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London, 1812

Alexander Lambeth, Fifth Earl of Grenville, opened the door to the nursery on the second floor of his townhome.

“Hello, Papa!” His son scrambled off his nanny’s lap and ran across the wooden floor to greet him, throwing his arms around Alexander’s legs and hugging his knees. “I found a birdies’ nest today.”

“What a clever boy you are.” Alex hoisted his son in the air, lowering him slowly until their noses touched. “Did it have eggs in it?”

Jack wiggled in his arms. “Throw me in the air, Papa!”

“Not until you tell me about the nest!”

“It had blue eggs.”

“Did you steal it?”

“No. Nanny would not let me. She said it belonged to the mama bird and that inside the eggs were her babies.”

“Well done.” Alex threw Jack in the air and caught him. “Once! Twice! Thrice!”

His son giggled uproariously before Alex set him down. At that moment, Felicity came through the nursery doorway. He could smell her vanilla scent as she moved up behind him.

“Mama!” Jack ran on his sturdy four-year-old legs to embrace his mother, who immediately knelt down to his height.

“We are having strawberries for tea tomorrow. Shall you come?” Jack asked her.

“Of course I shall. I would not miss it for anything.”

In spite of her caramel-colored satin evening dress, she picked up the youngster until she cradled him in her arms. Felicity began kissing him under his chin, behind his ears, and finally asked him sotto voce, “Jack-Jack, do you know how much I love you?”

“More than all the stars in the sky!” he said.

He giggled again, and Alex’s heart warmed as it did every time he saw his wife’s unrestrained affection for their son. Her chignon of golden hair began to loosen precariously and her honey-colored eyes were bright with mischief as she tickled him.

It was all quite unfashionable. But if Felicity had her way, she would be in the nursery all the day long. He wondered, as he so often did, how such a loving mother could be such a difficult wife.

All too soon, Nanny Owens said, “Now, now, your ladyship, you are getting Lord Jack far too excited before bedtime. He will never go to sleep.” She shooed them both out of their son’s rooms.

As the doors closed behind them, Alex was feeling the glow of fatherhood when Felicity said, her voice strained, “I need to speak to you, Alex. Now, if you please.”

With a small sigh, he said, “Come, then. We will speak in my library.” He led the way down the three flights of stairs.

When they reached his very masculine room, lined with his well-read philosophy tomes and volumes of modern poetry, he stooped to light the fire.

“Shall I ring for some wine?” he asked, pouring himself a short whiskey.

“No, thank you,” Felicity said, sitting gracefully in a straight-backed chair before his desk. “This will not take long.”

He was relieved to hear it. Seating himself behind his desk, he raised his drink.

“Alex, I thought you ought to know that your Elizabeth’s husband died suddenly this afternoon. It seems he had a defective heart. He collapsed at the Norwich card party. A physician was called, but nothing could be done.” She looked him in the eye. “The love of your life is now a wealthy widow.” Her words were as much of a challenge as though she had dashed his face with a glove.

Stunned, Alex could only look at his wife. Her head was held high, her golden hair wrapped around it like an aureole, her eyes not quite steady.

Then her words hit him, and his heart leapt in his breast. There had been a time when Elizabeth, with her white-blonde hair and sea green eyes, was all he thought of morning, noon, and night.

He swallowed his whiskey in one burning gulp. “How do you know about Elizabeth?”

“Alex, the last thing I want to appear is a jealous wife. I know that is not seemly. But do you really think I do not know who my rival has always been? The woman who has always owned your heart?”

Her words jolted him. He supposed all of society knew of his love for Elizabeth, and his wife was not a stupid woman. She had known from the start that theirs was not a love match. They had been paired by their fathers after Elizabeth had become Countess of Beaton. Felicity knew she was not his choice. A gremlin of guilt entered his breast, but he banished it. She was not the first woman in history to make a dynastic marriage; she knew the rules.

“What do you expect me to do? Run off with her to the Continent? There is a war on, Felicity.”

“Please do not laugh at me.” She lowered her head and pleated the satin of her gown. “I know I am meant to look the other way.”

He stood. “You are being melodramatic. Elizabeth chose another. Our infatuation ended long ago. Now, if you please, I am off to the club.”

Felicity raised her chin. “I will order Easter lilies for her tomorrow. From both of us.” She rose and preceded him out of the room.

Alex chose to walk to the club, his stride measured and confident. Even his closest friend would not be able to discern that his mind was in an uproar. As he strolled out into the brisk night, he thought, not for the first time, how different life would have been if he and Elizabeth had been able to marry. She was a polar star in his life. She would have been tractable, elegant, a companion, not only in his bed, but in the rest of his life as well. Alex had always thought of her as his natural mate. But they had married elsewhere, and both had chosen to honor their vows. How would things change now that she was a widow?

As thoughts of Felicity intruded, he tried to push them aside. It was true she had surprised him by being an eager and passionate lover. She still was. The only time he felt like he was not disappointing her was in the bedroom. But she wanted from him what he could not give—his whole heart. As Felicity appeared to have guessed, Elizabeth still held a large piece of it, and he supposed she always would.

What now? What lies in the future for Elizabeth and me? Can we at least be companions?

Taking out his pocket watch, he could scarcely make out by the pea-sized glow of the street lantern that it was now just on nine o’clock. Elizabeth would not be gracing society tonight or any night soon. She was in mourning. He would pay a call of condolence tomorrow.

Once he was settled in his favorite armchair at Brooks,’ pretending to read the latest edition of Punch, his friend Sir Charles Winton approached. “Grenville! Well met!”

Alex stood and greeted his friend with a hearty handshake. “Winton! Did you buy those chestnuts after all?”

His friend was a natural born rider, holder of many records among racing gentlemen. Lean, with a handsome face given to generous smiles, he was still unmarried but greatly sought after. As a matter of fact, Alex now remembered, he had frequently been seen about town with Felicity before Alex had become betrothed to her.

After discussing his new chestnuts, Winton asked after her now. “How is Lady Grenville? Still mad about that boy of yours?”

“I know it is highly unfashionable to say so, but he is the light of our lives. You need to busy yourself about finding a wife and producing an heir yourself, Winton.”

His friend gave one of his hearty laughs and instead busied himself lighting a cigar. “I hear Lady Beaton will be available in a year’s time.” He looked at Grenville, one eyebrow cocked.

Alex shifted uncomfortably on his feet at the mention of Elizabeth. “Sit down, Winton. Brandy?”

When his friend agreed, he changed the subject from women to the news of the day, casting Punch aside. “The country is in more danger from within than from Napoleon, I think,” Alex said. “With this assassination of the Prime Minister, are we to go the way of France, do you think?”

“Anytime a PM can be shot on the floor of the House by a mere commoner with a grievance, I think we must worry. Poor Perceval. He left twelve children, you know.”

Alex sighed, “Yes, Felicity and I called on his widow a couple of days ago. Though Perceval was a Tory, we were friends. The woman is wretchedly downcast.”

“Who do you suppose will be the new PM? Liverpool?”

“Undoubtedly. We Whigs have fallen out of favor with the Regent.”

“Yes, and I do not know how long we are to endure this cursed war,” his friend said fractiously, tipping his ash onto the carpet.

They fell to discussing the recent defeats on the Peninsula. Alex’s younger brother, John, for whom his son was named, was fighting, his well-being a constant source of worry.

They came to no conclusions but grew more mellow with further discussion and the consumption of brandy. By the time Alex returned home, the night was far advanced.

His wife was not waiting up for him, reading by candlelight in their bed as was usually the case. She must be in her own room. Annoyed, he wondered if her unavailability had anything to do with Elizabeth.

~~*

Elizabeth, Countess of Beaton, looked stunningly regal in black as she received her calls of condolence. There were so many callers that she stood in the drawing room at the head of a veritable receiving line.

Alex thought she looked not one bit older than eighteen instead of the still relatively young age of twenty-four. Her father, Lord Whitby, stood by her, and he knew that the man would not be at all pleased to see him.

When he approached the love of his life, he noticed that she trembled and wondered if the cause was grief, exhaustion, or possibly the stern presence of Whitby. He could not flatter himself that it was because of his own appearance. Elizabeth had always been fragile, had always been in awe of her father.

He took her small black-gloved hand in his. “Lady Grenville and I extend to you our sincerest condolences,” Alex said quietly. “If there is anything either of us can do for you in your time of grief, you have only to ask.”

Those sea green eyes seemed to look a question at him. He wondered what it was. Through the glove, her hand was icy. She said, “Thank you for coming, my lord. I hope Lady Grenville is well?”

“Very well, indeed.”

Whitby was looking daggers at him, and he felt the press of other callers behind him. Alex held Elizabeth’s hand just an instant more and then took his leave. He carried her image in his mind all the way home, where he ensconced himself in the library to attempt to read his post and the Times.

Her image fled as he noticed there was a letter from his brother, John. Moving quickly, he sliced it open.

Dearest Brother,

By the time you receive this, no doubt I will be right as rain, but this is just to inform you that although I have so far survived the continuing carnage of Salamanca, I have sustained a wound in my upper arm. There is hardly anyone I know who has not received a wound of some sort. It is a bloody battle, though Field Marshal Wellesley continues to be a brilliant leader. I think we will eventually be victorious. We fight alongside the Portuguese, but our losses are heavier.

Hope my namesake is well and thriving. I expect his marching will have improved when I return for my autumn leave. Give my love also to Felicity and thank her warmly for the new socks and blister salve she sent. She is ever thoughtful.

Yours,


John

For John to mention his wound at all, it must be significant. Greatly alarmed, Alex sprang to his feet and began to pace, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Which arm was hit? Was it a flesh wound, or did it contain a ball? Was it inflamed? Was there a danger of amputation?

He might not know the answers to his questions for weeks. He should never have bought the commission for his brother. Guilt had plagued him ever since. But John had wanted a pair of colors ever since he was a boy. He had played with his painted lead soldiers on the nursery floor, and their father had always shared details about the battles being fought against Napoleon’s armies. John’s chief worry had always been that the war would end before he could take part.

One of the first things Alex had done, once he had received Felicity’s sizable dowry, was to purchase a commission for his brother. He remembered thinking that at least one of them should have what he wanted.

Sitting behind his desk once more, he dipped his quill, pulled out a sheet of vellum, and began to write.



My dear brother,



 



Your letter was welcome, but pray tell me frankly how you do. You are a hero in our little family, though you may not see yourself that way. I must confess I am anxious about your wound and wish I could be certain that it was getting the proper attention. I am following the details of your battle as they appear in the newspaper and am glad to know of your confidence in the Field Marshall.



 



Please write as soon as you are able.



 



Your devoted brother,



 



G.



 

Sealing and franking the letter, he knew of one thing only that would lessen his anxiety—spending a few minutes with his son and heir before he had to go out again. Alex read rapidly through the remainder of his post, finding nothing of significance. He made a stack of letters to attend to, another stack of invitations for Felicity to respond to, and a third stack that he must answer himself. After removing his jacket, he went quickly up the stairs to the nursery, where he found Nanny Owen reading a book to Jack.

“What ho, me hearty!” Alex exclaimed. “What is this you are reading?”

“It is a book about springtime, Papa. About little birdies hatching, and lambs and colts being born. It even has some kittens. May I have a kitten, Papa?”

“There are kittens in the stables, as a matter of fact. I am certain Mama will take you to look at them if you ask her.”

John clapped and then extended his arms. Alex hoisted him onto his shoulders and obediently played the role of horse for several minutes, allowing his son to clutch at his black hair for a mane. Never mind that it had been carefully styled.

“Faster, you slow old horsey!” Jack chivvied him.

“Mind your manners or I shall buck you off onto the ground!”

When the ride was over, Alex sat his son in the window seat and looked into his golden-skinned features. He looked very much like Felicity now that the baby chubbiness was disappearing. His cheekbones were high, his little chin pointed under a small mouth shaped in a perfect bow. Jack’s eyes were particularly large and honey-golden.

“You are a handsome rascal,” Alex said.

“Nanny says I look like Mama. Mama’s not handsome. She’s beautiful.”

He pinched Jack’s cheek. Was Felicity beautiful? Not a classic beauty like Elizabeth, but attractive enough in her own way. Her features certainly became Jack. Who would have thought this engaging scamp could have such a hold on his heart?

“Well, son, you are none too bad to look at, let us say that.” He stood. “And now, I must away. I have business to attend.”

The boy’s face suddenly became thoughtful. “Are you coming with us to Grandpapa’s?”

Startled, he said, “I did not know you were going.”

John nodded. “We are. Even Nanny Owen is coming.”

Alex frowned while something shifted in his chest. Why would his household be decamping to his father-in-law’s? “I must speak to Mama about this. Then I will tell you.”

When he left the nursery, Alex tried without success to find his wife. Norse, the butler, informed him that she had gone out the night before and had not yet returned.

Why had no one informed him? Before he could think, he asked, “Where was she going, Norse?”

