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Chapter One


Broadstairs Court, London

February 1821

Eleanor Fitzherbert’s young sister Georgina, the Duchess of Broadstairs, entered the small salon where Eleanor was sitting working on a poem.

“Why are you in here, dearest?” Georgina asked. “The chimney is blocked. We have called for a sweep.”

A sheet had been spread over the rug in front of the fireplace. Eleanor looked around the room she had adopted for her personal use since she’d come from Devon to live with her sister and the duke. The walls were painted her favorite duck-egg blue, the furniture less formal than the other reception rooms, with a comfortable blossom-pink sofa, a card table, and a piano and music stand where an occasional musical evening was held. But what Eleanor liked most was that in this huge mansion, the salon was of a modest size, and felt more intimate and homelier.

She wrote her poetry here and received friends. She and Hetty, Lady Fortescue, had worked on a poem together at the table while drinking copious cups of tea. She played chess with her brother John’s wife, Sibella who beat her far too often. This room served to help her forget that she had once had a home of her own when her husband Gordon was alive. And even though he had been ill for most of his life, they’d been content together, but for the sad fact that they’d not been blessed with children.

Now she was alone, and her life was a series of balls and routs and card parties, where Georgina hoped to find her a husband. Several years past thirty, and childless after a long marriage, a husband seemed unlikely. The men who danced with her, even flirted with her, had an eye to young women who would give them an heir. Even the widowers with children, seemed to want more sons.

“We have a ball to attend this evening,” Georgina said, tidying her dark brown hair before the gilt-framed mirror hanging above the Adams fireplace mantel.

Eleanor buried a sigh. “Yes, I haven’t forgotten. I expect Lord Beacham to be there.”

Georgina turned to gaze at her, her dark eyes concerned. “You didn’t warm to Lord Beacham?”

“I don’t think Lord Beacham warmed to me.”

A crease appeared between Georgina’s brows. “I’m sure I don’t know why. You are clever, charming, and beautiful.”

Eleanor laughed. “Thank you, dearest. If I am all that, I should have the ton at my feet.”

“You would have in your first season, had you not married that same year.”

“Now how would you know that, goose? You were barely out of nappies. You chattered all through our wedding ceremony as I remember. Nanny had to take you out of the church.” She rubbed her fingers. She had finally removed her wedding ring with an effort to get on with her life. “I don’t regret a moment of the years Gordon and I were together.”

Georgina hurried over to sit beside her on the sofa. “Of course you don’t. We all loved Gordon, and we miss him.”

What Georgina wouldn’t say, was that Eleanor might now have a child. Eleanor squeezed her sister’s hand. “I know you do. I’ve cast off my widow’s weeds. I’m extremely grateful to you and Hugh for all you’ve done. While I’m not resisting the idea of another man in my life, I do try to keep my feet on the ground, Georgie. To find a kindred spirit seems unlikely at my age.”

Georgina looked doubtful, but she rallied. “You will, I’m sure of it. Perhaps tonight, someone will capture your heart at first glance!”

Eleanor grinned. “Perhaps.”

Georgina rose. “I must go and see what’s holding up that sweep, so we can have a fire lit in here.”

Eleanor sighed, pulled off her house slippers, and tucked her feet beneath her gray poplin morning gown. She took up her pencil, turned to a page of her journal, and soon became lost in improving a line of iambic pentameter, which could be difficult but so satisfying when one got it right.

A knock came at the door.

Eleanor raised her head in frustration as the perfect line threatened to escape her mind. “Come in.”

The butler opened the door. “Lady Eleanor, the sweep and his master are here to clear the chimney.”

“Oh yes,” Eleanor hurriedly donned her shoes. “Have them come in, Loveday.”

A beefy, shabbily dressed fellow entered with a small boy. He nodded at Eleanor as she gathered up her things. “Grimsby, milady. We’ll get this ’ere chimney workin’ quicker than a startled fox.”

Eleanor stared at the boy. He could be no older than seven at the most, with an angelic face which might admittedly prove misleading. Young boys were more often devilish if Georgina and Hugh’s boisterous young fellow was anything to go by.

“He’s so young,” she said drawing closer to the lad. Longish dirty blond hair hung lankly from beneath the sweep’s cap.

An unpleasant odor emanated from the man who had adopted a wary expression. “The smaller the better they be. ’E’ll be up and down in a trice.”

“What is your name?” she asked the boy.

“Nash, milady.” Nash had the bluest eyes. His skin was so grimy, it had taken on a grayish sheen.

“Be very careful, Nash,” she said, her heart breaking for him. She wanted to whisk him away from this mean-looking man.

“’E’s a good one, yer ladyship. No need to worry.”

Nash was gazing at the piano. “Up you go, boy. Yer not ’ere for tea,” Grimsby said poking the boy with his long brush.

Nash entered the white marble fireplace and climbed nimbly up into the chimney. For a moment, his thin legs dangled and then he was gone.

Eleanor left the room and was making her way to the staircase when her brother-in-law appeared. She smiled at Hugh, His Grace of Broadstairs, of whom she was most fond. Accompanying him was a tall, dark-haired man. “Eleanor, allow me to present a friend of mine, Viscount Hayworth.” He turned to his friend. “Mark, my sister-in-law, Lady Eleanor Fitzherbert.”

She curtsied. “How do you do, Lord Hayworth.”

“Lady Eleanor.” Hayworth bowed. There were gray streaks at his temples, but he would be no more than forty if that.

“We see little of Mark since he took a government post in Paris,” Hugh said.

“Paris. How fortunate, my lord,” Eleanor said. “A magical city filled with art and poetry.”

“And so much more,” Hayworth said. “You’ve not been to Paris?”

“No, unfortunately, I have not.” After the war, Gordon had never been well enough to travel abroad.

“Then I hope the opportunity arises.”

The men bowed and moved on. Eleanor glanced after him as Hugh drew him into his study. She suspected Hayworth’s polite green gaze took in rather a lot. He had a good face, with a straight nose, strong chin, and a generous mouth. She wondered if he was married as she put a foot on the staircase to return to her bedchamber. Then she paused, realizing she’d left her journal in the salon and retraced her steps.

A footman stood at the door of the salon. Inside, Grimsby was poking at the chimney with a broom.

A cloud of coal dust burst forth. “Help…”

Eleanor, shocked by the child’s reedy voice floating down, stepped smartly over to the fireplace. “What has happened? Where is the little sweep?”

“Daft lad has got ’imself lost.” Grimsby sounded more annoyed than worried.

She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Well, get him out!”

Grimsby shuffled his feet. “’As to get ’imself out, milady. “Or ’e’ll be up there ’til kingdom come.”

Eleanor wasn’t about to let that happen. She left the room and ran down the corridor to knock on Hugh’s study door.

“Come.”

She threw open the door. “Hugh, the sweep’s stuck in the chimney. His master is totally useless,” she blurted.

Both men came to their feet.

“Poor lad.” Hayworth strode to the door. “May I assist, Duke?”

“Please do,” Hugh said. “We’ll have to get him out somehow. And quickly. I’ve heard too many sad tales.”

“The boy is little more than a baby,” Eleanor murmured as she attempted to keep up with the men’s long gait.

A footman admitted them into the salon where Grimsby was yelling curses up the chimney.

“No need for that,” Hugh said, glaring.

Grimsby smiled, showing blackened and missing teeth. “Sorry, yer Grace. The silly lad ’as lost ’is way. ’E’s new to a job of this size, yer Grace. Won’t ’appen again, yer Grace.”

“Perhaps we could reach him from the room above?” Hayworth suggested.

Hugh nodded. “That’s your bedchamber, Eleanor. Show Mark where it is.”

She and Hayworth ran up the stairs and into her luxurious bedchamber furnished in peach satin and cream. The fireplace was in alignment with the one downstairs and would connect with the same shaft.

Eleanor quickly placed a towel over the tiles on the hearth, and Hayworth knelt upon it. He called up into the dark space. A young voice answered, louder this time.

Her hands gripped tight, she watched as Hayworth coaxed the boy down. Moments later, a foot appeared, then the other. The viscount took hold of them and gently pulled until the boy stood trembling before them. He was black with soot from head to foot.

“I got meself lost,” he explained, his eyes huge in his dirty face.

“Indeed you did,” Eleanor said. “You shall require a bath.”

Nash gasped. “Never say so. Me master will be wantin’ me.”

“He can wait,” she said, ringing for the footman.

Nash made a dash for the door.

Hayworth caught him easily. “You are soiling the carpet,” he said as the boy swung from his arm. “Now is that a polite way to treat your rescuer?”

Nash looked doubtful, but he shook his head.

“You will enjoy a bath, Nash. The water will be lovely and warm. And afterward, I shall have a meal sent up for you.”

Nash blinked. “Will there be pie?”

“Yes, if you wish. And chocolate pudding with custard.” She hoped Cook had made some, but as it was Hugh’s favorite dessert she was fairly confident.

Nash opened his mouth, but no sound came out.

Lord Hayworth chuckled. “I shall leave you to it, Lady Eleanor. I think you’ve convinced him. Although I suspect you might end up as wet as Nash.”

“Thank you for your assistance, my lord,” she said, easing back a wisp of hair with her forearm. “Shall we see you again soon?”

“No. Unfortunately, I return to France on the evening tide.”

“Then I wish you a safe journey.”

“Thank you.” Hayworth nodded. “Be good for the lovely lady, Nash.”

The door closed behind him.

For a moment, Eleanor stared after him. Then she turned briskly to Nash. “Now then… I believe we might be able to find some suitable clothes for you.”

Nash looked shocked. “I’m wearing clothes.”

“Not those,” she said firmly. “You can hardly sit at the table and eat a meal in such filthy rags, now can you?”

Nash shrugged. “I could. But not if your ladyship don’t like it.”

