around, their eyes wide,  

336 
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their mouths agape. It was odd seeing them with-
out Lady Blythe, but her parents had ushered her 
off to the country in shame and embarrassment 
for her inappropriate behavior at the Ravenleigh 
ball. Lauren actually felt rather sorry for the lady, 
as it was unlikely she would garner any gentle-
man’s fancy. Lauren had even sent her a bouquet 
of flowers with the sentiment, “No hard feel-
ings.” 

She could afford to be generous in her forgive-
ness. After all, without Lady Blythe’s conduct, 
Lauren might never have learned the true words 
that had been written in Tom’s letters, might never 
have known how strong and constant Tom’s love 
had remained over the years. 

“Lady Sachse, we didn’t hear you approach,” 
Lady Cassandra said. “We meant no insult to you, 
dear friend, but one  can’t help but notice . . . well, 
that your husband looks as though he can’t wait 
for the wedding breakfast to be over so that he can 
get on with the wedding trip.” 

Lauren smiled, not bothering to hide her antici-
pation. “Again, how fortunate for me.” 

Her wedding to Tom had been the  most-talked-
about event of the Season. Lauren didn’t think 
there had been a vacant seat in the church, nor a 
spot of grass in the churchyard that wasn’t being 
stood on by someone wanting to catch a glimpse 
of the newly wedded couple. Her half sisters had 
strewn flower petals from the church to the car-
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riage that had brought Lauren and Tom to her 
parents’ home. The wedding breakfast had fol-
lowed. After all the toasts to their health, Lauren’s 
sisters had led her away so she could change into 
her departure dress. She’d only just returned to 
the drawing room, where she planned to begin 
saying her  good- byes. But the gossipmongers had 
caught her attention. She held them no ill will ei-
ther. It was the happiest day of her life, and she 
wanted everyone to be as filled with joy as she. 

“Where are you going for your marriage trip?” 
Lady Anne asked. 

“We’re going to Texas for a few months.” Tom’s 
wedding gift to her, as though she needed any-
thing at all from him. 

“Oh, how delightful,” Lady Priscilla said. 
“We shall no doubt spend a good deal of our 

time there, since my husband owns a ranch and 
several other businesses. You must visit sometime. 
I’ll introduce you to some cowboys.” 

“Oh, my word. Would you really? That would 
be lovely,” Lady Cassandra murmured, rather like 
a contented cat. 

“If you ladies will excuse me, I think my hus-
band and I are going to begin the preparations for 
our departure. I do thank you for coming to the 
wedding and the breakfast. I have always trea-
sured your friendship.” She leaned in, they leaned 
in. “I think he looks at me as though he intends to 
ravish me quite unmercifully.” 
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“Indeed he does,” Lady Cassandra said breath-
lessly. 

Smiling, Lauren winked at them. “Ladies, I can 
hardly wait.” 

They were still gasping and fanning themselves 
as she went to join her husband, where he was 
standing on the other side of the room talking 
with her parents. Her mother was actually smil-
ing broadly and laughing. It seemed that she and 
Tom had somehow managed to put aside their 
differences. She wasn’t quite sure what all had 
transpired within her bedchamber while she’d 
slept on for three days, but obviously her mother 
had gained an appreciation for Tom during that 
time. 

It was a little strange, but now that the moment 
had finally arrived, Lauren wasn’t quite certain 
that she was ready to leave after all. Tom put his 
arm around her, drawing her up against his side. 
“Are you all right, darlin’?” 

She nodded, surprised by the hoarseness of her 
voice when she said, “I’m just not quite ready to 
leave, although I know we must.” 

“Lauren, it’s your wedding. If you want to stay 
here all day, that’s what we’ll do.” 

“You’re going to spoil me, Tom, letting me do 
whatever I want.” 

He suddenly looked incredibly serious. “That’s 
my plan, darlin’.” 

Stretching up on the tips of her toes, she kissed 
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his cheek. “I like your plan.” She squeezed his 
arm. “I’m ready.” 

She turned to her mother. “Can you believe it? 
I’m going home tomorrow.” 