“I believe to Lord Morecombe’s house, my lord. A footman in his lordship’s livery came for her at ten o’clock. She left almost straightaway. Her ladyship was most agitated.”

What was this mystery? Between seeing Elizabeth and getting his brother’s news, he was not ready to face anything else today. In fact, it was precisely times like these when he needed his wife. Glancing at his watch, he saw that he must leave at once for Perceval’s funeral at Westminster Abbey.

Stepping out into the street, he signaled a hackney coach. When his head cooled, he realized what he should have seen in the beginning. Perhaps Felicity’s father was ill. Yes, that was it, most likely. His mood softened. He would go to her later. She was terribly fond of her remaining parent.

Realizing suddenly he had come out in his shirtsleeves, he redirected the coach back to his townhouse. Undoubtedly, he should see to his “horsey mane” as well.

Really, it was turning into a very disconcerting day.
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The night before, Felicity had hastened up the stairway of her father’s townhouse, past the centuries of family portraits on the landing, down the hallway with its exhibition of Meissen porcelain, up another stairway, and had eventually approached her father’s bedroom.

“How is he?” she had asked the Harley Street physician, Dr. Caldwell, a surprisingly young man with dark red hair and serious green eyes.

“He is still unconscious. I believe he has had a brain seizure. We can only wait to see if he regains consciousness. I must prepare you, Lady Grenville. Even if he does return to consciousness, he may not be able to speak or even move.”

She learned from Glover, the butler, that her father had been found unconscious in his bookroom when he had come to bring him a freshly decanted port. It had only been with the assistance of two other servants that Glover had managed to get her father upstairs to his bed. Footmen had been sent for Felicity and for the physician.

As she spent the night by her dear father’s bed, holding his hand, Felicity was exhausted as much by the strain as by the lack of sleep. The minutes crawled slowly by, the mantle clock striking every quarter hour through the door in her father’s sitting room.

Many thoughts agitated her tired brain. I have always known that Papa loved me. What shall I do if he dies? So many tiny reminders of his love would disappear along with his presence—the daily bouquet he sends spring and summer from his garden, his reading to Jack the way he used to read to me about all the Greek heroes, the confidence he has always had in me when my own flags. Particularly since this difficult marriage of mine.

When the day dawned, she could not be brought to leave Papa’s side and sent word by footman to Nanny Owen that she and Jack were to remove to her father’s house. She knew Jack would not do well in her absence just as she knew her own spirits would benefit greatly from his presence. They would settle in well in Felicity’s old nursery at the top of the house.

After her father’s condition, her most serious worry was that she was certain Alex was to see Elizabeth this morning. How would she react to his presence? How would he feel when he saw her looking fragile as ever, dressed in funereal black?

Felicity tried to steel herself. She did not even want to imagine what heartbreak might be in her future. She had never thought Elizabeth would actually be free. She doubted Alex would even notice his wife was gone from home.

However, after luncheon, which she had taken on a tray, she realized he would notice when Jack was gone. She composed another note to Nanny Owen, asking her to inform Alex about her father’s condition before she and Jack departed. She supposed the nanny would think it strange she did not communicate with Alex directly, but just at this moment, Felicity did not think she could tell Alex about her father’s condition herself. He and her father were not close, plus Alex would no doubt be consumed with thoughts of Elizabeth. Picturing his indifference upon reading news of her father’s illness hurt too much for her even to write of it. It was his son’s removal Alex would care about, so let it come from Nanny Owen.

Felicity slid her hand into her father’s once more. It felt dry and smooth, but warm, not lifeless as it had been the night before. She had great hopes that he was going to open his eyes again, and she intended to be there when he did.

Laying her head against her father’s chest, Felicity said, “Papa, I am here. I will not leave you. I promise. Please do not leave me. I could not bear to lose you.”

What a dear, dear man he was. In his current state,his face had no lines upon it. It was unusually placid. Normally, it was marked by humor. Papa still had a proper head of hair, though it was white now, still worn long, though fashions were changing.

When tea was finally brought in, his eyes still remained closed. Even the bracing beverage did not serve to revive Felicity. Worn out from anxiety and lack of sleep, she drifted off with her head on her father’s chest, his heart beating comfortingly beneath her ear.

Felicity was awakened by a little hand lying over hers. Slowly, she emerged from sleep to find Jack standing next to her, his face solemn.

“Oh, darling, how good to see you!” She hugged him fiercely. “As you can see, Grandpapa is not well. I am tending him so that he will get better.”

He looked from his ailing grandfather to her, a humorous expression replacing his look of concern. “Your hair is falling down, Mama, but I am happy to see you. You were not there to have strawberries for tea!”

Felicity realized she had done nothing about her appearance since sometime the day before. Her hands flew to her hair just as she noticed Alex standing in the doorway.

His tall, well-built body was leaning against the doorframe, his hands in his pockets. When she saw him, he straightened. To her concern, his deep blue eyes were shadowed with fatigue. Raising one of his dark, strongly marked brows, he asked, “How is your father doing, Felicity?”

She could tell nothing from his neutral tone of voice. Swiftly removing all the pins from her hair, she said, “The physician believes he had a brain seizure. He is still unconscious, but his heartbeat is strong. I think he will open his eyes soon. I do not want to leave him.”

“You must be very tired.” His face still held no expression.

“Yes. Yes, I am, Alex.”

“Perhaps Nanny Owen and Jack could sit with Lord Morecombe for a few minutes. I would like to speak with you alone.”

Trying to straighten the tangles in her long hair with her fingers, Felicity rose and followed Alex into her father’s sitting room. He closed the door and began to pace.

“Why did you not leave word what had happened with Norse when you left last night? I would have come straightway I got home.”

“Alex, you and Papa have never been close. I did not even think of it.”

“You did not think I might wonder where my wife had gone in the middle of the night?”

“I truly had no idea you would miss me.”

“You cannot be serious,” he said, his eyes sparking with anger. “Is this about Elizabeth, Felicity?”

Anger rushed to her head. “Elizabeth? No! All I could think of was Papa, who was found unconscious and who might be dead by the time I got here! Elizabeth had no place at all in my thoughts.”

“What about when you sent for Jack? Was that not about punishing me?”

“It certainly was not about you at all! I knew he would be disappointed over my missing tea with him today. I have no idea how long I will remain here. I thought it best that he be spared the anxiety of my continued absence.”

“And you still thought not to inform me of your whereabouts.”

“Nanny Owen was given instructions to tell you where I was.”

“You could not spare the time nor the ink to pen a note to me directly?”

“Alexander, I have truly been concerned with my father’s health. It is very precarious, and I would like to return to him this very moment, if you please.”

As she turned to leave the room, he took her arm. “I still think you are ill-disposed toward me because of what you imagine is between me and Elizabeth. Let it go, Felicity. There is another matter about which I am greatly concerned, as it happens.”

She looked up into his face, now marked with a worried frown.

“Whatever is wrong?”

“My brother has been wounded in a great battle that is taking place in Spain.”

Felicity clutched her waist, gathering the fabric of her dress under one hand. “How badly?”

“He makes light of it. It is only his arm, he says. But they are in the midst of battle, and I fear it will not be attended properly. If it becomes inflamed and gangrenous, they will amputate.”

“Oh, Alex. That is worrisome news indeed. Should we send some supplies? Perhaps in such a big battle, they are running short.”

“I knew you would know what to do,” her husband said. “Talk to your father’s physician. Find out what John needs. We will send it ourselves by courier.”

“Yes, it will make you feel better to do something,” Felicity said, putting a hand on his arm. For a moment, he looked down into her face, eyes soft with gratitude. Then he looked away.

“Go back to your papa.”

~~*

In the morning, she found Alex sleeping in an armchair he had moved next to the bed.

She moved quickly to her father’s side and found that his eyes had opened.

“Oh, Papa,” she whispered. “You’re awake!”

He looked bewildered and did not say anything.

“It is I, Felicity! Oh, I knew you would wake up!”

Alex stirred. Felicity continued speaking to her father, keeping her voice gentle in spite of her excitement. “You have had a brain seizure and have been unconscious. Will you blink your eyes twice if you understand me?”

Her father responded. She took his hand in hers, but though warm, it was still limp and lifeless.

“You need to rest and get well. I cannot get on without you, Papa, so you must listen to me.”

Alex moved in his chair. “He is awake,” he said with surprise, leaning over his father-in-law’s bed. “Well done, my lord!” To Felicity, he said, “I am sorry I fell asleep. I was to call you if he opened his eyes, was I not?”

“Yes,” she said, avoiding his eyes. “But all is well. And I needed the sleep. Jack is awake if you would like to see him before you go.”

“Throwing me out, are you?” Her husband’s tone was teasing.

“You need a shave quite badly,” she said. “All you need is an eye patch and you could be mistaken for a pirate.”

“I shall have Richards spruce me up. Then I shall go buy linen for bandages. And go on a hunt for honey.”

She felt a dangerous camaraderie between them this morning. How many times had she fallen into this trap of thinking he might actually care for her?

“When is Lord Beaton’s funeral to be?” she asked.

His familiar air vanished as he said, “I shall have to check the Post.”

She went back to tending her father, who was looking confused. “Never mind, Papa. Alex and I were talking about his brother, who has been wounded on the Peninsula. I shall be making bandages for him while I sit with you. Now I must order some jellied broth.”

Felicity was almost relieved when Alex left the room.





{ 3 }

 

Even after seeing his son, Alex was in a foul mood. It seemed to him that Felicity was bent on making an issue of Elizabeth. All the gratitude he felt toward her for the idea of sending supplies to John had vanished. Why was his wife so confounded difficult? Why could she not be content? Why did she always want more from him?

After Richards had attended him in his own dressing room, he found his way to a linen drapers and bought a bolt of bleached white linen. After asking that it be delivered to Felicity at his father-in-law’s house, he made his way to Brooks’ for breakfast. While there, he ascertained from the Morning Post that Lord Beaton’s funeral would be held the next day. Alex’s thoughts turned to Elizabeth. How was she holding up? She had seemed so fragile the day before. Her trembling had quite alarmed him.

Maybe she could use a friend. Felicity already thought he was secretly cherishing hopes of his former love interest. Was he, in fact? He certainly did not think of her all the time, as he once had. He was curious, that was all. In fact, Felicity was making a mountain out of a molehill. Folding the newspaper, he put it down with sudden determination. He would go see her. It probably was not proper, but hang propriety. He was worried about her. As a friend.

When he arrived at the Beaton townhouse, it was to find the door knocker shrouded in black crepe. He knocked regardless.

The door was opened by the same long-faced butler with the bulbous nose Alex had seen yesterday. He handed the man his calling card, saying, “I know she is in mourning, but I think she is expecting me.”

The butler showed him into a different room than he had been in yesterday. It was relatively small and furnished with delicately colored chintz sofas and chairs in a pattern of sweet peas. Just seeing the colors made him think of Elizabeth—fresh and cool. The room held her essence. It calmed the strong emotions that had disturbed him since he had left Felicity.

She came. Standing in the doorway for a moment, she merely looked at him. Dressed in black silk, her blonde head was draped with a Spanish mantilla. Unlike his wife, she was small boned, her form tiny rather than full. Elizabeth closed the door.

In a moment, all was changed. She ran across the room, flying into his arms, weeping and holding on to him as though her life depended upon it. He was so shocked he merely stood, arms at his side.

“It is over! Thank heavens, it is over,” she said in dramatic tones.

Alex did not know what he expected, but certainly not this. Elizabeth had always been so self-contained. Feeling clumsy and awkward, he held her away from him so he could look into her face. It was tear-stained and desperate-looking.

“Now, then,” he said. “Suppose we sit down, and you can tell me about it.”

“He was a horrible brute!”

Alex clutched his fists as anger percolated through him. Elizabeth sat on the sofa, leaving room for him to sit beside her. Not altogether comfortable, he took a seat in a chair across her. “You have been through great tribulation. I am sorry.”

“It was too awful. He treated me like a slave.”

Alex shifted in his chair, not quite understanding his emotions. This was so unlike the cool, untouchable woman he knew. He certainly did not like the images that rose in his mind at her words, but more than anything, he did not like seeing her so discomposed.

“Did your father know?” he asked.

“I could have told my mother, were she still alive. But not my father. He would either not have believed me at all or would have thought I was making too much of it. He and Beaton were friends, you know.”

“I am glad for you that your ordeal is over,” he said. He knew the words sounded overly formal, but he did not know how else to respond. He had never anticipated such a situation.

“I have made you uncomfortable,” she said.

Her observation was right, of course. And obviously, he had disappointed her. Deciding to change the subject, he said, “I called because I was worried about you yesterday. You were trembling. I thought you might faint.”

She rose. He sprang to his feet.

“I’m sorry for spilling everything out like that,” she said. “I had to tell someone. For a few moments, I forgot that you were married, that things were not as they once were.”

“Do not be sorry. I should like to think that we can be friends,” Alex said, grateful that she had returned to the woman he knew.

“Thank you for your visit. I hope your wife is well?”

“Splendid, yes.”