A smile tugged at Eleanor’s mouth. “You are most obliging, Nash.”
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Mark descended the stairs to Broadstair’s study. So engrossed was she in the child, Lady Eleanor seemed completely unfazed by the fact that she’d entertained a gentleman alone in her bedchamber. He could not say the same for himself. He’d breathed in the flowery perfume scenting the air as he cast an eye over the bed covered in a luscious satin quilt, the carpet the color of thick cream dense beneath his feet. The lady’s pretty patterned silk robe lay over a gilt-legged chair, and for a brief moment, he allowed his mind to dwell on the possibilities. Lady Eleanor was tall and curvaceous, her beautiful face only improved by the faint lines the years had written upon it, and the wisdom and compassion which imbued her fine gray-blue eyes.

He knew her to be a widow. She’d been almost unaware of him, rolling her sleeves up over her slender arms, her focus solely on the boy. He’d been instantly drawn to her and wouldn’t mind a little of that unwavering attention centered on him. But there was no point in perusing a relationship. He was needed in Paris and had no idea when he would return to London. But the regret lingered as he said his goodbyes to Broadstairs and climbed into his carriage.


Chapter Two


“Some clothes have been found, milady.” The footman held out several small garments.

Eleanor sorted through them. “I wonder where these came from? The attics I suppose.” The clothes were more elaborate than was fashionable. “Never mind, they shall do for now.”

The hip-bath had been placed before the hearth, and two footmen filled it with buckets of steaming water. Nash stood eyeing it warily.

When the door closed on the servants, Eleanor approached him. The boy backed away. “Where is your mama, Nash?”

“She died.”

“And your father?”

The small shoulders shrugged. “Never knew ’im.”

“Allow me to help you undress.”

Eleanor divested him of his dirty clothing while trying not to exclaim at how thin he was. “Step into the water, Nash. It’s not too hot.”

Nash obviously wasn’t one to believe what he was told. He cautiously put in a toe.

“Am I right?”

He nodded and stepped in, lowering himself into the water. He leaned back and his gaze drifted. She realized how exhausted he was. Taking up the sponge, she soaped his arms, across his thin narrow chest, and then his back. “You have bruises,” she said, trying not to sound outraged. “Did Grimsby do this to you?”

“I’ll get more now cause I haven’t done me job,” he said matter-of-factly.

“There will be none of that,” she said fiercely. “Close your eyes, please.” She began to soap his hair.

“Ow! That stings!”

“I did warn you to close your eyes.” She tipped water over his head from a basin.

She grinned when Nash shook his head like a dog. “Now, I’ll have a foot, please.”

He raised a leg, and she held his foot in her hand, aware of how slender and fine-boned it was. “Your sole is blistered!”

“The chimneys get hot.”

His knees were badly scraped, too. The breath seeped from her lungs. She knelt back on the carpet and let the boy relax in the warmth. It would take several good scrubs to get him clean.

“You’d best get out before you fall asleep,” she said after a moment. Then regretted it, for the boy’s panicked eyes flew open.

“Grimsby will be waitin’.” Nash stood, and water splashed over the side of the bath onto the hearth tiles.

Eleanor helped him out. She towel-dried his long fair hair. “His Grace will deal with Grimsby. How did you come to be working for him?”

“I lived on the street. A few of us begged for food and coins and shared it every night. Then Grimsby turned up. Said he’d give me a better life.”

A better life? “It’s not better though, is it,” Eleanor stated flatly as she pulled the shirt over his head.

“In a way. The bigger lads didn’t always want to share. They’d punch the smaller ones if they carped.”

“How dreadful,” she murmured, doing up the buttons.

Nash shrugged. “Weren’t so bad. Some boys got taken off. Never came back neither. Tried to get me once or twice but I ran and hid.”

“You’re fortunate to be so smart, Nash.”

His brow shot up. “I’m smart?”

“Indeed you are.” She stood back and surveyed him. Nash looked like a gentleman’s son from the last century in his pale blue satin trousers, frilly white shirt, and coat. He had delicate bone structure. “Now I think it best we cut your hair.” She went to her sewing box and came back with scissors.

Nash darted out of reach. “You might cut me ear off.”

“I promise you’ll keep both ears, but I can’t promise about your nose,” she said.

A reluctant smile raised Nash’s mouth. He returned to the chair.

“Gentlemen are wearing their hair shorter this season.”

“Are they?” Intrigued, Nash studied himself in the mirror with a towel around his shoulders. He allowed her to cut the thick locks which slid away from the blades. Tufts drifted down over the carpet. Heaven, the maids would have quite a job restoring this elegant room, she thought. Nash’s hair began to curl as it dried. What a pretty child he was.

He was eating his dinner at the small table in Eleanor’s room when the door opened, and Georgina entered. She started at the sight of Nash, and the maids cleaning away the disorder from the bath and haircut. “Eleanor, that dreadful man is demanding his sweep back.” Her eyes rested on Nash who was eating fast, the food heaped on the plate quickly vanishing.

Eleanor frowned. She drew her sister away into a corner of the room. “Nash mustn’t go back to Grimsby. Did you hear what happened?”

“I did. And I quite agree with you. But dearest, you can’t keep him. He’s not a stray pet. He must have a family somewhere.”

“He hasn’t. Grimsby took him off the street. Nash’s mother had just died.”

“Hugh supports a very good orphanage. We should send the boy there. He will be well cared for.”

“Georgie, I know it’s well run, but it is still an orphanage. He will not thrive there.”

“But what can you do?”

“I need to think about it. Then I will discuss it with you and Hugh.”

Georgina raised her brow. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“In the meantime, be a dear and have Grimsby removed from the premises?”

Her sister nodded. “That will be a pleasure.”

Eleanor frowned. “I will happily speak to the man.”

“Wait and see what Hugh does,” Georgina said. “He’s good at this sort of thing.”

Georgina cast another glance at Nash, grinned, and shook her head. The door closed behind her.

Eleanor turned to find the food eaten and Nash’s head nodding over the plate. “Come and lie down for a bit, Nash.”

He eyed her warily, but allowed her to lead him to the bed. She settled him beneath the satin coverlet. A blissful smile briefly lit his small face as he snuggled down, and then he was asleep.

Eleanor sat and took up her knitting. She enjoyed knitting small garments for her sister and brother-in-law’s baby even though the baby was hardly in need of them.

An hour later, Nash stirred. He sat up and gazed around. “I thought it was a dream,” he said fuzzily.

A knock came at the door.

“His Grace would like to see you in his study, milady,” the footman said.

“Thank you, Ben.”

Nash bounced out of bed. “I think you’d better come with me, Nash.”

“Where to?” Nash asked as she brushed his hair.

“To meet the gentleman who owns this house.”

Nash widened his eyes. “He’ll throw me out into the street.”

“He will not. He’s a very nice gentleman.”

Eleanor had no idea what Hugh might say as she went downstairs. She had been forming a few plans in her mind but had yet to make them sound reasonable enough to put to Hugh.

“Stand here for a minute, Nash. Don’t go anywhere.”

She knocked and entered the study.

Hugh was behind his huge desk. He stood. “Ah, Eleanor.” He motioned to a seat. “Georgina has told me about your young sweep. We shall have to find a place for him.”

Eleanor perched on the edge as Hugh sat. “Has Grimsby gone?”

“Yes, paid him off. He won’t bother us again.”

“I’m sorry you had to do that. He didn’t deserve any money. You should see the bruises Nash has on his back.”

“Yes, well. I wouldn’t have had I known that.” He steepled his fingers. “But Eleanor, you can’t take a small ruffian off the streets, he’ll probably rob us blind and run off.”

She rose. “I’d like you to meet him, Hugh.”

He cocked a brow. “Should I?”

“Yes. He’s outside.”

He glanced at the pile of papers on his desk and sighed. “Bring him in then.”

Eleanor ran lightly over the coffee-colored carpet and opened the door. She almost feared he’d wandered off, but there he was. “Come inside, Nash.”

Nash remembered to execute a bow as Eleanor had taught him.

Hugh’s eyes widened. He rose, and moving around the desk, came to stand before the boy.

Nash’s head was a halo of blond curls. He looked like one of the cherubs painted on the duke’s drawing room ceiling, but it was plain to see in his fine features the handsome man he would one day become.

Hugh crouched down before him. “Who was your father, Nash?”

“Don’t know, milord.”

“Nash, you must call the duke, Your Grace,” Eleanor said.

“No matter.” Hugh waved his hand dismissively. “Best take the boy to the schoolroom. He can remain there for a few days until we work out what’s best to do. A maid can stay with him.”

She wondered at Hugh’s reaction. She’d been prepared for an argument, but as Hugh picked up his pen to return to his letters, she nodded, took the boy’s hand, and led him to the door.

“Oh and Eleanor?”

She turned. “Yes?”

He cast her a quizzical glance. “We are attending a ball this evening.”

“Oh, yes, Lord and Lady Pickering. I’d forgotten for a moment.”

A smile lifted a corner of his mouth. “I can see you are thrilled at the prospect.”

“Well…” She shrugged. “I’m sure I will enjoy it immensely, I always do once I’m there.”

“You might enjoy this one,” he said ambiguously.

He lowered his head over his work. Dismissed, she left him to it. Did Hugh really believe she was interested in Lord Beacham? Or he with her?

Nash walked into the schoolroom comfortably furnished with a rug, two desks, a stack of slates and chalk, a blackboard, and bookshelves. “I’ll have a cot bed brought in. Rebecca can look after you. You’ll like her. She is a sweet country girl.”

He nodded and walked to the bookshelves.

“Many of them have pictures,” Eleanor said, watching him sort through them.

Nash looked affronted. “I know my letters!”

“You can read?”

“Annie taught me. Said I was a gentleman’s son.”

“Who was the gentleman, Nash?”

Nash shrugged. He selected a book and sat down to read it.

“I’ll have some afternoon tea brought up,” Eleanor said. “Cook makes excellent scones.”