Her mother smiled sadly, caressed Lauren’s 
cheek. “I’m hoping you’ll discover that home isn’t 
a place. It’s wherever your heart happens to be.” 
She shifted her gaze to Tom, then back to Lauren. 
“I thought you  were too young to really leave your 
heart in Texas, and I’m so sorry—” 

“Mama.” Lauren touched her gloved hand to 
her mother’s lips and shook her head. “All of that 
is in the past. I’m happier today than I’ve ever 
been. And I already know that you’re right. 
Whether my home is in Texas or England will be 
determined by whether or not Tom is beside me.” 

“Are you ever going to leave?” Amy asked. 
Lauren looked over her shoulder to see her sis-

ters standing there, wondering when they’d 
sneaked up on her. 

“Yes, I am.” 
“Won’t you miss it all?” Amy asked. “The balls, 

parties—” 
“We’ll be back,” Lauren assured her. “Before 

next Season. Now that I’m married, it’s Samantha’s 
turn.” 

She glanced over at Samantha, but her sister 
hardly reacted to her declaration. 

“I think she already has someone,” Amy said. 
“And I think the article on the front page of to-
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morrow’s newspaper recounting this affair is go-
ing to mention how unfashionably long it took the 
bride to say adieu,” Samantha said. 

Following a round of hugs and additional best 
wishes, Lauren found herself fighting to hold back 
her tears. She was certain that they were tears of 
happiness rather than sadness. This was what she 
wanted, what she’d always wanted. She couldn’t 
be sad, even though the tightness in her chest felt 
a good deal like sorrow. 

Then she turned to face her mother, and she 
knew the tears gathering in her mother’s eyes  were 
tears of unhappiness. 

“I always only wanted what was best for you,” 
her mother said. 

Lauren hugged her tightly. “I know, Mama.” 
“Who would have thought what was best for 

you would have turned out to be a cowboy?” 
Laughing, Lauren hugged her mother more 

tightly, before stepping back. “A cowboy and a 
lord. I’m so glad that I didn’t have to choose be-
tween them. I love you, Mama, and I’m going to 
miss you.” 

“Lauren, darlin’, we probably do need to be go-
ing. Folks seem to be getting restless,” Tom said. 

Lauren spun around, with one more  good- bye 
to give. She wound her arms around her step-
father’s neck. “Thank you for the life you gave me.” 

“It has always been my pleasure.” 
“Don’t let Samantha get married before I get 

back.” 
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He laughed. “As though I can stop any of my 
daughters from doing what they set their minds 
to doing.” He touched her cheek. “And you are my 
daughter, not of my blood, but of my heart.” 

Lauren felt the tears rolling down her cheeks, 
Tom pressing his handkerchief into her hand. “I 
love you, Papa.” 

She hugged him one more time, hugged her 
mother, and her sisters. Guests began crowding 
around, to offer fi nal best wishes. She placed her 
hand on Tom’s arm, allowed him to lead her 
through the throng. So many smiling faces, so 
many people offering her warm wishes. 

It was an odd thing as she was leaving, at long 
last to realize that she belonged. 

They arrived at Tom’s ancestral home by late af-
ternoon. While Lauren’s things  were moved into 
the  house and arranged in her bedchamber, she 
and Tom walked over the grounds discussing the 
plans for their wedding trip. The next day they 
would leave for Liverpool, where they could board 
the steamship that would take them to Texas. For 
only a few months. In the event she became preg-
nant with the Sachse heir, Tom wanted the boy 
born in England, and based upon how he planned 
for them to spend most of their time, Lauren 
couldn’t help but believe that she would indeed be 
presenting him with an heir incredibly soon. She 
knew that nothing would please her more. 
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Following dinner, they retired to their respec-
tive bedchambers, and Lauren  couldn’t help but 
feel a slight fl uttering in her stomach at the pros-
pect of her first night with Tom as his wife. She 
knew what to expect and as she’d told the ladies, 
she could hardly wait. 