Elizabeth’s smile was a bit forced. “I am happy for you.”

She opened the door to the room and stood by it, obviously wishing him gone. He bowed, restored his hat, and left the house, his feelings seriously disturbed. He admitted to himself that he should not have gone. Part of him was distressed that her marriage had been such an unhappy one, but the other part of him felt uneasy at the new intimacy she had forced between them.

In order to dispel it, once he was home he went directly to his stables, saddled his bay stallion, Orpheus, and rode to Richmond and back. The feeling that finally distilled from all others was guilt.

~~*

He was even more chagrined the next morning at his club when he read a thinly veiled account of his visit in the gossip column of the Morning Post.



Lord G———has wasted no time in resuming his pursuit of Lady B——. He was seen leaving her house alone yesterday morning.



 

The column made him so angry, he actually tore through the newspaper. Not only would this start gossip about Elizabeth, but worse. It would throw his own marriage into disarray were the item to come to his wife’s attention. Very glad that Felicity was occupied at her father’s house, rolling bandages and encouraging her papa’s progress, he suddenly desired to pay her and Jack a visit before attending Beaton’s funeral.

When he arrived in the nursery, his son squealed with delight, running to him in his usual fashion. Nanny Owen’s manner fell short of her usual benevolence, however. She did not look at him with her customary beaming smile.

“Is anything amiss with her ladyship’s father?” he inquired, hoisting his son over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “I have not been in to see him as yet.”

“His lordship is much the same,” she said.

“Then put on your coat, Jack. It is a bit brisk outside, but I think you will enjoy an outing to the park,” he said, putting him down. Whatever was wrong with Nanny Owen, he thought she probably deserved a break from his rascal. No doubt, Felicity had been unable to pay Jack her normal attentions.

Jack was thrilled with the outing. He kept up a steady stream of conversation.

“Papa look! The trees are not naked anymore. They are getting dressed again. Some of them are pink! That one is white!”

“Papa, look at all the new duckies going about the pond with their mamas!”

“Papa, that boy has a puppy! See? He is cunning, is he not? I would like a puppy. Please?”

Answering this last request, Alex said, “Perhaps when we go to the country in the summer, we shall get you a dog. A nice Labrador like that one. He really does appear to be an excellent dog.”

They stopped by the pond. “Now take the bread scraps Cook gave you and throw them to the ducks. Mind you do not fall in! I will be waiting on this bench.”

As he observed his son, love for the boy rose up in one of those waves that suffused him with joy. He thought about what the future held for him. Thanks to Felicity, he would have a nice fortune. And he would inherit the title. The estate in Lincolnshire was now, again thanks to Felicity, healthy and productive.

One thing was for certain: Alex would not raise him to be army-mad. The wars must come to an end sometime. He had long wanted to visit the Continent, and he would enjoy taking Jack with him for an extended tour. In his grandfather’s generation, fathers and sons had often made the Grand Tour, taking in France, Switzerland, Germany, and, of course, Italy.

He thought how he would enjoy having another son, as well, and knew not why Felicity had not provided him with one. He had certainly given her enough opportunities. His thoughts strayed pleasurably in that direction, and he wondered how long she would find it necessary to stay in her father’s house. Looking at his pocket watch, he realized he needed to hurry Jack along if he hoped to have time to look in on Felicity and her father before the Beaton funeral.

Alex found his wife rolling bandages at a furious pace, describing the blooming dogwood out her father’s window that he could not yet move his head to see.

“Any further changes?” he asked as he strolled up to her.

When she looked up at him, her eyes flashed with something that looked like anger.

“Dr. Caldwell is pleased with his progress,” she said, looking down. “How is Elizabeth?”

Momentarily speechless, he noted the Morning Post on the bedside table. Evidently, she had been reading to her father. Striving for a casual tone, he said, “She is not doing well, as a matter of fact.”

“I am sorry to hear it. You are off to the funeral?”

“Yes.”

“I should have these bandages ready to be sent by tomorrow. Nanny Owen is helping, and also one of the housemaids. Did you locate the honey?”

Guilt lanced him. “I will stop by Fortnum & Mason. I should have it by tomorrow. I will also engage a courier to carry everything to Spain. I appreciate what you are doing more than I can say, Felicity.”

She did not reply. At that moment, there came a guttural sound from the bed.

“Papa!” His wife threw down the bandage and grasped her father by the shoulders. Her face lit up as she looked up at Alex. “He’s trying to speak!”

“Excellent,” he said. “More progress. Jolly good, Lord Morecombe!”

Speaking to her father, she said, “You are going to recover! I know you will!”

“I must leave,” Alex said. “But I am truly delighted for both of you.”

She did not look up as he left the room.

I must mend my fences here. Of course, she is right to be angry about that bit in the newspaper. But thank goodness she did not make a scene.
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Her delight in her father’s progress only melted the very edge of Felicity’s anguish. As she rolled bandages and talked to her father about the Prime Minister’s assassination with part of her mind, her head was pounding. How long could she keep loving someone who loved someone else? It was madness!

She did not want to become a bitter woman. But the fact was she had always loved Alex with her whole heart. Now that Elizabeth was free, Felicity had to face the fact that the chances of him returning her love were less and less.

As her father’s eyelids drooped and he went back to sleep, her mind teased her with memories. The first time she had seen Alex, he had been part of Elizabeth’s court in the Pursley’s ballroom. She was just up from the country for her first Season. The sight of him had etched itself on her mind so thoroughly that she still remembered it.

He had been laughing. His head was thrown back, his face full of good humor. There was a sparkle in the deep blue eyes, and dimples had enlivened his beautifully sculpted face. For just a moment, he had turned toward her, only a few feet away. She had smiled and, in what she imagined to be an excess of good spirits, he had given her a wink.

Though she had had a successful Season in all regards, he had never approached her for an introduction or a dance. The only woman with whom he ever danced was Elizabeth

Eventually, Felicity had marked her infatuation as a Lost Cause and tried to enjoy herself with all the other men who paid her court. She was well dowered and, though not a diamond of the first water like Elizabeth, she was considered pretty. Her form was even the subject of poetry by some besotted lads.

By the end of the Season, she had turned down several hopeful suitors when, to her shock, the Post announced Elizabeth’s engagement to Lord Beaton. That was when she had made inquiries of Papa about the Earl of Grenville’s prospects. Finding that he was in need of a wealthy wife, she asked her father to approach him.

They had been formally introduced at a dinner Papa held at their home. Laughter was conspicuously absent. Alex had the look of a stricken man. He was formal and polite. However, when she had taken his arm to be led into dinner, she felt a definite jolt. Not a spark or a zing. A jolt. He looked down at her then, his eyebrows lifted in surprise. She knew then that he had felt it as well. Their physical awareness of one another grew until the tension between them was palpable. His face remained grim and gaunt, but he had agreed to the marriage arrangement.

She had always known that Elizabeth was Alex’s choice. But she had always loved him heart and soul.

Did he kiss Elizabeth yesterday morning? She was a widow and did not require a chaperone. Undoubtedly, they had seen each other alone. Had they been reunited like star-crossed lovers?

Just thinking of it made her ill as her heart pounded with dread. It was a physical pain in her breast. The only way she could see to cope with it was to try to cut her feelings off at the root. She could not live like this. Felicity had always been a woman of action. What should she do now? Continue to watch him pursue Elizabeth and fall into a liaison with her? She knew she could not do it. At least not while they lived together.

An idea began to form in her mind as she finished the last of the bandages. It would be very difficult to be away from Alex and the home they had made together. But her father did need her care.

She would live with Papa and set her husband free. He needed to choose between her and Elizabeth. And it would be too painful to watch him fall more deeply under Elizabeth’s spell from such a close distance. It would be far better to cease their physical closeness, their nightly intimacies. Possibly she could build up a wall around her heart.

Today, she would have Martha, her maid, pack up her clothing, her books, and her music. Nanny Owen could pack up Jack’s things.

Jack. She did not want to put her son in the middle of this. He would be torn. He would never understand. But giving Alex free rein to see Jack every day would mean that he would see her as well. That would be too difficult. And what about the new little being growing inside her? Very soon, it would be evident that she was increasing. Alex would be over the moon. How could she keep his children from her husband?

Felicity put down her last bandage and took her father’s hand. He opened his eyes. Stroking his hair with her other hand, she said, “Papa, I am going to live here with you. Alex is in love with someone else.”

He tried to speak, but garbled words were the only result. His eyes told her of his alarm.

She tried to make her words soothing. “Do not worry about what people will think. I would stay with you in any case. You are just beginning to recover.”

“J-j-jack?” He forced the word out.

Her heart was so heavy, Felicity merely squeezed his hand at this achievement. “Yes, Papa. The matter of Jack is going to be a problem.”
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Alex sat three rows behind Elizabeth at the funeral of her husband. To his surprise, there were not as many in attendance as he would have expected at the funeral of a peer. Perhaps Beaton had not been as well liked as Alex had thought him to be.

Elizabeth’s father sat next to her. Both of them stared straight ahead, heads upright. The church was cold and draughty on this blustery spring day. Alex’s thoughts began to wander.

Looking at Elizabeth’s black hat, his mind traveled back to those terrible days five years ago when he learned that she was not to be his. She had not even been allowed to tell him in person. He had received a note, which over the years had become burned in his brain:



Dear Lord Grenville,



 



Before you could see the announcement in the newspaper, I want to tell you that Papa has arranged a marriage for me with Lord Beaton. This is not my wish, but it is apparently a financial expediency for Papa. He has debts of which I was unaware.



 



I know I can trust you to keep this knowledge of Papa’s affairs to yourself. I regret exceedingly any pain that this may cause you.



 



Most sincerely,



 




Lady Elizabeth Morrison



 

Unbelieving that she could go along with such maneuverings by her father, he had conceived of an elopement. He had written to propose it, but Lord Whitby had intercepted the letter and written him a stinging rebuke, forbidding him to see or write his daughter. Whitby had removed her to the country until the wedding.

It had taken place in this same church—St. George’s at Hanover Square. Alex had come, just to lay eyes on Elizabeth for the first time in months. He had sat in the back, his heart frozen, watching her in her blush pink gown, exchanging vows with a man her father’s age.

Alex had already been engaged to Felicity by that time. Just days after Elizabeth’s engagement, word had come from his man of business that his affairs were in critical condition. Crop failures had made it impossible for his tenants to pay him. Added to that, since his father’s recent death, merchants and moneylenders had descended upon Alex, demanding recompense for unpaid debts.

With the dream of Elizabeth snatched from him, Alex had seen no possibility of happiness before him. At this juncture, Lord Morecombe had approached him, offering him a fortune if he would marry his daughter.

He had only vaguely remembered Felicity. She was not an antidote. He needed money. He needed an heir. There was no further possibility of love in his life with Elizabeth lost to him. And so the engagement had come about. It was not until Elizabeth’s wedding that he realized what a mistake he had made. His heart was frozen and he was locked into a future he did not want.

The arrival of his heir a year after his marriage had finally warmed his heart through.

How could he ever have suspected that a child could bring him such joy? With Jack’s first smile, he had been captivated, his heart ensnared. A love such as he had never felt for another being had taken hold.

Thoughts of his son replaced his bitter memories—Jack at his christening, being named for his godfather, Alex’s brother, and wearing the voluminous family christening gown; the first time his son had curled his tiny fingers around his own; the unalloyed joy Alex had felt at Jack’s first laugh.

Before he realized it, the funeral service was over, the pallbearers carrying the casket down the aisle. As she passed down the nave behind it, Elizabeth’s eyes sought his. He read entreaty there. She needed him. She had had a brutal, horrible marriage. How could he disappoint her?

Surely, they could be friends. He would reassure Felicity, seeing if he could enlist her sympathies on Elizabeth’s behalf. If he had to, he would confide the details of her marriage.

Getting to his feet, he made his way out of the church, his thoughts not altogether sanguine. Felicity was not reasonable where Elizabeth was concerned. It would be better, perhaps, if he said nothing and saw that he was discreet.

After making a stop at Fortnum & Mason’s to procure a vessel of honey, he arrived home to find trunks being carried into the house and his sister Anabella awaiting tea with their aunt, Lady Henrietta, in the red drawing room.

“Oh, Alex! How good it is to see you!” his sister cried, running across the room to grasp his hands in hers. She was a tall brunette—a female version of himself. Becomingly flushed, she said, “I hope you do not mind our coming to town without warning, but it was a sudden decision. Henrietta and I were so bored, we decided we simply must do the Season!”

“But what of your swain? I thought you were fixed in the country, about to become engaged. I have surely given my consent to Lord Dewberry.”

She batted Lord Dewberry away with a hand. “Fustian! I have decided we would never suit. Handsome he may be, but on closer acquaintance, he is far too dull for me.”

Alex laughed. “I wondered if you would come to that conclusion.” Walking over to his aunt, he kissed both her cheeks. “Have you left any broken hearts in the country?” he asked her.