That caught Nash’s attention briefly, before he returned to the book.

Eleanor had thought the way to Nash was through his stomach, but it appeared it might be books. A gentleman’s son? Could that be right? Might Hugh have thought the same?
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While Mark was checking his travel documents before departing for France, a letter arrived from the king requesting his presence. With a sigh of frustration, he sent the lackey back with an answer.

Mark came away from Carlton House as the setting sun struggled through the London smoke, with the knowledge that he would not be returning to France until after the king’s coronation. The king gave vent to his dislike of the queen and his determined campaign to discredit her. Mark disapproved of George’s intention to bar his wife, Caroline, from his coronation and tactfully tried to dissuade him, suggesting the people would be against such an action. It fell on deaf ears.

Mark returned home and instructed his valet to unpack and returned to his study to read his mail. He would prefer to spend the time at his country estate where he could be more active rather than this big empty townhouse. Too much time was spent in smoky rooms in London, and Paris for that matter. It was three years since Susanne died in childbirth. Since then, his life had centered on his work for the government, but it no longer seemed to sustain him. After losing her, he’d attended few social gatherings and spent his evenings at his club and his mornings riding in the park. Now he looked for more society. He missed a woman’s company. Casual arrangements didn’t appeal to him, a mistress seemed a poor substitute for a happy marriage. He wanted a home filled with laughter and at least one child in the nursery. But he’d nothing in common with debutantes, and they more than likely considered him old at thirty-seven. He was drawn to women who treated him as an equal. Who were interested in him, not just someone who might please their marriage-minded mamas, and their fathers who were keen to settle them well. Lady Eleanor had met his gaze with calm equanimity when she wasn’t concentrating on young Nash. He wondered how that business had been dealt with. Couldn’t have a young rapscallion living in the duke’s house.

He rifled through the invitations. One was for this evening which he had declined. He would send a note to his hostess advising her of the change in his travel plans and his eagerness to attend her ball, then rang for the footman.

Later that evening, Mark entered Lord and Lady Pickering’s smoke-filled, crowded ballroom and made his way through the crush, pausing to greet friends and acquaintances. A lively Scottish reel was in progress. He paused to take a glass of champagne from a footman and watched the dancers go through the energetic steps, the ladies moved gracefully, their beautiful gowns swirling to reveal a dainty ankle. Dances might appeal to ladies, but they were designed for men, he decided. A couple danced into view.

The elegant lady caught his eye in her gold silk gown. Two ostrich feathers decorated her blonde hair. In his opinion, she stood out as a vision of perfect loveliness. He stepped forward for a better view of Lady Eleanor, admiring her graceful fluid movements and her voluptuous curves the gown displayed. Like a green youth, his body warmed. He didn’t just want the lady in his bed, he was eager to learn all about her. A widow who had chosen not to remarry it seemed, for as the sister of the wealthy marquess, Lord Strathairn, she would be much sought after.

He paused. Lady Eleanor was over thirty and childless. If she should welcome his advances, his chances of filling his nursery became considerably less likely.

The dance ended, and the couples left the floor. Mark found himself following as Eleanor’s partner returned her to the sofa where her sister, Georgina, sat.

After the other gentleman left, Mark bowed before them. “Your Grace, Lady Eleanor.”

“Why, Lord Hayworth, we thought you’d sailed for France,” the duchess exclaimed.

“The king had other ideas, I shall be spending the next few months in London,” Mark said, his gaze resting on her sister. “Might I have the next waltz, Lady Eleanor?”

She smiled. “I shall be delighted, sir.”

“His Grace is here tonight?” he asked.

“Broadstairs is with Lord Castlereagh amongst the group over near the windows,” the duchess said.

He bowed and left them. Curious indeed, but instinctively, in that moment, he knew his life was about to change. Had changed perhaps the moment he helped Eleanor rescue Nash from the chimney.


Chapter Three


“My heaven,” Georgina said, waving her fan.

“What?”

“The way Hayworth looked at you, Eleanor.”

“Nonsense. You must have been woolgathering.” Eleanor shrugged. “A lady of my years is unlikely to inspire heated passion in a man.” She didn’t want to encourage Georgie. She was never quite sure what her irrepressible sister would say or do next.

“Ha! Well, apparently you can!”

“I expected him to be married,” Eleanor said, casually playing with the tassel on her fan.

“He hasn’t remarried since his wife died in childbirth a few years ago.”

“Did the babe survive?”

“No. I heard it was a boy.”

Eleanor sighed. “How very sad.”

“You have that in common.” Georgina studied her. “Two lonely people.”

Eleanor huffed. “Matchmaking again, Georgie? I am not lonely. And neither would a man like Hayworth be. He might marry any young debutante in the ballroom, should he wish to.”

“Yet it is you he wants to waltz with.”

“I expect he’s curious about Nash. He rescued the boy after all.”

Georgina fanned herself and giggled.

Eleanor shook her head with a wry smile. “You sound like a meadow lark spying a bug, Georgie. I should hate to disappoint you.”

An hour later, Lord Hayworth returned to lead her onto the floor. He took her in his arms. “I have been looking forward to this.”

His words brought a warmth to her face. “You enjoy the waltz?” She didn’t mean to sound quite so offhand.

He smiled down at her. “When I have a beautiful woman in my arms.”

Surely he wasn’t flirting? Disconcerted, Eleanor stared at his square chin as he settled her closer, and breathed in starched linens, Bergamot and male. She missed being held in a man’s arms and still disliked sleeping alone. His green gaze sought hers as he swept her into the dance, moving with the other dancers around the floor. He had an attractive smile, his teeth very white. The fine streaks of gray at his temples was misleading. He would not be more than mid to late thirties and most likely seeking a young bride to give him children. She steeled herself to remain indifferent to his charm, but found it difficult. He had a way of looking at her that sent her pulses racing. If he’d been a cheating, sweet-talking rake, it would be easy, but there was a frankness and manliness about him that drew her. And Hugh liked him.

“What has happened to young Nash?” he asked.

“He is at present residing in the schoolroom.”

“It’s to be hoped he stays put.”

They shared a smile.

“Nash can read, he pounced on the books,” she said. “As long as we feed him and supply enough reading material, he will behave. At least until Hugh decides what to do with him.”

“He can read, eh? That is surprising.”

“Isn’t it remarkable?” She grinned. “Apparently, his mother taught him.”

He swung her into a fast turn, and she caught her breath as his legs pushed against her skirts and his strong arms guided her through the steps.

When they slowed, she fought to regain her breath. Heavens! Dancing with Hayworth seemed more physical than with others, although it might be because she was very much aware of him as a man. Foolish! She cautioned herself. She was an aunt for heaven’s sake. And aunts should not succumb to ridiculous romantic notions. Despite herself, her gaze was drawn to his intelligent eyes.

“Are you thinking what I am, I wonder?” he asked.

“That he might be an aristocrat’s by-blow?”

“Exactly.”

“Nash’s mother told him his father was a gentleman. No one came to help them, apparently, for she fell upon hard times.”

“And there was no one to come to his aid when she died. What does the duke think?”

“He hasn’t said, but I believe he might suspect it to be true.”

“Mm. Can’t have Nash finding his way back on to the streets. What’s to be done then?”

“I wish I knew.” She had been wrestling with the idea of moving to the country and taking him with her, but she wasn’t ready to voice it. She knew the idea would be met with resistance.

“If I can help, you have only to ask.”

“Thank you. That is kind of you, but I don’t see how.”

“I don’t either just at the moment. But I find myself intrigued, nonetheless. I should like to speak to the boy to try to learn more. Might I call tomorrow?”

“Yes, of course.” A warm glow spread through her at the thought of seeing him again.

The conclusion of the dance ended their conversation. Hayworth returned her to her sister, excused himself, and left them.

Eleanor related their conversation to Georgina.

“His mother could have been a maid who some gentleman forced himself on,” Georgina said in an undertone. “She would have been dismissed from service. We’ve heard those dreadful stories.”

“Yes. I always instructed my maids to be careful and my footmen to be on the alert when any gentlemen visiting Gordon drank too much at card play. Most men you can trust, but regrettably, there are some whom you cannot.”

Georgina shuddered. “Not all men are as honorable as those in our acquaintance. Lord Hayworth would be another trustworthy man I feel sure,” she added mischievously.

“He is calling tomorrow. He wishes to see Nash.”

“Of course he does,” Georgina said with a sly grin.

“Here comes your husband,” Eleanor said, relieved as Hugh made his way toward them. “I believe he wishes to dance with you.”

“And look who is with him. Lord Beacham.”

Eleanor’s heart sank. The gentleman painstakingly paid his attentions to her. His reasons were obscure but certainly not loverlike.

Their dance seemed interminable. Lord Beacham’s smile was strained, his hands so sweaty their warm wetness penetrated her gloves.

“You rival all the debutants tonight, Lady Eleanor,” he said as he led her solidly through the steps.

“Nonsense, my lord,” Eleanor said with a kind smile.

His face flushed. “A woman in her… ah… advancing years can offer so much more…” He paused to execute a turn, narrowly avoiding treading on her foot.

Eleanor wanted to giggle, and might have, except she felt rather sorry for Beacham. Why he was courting her was a mystery. Might he wish to curry a duke’s favor? Seek an endorsement in a business transaction? It was certainly not love or even lust that she discerned in his manner. She must act quickly to make it clear she was not interested.

“I find I have to disagree with your assessment, Lord Beacham,” Eleanor said when the music slowed. She took his arm with a smile as they formed a line to leave the dance floor, uncomfortably aware that Lord Hayworth followed behind them with another lady. “I would prove a dreadful disappointment to any gentleman wishing to gain my attention. I have so many interests that claim my time, you see. And I am perfectly happy with my life.”

He looked shocked before he recovered himself and bowed. “I would have thought… er…well. Please excuse me, my lady.”