Sitting at the vanity in her bedchamber, having 
dismissed Molly after she helped Lauren prepare 
her for bed, Lauren brushed her hair, remember-
ing the ladies talking that first afternoon about 
how the  American-raised lord wouldn’t have an 
appreciation of his heritage. Lauren was learning 
that he had an incredible appreciation for tradi-
tion, whether it involved that to which he’d been 
born or that to which he’d been raised. He was a 
complex man, a combination of all he’d experi-
enced, of all he’d ever lost, and all he’d regained. A 
man who would never take any aspect of his life 
for granted. She loved him for it, and for so much 
more. For being the man he was, a man who had 
never given up on their love. It humbled her at 
times to know that he’d continued to write faith-
fully long after she’d stopped. She only hoped that 
she’d always prove deserving of him. 

Setting her brush aside, she reached out and 
wrapped her hands around her jewelry box, set 
upon the vanity by Molly earlier when she’d un-
packed Lauren’s possessions. She placed the box 
on her lap. Very slowly she opened the gleaming 
wooden box and smiled at the contents nestled 
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within. Perhaps she’d had faith as well, but had 
chosen to express it in a different way. 

Looking up, she saw Tom, wearing a black silk 
dressing gown, standing behind her, refl ected in 
the mirror. The nightgown she wore was nothing 
at all like the ones she’d worn when she’d clam-
bered out of windows. This one was a diaphanous 
material that revealed much more than it covered, 
and, based upon the heat in Tom’s eyes, she 
wouldn’t be wearing it for long. 

“What have you got there?” he asked, the raspy 
rumble of his voice indicating the depth of her af-
fect on him, causing her toes to curl into the thick 
carpet at her feet. 

Crooking her forefinger, she wiggled it. “Come 
 here.” 

He knelt beside her, his gaze roaming over her 
face as though he was having a difficult time be-
lieving she was actually with him now, as though 
everything he’d ever wished for were in danger of 
disappearing. As though he feared that their time 
together now would be as temporary or short-
lived as everything else in his life. 

He’d begun his life here and been taken from it. 
He’d had a life in New York that hadn’t lasted. A 
life in Arkansas that while short had still been too 
long. Finally, a life in Texas with a girl who had 
left him. Then a ranch that he’d had to leave be-
hind in order to return to what he’d never known 
he owned. His entire life he’d been lost, and she 
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desperately wanted him to know that what they 
had now would last forever. That she would never 
leave him. That they would never again become 
lost. 

She combed her fingers up into his thick hair. “I 
love you, Thomas Warner. I’ve always loved you.” 

She turned the jewelry box so he could see in-
side. She watched as the corner of his mouth 
hitched up. 

“Is that what I think it is?” he asked. He lifted 
his gaze to hers. “You said—” 

“I didn’t say I didn’t have it. I simply asked 
where you thought I would find one in this 
country.” 

He reached into the box, removed the quarter, 
and laid it in the palm of his hand. It seemed so 
small and insignificant, and yet it meant so much. 
“Is it the one I gave you?” he asked. 

“Of course.” Out of the box she lifted the worn 
blue hair ribbon on which it had been nestled.  
“And I kept this, too.” 

Grinning, he held the quarter between his 
thumb and forefinger. “But this you could have 
given back to me. At any time, you could have 
canceled the debt.” 

Smiling warmly, she snatched the coin from 
him and arched a brow. “I could have, but what 
woman in her right mind would choose to give 
you a quarter when she could have you unbutton 
her bodice?” 
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The deep rumble of his laughter echoed around 
them as she dropped the ribbon and coin back 
into her jewelry box and set it aside on the vanity. 
Tom unfolded his strong, lean, tall body and lifted 
her into his arms. 

She wound her arms around his neck. “You’re 
what I’ve always wanted, Tom. I don’t know why 
it took me so long to realize that you’re the part of 
Texas that I always missed. Not the land or the 
creeks or the smells. Not even the stars at night. 
Only you.” 

He carried her over to the bed, set her feet on 
the floor beside it. Then he did the most remark-
able unexpected thing. He sat at the foot of the 
bed, leaned back against the thick post, crossed 
his arms over his chest, and hitched up a corner of 
his mouth. “Unbutton your nightgown.” 