She dimpled at him. “A few. But, like Anabella, I grew bored with them. I need to kick up my heels, Alex, before I pass my prime.”

He wondered exactly what his aunt considered her prime. She was approaching sixty.

“I am very happy to see both of you. Things have been a trifle grim around here, and your antics will surely liven things up.”

“Grim?” echoed Anabella.

“Felicity is nursing her father, who had a brain seizure. She and Jack are staying at Morecombe House.”

“Oh,” said Anabella with a sly look. “I am very sorry to hear it.”

“You do need livening up, my boy,” said Aunt Henrietta. “You look peaked.”

“Well, you are just the ones to perform that feat.”

Norse entered with a loaded tea tray. “Let us have a good tea, and then we can make plans,” said Anabella.

“I am afraid I have some other troubling news,” Alex said. “John has been wounded in Spain.”

Anabella put down the tea pot with a clunk. “Oh, Alex! How serious is it?”

“I am not really certain. He says it is minor. But the fact that he wrote of it tells me otherwise. Felicity has been tearing strips of bandages and her father’s doctor has prescribed honey for the wound.”

“Honey? Whatever for?” Anabella asked.

“Honey has been used by the common people to treat wounds as far back as the Egyptians,” Aunt Henrietta said. “Very sound advice. How are you going to get these things to him?”

“I must hire a courier. As soon as we have finished tea, I shall go down to the Horse Guards and see who they recommend.”

“I am so glad you are actually doing something, Alex,” Anabella said. “It makes me feel a bit better.” She resumed pouring out their tea.

“It was Felicity’s idea,” he said, feeling a wave of warmth for his wife.

“Well, it was still a good one.”

Anabella had never liked his wife, which was strange because everyone liked Felicity.

“When can we see Jack?” asked Aunt Henrietta.

“I will take you to see him tomorrow morning. I must make a quick stop now at Morecombe House to pick up the bandages if I want to get them into the hands of a courier today. I do not have any idea how long it is going to take me to find one. I will order dinner for you.”

“It is already in hand,” Anabella said. “And tonight, we are going to Almack’s. Can you not join us?”

“I must help Felicity with the nursing. She is very tired. I will see you in the morning,” he said, putting down his teacup. He hoped the ladies would not hear any gossip about him and Elizabeth in the fashionable assembly rooms. “I look forward to an account of your evening. It is certain to be entertaining.”

He left his sister and aunt plotting what gowns they should wear. He was vastly glad they were here. The house had begun to seem lonely with own his family gone. On his walk to the Morecombe townhouse, he smiled to himself for the first time in days. His sister and Aunt Henrietta would brighten his life. Soon the house would be filled with their beaux. Anabella, at age twenty-one, still could not decide which one of her many admirers she wished to marry. Aunt Henrietta, a merry widow, had a way of keeping suitors dancing attendance on her as well.

When he entered his father-in-law’s sickroom, he was happy to see Felicity spooning jellied broth into Lord Morecombe’s mouth.

“Good afternoon, my lord,” Alex said. “It is a happy sight to see you taking nourishment.” He put a hand on Felicity’s shoulder. He felt her tense at his touch. “Felicity, you are apparently an excellent nurse.”

“The bandages are finished,” she said. “Did you get the honey?”

“Yes, and I am on my way to the Horse Guards to find a courier. I just stopped by for the bandages. But I do have some excellent news.”

She kept spooning the broth, keeping her eyes away from his. She was obviously still wounded by the knowledge he had been with Elizabeth yesterday, especially with the gossip it had caused.

“Yes?” she queried.

“My sister and Aunt Henrietta have arrived. They have decided they are going to stay for the Season. You know how lively they are. They will cheer your Papa immensely. They are on fire to see Jack. I said I would bring them tomorrow.”

“They will be good company for you,” she said.

“Your father is making a splendid recovery. Soon we should be able to move him to our house. Being around other people will do him good.”

“Perhaps you should take the bandages and be on your way. It is most important that you find a courier, is it not?”

“You are right,” Alex said, annoyed that she was dismissing him. “But I will be back to sit with your father tonight.”

“It will not be necessary. I have hired my old nurse to help me. She will take the night shift.”

Putting down the spoon, she got up and handed him a bulky package wrapped in paper. “Wish the courier Godspeed.”

Her eyes were solemn. Alex was very aware of how much lay unspoken between them, and yet as their fingers touched on the package, he was reassured by the contact. He kissed her awkwardly on the cheek. “I shall. Thank you, Felicity, for these.” He hefted the bandages.

“I am glad I was able to do something for John.”

“I am certain that your intervention will make a difference in his healing. Do you think you can sleep tonight?”

“I will try,” she said. Then, with a dignity that was somehow foreign to her, she returned to her father’s bedside.

Alex left the house, troubled. He did not like the strain between them. Was his visit to Elizabeth really so heinous a crime? In answer to this question came the vision of the new widow flying into his arms. It had certainly not gone as even he had expected. He could not tell what Felicity might imagine had taken place. Widows, as they both knew, were beyond needing chaperones.

~~*

The following morning, Alex greeted his sister and aunt at the breakfast table.

“You both seem very cheery! Did you enjoy your evening?”

Anabella looked coy. “You were certainly the talk of the town, Alex. You failed to tell us that Lady Beaton was recently widowed.”

Alex tapped his boiled egg harder than necessary. “You mean to tell me I was the subject of gossip at Almack’s? What a bore.”

“So the flame still burns in that quarter?” Aunt Henrietta asked.

“If you two are going to live here with me, you are going to have to learn to mind your own business. Suppose Felicity were here?”

“Even hidden away in her father’s house, I am certain she has heard the gossip already,” his sister said.

He frowned. “You are right, unfortunately.” Looking from his sister to his aunt, he said, “You had better listen to me now, for I am only going to say this once. I did call on her, but only as a friend. We are friends, not lovers.”

“Ah,” said Anabella, nodding sagely. “I understand perfectly.”

He wondered again why his sister seemed to bear Felicity ill will. That would not be comfortable if they were to share a house. However, he did not wish to discuss the matter further.
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Felicity was pleased with the progress of her patient. Papa’s eyes were more alert and his speech was improving slowly. He called her “Flis” and was able to say Jack’s name. She knew he could comprehend what she told him, and that he was frustrated he could not say more. Especially about her decision to live with him.

“You are to receive visitors this morning,” she said. “Alex is bringing his sister and aunt to see you and Jack.”

Her father’s eyes showed panic.

She gave a little chuckle. “I will have your valet change your nightshirt and give you a shave.”

Felicity was not looking forward to the visit, as she knew she was not a favorite of Anabella’s, but Lady Henrietta was delightful and would be good for Papa. Both women adored Jack.

Felicity had had a lovely bath the night before and washed her hair. Now Martha arranged it in a modish style, half up on her head, the other half in ringlets over her shoulder. She wore a day gown of light green muslin trimmed with daisy lace under her bosom and around the hem. She guessed she had another week at most before it became obvious that she was increasing. Oh, that she could hide it for longer!

The truth was, she had begun to think, after five years, that Alex might be beginning to care for her. Now that she was about to present him with another child, she had been especially hopeful. But those hopes were now dashed. His life was once again full of Elizabeth. When she told him she was going to remain at her father’s house, he was going to be angry about not having daily access to his son, and she could not begin to imagine his thoughts about this new child.

When the party arrived, Felicity greeted them in her father’s drawing room. Anabella looked pert and fashionable in a daffodil-colored muslin, and Lady Henrietta was handsome in a light pewter day dress with lime green trim that complimented her silver hair.

When Felicity finally looked up at Alex, she saw him regarding her solemnly and wondered if there was any new gossip about him. She had not read the newspaper as yet this morning. A pang of dread sliced through her. He looked a bit worn around the eyes but was putting on a show of good cheer. He was especially appealing this morning in a dove gray topcoat and sky blue waistcoat.

“I was so sorry to hear about your father,” said Lady Henrietta. “How does he?”

“Thank you for your concern. He is improving by the day,” Felicity said.

“You are looking sadly pulled,” said Anabella. “It must have been a terrible ordeal for you.”

“We have a very good physician, and Alex has helped in his care.”

“I told you, I think,” said her husband, “that in addition to nursing her father, she has been making bandages to send to John.”

“A true paragon of a wife,” said Anabella. “Now, when are we to see Jack? Alex’s letters are full of him.”

Felicity rang for the butler and asked him to have Nanny Owen and Jack present themselves in the drawing room. At the same time, she also ordered tea and scones.

While waiting for Jack to appear, Alex discussed his son’s desire for a dog and the plans he had to buy him a black Labrador when next they went to the Lincolnshire estate.

“I adored our dogs,” said Anabella. “It will be wonderful to have one again.”

“This one is not to be dressed up in lacy caps!” Alex declared.

Jack appeared in the doorway and, after taking in the sight of the visitors, ran to Felicity and stood in the circle of her arm. Nanny Owen sat down unobtrusively by the door.

“Darling, I know it has been several months since you’ve seen your Aunt Anabella and Great Aunt Henrietta. Can you give them your best bow?”

Putting an arm across his waist, her son bowed promptly.

“Come to Papa, Jack!” Alex called from the corner where he stood by the window.

“Papa, I did not see you standing there!” The little boy ran joyously to his father, who hoisted him, held him under the arms, and twirled him around in a circle. “You did not come to see me before bed last night,” Jack said.

“I am truly sorry, Son. I had an important errand to do for your Uncle John.”

“Is he home from the war?” Jack asked, excitement in his voice.

“He will be home this winter, at Christmas time.”

Lady Henrietta had pulled a package out of her reticule. “Lord Jack, I have a present for you.”

“You do?” Felicity watched delight form on her son’s face. In a moment, his shyness fled and he ran to the older woman.

“I will let you unwrap it,” Lady Henrietta said, handing him the square gift.

For a moment, Jack struggled with the string, finally pulling it off and tearing the paper with enthusiasm. “It is a book!” He looked at it in wonder. “It has a knight on the front.” He opened it, turning the pages eagerly. “Papa! It is a story about knights! It has pictures.”

Alex clapped. “Well done, Aunt! Jack is particularly fond of knights.”

The scones and tea arrived, and Jack sat happily on his great aunt’s lap, eating, while she read him the story in low tones.

Anabella and Alex reminisced about their favorite childhood books, their treehouse, and their ponies. Brother and sister recounted the scrapes they had fallen into with much laughter. As usual at such times, Felicity felt herself to be part of the background. After everyone else had been served their tea, she carried a cup over to Nanny Owen and sat down at her side.

When was she going to speak to Alex about her plan to change her residence? Maybe today would not be the best time. She would write him a note tomorrow, asking him to call on her alone. That would be the best thing.

After tea, her husband took his aunt and sister up to visit with her father, and Felicity returned with Jack and Nanny Owen to the nursery.

“Can you take me to the park after my nap today, Mama? There are new baby duckies and they swim in a line after their mama.”

“It depends upon your grandpapa. If he is doing well, perhaps I can leave him with his valet for a while. But, if not, Nanny Owen can take you.”

“But I want to show you the duckies!”

She enclosed him in a tender hug and said gently, “You know that sometimes we cannot always have exactly what we want when we want it. Grandpapa has been very ill. He is getting better, but he still needs me.”

“All right, Mama,” he sighed gustily.

“Now I must return to our guests.”

As everyone stood conversing in the foyer prior to taking their leave, Alex said, “You father is much improved. He said my name. And he had a twinkle in his eye for Aunt.”

“Yes, I am very encouraged,” Felicity said. “Dr. Caldwell is pleased.”

“So, when will you be coming home? Now that you have hired a nurse, surely, he no longer needs you here day and night,” her husband said.

Raising her chin, she said, “I do not think this is the moment to discuss it, Alex.”

He looked puzzled as he stood waiting for his sister and aunt to put on their spencers. “When shall we discuss it, then?”

“Perhaps you would come by tomorrow morning.”

“Is there something about your father’s condition I do not know?”

“We will discuss it tomorrow,” Felicity said, forcing herself to meet his bewildered gaze.

Anabella said, her voice light, “It could be she does not mean to come home at all, Alex. With the gossip and all.”

He looked at his sister, his brows lowered. “Do be quiet, Anabella.” Turning to Felicity again, he asked, “You do plan to come home, do you not?”

His eyes were angry, but whether that emotion was directed at her or his sister, she could not tell.

“We will discuss it tomorrow, privately,” she said, trying to make her voice firm.

With a look that was indecipherable, he turned and followed his sister and his aunt out the door.

Felicity felt thoroughly unsettled by the encounter as she climbed the stairs to her father’s room. She had thought Alex would be relieved to be rid of her, but now she faced the possibility that he might be very angry, indeed.
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Alex began the afternoon in a black mood. Leaving his aunt and sister to fend for themselves, he went to his club.

Females! Who could understand them? What made Anabella such a cat when it came to Felicity? Was Felicity actually going to remain in her father’s house and refuse to come home? The thought made him boil.

Then his mind turned to the gossip that was currently making the rounds about himself and Elizabeth. Did people have nothing better to do?