Beacham took himself off. Did he think she was desperate for a lover or a husband? Eleanor’s eyes narrowed. She wanted to go home.

[image: *]*

The next afternoon at two, Mark walked through the gates of Broadstairs Court, a large stone mansion in Mayfair only a few streets away from his own. The butler admitted him in his usual formal manner. “Good afternoon, Loveday.”

“Lady Eleanor expects you. She is in the blue salon, milord.”

Mark entered the room to find the lady dressed in a becoming primrose-colored gown, knitting a small garment. For a moment, an unwelcome vision of Susanne in the months before her death caused him to falter. It vanished when Eleanor hurriedly put her knitting away in a bag and rose. As she came to greet him, her hair gleamed like gold in a shaft of sunlight. “Good afternoon, Lord Hayworth. Nash will be pleased to see you again.”

In the light from the window, her gray-blue eyes turned the color of violets. She was so very lovely, he caught his breath. “Nash is quite a character. I look forward to meeting him again.”

She met his smile and took the hand he offered. “I trust you enjoyed the ball?”

He hadn’t. He’d been dancing within earshot and overheard Beacham’s veiled insult and her clever reply. It had angered him more perhaps than it should. But the fellow deserved to be taught some manners. Mark wasn’t sure why his feelings were so raw when he was known for remaining dispassionate and restrained when dealing with royalty and volatile statesmen. “It’s unfortunate, as it is often required of me to attend those affairs, but I prefer a soiree or dinner party to smoky ballrooms and fighting my way through a huge crush of people while sweltering beneath hundreds of candles.”

She laughed. “I must agree. I always want to fling open the doors and escape onto the terrace.”

“You should have. I would have joined you.”

“Well, you must be eager to see Nash,” she said briskly. “Shall we go up to the schoolroom?”

Mark nodded to the footman who opened the door and followed her out into the corridor. “How has the rascal been behaving?”

“Remarkably well, which has surprised my sister and the duke.”

“But not you?”

“No.” She turned to smile at him. “I find him an absolute delight.”

When they entered the schoolroom, they found the maid ringing her hands, and on the verge of tears. “I excused myself for only a moment, my lady. And when I came back, the boy had gone.”

“Don’t worry, Rebecca,” Lady Eleanor said, patting the girl’s shoulder. “He won’t have gone far.”

As they descended the stairs again, she stopped, a hand on the banister. “I hope this hasn’t been a waste of your time. I know you must be very busy with the coronation approaching.”

“I’m confident we’ll find the rapscallion,” he said. “Nash would hardly leave this comfortable life and return to the streets, or back to that cruel fellow who sent him up chimneys.”

She smiled and continued down. “You are right, of course. Perhaps the kitchens. He’s always hungry. I believe he’s filled out since he came here!”

Mark gazed into her concerned face while he fought the urge to hold her. Beneath her composed exterior, he sensed a wounded heart. He understood only too well how losing one’s beloved affected one. While he had emerged from his grief and wished now for more from life, she may not feel that way. Her declaration to Beacham that she was happy with her life might have been the truth.

During the night he had wrestled to understand why he was so drawn to her, and to the boy. As far as Eleanor was concerned, it was the pleasure of her company, which he enjoyed a little too much, and which may be unwelcome, should he voice it. His interest in the boy was likely to be the result of losing a beloved son he had never known. Mark was equally determined as Eleanor that Nash would not be cast adrift into the cruel world that was London.

As he followed her downstairs, it occurred to him that she must find his interest surprising. He hoped she didn’t suspect him of seeking an affair. He had no desire for such an unfulfilling arrangement. But what he did want and what he might have, seemed at war with each other.

They entered through the kitchen door.


Chapter Four


In the kitchen, Cook rolled out pastry while the kitchen maids, boot boy, and scullery maids bustled about. “Nash is there, milady.” Up to the elbows in flour, Cook nodded toward the butler’s pantry.

Nash sat on the floor eating a bun with one of the kitchen cats curled up on his lap.

“Nash! You were told to remain in the schoolroom.” Eleanor gazed down at him. “Your rescuer, Lord Hayworth, has come to visit you.”

The gray-striped cat leapt off Nash’s lap with a meow of protest. The boy climbed to his feet, a guilty expression on his face. He popped the last of the bun into his mouth and licked crumbs from his lips. “Sorry, milady. Milord.”

“Come upstairs.” Eleanor took his hand. “I’m sure you can manage a little more afternoon tea. Shall we have it in the small salon?”

In the comfortable room, embers glowed in the fireplace. Nash wandered over to study the fire with what seemed to be professional interest. “Who cleaned the chimney?”

“I’ve no idea, but it was not one of Grimsby’s boys,” Eleanor said. “His Grace would make sure of that!”

Nash frowned. “Grimsby will be angry.”

“But that no longer concerns you. Come and sit.” She patted the sofa, and Nash sat down beside her.

When Hayworth took the armchair opposite, she turned to him. “A man like that should be dealt with severely by the law.”

“The laws need to be strengthened,” he agreed.

Mark leaned toward him, his hands resting on his knees. “Can you remember much of your life, before your mother died, Nash?”

Nash’s eyes took on a haunted expression. “We lived in an alms house for a while. Ma took in sewing. She was good at it. The nobs liked her work,” he said proudly.

“Did you always live in the city?” Eleanor asked.

He shook his head and hunched his thin shoulders. “Grandpa’s farm. We had a cow and chickens. Then he died, and we had to leave.”

“What was your mother’s name?”

“Annie Simkin.”

“Do you know the name of the village where his farm was?” Mark asked.

Nash squinted then shook his head.

“Can you remember anything about the village, Nash?” Eleanor asked.

“A river.”

“That doesn’t tell us much,” Mark said. “Anything else?”

“There was a mill.”

“What kind of mill, Nash?” Eleanor asked as the tea tray was brought in.

Nash followed the actions of the maid as she began to unload cups and teapot along with sandwiches and cakes on the occasional table in front of them.

“Nash?” Eleanor repeated as she met Mark’s smile.

“It was a corn mill. Grandpa worked there.”

“Ah, that narrows it down a bit,” Hayworth said. “Do you remember if there were any big houses?”

“Ma worked as a maid in one. Huge it was, the lands went right down to the river. She took me to see the ducks sometimes.”

Hayworth raised his eyebrows. “Can you tell us more?”

“You know it?” Eleanor asked with growing excitement.

“Perhaps,” Hayworth said. “Try to think, Nash.”

“We used to watch them flood the meadows.”

“Water meadows.” Mark gave a thoughtful nod.

Eleanor studied him. “What are they?”

“A means of irrigating the grass sward to feed the livestock in early spring.” He sought her gaze, his eyes alight with excitement. “Sounds like it could be Bexley in Kent.” He thought for a minute. “Yes, by Jove! There’s a mill on River Cray.”

His eyes on the food, Nash edged forward in his seat.

Eleanor smiled and turned back to the table. “Some sandwiches and cake for you, Nash?” She handed him a plate and a napkin.

With a nod of thanks, he tucked the linen into his collar.

“No, across your lap, please.” She smiled at Hayworth. “Tea, my lord?”

“Thank you. Might you and Nash consent to accompany me to Bexley, Lady Eleanor?”

She gasped. “You can take us?”

“I can.” He smiled as he reached for a ham sandwich. “You don’t expect me to walk away when this has become so interesting, surely?”

“Is it far to Bexley?” she asked as she seized the teapot.

“No. A mere fifteen miles or so. We can be there and back in time for dinner.” He took the cup and saucer from her hands. “Is tomorrow convenient?”

“Oh yes! What do you say, Nash?”

Nash swallowed a mouthful, his blue eyes sparkling with anticipation. “Can we visit grandpa’s farm? He had a donkey, used to let me ride him.”

“The donkey may no longer be there, Nash,” Eleanor cautioned.

“We shall go and see,” Hayworth said. “I believe I shall try the cake before Nash eats the lot.”

Nash grinned unabashed.

After tea, Eleanor saw him to the door. She smiled. “You can change your mind, you know.”

“I have no intention of it.” He looked back at the boy who was studying a book on butterflies. “How could anyone not want a son like Nash?”

“Indeed.” She heard the yearning in his voice, and her heart squeezed with compassion.
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Mark entered his house and for once wasn’t struck by how quiet and empty the rooms were. Surprised at how much he looked forward to their trip to the outskirts of London, he prayed tomorrow would be one day when he wasn’t called to Carlton House to reassure a nervous king. He poured himself a brandy and settled in his library with a book, but his concentration seemed to fail him. He kept thinking of the pleasure of a whole day in Eleanor’s company. Her manner was without artifice and she never sought to flirt with him. He wished she would, it would give him some license to do the same, and he’d certainly enjoy it, while accepting that it may not lead to anything more.

He understood why she was taken with Nash. The boy was a brave little soul and most appealing.


Chapter Five


“So, you’re taking Nash to Bexley today.” Georgina raised her eyebrows. “With Lord Hayworth.”

“Yes, Georgie.” Eleanor gazed across the breakfast table and waited for her sister’s objections. Traveling into the countryside alone with an unmarried man who was not a relative was just not done. Despite her being a widow and no longer young.

Georgina buttered her toast. “I’m not sure that Hugh would approve.”

Eleanor poured herself more tea. “Then I shall not worry him about it.” But she rather suspected Hugh might be perfectly happy with the arrangement. He made no secret of his wish for her to remarry. She was aware that her single state worried him. Not that he minded her living with them, for they got on very well indeed, but rather, he hoped to see her happily married once more, as did her sister, her brother John, and his wife Sibella, and numerous other relatives.

“Hugh likes Hayworth. Not that it matters, I hasten to add. Hayworth has expressed no wish to marry me. He has merely offered to take us there. I suspect he’s as intrigued about Nash’s past as I am.”

Georgina warmed her fingers around her cup and peered at her over the rim. “Hayworth has the ear of the king. And with the coming coronation, he must be extremely busy.”