She stared at him. “Tom, I not only paid the debt 
and unbuttoned a bodice, but I’ve proven I can 
give you back the coin—” 

“Do it not because of any debt, but because it 
brings me so much pleasure to watch you, to watch 
the way the blush creeps along your skin, the way 
your eyes darken with each button loosened, the 
way your lips part, and your breath begins to 
shorten with the anticipation of revealing yourself 
to me, of me finally touching you.” 

She swallowed hard. “Did you want to extin-
guish the lights?” 

Both corners of his mouth hitched up. “No.” 
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“Tom—” 
“Lauren, do you know that the sight of you 

takes my breath away?” he asked quietly, sol-
emnly. “It always has.” 

Reaching up, she loosened a button. 
“You make me tremble deep down inside where 

a man has no business trembling.” 
She released another button. 
“You terrify me because I think if you ever leave 

me—” 
“I won’t, Tom. I’ll never leave you.” 
Button. Button. Button. 
“Tom, did you know the sight of you takes my 

breath away? It always has.” 
Button. Button. 
She watched with satisfaction as he slowly came 

to his feet, untied the sash on his robe, and 
shrugged out of it, the silk shimmering down his 
body to land on the fl oor. 

Button. Button. 
She eased her nightgown off her shoulders, felt 

it slide down her body, to pool at her feet. He took 
a long sigh as appreciation ignited his eyes. 

“I don’t think I’ll ever grow tired of looking at 
you,” he said. 

“I know I’ll never grow tired of looking at 
you.” 

“You’re my wife, Lauren.” 
She nodded, hardly knowing what to say, as he 

was taking far more time to get her into the bed 
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than she’d expected. Was this another one of his 
trials, his tests, to prove he had more willpower 
than she did? 

Obviously not. Obviously it was simply a mat-
ter of him relishing the moment. He stepped for-
ward, cupped her face between his hands. “You 
can’t begin to imagine how much I dreamed of 
this. That a time would come when every night 
would be spent with you. I never want another 
night in my life without you. I never want another 
day when I  can’t see you anytime that I want. 
From this moment on, nothing will come between 
us. From this moment on, we will be together for-
ever. I give you my word on that.” 

“Are we going to shake on it?” she asked. 
“Darlin’, you know how I close a deal with a 

lady.” 
“Then get to it, cowboy.” 
His mouth swooped down to blanket hers, one 

arm snaking around to draw her up close until 
they were touching, thigh to thigh, breast to chest, 
the passion stirred to life, the heat consuming, be-
ginning as a spark and igniting into a  full-fl edged 
flame. His mouth, hot and wet, left hers to journey 
along her throat, branding a trail that she thought 
would be visible for days to come. His mouth went 
lower, until his face was buried between her 
breasts, and his tongue was lapping at the inside 
swell of one and then the other, slowly, slowly, his 
breath fanning her fl esh. 
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She heard herself whimper as her head fell back 
and her fingers dug into his shoulders. Purchase, 
she needed purchase before she executed a per-
fect swoon. 

As though aware of her thoughts, he lifted her 
into his arms and laid her on the bed before stretch-
ing out over her, his hips between her thighs. Dear 
Lord, but she loved the weight of him, the sturdi-
ness, the rippling muscles and hardness that was 
such a part of him. She wondered how different he 
might have been if he’d not traveled the road away 
from England . . . and just as quickly she realized 
that it didn’t matter. They’d both gone on a journey 
that had brought them to this destination, this mo-
ment, this destiny. 

If she’d never come here, she’d have been the 
awkward wife of an English lord. Instead, she 
possessed the confidence and wherewithal to 
stand with poise and  self- assurance at his side. All 
of the  long- ago lessons, no longer seemed as te-
dious or pointless or resented. They’d prepared 
her for his arrival long before either of them knew 
the incredible life that awaited them together. 

He glided his hand along her side, down her 
hip, and back up, cradling her breast, molding and 
shaping it, lifting it in order to offer her hardened 
nipple to his questing mouth. She moaned low as 
desire stampeded through her, from the tips of 
her toes to the top of her head to the tips of her 
fingers. Stretching languidly, she stroked his 
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calves with the  soles of her feet and took delight in 
the feel of the coarse hair that covered his legs. 