His friend Winton found him scowling into the fire.

“So are the rumors true, then? You have taken up with Lady Beaton? You look rather like a man who has been thrown out of his house.”

Alex looked up. “Not you, too? Please spare me. There is nothing to the gossip. I am out of sorts because I have been set upon by females—my sister and aunt. They are here for the Season. For some reason, my sister has always disliked Felicity. Makes things devilishly difficult.”

“Ah! The lovely Anabella! And the dashing Lady Henrietta! I would be happy to be of service. Shall I take them riding in the park this afternoon?”

“Winton, that would be the act of a true friend. Maybe I could return home and concentrate on my correspondence, at least.”

“It would be a pleasure. Are they going to Lady Frensham’s do tonight?”

“They just arrived in town. It is too early for invitations to have been sent.”

“Never mind. I shall escort both of them as my guests. Why do you not join us? ’Twould chase away that black humor of yours to go to a ball. I have not seen you in society this age.”

Alex decided in that moment that he would insist on a conversation with Felicity this evening. He did not want to wait until the morning to learn about whatever maggot had gotten into her brain.

“I am certain Anabella and Aunt Henrietta would accept your offer. They are very eager to enjoy the Season. Anabella has just sent another suitor packing. But I shall not join you. I wish for nothing more than a quiet evening.”

“Does Lady Grenville not enjoy society? I have not seen the two of you at a ball for at least a twelve month.”

“I am the culprit. It is not my wife. I have become a man of dull habits, I am afraid.”

“And what does your wife do with her long evenings?”

“She has friends. Felicity belongs to several literary salons. And she has her music. She is a talented vocalist, you know. She is forever attending or singing at musicales.”

“Not exactly your cup of tea.”

“No. We are not compatible in that way.”

“A word of advice: if you want to stop this gossip, I should appear with her in public. The bigger the venue, the better. It is my notion that you ought to bring her to Frensham’s ball tonight.”

“She would not come. Her father is ill. She will not leave his bedside.”

“Ah! That complicates things, certainly. Is he at death’s door, then?”

“No, as a matter of fact, he is doing much better than expected. He is recovering.”

His friend was silent for a few moments as he lit a cigar. “Let me put it to you, Grenville. This gossip about you and Lady Beaton is widespread. Nothing society likes more than star-crossed lovers. But it is damaging to the lady. If you care about her at all, you will put a stop to it. Is Lady Grenville aware of it?”

Alex nodded, grimly. “Unfortunately.”

“She must want an end to it as much as you do. Put it to her that the best thing to do is to go to Frensham’s ball. Surely you could hire a nurse for the evening.”

Alex felt as a beleaguered sailor must feel once he has glimpsed land. He turned to his friend and slapped him on the shoulder. “Excellent strategy! You are a friend, indeed.” He finished his claret in a single swallow. “Forgive me if I leave you. I must see to this without delay. Felicity will want to fetch a ball gown and such things. Dine with us at eight o’clock!

Alex called on Felicity before tea. Glover informed him that she was with Dr. Caldwell, if he would care to wait.

Irritated, he walked into the morning room. Why should he not be included in a conference on his father-in-law’s health? Officious butler.

Alex walked out of the room and up the stairs where he made his way to his Lord Morecombe’s room. He heard Felicity’s voice in the sitting room. Without knocking, he went in.

Felicity was seated next to the doctor on the small love seat. Until she looked up and blushed scarlet, saying “My lord!” in a tone of sheer surprise, he thought nothing of their closeness. The doctor sprang to his feet, clearly discomfited.

“What is taking place here?” Alex asked, his voice thunderous.

“Nothing with which you need concern yourself,” Felicity said, drawing herself up and looking him in the eye. “You should have knocked. I was consulting privately with Dr. Caldwell.”

“You are ill?” he asked, disbelief coloring his tone.

She put her head on one side and surveyed him levelly, as though making up her mind about something. “I had hoped to tell you when you were in a better mood, but the fact is, I am increasing. We shall have another child in the autumn.”

He looked from Dr. Caldwell’s smiling face to Felicity’s solemn one, unable to believe his ears. “Increasing? You are increasing?”

“Yes. I thought you would be pleased,” she said.

Pure joy penetrated his breast and he grinned hugely, pulling her to her feet and into his arms. “That is the happiest, most wonderful news you could have given me! How long have you been keeping this to yourself? You minx!”

“I have suspected for several months, but I have had so many false starts, I wanted to be certain this time,” she said, smiling at last.

“False starts? You have miscarried? How could I not have known?”

“They were very early miscarriages. I did not want to alarm you.”

He remembered now. There were days over the past four years where she had claimed to have influenza. She had kept to her bed and a physician had been called. Alarmed, Alex had questioned the doctor closely when he insisted on a private examination. But the doctor had always assured him that all would be well if his wife only could have several weeks of quiet and rest.

Felicity’s revelation made him feel curiously small. “You did not trust me enough to confide in me? You must have been heartsick, and in considerable pain, as well.”

The doctor fidgeted, then gathered his satchel and hat. “I will be leaving now, my lady,” he said as he suited action to word.

Alex’s eyes were fixed on Felicity’s as he said, “Thank you, doctor. I depend upon you to see yourself out.”

“I know how much you love Jack,” she said as the door closed behind the physician. “If I had told you about the miscarriages, you would have taken it very hard, I think.”

“So you suffered alone to spare my feelings,” he said. In spite of the good news, her confession saddened him. “That does not speak very highly of the trust between us, Felicity. You do not have to spare me your feelings.”

Tears gathered in her eyes. As his arms were still around her, she hid her face from him by laying her head on his chest. Feeling a wave of tenderness sweep through him, he kissed the top of her head and rubbed his hand on her back in soothing circular motions.

“Have you been feeling ill?” he asked softly.

“That part has passed, thankfully. But I continue to be more emotional than usual.”

“Would you feel well enough to attend a ball with me tonight?”

Pulling back, she looked into his face, her brow furrowed.

“A ball? But Papa . . .”

“Cannot your nurse sit with him?”

“Why this sudden desire to take me to a ball? We have not been out together these three years, at least.”

“I think we deserve to celebrate.” He looked over her form. “Before you appear to be increasing.”

“But I do not have a ball gown with me . . .”

“I shall sit with your papa until the nurse arrives. You go home now, and take Martha with you. You can make your preparations there. Sir Winton is escorting Aunt Henrietta and Anabella. We will all take dinner together tonight before the ball.”

Felicity bloomed before him, her cheeks rosy and her eyes sparkling. “That sounds lovely,” she said. “Just let me say good-bye to Papa.”
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Felicity allowed Martha free rein with her coiffure that evening. Her hair was piled high with tiny pink blossoms from the plum tree interwoven between the curls. In a silk gown with a crossover bodice the color of pomegranates, Felicity felt more elegant than usual. She was exceedingly grateful that the exquisite Elizabeth was in mourning and would not be in attendance.

She really did not know what had possessed Alex to be so insistent that she accompany him this evening, but she was happy. With her husband so inclined to spend the evenings away from her at his club, Felicity had sought out other interests to entertain her. She enjoyed singing and her literary friends, but not nearly as much as she enjoyed attending a ball with Alex. She loved the splendor and formality of such occasions, and her husband was a superb dancer. Most of all, she enjoyed being in his company.

When she went down to dinner, she was happy to greet Sir Winton. Aunt Henrietta and Anabella were both entertaining him, and the three were laughing as Alex stood smiling at their sides. As she walked into the drawing room, her husband came to her side, drew her arm through his and whispered, “You look enchanting, my dear.”

Drawing her over to the others, he said, “Lady Grenville and I have an announcement to make.” Felicity watched his family’s faces as he continued. “We are expecting another child in the autumn.”

Anabella’s eyes grew round as she stared at Felicity. Aunt Henrietta came to them immediately and kissed them both. “Congratulations, my dears! It is high time that Jack acquired some competition for your affections. Otherwise he will become completely spoiled!”

Felicity laughed. “I am afraid he already is. I do not know how he will react when we tell him!”

Alex said, “Aunt Henrietta, you know Jack to be a perfect child. He will be delighted with a sibling.”

“Pray it is a boy,” said Anabella. “Then you will have your spare and the succession will be secure.”

Alex looked down at Felicity and winked. “We have plenty of time left to worry about that. I, myself, would quite like a little girl.”

Felicity felt warmed by his regard. She could not ever recall his having looked at her with such approval.

At dinner, Sir Winton entertained them all with stories of the pranks he and Alex had got up to during their schooldays at Harrow. Anabella laughed merrily and countered with stories from her childhood that included Alex. Aunt Harriet topped them all with accounts of her acts of derring-do with Alex and Anabella’s father when they were children.

“We had no playmate on that vast estate except one another. It is probably for that reason I was a tomboy. We dragged the bales of hay around in the barn to construct a pirate ship. Morris taught me to swordfight. We used stripped tree branches for swords and I became quite accomplished! Morris was compelled to walk the plank on many an occasion. But I was to be vastly disappointed that girls were not permitted to learn fencing in school.”

It was one of those Lambeth discussions from which Felicity always felt excluded. However, she kept the warmth of Alex’s regard and held it to her like a secret.

Later, when they entered the ballroom and were announced as the Earl and Countess of Grenville, Felicity held her head high. She was completely unprepared for the silence that followed the announcement and the looks of surprise upon the faces of the company. Then it struck her. They all think Elizabeth is Alex’s mistress. They are surprised to see us together at a ball after all the gossip.

The glow in her heart dimmed a bit. I will show them that he has regard for me! Turning to her husband, she gave him a wide smile. He put an arm about her waist, his fingers squeezing her side.

When they arrived near the dance floor, the orchestra was playing a waltz. Turning to face her, he bowed. “May I have the honor of this dance, my lady?”

“To be sure,” she replied, extending her hand to him.

Thus commenced a lovely, lively waltz. Never since she had known Alex had they danced so well together. Could he hold her this way, look into her eyes with this tenderness, and be intimately involved with Elizabeth? She admitted to herself that, though she loved him more than ever, she did not really understand him. For the time being, it was heaven just to be in his arms.

She did not lack for partners. Almost every one of them complimented her on her brilliant looks that evening. She was beginning to feel she had truly been accepted by the ton as Alex’s wife for the first time since their marriage when Anabella joined her while the orchestra was taking an intermission. Alex, she knew, had adjourned to the card room.

“Well, I would say Sir Winton’s idea worked perfectly!” Alex’s sister said.

“And what idea would that be?” Felicity asked.

“Surely you have realized the gossip surrounding Alex’s visit to Lady Beaton has been very dangerous to her reputation? Men may do what they like, but a woman’s good name is very easily soiled.”

“And Sir Winton’s idea?”

“That Alex should appear with you at this ball tonight, in the guise of adoring spouse. The object being to stop the tongues from carrying tales that his visit to Lady Beaton was anything more than the visit of a friend.”

Somehow Felicity remained standing, though she felt the blood go from her face. Her heart, wide open to love, felt the blow full force. This whole evening was a charade for Elizabeth’s benefit?

Hands trembling, she said, “Yes, I would say the plan has succeeded admirably.”

Seeing the smirk on Anabella’s face, Felicity tried to muster anger with the woman, but the hurt stabbing her under her ribs was so great, she failed. However, she could not allow the woman to know that. Raising her chin, she said, “Alex and I both abhor gossip of any kind.”

“Oh,” Anabella said, “I see Lady Marjorie Keaton. I have not spoken to her this age. I know you will excuse me.”

As her sister-in-law sailed away, Felicity stayed rooted to the spot, the dancers in their bright silks whirling before her in a blur. The fact that Alex had managed to deceive her so completely, to manipulate her so handily, hurt so badly she did not know how she could face him again. She must get away. Immediately.

Felicity saw Aunt Henrietta walking toward her. Before the woman could reach her, she ducked out onto the terrace. The night was cold and her wrap was inside. She could not go back for it. She could not face the ton with tears streaming down her cheeks.

Moving blindly down the dark steps into the garden, she looked desperately for the gate out into the mews. The gravel crunched under her slippers and she began to shiver. Finally, led by the smell of the stables, she located the gate, slid through, walked in the pitch black darkness in the direction of the street, and there was lucky enough to find a hansom cab lit by a torch. Giving her father’s address to the jarvey, she gathered her skirts and climbed inside the welcome confines of the vehicle.

Laying her head on the back of the seat, she took several slow, deep breaths, trying to calm herself. She took a handkerchief from her reticule and wiped her eyes.

Nothing was really any different. Alex loved Elizabeth as he always had. But they would not go on as before. Felicity would live with her father, barring her tender, weary heart from further hurt. Let the gossips say what they would.

Putting her hand over her swelling abdomen, she felt the tears start again.
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Alex came out of the card room, smiling. He had won a tidy sum at piquet off a skilled crony. Looking around for Felicity, he could not see her. She was very popular tonight. Undoubtedly, she was dancing.

Aunt Henrietta found him as he was pouring himself a glass of punch.