“I thought that, too.” Eleanor took a mouthful of toast and jam and chewed thoughtfully. “Perhaps he merely relishes a day away from London. I am sure his majesty can be very taxing.”

“Hugh certainly finds him so. Well, you seem confident that you will be perfectly safe and not compromised by such an action, so I suppose you should go,” Georgina said, surprising Eleanor. “Although I don’t see what you expect to find there. Nash’s family no longer live in Bexley, do they?”

“Not as far as we know.” Eleanor sighed. “We may not find anything at all, and I fear it will be upsetting for Nash. But we must at least try.” She scrunched her napkin and rose from the table. After an early frost, the sun shone from a clear blue sky beyond the breakfast-room window. “I’ll go up and get him ready.”

An hour later, Hayworth’s curricle crossed the River Thames and they drove through Greenwich. Soon, the bustling city was left behind, and they were on the road leading into Kent. The spring breeze was fresh on Eleanor’s face and toyed with her poke bonnet. Hayworth’s curricle was big enough for two plus the small boy sitting behind them. He was an excellent whip hand in Nash’s opinion, and had a prime set of bloods.

They passed the Dover mail coach lumbering up Shooter’s Hill.

“This used to be a haunt for highwaymen,” Hayworth said.

“Really?” Nash’s voice rose. “Do you have a pistol, Lord Hayworth?”

“I carry one as a matter of course. But we’re unlikely to come across any,” Hayworth said soothingly. “Not in broad daylight at any rate. In the past, Shooter’s Hill was infamous for its gibbets of executed felons.”

“My goodness,” Eleanor said, as Nash gave a gusty sigh in her ear. She suspected he might like to see one, and was thankful they no longer existed in this part of the country, at least.

“We shall arrive in time for luncheon,” Hayworth said, smiling at her. He had the most attractive smile, his green eyes fringed with dark lashes.

“Are we stopping soon to eat?” asked the hopeful voice behind them.

“Yes.” Eleanor smiled at Hayworth who winked.

“Don’t expect too much from today, Nash,” Eleanor said. “It might be the wrong place, or we may not find any evidence of your family ever having lived here.”

“The air smells nicer here,” Nash said in a small voice.

“Yes, it’s because there are lots of trees and wild flowers,” Eleanor said, her heart squeezing in her chest. Was it foolish of her to believe she could move to the country and take Nash with her? The speculation which would arise wouldn’t worry her, but she would hate any gossip directed at Hugh and Georgina. She could imagine it already. Was he her child or Gordon’s? Had he been born out of wedlock seven years ago? It would be hard to prove otherwise as they had visited Gordon’s uncle in Scotland around that time, when Gordon was in better health.

She pushed away her thoughts. How lightly the reins rested in Hayworth’s long fingers, the grays obeyed even his smallest gesture. “Your horses are well trained,” she said.

“I don’t get to do this often enough, these days,” he said with a surprisingly boyish grin.

“It’s a straight road right up to that big oak,” Nash pointed. “You might let ’em go, milord.”

“I might indeed.” Hayworth slapped the reins. The horses gathered speed in perfect unison.

The wind tugged at Eleanor’s hat as she turned to view Nash. His little face was vivid with joy.

She would die rather than let him down.
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Mark glanced at the lady beside him. Eleanor’s first thought was for the boy. How terribly sad that she had no child of her own. There was no telling whether this escapade would end well, and he wanted it for Nash as much as she did. But mere wishes didn’t always equate with success.

He had slowed the horses and after negotiating the bend, they arrived in Old Bexley village, a cluster of houses and farms. Toward the southern fringe of the village, near the parish church, a large weatherboard mill was built across River Cray, framed by two weeping willow trees growing on either bank. Ducks swam about through the long graceful green fronds. It was a pretty place.

“Do you remember this, Nash?” Mark asked.

“Yes!” Nash’s voice rose in excitement as he leaned out of the curricle. “That’s the mill where grandpa worked.”

“We must thank Lord Hayworth for discovering it was Bexley and bringing us here, Nash,” Eleanor said.

“No need. I am enjoying this, too,” Mark said, “Especially the company.” He was rewarded with a becoming blush. “There’s an inn. Shall we partake of some luncheon and decide what next to do?”

When seated in the dining room, they ordered a hearty meal for Nash whose stomach seemed to be forever empty. Probably because he’d been desperately hungry in the past. While he and Eleanor ate lightly, Mark watched Nash eat a pile of bread and butter and a plate of onion soup, as if it was his last meal on earth. He then tackled a rice pudding.

“Where to first, Nash?” he asked the boy.

Nash swallowed and took a sip of milk. “Grandpa’s house.”

“Any idea where it is?”

He nodded. “It’s along that road we just passed. I remember Grandpa taking me in his cart.”

“That’s helpful,” Eleanor said. “Perhaps the current owners can tell us more.”

After luncheon, they rode out along the road with Nash directing them. With a couple of false starts, he ordered Mark to pull up the curricle beside a modest cottage. The old stone house was surrounded by a few acres of farmland, kept in neat order.

Mark helped them down. “I’ll stay with the horses, Eleanor, you take the boy in.”

“Very well.” She was forced to pick up her skirts and almost run to catch up with Nash who was halfway to the door.

Mark admired her slender form in her lilac pelisse, as she reached Nash, said something to him, and tidied his hair. A woman in a white cap and apron answered her knock. After a brief conversation, Eleanor and Nash disappeared inside.

As he walked the horses up and down, Mark tried to come to grips with what he wanted for his future. He was drawn to Eleanor in a way he hadn’t experienced in years. Besides finding her extremely beguiling, he had tremendous respect for her. But he could not ignore his desire for children. He wanted a family, this trip today made him even more aware of it. He’d felt a little like a husband with his wife and child on a Sunday outing.

The more he saw of Nash, the surer he was that the boy had come from good stock. Even if his father had wiped his hands of Nash, there might be other relations in the area who’d lost contact with him.

He studied Eleanor’s beautiful, sensitive face as she walked down the path toward him. She did not look optimistic.

As she reached him, Nash disappeared around the corner of the cottage.

“He has permission to visit the donkey,” she explained.

He grinned. “So this wasn’t a wild goose chase?”

“It was once his grandfather’s farm. As he said, his mother left the area after her father died.”

“And the boy’s father?”

She shrugged her slim shoulders. “They couldn’t say if she was married. Annie used to work at Hall Place. It’s a school for young gentlemen a few miles downriver from here.”

“Then we shall go there next.”

She nodded but cast him a doubtful look.

“You’re not giving up?”

She frowned at him. “Of course not. But this seems doomed to failure, don’t you think? I’m worried about how Nash will handle the disappointment.” She bit her lip, drawing his attention to her mouth. “He has been through so much.” Her voice trembled, revealing how deeply she felt.

“Don’t be such a doubting Thomas,” Mark said with a smile, hating to see her so upset.

“But I’m not. That’s unfair,” she murmured. Her cheeks had gone quite pink.

“You look very pretty when your dander is up.” It was a poor attempt at making her feel better, and he almost apologized. But it was true, she was lovely, and he couldn’t look away.

She glared at him and spun away so quickly, she almost lost her footing.

Mark put out a hand to help her, his fingers curling around her upper arm. The briefest of moments passed as he fought the overwhelming urge to draw her to him and failed. She came silently, without protest. He raised her chin with a finger, then dipped his head to kiss her.

Eleanor made a strangled protest against his mouth and then gave in to the kiss, a hand clutching his shoulder. Through the fog filling his mind, he’d consented to a mere touch of her lips, but was unprepared for the fire licking along his nerve endings warming every part of him. His hands came around her narrow back to hold her more firmly against him. “Eleanor!” he whispered into her hair.

A cry made them start. They separated quickly, both breathing fast as Nash ran across to them.

“We must talk, Eleanor,” Mark murmured.

Nash’s vivid blue eyes were laughing, his mouth curling up in delight. “Sampson remembered me!”

Eleanor attempted to rearrange her hat which had fallen onto her back held by its yellow ribbons. “That’s wonderful, Nash.”

“Shall we go on?” Mark was pleased to sound calm as he assisted them into the curricle. He suddenly wanted so much he’d hadn’t been aware of until now, and his heart seemed to swell in his chest.

He wanted this lady, and unless he was completely unpracticed in the art of seduction, he thought she wanted him, too.


Chapter Six


Eleanor resolutely refused to look at Hayworth as he drove them along the road toward Hall Place. Her heart had yet to settle into its normal rhythm. He remained thoughtful, answering Nash’s questions about phaetons and racehorses while making no attempt to draw her into the conversation.

Why had he kissed her? It was not as if he wished to marry her. It was obvious how much he wanted children. And he didn’t seem the sort of man to approach a widow for a casual liaison. Two men had put such unwelcome suggestions to her, but they were married.

She sighed. What must Hayworth think of her? She’d made no attempt to push him away. In fact, she’d kissed him back. While she couldn’t blame him when she’d obviously encouraged him, she would be disappointed if that was his intention. She’d been enjoying his company, and drawn to him, she’d lost her usual sense of caution. She’d began to want, to hope, for something she’d considered buried. A husband, and the possibility, however slight, of a child.

They drove beside a high-stone wall beyond which smoke belched from chimneys of a rambling Tudor brick manor house. Hayworth guided his horses through the gates where neatly clipped yew hedges bordered the drive.

“This be it,” Nash cried. “Where Ma worked.”

Three boys, some not much older than Nash, were playing shuttlecock on the lawn. They paused to stare at them as they continued along the raked driveway. Hayworth pulled the grays up in the turning circle in front of the entry.

The boys hurried over. “I say, sir, what prime cattle,” a gangling youth said, his gaze on the horses.

“Can I rely on one of you young gentlemen to take special care of my horses? If you’ll walk them, I’ll let you take the reins for a short ride around the drive when I return,” Hayworth said.