There was nothing soft about this man as he 
stirred her passions with his talented tongue and 
skilled fingers. All the years they’d been denied 
the celebration of their love would pale when com-
pared to all the years that remained to them. 

He rasped his love, her beauty, his desire . . . and 
she sighed with pleasure and contentment. 

She whispered her love, his strength and power, 
her yearning . . . and he groaned and shuddered. 

He rose up above her like the conqueror his an-
cestors must have been, he entered her with the 
sure thrust of a man who is confident of his ability 
to wield a sword mightily. He cupped her face and 
kissed her deeply as his body began to move in an 
undulating rhythm that released the wildness in 
them both. 

Everything within her centered on him, on the 
incredible sensations he was creating, on the mad-
ness . . . 

She was thrashing and screaming— 
Suddenly he rolled her over, managing to stay  

buried deep within her, his fingers digging into her 
hips. “Ride me, darlin’,” he ordered, his voice hoarse 
with need, his body coated in dew, his muscles 
quivering with the force of his straining to hold 
back his own release until she’d been granted 
hers. 

And London considered him a savage, this man 



 PROMISE ME FOREVER 351 

who always, always was civilized enough to put 
her needs above his. She thought it was impossible 
to love him any more than she did, and even as 
she thought that, she realized that she  couldn’t 
quantify what she felt for him, it was as rich as the 
history of England and as vast and untamed as 
Texas. 

She rocked her hips against his, felt the pres-
sure build, threw her head back as he cupped her 
breasts, taunting her nipples, sending shards of 
pleasure shattering throughout her body . . . until 
she felt as though she were riding a shooting star 
across the heavens, until she exploded into a thou-
sand brilliant points of light— 

He bucked forcefully beneath her, his guttural 
groan music to her ears, his fingers tightening and 
loosening as he shuddered and jerked one last 
time. She dropped down, nestling her head in the 
crook of his shoulder, listening to his thundering 
heartbeat, inhaling the musky scent of their love-
making. She  couldn’t stop herself from smiling. 
She would have the miracle of him and what they 
shared . . . forever. Until she was frail and gray. 
Until his stride was not as bold or his muscles as 
firm. But always their love would be strong. 

Eventually, he raised his hand enough that he 
could begin lethargically to stroke her back. 

“Every time that happens, I feel as though I’m 
seeing a black Texas sky filled with shooting stars,” 
she said contentedly. 
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“Darlin’, that’s a little bit of Texas that I’ll be 
happy to give you anytime you ask.” 

Laughing softly, she held him tightly. She’d told 
her mother wrong. She wasn’t going home tomor-
row. 

Home was  here, now, right beneath her. 



Epilogue 
nm 

Near Fortune, Texas 
1889 

“Y ou’re English!” 
“Am not!” 

“Are too!” 
“Am not!” 
“Are, too!” 
“Am not!” 
“Boys, that’s quite enough!” Lauren called out 

in exasperation. 
She glared at Tom, who was stretched out be-

side her on a quilt beneath a towering oak tree 
near the creek, grinning broadly, refusing to get 
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into the middle of their sons’ all-too-familiar hotly 
debated argument. He merely gave her an inno-
cent shrug that seemed to say “boys will be 
boys.” 

“Mama, tell him, tell him, please, that I’m not  
English. I was born here, so I’m Texan.” 

“Sam—” 
“I’m not English. I don’t want to be.” 
“If you’re not English, you  can’t be the spare,” 

Edward said haughtily, sounding so frightfully 
English at the age of eight. 

“Can, too. But it don’t matter anyway, ’cuz I 
don’t want to be the spare. When we grow up, you 
can be the earl, and I’ll be the rancher,” Sam told 
him. He was two years younger, and whenever 
they  were in Texas, he tended to leave behind  
everything English, including any semblance of 
being exposed to the slightest bit of an education. 

Sam dropped down on the ground beside Tom. 
“I can be the rancher, can’t I, Pa?” 

Reaching out, Tom ruffled his son’s black hair. 
“Reckon so. Ward has to be the earl because he 
was born first, but you can be anything you 
want.” 