“Felicity has gone,” she told him in a low voice. “She left through the terrace doors without her cloak. She has not returned.”

Stunned, he stared at his aunt. Felicity gone? Without a word? It made no sense. “Perhaps she became ill,” he said at last. “It is very close in here. She must have needed some air. Undoubtedly, she came back in when you were not looking.”

“No, Alex. I was worried. She was as white as a sheet. I went after her. She had disappeared.”

“She must have been ill. Why did she not send for me?” Panic gripped him. Putting down his glass, he said, “There must be something wrong. She is inclined to miscarry. What if she is losing the baby?”

Without excusing himself to his aunt, he moved swiftly to the ballroom’s open doors and out into the hallway. When he reached the street, he did not bother to call for his carriage, but hailed a cab. It seemed an eternity before they reached his house, which was in reality only blocks away.

Could a miscarriage at this late date endanger Felicity’s own life? Had she summoned a doctor? His heart pounded hard in his chest. At last, they arrived and he paid off the jarvey.

Running up his steps, he threw open the door.

“Norse!” he called, moving toward the butler’s pantry. An agitated butler met him in the hall.

“My lord?”

“Her ladyship? Did her ladyship come home?”

“No, my lord. She is not here.”

Cursing, Alex flew across the foyer and out the vestibule. The cab had moved on. Circling the house, he went into the dark mews and straight to Orpheus’s stall. Not bothering

with a saddle, he managed to bridle his horse in the dark, mounted, and guided the stallion out into the dark streets. At a canter, he made his way to Grosvenor Square in the dim light of the street lamps. He clenched his jaw at the continuous vision of Felicity bleeding or in pain.

When he reached his father-in-law’s house, he leapt up the steps and tried to open the door. It was locked for the night. Sounding the knocker, he waited with his last ounce of patience for the door to be answered.

To his surprise, it was Nanny Owen who stood there.

“Nanny? Her ladyship? Is she ill? Is she losing the baby?”

“Losing the baby? Whatever are you talking about?”

He stared at the woman. “Has she not told you she is increasing? Where is she? I must speak to her!” Alex tried to brush past the woman.

“Calm yourself, Lord Grenville. She sent me down to intercept you, should you come. She has retired. She does not wish to see you tonight.”

Puzzled, he tried to make sense of her words. “Retired? She must be ill. Let me pass.” The short, stout woman was no match for him. He galloped up the two flights of stairs and began opening doors, knowing not which one was Felicity’s bedchamber.

Finally, he found her in a room lit only by the fire in the grate. She was curled in a ball under what seemed to be a pile of quilts. Upon hearing the door open, she sat up in one abrupt motion.

“Felicity? Is it the baby? Are you going to lose it? Where is the doctor?”

“The baby?” she asked.

Coming into the room, he knelt by her bedside and took her hands. They were cold, despite the quilts and the fire. Her face looked pale in the firelight.

His wife pulled her hands away. “The baby is quite well, I believe. Not in any danger.”

Relief descended on him in a wave. For a moment, he could not say anything. He got to his feet and paced off the anxiety of the last hour. As it faded, confusion grew. “Was someone unkind to you? Is that why you left in such a hurry? Without telling me?”

For a moment, she did not answer. He heard her take a deep breath. “Although I think the baby is quite well, I was not. It was very close in the ballroom. I felt faint and did not wish to make a scene. I went outside to get a breath of air.” She paused, and he sensed that she was fighting some sort of inner battle. That she was not telling the truth. “Once I felt more myself, I decided to come home. I suddenly was not easy in my mind about Papa.”

He frowned, wondering what had actually taken place. One thing was certain—all the joy they had experienced together earlier in the evening had vanished. “Why did you leave alone? Did you not think we would be concerned about you?”

“It did not occur to me. I am sorry if I gave you a fright. I am, after all, used to going about on my own.”

“Well, you gave me a devilish scare!”

“I am sorry. It never occurred to me you would worry about me.”

Alex felt cold. Walking to the fire, he stood before it, his hands clasped behind his back. “How did you find your father?” he asked.

“He was sleeping. Nurse was able to feed him more jellied broth, however. She said he had been asking for me before he went to sleep.”

“He speaks?”

“Yes. He calls me ‘Flis.’ But I am encouraged.”

Alex resumed his pacing. He had forgotten his original motivations for taking Felicity to the ball. So caught up had he been in the news of the new child, Elizabeth had gone completely out of his mind.

“My lord, I wish you would leave.”

Her cold words smote him like nothing he had ever felt before. Where was the warm, pliant wife he had waltzed with that evening? Why had she become difficult once more? Suddenly, he was angry with her moods. There had been nothing amiss in his treatment of her tonight.

He gave her a short bow. “I am very glad the baby is all right. I will wish you good night.”

Emotion swamped him as he left the bedchamber and made his way back home. Anger gave way to an unfamiliar melancholy. He found himself wishing profoundly that things could be different, as he recalled each part of the evening and their shared jubilation. Something had happened to alter Felicity’s feelings toward him at a deep level, but he despaired of finding what that something was.
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Once Alex closed the door behind him, Felicity finally gave way to tears. For a time that evening, they had been more of one mind than any time she could remember.

But I have always known Alex loved someone else.

Now that Elizabeth was free, Felicity would have to live with the knowledge every day. If they did not live apart, she would always be wondering where he was, what he was thinking. Her only option was to wrench herself away from Grenville House first, before he could further tear their marriage apart. Nothing could induce her to live with a man who belonged body and soul to another woman—the woman who had always been his choice.

Near dawn, she realized Alex did yet not know of her decision to live with her father. She had been too intent on not letting him see how he had hurt her to make her decision plain.

Getting out of her bed, she lit a candle and sat at her dressing table to write to her husband.



My lord-



 



I have come to the realization that both of us would be happier if I remain in my father’s house indefinitely. However, my choosing to live with Papa does not mean that you will see Jack any less. You may see him any time you like. I only ask that you let me know beforehand when you will be here, so I can arrange to be elsewhere.



 



I pray you will honor my wishes.



 




Felicity



 

After addressing the note and sealing it with a wafer, she felt slightly more composed. However, she could not imagine what she was going to do with her days. Gossip would follow her wherever she went and she would be the poor, scorned wife. She would have to look into the faces of the ton, pretending indifference to the fact that her husband preferred another.

Becoming an object of pity was abhorrent to her. But not nearly as painful as knowing that her husband loved another woman.

And when the new baby arrived in the autumn, what then? Alex would want to be included in the event. He would surely want to see the child frequently, as he had adored Jack even in his infancy.

She tried to put that time out of her mind. She would just have to deal with it when the time came.

Oh, why had she ever thought that Papa’s money could buy her love? What terrible folly.

Felicity finally fell asleep at dawn, awakening when the clock in the hall struck ten o’clock. She had an outsized headache and knew Papa must be wondering where she was. The physician would make his appearance at any moment. Ringing for Martha, she struggled into her wrapper and slippers, realizing she had not seen Jack since the morning before. She did not know what to do first.

Before she could decide, she heard the unmistakable sound of Alex’s footsteps running up the stairs to the nursery. The note. She had fallen asleep and had forgotten to take it downstairs for the footman to deliver. Alex still did not know of her decision.

While Martha was combing out her hair, she heard Jack’s squeals as he clamored downstairs with his father. The sound hurt her heart. By moving from Grenville House, she had parted their family. Maybe it had not been the perfect family she had wanted, but until Elizabeth’s widowhood, it had been happy in many respects, founded as it was on their mutual love of their child.

But Alex was the one who had changed all that by setting tongues wagging. She tried to muster her anger, but she knew too well that she had knowingly put herself in this position by marrying the man.

When she was dressed, she went swiftly to check on her father. He was awake, and Dr. Caldwell was with him.

“Good morning, Lady Grenville,” the doctor greeted her. He peered at her more closely. “Are you quite well? You are looking exceeding pale.”

“I had a difficult night, but I am quite well now, thank you. How is Papa this morning?”

She placed a kiss on her father’s cheek, at which he opened his eyes.

“Flis,” he said.

Dr. Caldwell said, “Now that he is awake, I can make a better assessment. Has he said your name before?”

“Just ‘Flis.’ My name is actually Felicity,” she told him.

“It suits you, if you do not mind me saying so. At least, it always has in the past.” He looked at her as though trying to peer into her soul. “I am not at all convinced that you are well, my lady. With your past history, I must confess myself to be concerned. I would be far easier in my mind if you would allow me to examine you.”

Felicity noticed the anxiety in her father’s eyes. She sent a warning look to the physician and took her father’s hand in hers. “Papa, I am quite well. You need have no worries about me. Indeed, I have some wonderful news! I am increasing! You shall be a grandpapa to a second child in the autumn.”

“Flis!” he said, and his eyes radiated joy. Then, slowly, his mouth curved in a smile.

Her battered heart bounded with hope. “You smiled! Oh, Papa! I know you are going to recover!” Tears started to her eyes. “You must! I need you, Jack needs you, and this little new one will need you as well! Perhaps it will be a little girl for you to spoil. Would that not be lovely?”

He smiled again, and she threw a happy glance at Dr. Caldwell. “Did you see that?”

The physician smiled at her. “Yes, my lady. That is improvement, indeed. And it has added color to your cheeks.”

Taking a deep breath, she said, “In fact, I have never been better. Papa is improving. What more could I ask?”

Dr. Caldwell took his patient’s pulse and pronounced his heartbeat to be stronger. He advised Felicity to administer calves’ foot jelly to the patient.

Then he insisted on checking her pulse. She categorically refused any further physical examination.

“I am quite well, I have told you. There has been no bleeding or cramping.”

“Then I must conclude that you are in low spirits. That is not good for the baby, either.”

Felicity began to feel uncomfortable. Dr. Caldwell was looking at her far too keenly.

“You are a very capable young woman, Lady Grenville. Perhaps I can interest you in a project. Have I told you that a large part of my practice consists of charity work that I do for the wounded soldiers in the East End?”

Felicity turned to look at the physician. “How very good of you. Some of them come back in such terrible condition. They are never the same. And the government does nothing for them. They literally lie in the streets.”

“I have a clinic there. Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. I am looking for a women’s charity to raise money to provide us with supplies. I have the feeling that you are just the person who could manage it. The bandages have to be prepared, of course. But we also need other supplies to treat the wounds.”

Felicity’s uncertainties about her future fell into the background before this challenge. This was just the sort of thing she could do while in her confinement. And she could rally her close friends to help. They could give benefit concerts to raise money. They could sit downstairs in the sitting room and roll bandages together for Dr. Caldwell. It would give Felicity great pleasure to aid the poor foot soldiers returning from the front who had no one to care for them.

“Dr. Caldwell, when I am no longer needed daily at my father’s side, I should be most eager to form just such a charity to perform just such functions. I have a circle of friends who perform vocally and on the piano.” She told him of her scarcely considered plans. “I cannot think of a better way to spend my confinement. Thank you so much for offering me this opportunity.”

It was at that moment, when Felicity and Dr. Caldwell were regarding each other with great satisfaction that Glover, the butler, preceded Lady Anabella and Aunt Harriett into the room.

Anabella was the very last person Felicity wished to encounter at the moment. However, she knew the visit with Aunt Henrietta would delight her father. Since her widowhood, they had maintained a light flirtation.

When the ladies entered, the physician stood, bowed from the waist, and said, “Good morning. I am Lord Morecombe’s physican, Dr. Caldwell.”

Felicity said, “I should like to introduce my husband’s aunt, Lady Clement and his sister Lady Anabella Lambeth.”

As her sister-in-law’s eyes lingered on Dr. Caldwell, Felicity was made aware for the first time that the physician was exceedingly good looking. He had large green eyes with long dark lashes, a beautifully molded mouth, square jaw, and wavy, dark red hair. Furthermore, he dressed in the mode of a gentleman.

Meanwhile, Aunt Henrietta approached Felicity’s papa, her old friend, and took his hand in hers.

“If there is one thing I know about you, my lord, it is that you have a fighting spirit. You are going to land on your feet, I have no doubt, if only to make it to Ascot this year.”

Felicity was happy to see the smile back on Papa’s lips.

“You rogue!” Aunt Henrietta said. “How could you scare us this way? I am counting on your attending the ball I intend to throw in Alex’s ballroom. I will give you two months, by which time you must be in fine form so we can lead out the dancing.”

Dr. Caldwell said, “It is good of you to provide him with a goal. It is the patients who have that sort of determination that I see recover from injuries of this sort. He is recuperating far more quickly than I expected. In fact, he is doing very well. I credit Lady Grenville’s nursing.”

Aunt Henrietta said, “I am not surprised at that.” She gave Felicity a brilliant smile.

Anabella seated herself on the loveseat under the window, preening herself in that particular way that she had. “Surely you are just being modest, Dr. Caldwell. I am certain you have had a great deal to do with Lord Morecombe’s recovery.”

“I assure you, I have done relatively little. I believe his lordship’s attachment to his daughter has been most influential in his progress. Her sincere devotion gives him a reason to fight. So many with this affliction demonstrate very little will to live.”