“You can rely on us, sir!” the youth said promptly while the others nodded.

Mark helped Eleanor down and tossed the reins to the tallest lad. Her arm in his, they walked to the front door.

Nash frowning, trailed behind.

Eleanor turned. “What is the matter, Nash?”

“They’re nobs,” he muttered. “I wouldn’t trust ’em with Sampson the donkey.”

“Nash.” Hayworth released her arm and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I am a nob; Lady Eleanor’s father was a nob. There’s a chance even you have a nob or two in your family. And one thing I can say about us nobs, we value our horses and take excellent care of them.”

Silenced, Nash dragged his feet after them to the door which was opened by a wide-eyed maid in a mobcap.

When Hayworth explained who they were, she bobbed a curtsey. “I shall tell Madame you are here.”

A moment later, a middle-aged lady in black appeared with a lorgnette hanging on a chain on her ample bosom. Her thin cheeks were tinged with pink. “Milord, milady. I am Mrs. Kirkwood. My husband is the headmaster here. Kirkwood is away at present. Please, do come into the parlor.”

They were ushered into a soberly furnished room. Eleanor declined the offer of tea while Haywood explained their wish to trace some of Nash’s relatives.

Mrs. Kirkwood stared at Nash. “He is nothing like his mother,” she said. “Annie had brown hair and eyes.”

“You remember Annie?” Eleanor asked surprised.

“I do. She did our mending, exquisite stitches. But I’m afraid I have no idea who the boy’s relatives would be.”

Aware of Nash alert beside her, Eleanor leaned forward. “Do you recall why Annie left her position here?”

She thinned her lips. “I shouldn’t like to say, although I have my suspicions. She gave notice without warning and I had trouble finding someone to replace her.”

“Are there any staff still working here who knew Annie?” Hayworth asked.

“Yes, my lord. Maud would remember Annie.”

Maud answered the bell. The maid wasn’t young, about Eleanor’s age. Scrunching her apron, she eyed them nervously.

“Lady Eleanor and Lord Hayworth wish to inquire about Anne Simkin, Maud,” Mrs. Kirkwood said.

“Please sit down, Maud,” Eleanor said. “Thank you, Mrs. Kirkwood. We shan’t keep you from your work.”

Mrs. Kirkwood looked regretful, but left without comment.

The red-haired maid sat upright in the chair, her gaze resting on Nash. “This is Annie’s son?”

“Yes. We hope you can tell something that will help us find his family.”

Maud hesitated. “I shouldn’t like to speak of it in front of the boy.”

“Shall we walk to the river, Nash?” Hayworth asked. “Lady Eleanor will tell you what she learns later.”

With a backward glance, Nash followed Hayworth from the room.

When the door closed, Maud turned to Eleanor. “It would upset Nash to hear the truth, my lady.”

“Why, Maud?” Although she’d expected something unpleasant, Eleanor was still chilled and apprehensive.

“Annie were a decent girl, lived with her father.” Maud frowned. “But she was pretty and caught the eye of one of the boys’ fathers. He gave her flowers and took her up in his carriage. Said he was a widower and would come for her. But he never did. Went away and left her in the family way. Annie asked me to say nothing. I used to slip away to give her small things for the baby, and she feared it might get me into trouble.” Maud narrowed her eyes. “Burton his name was. I’d never forget that or his face.”

Eleanor leaned forward. “Did his son remain at the school after this happened?”

“No. Frederick was taken away soon after.” She started. “Where is Annie now? Is she all right?”

“I’m afraid she passed away a few years ago.”

Maud jumped up. “Oh no. Poor Annie.” She fumbled for her handkerchief. “Poor boy.”

Eleanor rose, too. She patted the maid’s thin back. “Thank you for telling me this, Maud. You have been extremely helpful.”

“Mrs. Kirkwood knows nothing about this, my lady.”

“And she won’t learn it from us, Maud. Rest assured.”

“Thank you.” Maud looked relieved as she curtsied. “Annie would be pleased you’re lookin’ after him.”

When they left the room, Mrs. Kirkwood appeared in the hall. “I hope Maud was able to help you.”

“She was. Thank you, Mrs. Kirkwood.”

“You found the boy’s relatives?”

“We have more to do to find them, I’m afraid.”

Mrs. Kirkwood nodded. If she wished to learn more, she didn’t ask.

Eleanor walked over the lawns toward the river. The sun shone through a filigree of leaves above her head. She had found out who Nash’s father was, but it gave her no joy.
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After they climbed back in the carriage, Mark had not been able to discuss it with Eleanor without Nash overhearing, but he could see that what she’d learned had unsettled her.

Eleanor smiled at Nash. “I have been given a name, Nash. But it is far from certain that this is your father. We shall have to investigate further. Did you ever hear your mother mention a Mr. Ralph Burton?” she asked him as they began their journey back to London.

Nash shook his head. “When Annie got sick, she told me dad was a baron’s son. She wrote him a letter. But we never heard anythin’.”

Eleanor heaved a sigh. “Oh, Nash!” She held out her arms to him.

Nash climbed over the seat into the front and she drew him onto her lap.

Nash looked sheepish. “I guess I forgot to tell you that. What is a baron?”

“He’s a nob, Nash,” Mark said, winking at Eleanor. He gazed at the boy resting his head on her breast, a little envious. She stroked Nash’s hair.

“Don’t worry, lad, Lady Eleanor will sort this out, and even if we don’t find your father, you will be safe.”

“I want to live with you,” Nash said in a sleepy voice.

“His lordship and I are not married, Nash,” Eleanor said.

Mark turned his attention to the horses. The boy was exhausted. No sense in continuing to upset him. It would have to wait until he and Eleanor were alone. She obviously thought the same, for she told Nash to rest, then fell silent.

When Mark looked around again, Nash was slumped down fast asleep in her arms. “We’ve tuckered him out,” he said.

Her anxious gaze met his. “Have we done the right thing bringing him here today? It has been most unsettling for him.”

He hoped his smile was reassuring. “Couldn’t have done it without his help, now could we?”

“I suppose not,” she said softly. “Hayworth…”

He smiled. “Call me Mark, Eleanor. We are surely on first-name terms now.”

“I hope you don’t think…” she began.

“I can hardly think of anything right now,” he said, interrupting her, his eyes flickering to her mouth, “but wanting to kiss you again.”

She flushed pink and put a hand to her lips. “Mark, I am not looking for a lover.”

He slowed the pace of the horses before swiveling to face her. “You believe me to be after a casual affair?” He groaned. “Of course you would think that. I have hardly wooed you in the proper manner. Forgive me, Eleanor. My regard for you has become something deeper. I realized it today, which took me by surprise.” He turned back to the road. “But I don’t regret the kiss, Eleanor. Dash it all, we can’t talk of it here.”

“Are we home?” Nash roused and gazed around sleepily.

“Not far now,” Mark said.

“Eleanor.” He raised his gaze to find her flushed and confused. “May I speak to you when we reach London?”

She nodded, but her expression made him uneasy. The strength of his feelings surprised him. After Susanne died, he’d trifled with agreeable women without his heart becoming involved. Now, he’d fallen head over heels and behaved like a callow youth. Was the lady going to refuse him?


Chapter Seven


After Nash was taken up to the schoolroom, Eleanor sat with Mark in the small salon. She watched him stretch out his long legs in the armchair and observe her. Her heart was beating unnaturally fast as she tried to read his expression. He looked determined and…very handsome.

“Would you like tea or coffee, or wine, perhaps?” she asked in an unsteady voice.

“No, thank you. Eleanor.” He rose to sit beside her on the sofa and took her hand. “I must explain myself. I’ve decided to marry again.”

She withdrew her hand. “Then you will need time to find the right person,” she said crisply.

He smiled. “I have found her. But I’m not sure what she thinks of me.”

“We hardly know each other.” She refused to tell him she loved him, madly and deeply. It was ridiculous for a woman of her years to fall in love at the drop of a hat, like a girl just out of the schoolroom. But this wasn’t infatuation. She’d admired and adored everything about him from that first day. And because she loved him, she would not marry him. She could not risk seeing the years go by and witness his disappointment.

“Mark, you want a son. Please don’t deny it.”

“I do hope for children. And who’s to say we won’t have them together?”

She looked away from him. “I was married for some years.”

“I’m aware of it, Eleanor. Your husband was unwell, was he not?”

“Gordon suffered from consumption. There seemed no reason why he wasn’t able to sire a child.”

“I see.”

“We consulted doctors and tried different things.” She tried not to think of those awful, passion quenching methods. “Nothing worked.” She firmed her resolve, straightening her shoulders. “There are many healthy young women this Season who will give you a brood of children.”

“No one can be sure of that, though, can they.” A sad expression darkened his eyes. “Sometimes things go wrong. Childbirth is dangerous.”

Eleanor forced herself not to reach out to him. “Yes,” she murmured. “I am so terribly sorry.”

“Eleanor.” He took her hand again and pressed a kiss to her palm, sending warmth and sensation flooding through her.

“Go, please Mark,” she said gently, removing her hand. “We will talk again soon, when you’ve had time to put things in perspective.”

“I see I shall have to be patient.” He rose. “I will attempt to locate Burton’s address and call again tomorrow.”

She nodded. “Tomorrow then.”

The door closed, and Eleanor sank down into the sofa, suddenly exhausted. When Mark had time to reflect, he would see that the cost of marrying a woman approaching middle age was too high. But he was an honorable man. She must make it easy for him. With a heavy sigh, she rose to go to Nash. He required a bath, and afterward, she would read to him until he fell asleep. That would give her the opportunity to make sure he wasn’t too disturbed about today.

Eleanor climbed the stairs, as Mark’s passionate gaze filled with entreaty, appeared in her mind. A small moan escaped her lips. Life could be so cruel.