Sam wrinkled his brow. “That ain’t hardly fair 
to Ward, that he don’t get to choose.” 

Lauren rolled her eyes as he continued to mas-
sacre the English language. The odd thing was, as 
soon as they stepped on British soil, his “ain’ts” 
would disappear. He was a chameleon in that re-
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gard, adapting to his surroundings so he blended 
in unnoticed. It was really quite remarkable. 

“I don’t mind,” Edward said, as he sat on the 
quilt, never forgetting for a moment that he was 
the young lord who would one day step into his 
father’s shoes, while it seemed that Sam had defi -
nite plans to step into his father’s boots. “I want to 
be the earl. And I can do other things, too. Like 
Father. I don’t have to be just the earl. Isn’t that 
right?” 

“That’s right. You don’t have to be just the earl, 
and Sam  doesn’t have to be just the rancher. Both 
of you can do anything that you damned well 
want to do,” Tom said, winking at them. 

Falling back dramatically, the boys laughed, 
their differences forgotten as they found some-
thing to agree on. Their father was going to get 
into trouble later with their mother for his use of 
profanity. 

“I can do anything that I want, too.” 
Smiling with all the love he felt for his  four-

year-old daughter mirrored in his eyes, Tom 
winked. “That you can, darlin’.” 

She wound her arms around Tom’s neck and 
hugged him tightly. “I love you, Papa.” 

“Love you, too, darlin’. Love you all.” 
“Come on,  we’ve got fish to catch,” Edward said, 

sensing that things were about to get too emo-
tional. They always did when it was time for them 
to return to England. Picking up their poles, he  
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led his younger brother and sister back to the 
creek. 

Tom sat up and leaned against the tree. He pat-
ted the ground between his legs. Lauren moved 
over and sat within the circle of his arms, her back 
to his chest, welcoming the feel of his lips press-
ing against the sensitive skin just below her ear. 

“Sorry we’re leaving tomorrow?” he asked, his 
voice a low rumble. 

“It’s only for a few months. Then we’ll be 
back.” 

It had become their habit, a few months here, a 
few months there. 

“If you want to stay longer . . .” 
She shook her head. “It  wouldn’t be fair to Ward. 

He loves England. He’ll make an exemplary 
lord.” 

“Sam’s going to be a good rancher.” 
She twisted around slightly until she could look 

at him. “Thank you, Tom, for giving me this little 
bit of Texas every now and then.” 

“Thank you, darlin’, for giving me a little bit of 
your heart always.” 

“Oh, Tom, you have more than a little bit, and 
you damn well know it.” 

She cut off his laughter over her use of profanity 
with a kiss that would have led to other things if 
the children  weren’t nearby. She was amazed that 
after all these years, his slow, lazy kisses still had 
the ability to melt her bones and stir her desires. 
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When she pulled back, he said, “I’ll meet you 
here later tonight to search for a falling star.” 

“I have nothing left to wish for. I have every-
thing I could ever possibly want.” 

“Meet me anyway,” he said. “I have some wish-
ing of my own to do.” 

“What could you possibly wish for?” 
He winked at her. “An unbuttoned bodice.” 
Sighing, she snuggled up against him. “You can 

have that without wishing for it.” 
“But, darlin’, if you’ve taught me one thing, it’s 

that a man ought to believe in wishing.” 

In the years that followed, Tom and Lauren di-
vided their time between England and Texas. Half 
of their children  were Texan by birth. And while 
the Lonesome Heart ranch was distributed equally 
among all their children, it was kept intact, passed 
down from generation to generation. 

During both world wars, their descendants, 
based upon their place of birth, would serve in the 
British and American armed forces. Several would 
receive commendations for their bravery, including 
the Victoria Cross and the Congressional Medal 
of Honor. 

Sixty-two years after they were married, Tom 
took Lauren back to Texas for the final time, lay-
ing her to rest in the rich Texas soil, near the creek 
where they’d fallen in love. He visited her every 
day, until six months later when he was laid to 
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rest beside her. On their joint headstone, beneath 
the particulars of their lives, was carved a single 
word: Forever. 

Tom had promised his Lauren forever. It was a 
promise he kept. 
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