Felicity was suddenly conscious that the man was looking at her with a degree of warmth that brought a blush to her cheeks. Looking up, she caught a gleam of speculation in Anabella’s eyes that boded ill.

“Anabella and Aunt Henrietta, I hope you will join me in some charity work that Dr. Caldwell would like me to undertake. He works in the East End two afternoons a week tending the wounds of the soldiers who have been invalided out of the war but who have no family, no one to care for them. He needs supplies for his clinic.” With more enthusiasm than she had felt for some time, Felicity continued, “I am going to organize a vocal concert to raise funds and gather workers to buy linen and roll fresh bandages. There are also other medicines he needs to purchase. Do you not think this a worthy cause? We can roll the bandages weekly in my drawing room. Perhaps Aunt Henrietta can read us those dreadful gothics by Maria Edgeworth to keep any who wish to participate entertained.”

Anabella looked from the physician to Felicity, speculation alive in her eyes. “Does this project have Lord Grenville’s approval?” she asked.

“He will approve it in a trice. Do not worry about that.”

“Well, I should certainly like to play my part,” said Aunt Henrietta. “It will be a nice change from obligatory morning calls to all the gossips. I prefer to be useful, even if I will only be the reader!”

Anabella cast another look at the doctor. “I should like to help in the clinic, itself,” she said.

“I have trained nurses for that. It would not do for a protected young lady like you to work alongside these poor, horribly wounded men in the streets. Besides which, I should worry dreadfully for your safety.”

“I’m not entirely useless,” Anabella retorted. “Alex would never want it to get out, but I work alongside the stable boys at home. I train horses. I am used to rough work.”

The doctor’s color mounted. “Lady Anabella, if I may be so bold, you are far too beautiful to work among this rough element. You would not be safe.”

Shrugging, she said, “Well, the project is a worthy one. I do not sing, but perhaps I may be trusted to purchase the supplies you need. Are they all to be found in London?”

“Most of them, yes. Do you have room to grow herbs in your garden at Grenville house?”

“Certainly. I enjoy growing healing herbs for fomentations when the horses get injured. It is a hobby of mine.”

The physician began to look upon Anabella more favorably. “I will write down a list of herbs that I would like to see you grow. Would that be acceptable to you?”

“Yes! No one thinks I can be useful. They prefer me to be decorative. I would enjoy the responsibility of growing and gathering the supplies.”

Felicity was contemplating the useful project with greatly improved spirits when Alex made his way into the sickroom.
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After returning to his father-in-law’s house with Jack, Alex called in to see his lordship. He found his aunt and sister there, along with Caldwell and his wife. Aunt Henrietta seemed to be carrying on a one-sided flirtation with Felicity’s papa.

He could not help but notice Felicity’s pallor.

“Are you feeling quite well?” he asked her in a low voice after greeting her papa.

“I am well, thank you,” she replied. “Dr. Caldwell has given Papa an excellent report. He is very encouraged with his progress. Papa is speaking a little, and he smiled today.”

“I am glad to hear it. That is excellent news,” he said bracingly. “Jack is in tearing spirits today. I told him we would go to Gunter’s for ices tomorrow. Would you care to join us?”

Felicity would not meet his eyes. “Thank you for the invitation, but I think not.”

Puzzled, he wanted to press her. There had never been any awkwardness between them where Jack was concerned. However, with his aunt and sister present, he decided to say no more for the present.

“Have you told your father about what we discussed last night?”

Felicity brightened. “He was exceedingly pleased. Knowing he is to have another grandchild brought the first smile to his face.”

Alex relaxed a bit and approached his father-in-law’s sick bed. “Aunt Henrietta, you are monopolizing my papa-in-law! Are you taking advantage of the fact that he cannot gainsay you?”

“I am just catching him up on all the news about town,” she said.

“Well, sir, what do you think of our news? I believe I am hoping for a little girl.”

He detected the slightest twinkle in the man’s eye.

“Dr. Caldwell has thought of a splendid idea, Alex!” said his sister.

Turning, he fixed his eyes on the physician’s. The man appeared very satisfied about something.

“Your wife has agreed, pending your approval, of course, to start a charitable organization to fund my clinic for wounded soldiers in the East End. Many of the men need crutches . . . you have seen them lying in the street. Others can be fitted with prosthetic legs. Some have been sent home with festering wounds in dirty bandages . . .”

Alex turned to his wife, somewhat surprised. “You feel fit enough to do this work while you are in your present circumstances?”

“Yes,” she said, sounding brisk. “It will be an ideal occupation for me. I can roll bandages and your Aunt Henrietta has promised to read hair-raising Gothic tales to me and Papa.”

Alex smiled a bit. “But how are you going to raise funds?”

“I shall arrange benefit musical concerts. I and some of my friends shall sing and play the piano.”

“And,” Anabella added, “my duty shall be to grow healing herbs and forage for supplies.”

“I find myself a bit concerned, Felicity, that you are taking too much upon yourself. You have only been nursing your father for a few days, and yet you have lost your color and appear quite exhausted.”

He saw the emotions of stubbornness and anger chase across her white face until it became suffused with color. Alex was aware she was holding herself in check only because of the others in the room, including her father.

The physician said, “Nursing Lord Morecombe is her first priority now, and she is a bit tired. I shall insist that she become better rested before she undertakes this new business.”

Alex said with a bite, “I realize you are a physician, but I know my wife slightly better than you do. Felicity, I do not believe you slept well. All this company is wearing you out further.” Turning to the others, he said, “I propose that you and my sister conclude your visit, Aunt Henrietta. Doctor Caldwell, I am certain you have other patients.” Going to his wife, who was stiff with outrage, he put a gentle arm about her shoulders and said, “My dear, I advise you to return to bed. I shall sit with your papa today.”

His wife’s jaw hardened, but he knew she would not take issue with his high-handedness in front of the physician. Instead, she said, “I will go spend some time with Jack first. I have not seen him since yesterday morning.”

The physician was the first to leave, bowing over Felicity’s hand. He was followed by Anabella and Aunt Henrietta, the last sending him a ferocious frown. His wife left him without a word.

Unfolding the Morning Post, he took a seat by Lord Morecombe’s bed and commenced reading aloud to his father-in-law the latest updates from the fighting on the Peninsula. When he turned the page, his eyes fell on the gossip column and he stiffened at what he read, Society was pleased to greet the Countess of G—- last night at the Frensham Ball, in company with her husband. Her behavior, however, proved to be somewhat mysterious. Upon a short conversation with her sister-in-law, Lady A—-, the countess was seen to lose her happy countenance, and, without speaking to anyone, suddenly left the ballroom, going into the back garden, never to return. Further problems in the House of G—-?

Felicity had left the ball because of something Anabella had said? What could she possibly have said that would have sent Felicity, who up until then had been delighted with the evening, racing out the back door?

The old gentleman beside him said, “Aliz?”

“Oh, pardon me, your lordship. I was wool-gathering.”

He proceeded to read the court news as well as another article decrying the assassination of Perceval. Beside him, Lord Morecombe went to sleep.

Alex folded the newspaper quietly, wondering what devilry his sister had been up to. Whatever she had said was responsible for his wife’s change toward him and what looked to be a disturbed night, as well. Confound it! Why did Anabella dislike Felicity so much?

A short time later, his wife entered the room with his lordship’s valet.

“Hinshaw will sit with Papa for a few minutes, my lord. I would like to speak with you privately.”

“Of course,” Alex replied, rising.

He followed his wife into her father’s sitting room, where she shut the door. Sitting on a straight-backed chair, she folded her hands in her lap. After a moment, she looked straight into his eyes.

“I have come to a decision, Alex. It has been well considered, and I advise you not to try to talk me out of it.”

“That sounds dire.”

“I think it would be best for each of us if we lived separately. I will remain . . .”

“The devil you will!” he exploded, bounding to his feet. “To what do I owe this foolishness? Something my sister said, perhaps?”

“Your sister has never liked me, but that is not the reason. I made up my mind when Elizabeth’s husband died. I know that you love her. I have too much self-respect to live in the same house with a man who is longing to be with another woman.”

“Your wits are clearly addled,” he said. “Nothing whatsoever has changed between Elizabeth and me since her husband’s death.”

“It has been only a few days. I expect that circumstance will change.”

Alex balled his fists. “Your faith in me is touching. Are you imagining that if you leave, I will bring Elizabeth home to our bed?”

She only responded with a small shrug.

“Have you taken into account the gossip this will cause?” He paced the room, possessed of near destructive anger. “And it is not just the adults who will be lampooned. Have you not thought about the legacy you are leaving our children if you raise them in this house without their father? To the devil with your self-respect! Have you thought about them?”

Felicity rose from her chair and walked to the window. She stood with her back to him. For several minutes, neither of them said anything.

What was he supposed to do? Say black was white? That he did not love Elizabeth? It would be a lie. But the idea of Felicity leaving him was unthinkable. Already, in the short time she had been gone, he had missed her. Not only in his bed, but in his home. With his sister and aunt there, everything seemed at sixes and sevens. There were so many small things he missed, such as the secret thrill he received when hearing her practice her songs in the music room. He missed her scent. He missed talking to her about his concerns and about his worries, particularly about John. She had always listened. How many times had they lain in bed together and talked about Jack and all his humorous starts, their plans for his future?

“I do not see how you can think of tearing our family apart like this, Felicity,” he said finally, his voice gentler.

She sighed heavily, but stayed turned away from him. “For the time being, as long as Papa is ill, I have no choice but to be here with him. Perhaps I will reconsider my decision when he is recovered.”

Going to her, he put his hands on her stiffened shoulders and suddenly wondered if he was asking too much and giving nothing in return. But then desire for her flooded him and, lowering his lips to the nape of her neck, he kissed her. “Thank you,” he said.

He would have kissed her again, but she said, “Alex, try not to get yourself in the gossip columns, if at all possible.”

Sighing, he left her standing alone by the window. As he descended the stairs, he had no idea where he was going, but he realized that he was trembling as though he had just shifted a great weight.

A question worked its way through his preoccupation as he found himself walking through the park. Obviously, his wife was expecting him to have a love affair with Elizabeth. It would have been an easy thing for Felicity to demand that he stay away from the woman altogether. To make that the price of mending the rift between them. It was what any other woman would have done. Why had she not?

Was the gossip column really the only thing she worried over? What other people thought? That sounded like a shallow woman who did not love her husband but had only married him for his title. He might have thought that of his wife at one time, early in their marriage. But that way of thinking was not Felicity’s. She simply was not made that way. So why was she all but pushing him into Elizabeth’s arms?
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When the door closed behind her husband, Felicity allowed her posture to relax. Thank heavens he had not seen her tears. Wiping them away, she stood still at the window, looking down into Papa’s garden below. The lilac was in full bloom, she noted absently.

Alex kissed me. It is full daylight out. We are not even in our own house and he kissed me. What does it mean?

How long she had waited for some sign of affection from him when they were not alone in their bedroom in the dark? She had thought the waltz at the ball had been the start of things. His eyes had looked softly into hers, lit by the knowledge of the new child they were to have. But then Anabella had ruined that illusion.

Felicity was more confused the longer she thought about Alex’s moment of affection. Why had she cut it off so abruptly, returning his thoughts to Elizabeth? Why had she verbally pushed him away?

I want him to choose. I want him to make a definite choice between Elizabeth and me. And I am terribly afraid he is going to choose her. Why would he not?

She was doing her best to force the issue. But he had talked her around. When Papa no longer needed her, she was to think again about returning home. But she had no intention of sharing Alex with Elizabeth.

Her emotions were in such turmoil, she knew there was only one place she could find solace. She climbed the stairs to the nursery.

“Jack-jack!” she cried, kneeling down and extending her arms. He rushed to her.

“I have missed you, Mama.”

“I am sorry. What did you and your papa do today?”

“He took me riding in his phaeton! It was smashing! I was up so high, but he kept an arm around me so I wouldn’t fall.”

“I am very glad to hear it! Did he drive his bays?”

“Yes! I asked him when he was going to teach me to drive, and do you know what he told me?”

“I cannot possibly guess.”

“This summer when we go to the country, he is going to buy me a pony and a cart. Papa is going to teach me to ride! And if I am very good at it, he promised to teach me to drive the cart.”

Jack’s ecstasy confirmed what Felicity had known in her heart. She could not separate this little one she loved so much from his father. Certainly not just to spare her own feelings.

How was she going to protect herself from hurt? While she played a game of spillikins on the floor with her son, she rallied her courage. There was really no answer. She could only ameliorate it somewhat by keeping herself busy with Dr. Caldwell’s charity.

After telling Jack she would join him in the nursery for dinner, Felicity descended to Papa’s room. She spent the afternoon reading to him from a monograph titled The Battle of Trafalgar sent to him by a fellow member of the historical society that he frequented. He dozed on and off, but while he was awake, she was encouraged by his alertness. Cook had made him custard, which he seemed to enjoy. She missed his conversation but was beginning to ask him yes and no questions. He responded slowly but definitely. Felicity was encouraged.