She paused on the landing. Georgina would be eager to hear how today went. It was a wonder she hadn’t appeared already. Hopefully, social engagements kept her and Hugh from home. If she told her sister that Mark had asked her to marry him, Georgina would urge her to do so, and Eleanor would have a battle on her hands she didn’t feel strong enough to fight. She felt more like a good cry.
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It was after midnight when Mark pulled off his cravat, undid his two top buttons, and poured himself a brandy in his library. He’d had to endure a lengthy, sleep-inducing dinner at Carlton House, but now, maddeningly, sleep seemed far away. How might he convince Eleanor that they were right for each other? He could kick himself for the way he’d handled it.

Why hadn’t he kept a cool head and courted her in the proper manner? Would he then have had a better chance? He doubted it, for he had nothing with which to counter her argument. Eleanor was convinced she would not be the right wife for him. Did she just not want him and was too polite to tell him so? If that was the case, he would accept it without question, but the kiss told him far more than any words would do. And dammit, he wanted more of her kisses and a lot more besides. He wanted to wake to find her in his bed every morning for the rest of his life, God willing.

Fortunately, his inquiries tonight had been fruitful. He now knew that Burton’s home was Burton Green, in Coventry. He intended to visit him, and he wanted Eleanor to go with him. Together, they might bring this man up to snuff. Even if he didn’t want Nash, he might help the boy. Perhaps he had loved Annie in his way. Mark was prepared to give the man the benefit of the doubt. And if not, a little persuasion might work, if Burton feared the ton would hear of it. Traveling to Coventry with Eleanor served a dual purpose. It would remove her from societal influences while he convinced her to marry him.

The next afternoon, he joined Eleanor in the salon. It was a blustery day, the wind battering the branches of a tree about beyond the window. A footman had taken Nash to the park to fly a kite with the nanny and the duke’s heir.

Mark told Eleanor he had obtained Burton’s address.

“I will write to him.”

He frowned. “There was no response when Annie wrote to him. Burton needs to be confronted.”

“I don’t see that…”

He shook his head before she launched into what he suspected was her final rebuff. “Allow me to make a suggestion.”

She widened her eyes. “What?”

“We go to Coventry together. The two of us will be more persuasive. Let’s see what Burton has to say for himself.”

“I can’t just waltz off to the country with you. We would have to stay at inns. It would be sure to cause gossip.”

“Ah. And then you would be forced to marry me.”

She shook her head. “Well, that isn’t going to happen.”

He stared at her, exasperated. He wasn’t used to failure, and yet he undoubtedly was failing to convince her. “I can’t see what else is to be done, can you?”

“Let me try a letter first,” Eleanor said.

“The man won’t acknowledge it. He won’t want to put anything in writing and open himself up to blackmail.”

She frowned. “As I cannot go with you, we must take that chance.”

“So that’s it?” He studied her face, taking in each delicate feature, her mouth set in determined lines. “Am I never to know if you care for me?”

She put her hands to her cheeks. “Mark, I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Why would you hurt me? Because the kiss was merely an enjoyable impulse which meant nothing? Would another man have done as well?”

She flushed crimson. “That’s a horrid thing to say! And I know you are deliberately goading me.” She narrowed her eyes. “Oh, I am no match for you. The consummate diplomat. You will continue until you get what you want from me.”

He gave her a soft look. “I would appreciate you giving it willingly.”

She sat up straighter. “There, you see? You’re still toying with me.”

“Not with your affections, Eleanor. Never that.” Frustrated with himself for yet again making a hash of it, he pushed back his hair with both hands. “It’s just that I am absolutely sure, that we are right for each other.” When she ran her tongue over her bottom lip, his blood deserted his brain and traveled to other more hopeful places.

She gazed down at her hands in her lap. “I do have feelings for you, Mark. I won’t deny it. But that isn’t enough, not when I cannot give you what you most desire.”

“You are what I desire,” he said, wishing to show her how much. “That I might have you for my wife has come to mean everything. What can be more important than that?” He nodded. “Ah. I see. You believe me to be fickle. That if a child does not come from our marriage, I shall blame you and turn against you. Hardly a flattering portrayal of me, is it?”

“Oh no, I didn’t mean…” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “You are incorrigible.”

He laughed. “But you still like me a little, despite it?”

She folded her arms. “You won’t tease another word of response from me.”

He watched a smile curve up the corner of her mouth. “Not even if I tell you I have learned more about this fellow, Burton?”

She raised her golden eyebrows. “What?”

“He has inherited the baronetcy.”

“Oh. My goodness! Then it seems he is Nash’s father.” She paused. “What do we do now?”

“We go to Coventry.”

“There must be something else we can do.”

He sensed she was weakening and pushed his advantage. “It’s simple. Marry me. We can go as man and wife.”

Tears flooded her eyes. “Oh stop, please, Mark.”

“My love.” He stood and pulled her to her feet, his hands at her waist. “Say you will make me the happiest of men,” he murmured against her hair, breathing in the fragrant scent of roses.

She leaned her head against his shoulder. He felt her heart beating fast in rhythm with his own, and when she failed to push him away, allowed himself to hope.

He bent and lifted her chin, sliding a thumb over her lips. “Eleanor.” His voice low and husky, he lowered his head and sought her mouth, kissing her passionately, his fierce yearning for her deepening the kiss. When he drew away, she was gasping, her eyes darkened with need. So, he kissed her again, his arms tightening around her, drawing her slight frame hard against his body, showing her how much he wanted her. They were both breathing heavily while her fingers stroked over his nape and threaded through his hair.

“Say you will!” he demanded.

“Oh, Mark. Yes, yes, I will marry you.”

His mouth settled over hers again, tender now. He was all patience, he had what he wanted. It sang through him, making him feel younger and lighter than he had for years.

The door opened, and Lady Georgina entered. “My goodness,” she said with a pleased smile. “What is this?”

Eleanor turned and ran to her, hugging her. “Georgie, Mark and I are to be married.”

“How perfectly lovely, dearest,” Georgina murmured. “My congratulations, Lord Hayworth.”

He bowed. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

“You will need to make plans. I shall leave you alone while I go and inform Broadstairs. He will be as delighted as I am.”

When the door closed, they sank back onto the sofa, sitting close together. “I’ll arrange a special license from Doctor’s Commons,” he said. “We can be married soon afterward. Then we’ll travel to Coventry.”

“Nash, too?”

“Nash, too,” he said, wondering how he could bear to wait until they were wed, he wanted her so much. Extraordinary how a man with gray in his hair could act like an ardent youth. But there it was.


Chapter Eight


The three weeks passed quickly. Eleanor dealt with her impatience by improving Nash’s speech and manners. He learned quickly, and she promised to let him attend the wedding breakfast if he behaved well and was quiet. He showed little interest in their trip to Coventry. She understood why; what lay ahead was uncertain and unsettling for him.

As they played checkers together, the night before the wedding, Nash had casually asked if she and Mark would now be living together. She answered in the affirmative, but the boy said no more. It tore at her heart. If it had just been her, she would have assured Nash he would always be with her, but it was quite another thing to expect it of Mark. No gentleman would consider taking a farmer’s daughter’s illegitimate son as his own.

Still, as she stood being fitted for her wedding gown, her eagerness to become Mark’s wife was slightly dampened by the knowledge that Nash could be claimed by Burton. That they might come home without him. She should not have allowed herself to grow so fond of him. But there was never any rhyme or reason to who you loved. Her love for Mark was evidence of that.

They’d wished the wedding to be a small affair held at St. Georges in Hanover Square, but a duke’s sister-in-law and a renowned diplomat could not sneak away and be married quietly. The church was filled with important personages including several dukes, the king, and the prime minister. Her brother, John, Marquess of Strathairn, offered her his arm to escort her down the aisle. As they walked slowly to where Mark waited at the altar, she smiled at John’s wife, Sibella, who sat with their good friends, Guy, Baron Fortescue, and his wife Hetty.

Dressed in pink, and carrying roses, Georgina followed as maid of honor, while Eleanor’s wedding gown was of cream silk satin decorated with pearls, the headdress a circlet encrusted with pearls and diamonds with a short veil. Diamonds sparkled at her neck and ears.

John stepped away as Mark turned to smile at her, so handsome in black and white, his best man beside him. The rest of the ceremony passed in a blur, and then most of the wedding breakfast, including the amusing speeches held in the gleaming ballroom at Broadstairs Court which had been decorated with urns of hot house lilacs, tulips, and white roses.

And then on a swell of music, Mark took her in his arms for the wedding waltz, and the chatter and laughter around them faded.

“Your beauty eclipses every bride this Season,” he murmured, guiding her over the floor.

She didn’t of course. Eleanor met his loving gaze. He thought her beautiful, and that was all that mattered.

The other guests joined them on the dance floor, bright dresses and sparkling jewels swirling by. “I can’t wait to get you alone, Lady Hayworth,” he whispered in her ear.

Later, in her new bedchamber in Mark’s townhouse, her maid pulled the pins from Eleanor’s chignon before the mirror. She did think she looked her best. Getting married to one’s love was excellent for the complexion it seemed.

When she joined Mark in his bedchamber, he crossed to her in his green silk dressing gown and took her in his arms. “My love.” He buried his face in her hair. “I’ve longed to see your beautiful hair down over your shoulders.”

She slipped her arms around his slim waist and breathed his familiar scent. “It’s been a while, Mark, since I…” She was unsure of her thirty-six-year-old body. Her breasts were not quite as perky as they were at twenty. Would he find her attractive?

He smiled and took her hand and drew her over to the bed.
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Mark propped his head in his hand and surveyed his wife. Eleanor slept beside him. She was his. He had the absurd urge to pound his chest or roar like some lion with a pride of one. He grinned and reached over to trace the curve of her jaw, wanting to wake her. Wanting her.

Her eyes slowly opened, slumberous, the golden lashes rose, and she smiled. His groin tightened. Just one look was all it took. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, darling.” She looped her arms round his neck and kissed him. “What shall we do today?”

“I rather thought we’d spend it here in bed.”

A grin tugged at her lips. “I should like that.” Then she frowned.

“Oh no,” he said, disappointed. “Have you promised to attend some charity function or other? Send your regrets. This is your honeymoon.”

“No, I should go to Nash. He will be missing me. He was so well behaved at the wedding breakfast.”

“Sweetheart, that boy means too much to you,” he said carefully, “I’m afraid he will break your heart.”

She sighed. “I have grown fond of him.”

“I have an answer to that problem.” It was time to voice something that had been on his mind.

“Oh?”

“I will adopt Nash.”

Her eyes widened. “You would consider it? When you have no idea who fathered him? It still may not be Burton.”

“I don’t care who his father is. I like Nash. He’s intelligent, brave, and has a good character. He’s a beautiful boy. What more can a father want of a son?”

“But Mark, he is not yours.”

“How many fathers among the ton are rearing children not of their loins?”

“That’s not quite the same thing.” She studied him. “Are you doing this for me? Or is it something you really want?” She sighed. “You know what a fuss it will cause.”

“Fusses tend to die down after a while,” he said, aware of how much she wanted to keep Nash with her.

“We should at least try to contact his father, don’t you think?” she asked. “Nash might blame us one day if we don’t.”

“Very well.” Mark threw off the bedcovers. “We shall set out for Coventry after breakfast.”

She raised her eyebrows as she slipped from the bed. “You are confident Burton won’t want him, aren’t you?”

He shrugged. “He knew where to find him.”

“Yes. He did. Very well.” She came around the bed to kiss him. “I’ll go and get Nash ready.”

“We have plenty of time,” he said, sinking back on the bed, and taking her with him. “If I’m to spend hours in the carriage without touching you, I need to be fortified.”

Eleanor lay half over him. She laughed and ran her hand over his chest, toying with the dark curls there before sweeping down to the evidence of his desire.

With a chuckle, Mark rolled, tucking her beneath him. He edged her legs apart and with a groan of pleasure, pushed into her welcoming warmth.

“Mark…” she moaned and drew him close.

He increased his pace as her hips met his in perfect rhythm.

A loud knock came at the door. “Eleanor?” a small voice called.

“Come away, Master Nash,” the maid in charge of him cried. “You mustn’t go in there.”

Mark groaned loudly and lay breathing heavily against Eleanor’s lush breasts. “I’ll put a footman in charge of him in the future.”

Eleanor laughed. “I’d best go to him. I’ll see you at breakfast.”

He smiled as she donned her dressing gown. “You’ll spoil the lad.”

She paused, looking stricken. “I won’t have him long, though, will I?”

Mark looked after her as she hurried through the door. He wanted to give her the world. But perhaps this one thing might be beyond him.


Chapter Nine


Nash had become very quiet the last few miles. As they approached a sprawling red-brick manor house in Burton Green, he sat up and looked out the window. “This is where my father lives?” he asked.

“If he is your father, Nash,” Mark said, raising his brows at Eleanor.

She was terribly nervous, fearing this would be upsetting for the boy. They might have tackled it alone, but Mark thought Nash’s presence would be more affective to shake the man from his complacency. She wasn’t so confident, there were gentlemen’s’ bastards everywhere, including the royal family’s. They wanted to force the man to face up to his shameful past, and she suspected Mark, who would never sire a bastard and leave the child to fate, was looking forward to it a little too much.

After Mark gave his card, a maid showed them into the drawing room. Nash’s eyes were like saucers as he looked around the well-appointed room.

Moments later, a young man of about twenty entered. He bowed and greeted them politely, his eyes resting on Nash.

Eleanor stared, shocked. He was blond with blue eyes and looked like an older version of Nash.

“Are you visiting the area?” he asked. “May I offer you refreshment?”

“No, thank you,” Mark said. “We wished to speak to the baron.”

He looked confused. “I am Frederick, Baron Burton.”

“You are?” Eleanor said. “Then your father has passed away?”

“Some years ago. What is this about?” He waved an arm toward the group of chairs around the fireplace.

Eleanor remained standing, fighting to remain calm, her heart beating unnaturally fast. “We should like to introduce you to your father’s child.”

His eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”

She put a reassuring hand on Nash’s back. “This is Nash.”

Frederick’s blue eyes returned to Nash. He nodded thoughtfully. “Nash is a family name.”

Eleanor started. So it was true. “We’d like to know why your father did not return to support his mother.”

“Do sit, please,” Frederick said, brushing a hand through his fair hair. “I believe we’re in need of tea or something stronger. This is all a little overwhelming.”

Once they were seated, he began to explain. “My father fell from his horse and was killed when I was eleven. I was away at school at the time.”

“Was the school Hall Place in Bexley?”

He nodded. “I was sent to Eaton soon after.”

As they drank their tea, Frederick spoke of his father, what a good man he was. “He would have wanted to help your mother, Nash.”

“Thank you for seeing us, Lord Burton,” Eleanor said, putting down her cup. “It has cleared up a mystery.”

“Is there a problem with money? I can certainly…”

“No.” Mark climbed to his feet. “That isn’t necessary.”

“I wish there was more I could do,” Frederick said, “but I am about to leave for my grand tour, and there isn’t anyone…”

Mark came to shake his hand. “There is no need. Nash will be well cared for.”

Frederick looked relieved. “I’m glad.” He shook Nash’s hand. “I hope you will write to me one day, Nash, and tell me how you go on.”

Nash nodded. He’d not said a word and looked so tired and confused, Eleanor kept a hand on his shoulder.

When they were on the road again, Nash climbed on to her lap. He was heavier than the last time. “You won’t be able to do this for much longer,” she said, hugging him.

“I don’t blame him for trying though,” Mark said with a grin.

“Can I stay with you, then, Eleanor?” Nash asked.

“Yes, forever, sweetheart. Isn’t that right, Mark?”

“Absolutely.”

Nash smiled and closed his eyes.


Epilogue


Broadstairs Park, Surrey, Christmas

Christmas was always a family affair. They all came, and friends visited if the weather permitted. There was caroling, church services, and they drank mulled wine and ate mince pies with a lot of good humor around the fire in the drawing room laden with holly and greenery, while snow fell softly beyond the windows painting the landscape white.

Nash, his blond hair neatly curling around his ears, all coltish legs, and arms in his beautiful clothes, played quoits in the gallery with Georgina and Hugh’s young son, Aubrey John, while their baby daughter, Emily, watched from her nanny’s arms.

The conversation turned to the king, and most were incensed that he had refused his wife, Caroline, entry to Westminster Abbey for his elaborate coronation, which he’d intended to rival Napoleon’s. Sadly, the queen had since died.

“I’ve retired from my government post and advised the king,” Mark said. “As he ignored my entreaty to drop the unpopular Pains and Penalties Bill in his unsuccessful attempt to divorce the queen, I have nothing more to offer.”

“I can quite understand,” Hugh said. “His Majesty’s judgement has been poor in this regard.”

“And in so many other matters,” Eleanor said, picking up the glass snow globe from a table that Nash’s half-brother had sent him. She turned it upside down. Snow drifted over a charming village scene. Frederick had written that he’d discovered it in Switzerland during his tour, and Nash was seldom parted from it. Eleanor suspected the two would meet again when the baron returned to England.

“Sit down, Eleanor,” Mark said. “You’ve been on your feet all morning.”

Eleanor put a hand on her large stomach as she sat. “I am perfectly well, darling. Don’t fuss. The doctor says I am an excellent patient.”

He smiled down at her, his eyes strained. She patted his cheek, knowing she could do little to ease his worry.

“Perhaps we should have remained in London,” he said, “With your time so near.”

“But I wished to be here. And I didn’t want to disappoint Nash. Hugh has an excellent stable of thoroughbreds, and Nash has become a fine horseman, you said so yourself.”

He raised his brows, a smile lurking in his eyes. “You know that isn’t the reason. We have a fine stable at home.”

“No.” She placed a hand on his arm in appeal. “But I’m not due for a couple of weeks and I wanted to spend Christmas with my family. We don’t see each often enough when the Season ends.”

Mark gave a resigned nod. “It’s very pleasant, I must say.”

Eleanor stilled at the small uncomfortable pull in her stomach. “Hugh says a London surgeon has a country house only a few miles away.”

Mark studied her. She eased herself clumsily out of the chair, wishing to remove herself from his worrying gaze, but a sharp pain made her knees buckle.

Mark caught her and yelled. He swept her up as Georgina and Hugh hurried over. “Call that surgeon,” he said in a brittle voice and strode toward the door.
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The wait was excruciating. Mark tried not to think of the last time he’d been in this position, when the outcome had been so devastating. Georgina tried to make him rest and eat, and Hugh came to offer support as he trod a path in the hall rug.

Finally, the doctor came to give him the news. Eleanor’s had been a long confinement, all through the night and well into the next day. Mark entered the bedchamber where she rested on pillows, her face as pale as the bed linens. He knelt beside the bed, taking in the purple shadows beneath her eyes. “Are you well, my love?”

“Yes. Sit beside me.” She patted the bed. “And meet your daughter, Maria.”

It was true. He wasn’t dreaming. A lump blocking his throat as he pressed a kiss to Eleanor’s hand and examined the small bundle tucked into her arm; the tiny sweet face, the wisp of blonde hair peeping from her cap. Maria. His mother’s name. “She is in good health?” He feared he would disgrace himself and cry.

“We are both perfectly well. I’m sure the doctor told you so.”

“Yes, he did, but I never believe anything until I see it for myself.”

She reached out and stroked his cheek. “And what do you see?”

He felt light-headed. “My beautiful wife and daughter. My life is complete, Eleanor.”

She smiled. “You might kiss me, darling,” she said in mock disapproval. “And please send for Nash. He will want to meet his new sister. I’m sure he is driving everyone mad.”

The End
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