During the times he dozed, she studied her calendar and her address book, planning the best time for her benefit musicale and assembling a program. Tomorrow, she would write to two fellow vocalists, inviting them to participate. They would decide on a date. It must be soon. Dr. Caldwell needed his supplies. They would not be terribly expensive, but he needed volunteers to roll the bandages as soon as possible. She would introduce him at the fete during an intermission in the singing. Felicity was certain he would make a good impression. While people were taking refreshments, she and Aunt Henrietta would occupy a table where people could pledge to volunteer and donate. They could also ask what questions they might have of Dr. Caldwell.

But should she hold it here at her father’s house? Or at home? Felicity considered the matter carefully, and finally decided that it would create less unnecessary gossip if she held the benefit at Grenville House. Should she ask Alex to host it? Thinking it over, she determined that inasmuch as Alex had never been a part of her musical circle, it would not cause unnecessary talk if she were to hostess the event herself.

These decisions made, she dined with Jack, read to him from his knight book, settled Papa with Nurse Collins for the night, and retired to her bedroom. Trying to focus on a set of reviews of new publications currently being read by her literary society, Felicity’s mind, now freed of daily minutiae, refused to focus. Again and again, it returned to her difficult discussion with Alex.

His overpowering presence had swayed her. Lying alone in her bed, she missed him clear through to her soul. During the day, they had always been polite and courteous to one another. But night had been different. Daytime facades had dropped away as they moved and caressed and became part of one another. And they had sometimes, if rarely, spoken from their hearts about things that mattered to them.

Exhaustion from her sleeplessness the night before finally claimed her, but she dreamt of Alex.

~~*

As Felicity was straightening out the detritus on Papa’s beside table while chattering to him about Alex’s plans to buy Jack a pony and cart, she came upon the Morning Post from the previous day. It was opened to the gossip column. Curiosity piqued, she stopped talking and ran her eye down the page until she came to the item that could only refer to her behavior at the Frensham ball.

It was as though she had been punched in the stomach. How humiliating! Anabella’s spite had landed her in the gossip column. Lying open as the newspaper was, she was certain Alex had seen it and had only to question his sister as to the cause of the incident. Would Anabella tell him the truth? Or would she make up a lie and cause further mischief?

Why did Alex’s sister dislike her so much? Why did the woman continually offer up nasty words that she knew would hurt Felicity? This was not the first time her words had some reference to Elizabeth.

Felicity well remembered her wedding breakfast. When she had been mingling with the crowd of guests at Grenville Manor, Alex’s country seat in Lincolnshire, Anabella had come to her side while Alex was across the room.

“It is a pity that Lord and Lady Beaton were unable to make the trip. Lady Beaton is my particular friend, and you know about her and Alex, of course. Such a shame . . .”

Stunned at her new sister-in-law’s bold cruelty, Felicity had not been able to think of a reply before the lady moved off. It had been an unpromising beginning to what had proven to be a troubled association.

Her thoughts were cut short when Glover announced Dr. Caldwell.

“Good morning, my lady. How does his lordship this morning?”

“He continues to improve, Doctor.” Before the butler could exit, she asked, “Glover, would you be so kind as to ask Mrs. Townsend to have a bouquet of lilac boughs made up for his lordship’s room? Thank you.”

Turning to her father, she said, “I know how you must hate missing the lilacs, Papa. We will bring the garden indoors. Something different every day.” She took his hand in hers and squeezed it. To her surprise, she felt some strength in his hand as he squeezed back.

“Papa! You are regaining your strength!” Tears starting in her eyes, she leaned down and kissed his cheek.

“What is it?” the doctor asked.

“He squeezed my hand!”

Before the doctor could respond, Alex walked in with Aunt Henrietta. Her husband’s eyes went immediately to her tears. “What is amiss?”

“Nothing!” she said. “Papa’s recovery is continuing. I think he would like to show you. Take his hand, Alex.”

Her heart danced as her husband took her father’s hand. Papa even gave him a smile and said, “Alis.”

Aunt Henrietta beamed upon everyone. “This is indeed a happy event!” Moving forward, she joined Lord Morecombe on the other side of his bed and dropped a kiss on his brow. “Remember, we are leading out at my ball in two months! I am commissioning a devastating gown for the evening, so do not disappoint me.”

He smile became a little broader. “Hen . . .” he said.

“I shall be a bit happier when you do not call me a hen, but that is indeed a start,” she said.

“I think it a charming nickname,” Alex said. “I am pleased to see you doing so much better, my lord. Now, you will forgive me if I must go see Jack. I have promised him an outing to Gunter’s.” Turning to Felicity, he said, “You need a break as well, my dear. Will you not reconsider and come with us?”

Suddenly desirous of nothing so much as a normal excursion with her husband and son, she said, “I think I would like that.” Turning to Dr. Caldwell, she asked, “Have you any instructions for me?”

The physician said, “Just continue the jellied broth and custard. His lordship is obviously gaining strength. I am very pleased.”

“Aunt Henrietta? You will stay with Papa until I return?”

“Yes. Of course I will. I have a headful of on dits to share with your papa.”

~~*

It was a brilliant day for an outing. The sky was a clear blue with only a few clouds, and even the sun had a warmth unusual for a spring day. Jack was in tearing spirits as he leaned out the carriage window to see the sights.

“That woman has a very silly hat,” he proclaimed, pointing at Lady Sedgewick-Bolls, who was walking across the street.

Felicity pulled his arm down, and said, “It is rude to point. No doubt the lady thinks a fruit bowl on her head is quite the height of style.” She stifled a smile.

“I am very glad your father is improving,” Alex said. “That is excellent news. Not only for him, but for me. I shall soon have my family home again.”

Would Alex really be so anxious for me to come home if he were bent on conducting a love affair with Elizabeth? Perhaps not. But then, it may just be Jack he misses.

Their visit to the confectionery was a great success. Jack was enchanted with his first ice. Alex was in a merry, teasing mood, and Felicity felt optimistic.

Obviously anxious to extend his time outside the nursery, Jack convinced his parents to take him for a walk in Green Park. “I need to check on the duckies,” he told them.

As they walked through the park, admiring the new spring green, Alex tucked Felicity’s hand through his arm as Jack skipped on ahead.

“I want you to know, my dear, that I enjoyed our waltz very much the other night. How has it come about that it has been such a long time since we have danced?”

“There are a number of reasons, I expect,” said Felicity, thinking it unwise to be more specific when such a course would bring discord to the lovely morning.

“You know Aunt Henrietta is planning a ball the first weekend in June?”

“So I understand. It is certain to be a lavish affair.”

“Perhaps we shall waltz again, at that time if not sooner,” Alex said, patting the hand that lay in the crook of his arm.

She was just thinking that all might indeed be well in her world when she spotted a dainty figure in black coming in the opposite direction.

Elizabeth.

Her rival was strolling on the arm of Lady Wentworth, her cousin. Felicity felt her heart drop into her middle. Pulling her hand from her husband’s arm, she said, “Jack is at the pond. I must go to him lest he fall in.”

She strode away on an oblique course, away from the walk and a meeting with Lady Beaton, her heart pounding.
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When Alex spotted Elizabeth walking toward them, it was as though a small cloud passed across his personal sun. An encounter was inevitable. When Felicity pulled away and went after Jack, he felt strangely exposed.

His confusion increased as she approached. Alex bowed.

“Lady Beaton, Lady Wentworth. I bid you good morning. My family and I have come to examine the well-being of the ducks.”

Then he saw Elizabeth’s eyes full of pain, and long-ago memories emerged, flooding his heart with the desire to protect.

“I believe I must satisfy myself on the health of the ducks, as well,” said Lady Wentworth, leaving her companion.

“What is amiss, Elizabeth?” he said in a low voice.

Bowing her head so that he could not see the face under the bonnet, she said, “It is nothing that time will not repair.”

“You are mourning that man?” he asked, surprised.

Her voice was small and soft. “No. I am mourning what could have been. Seeing you with your family is a blow.”

Putting his hands behind his back so that he could not reach for hers, he said, “You have never met my boy, Jack.”

“No.” She looked up, and her eyes were full of tears.

It took all his self-control not to wipe those tears away. Instead, he extended his handkerchief. She took it from him and daintily wiped her eyes.

“He is a fine son. Four years old now.”

“We could have had such a son,” she said.

Confound it! What was he supposed to say?

“Your father had other ideas.”

“Oh, Alex! I have missed you so! You have no idea what my life has been like.”

“I am sorrier than I can tell you. I would not have you so unhappy for any reason.”

Unable to help himself, he finally took her tiny trembling hands in his. She gazed into his eyes, squeezing his hands.

Then, she cried, “You know my heart will always be yours.” Pulling back and holding the handkerchief to her eyes, she ran down the path, away from him.

Chagrined, he stood watching as Lady Wentworth joined Elizabeth and they walked off back the way they came. Her unhappiness pained him and left him feeling helpless and confused.

Turning to rejoin his wife and son, he saw that they were walking in the direction of the gate. The devil! Now there would be a scene with Felicity. Or even worse, there would be no scene. Just her withdrawal.

He had to admit that from afar, the charade he and Elizabeth had played out could look like something very different—perhaps like he was importuning her, and she had run away from him. Alex stood in the center of the walk, suddenly irritated with both women for his ambiguous feelings and situation. His earlier sense of well-being had vanished. Figuratively throwing up his hands, he decided there was only one thing to be done. Go to his club for lunch.

There he found Winton reading the racing sheets.

His friend greeted him and said, “Think I shall tool down to Leicester for a few days. Racing meet. Stallion—Emperor’s Joy—will be running. Want to look him over. Need a good stud for my mares. Care to join me, Grenville?”

“Winton, you are my savior. That sounds like just the thing. Too many women in my house.”

“When can you be ready?”

“After luncheon, I’ll pack a few things. Want to take my carriage?”

“I think I’d enjoy riding down better.”

“Sounds a splendid idea. Orpheus needs a long outing. He and I have been confined to London for too long.”

~~*

Feeling somewhat cowardly, Alex wrote a short note to Felicity, advising her of his plans, and left it folded on the table in the vestibule. He asked Norse to have it delivered to Lady Grenville at Morecombe House. Bidding farewell to his aunt and sister, who were perusing fashion plates, he was off with Winton to enjoy purely masculine pursuits. He told himself that he needed distance from all women at this point. Perhaps his confusion would clear if he saw the situation from a distance.

During his three-day ride, Alex had plenty of time to think. At first, he put the whole Elizabeth coil out of his head. It made him uncomfortable.

Soon, however, it came thundering back, bringing with it a headache. What did she expect of him? The sight of him with Felicity and Jack had brought her to tears. Elizabeth obviously wanted to be his wife and the mother of his children. Well, it was far too late for that. And if that was the direction her thoughts were leading, there was not a thing he could do to erase that sadness from her eyes. And he wanted to. He really could not bear to see her so distressed.

Though at one time he had considered making Elizabeth his mistress, the longer he rode, the more he realized that he was less and less inclined toward the idea. It was what the fashionable world expected. It was even what Felicity expected. That last fact rankled, but after his behavior at the park—holding Elizabeth’s hands not only in front of his wife, but in a public venue—his wife was probably certain that she was already his mistress. And he had not reassured Felicity, had he? No, he had gone dashing out of town without a word.

The fact was he did not like being in this position at all.
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At first, Felicity was very glad that Alex did not try to explain away the incident with Elizabeth in the park. It had been such a glorious morning until that moment when the woman had appeared on the path. Felicity had even dared to cherish hopes that there might be many more like it. Alex had seemed so happy in the bosom of his family.

But then she had appeared. Elizabeth’s eyes held an appeal that it would have been hard for any man to resist. And she had cried. And he had taken her hands. As though his own wife was not watching. The intimacy between them had been no less painful than a knife thrust.

She had grabbed Jack’s little hand and rushed away because she could not stop her own tears. But Alex had not followed, and Felicity was glad.

However, now her feelings had crashed into earth-shattering devastation. She could scarcely go about her duties. Alex had not appeared at Papa’s house in three days. In all of their marriage, Felicity had not gone so long without seeing her husband.

He has gone to Elizabeth, after all. He cannot face me with the fact.

At the end of the three day period, there seemed no other explanation. Going about her duties, other than seeing to her papa, was impossible. Felicity had never been thus afflicted with sorrow except when her mother had died when she was sixteen. Indeed, she felt she now desperately required a period of mourning. Alex’s going had left a hollowness inside her that had now flooded with pain. There was a poignancy there—what could have been, what almost had been on that magical morning.

Felicity spent hours alone in the room where, her first Season, she had once dreamed of Alex. Of what life could be like if only he could be hers. How different reality had been! He had married her. But he had never been hers.

The third day, alone in the sitting room off her bedroom, she had left papa to his valet while she tried to busy her hands knitting socks for John. But tears blinded her. Finally, she abandoned herself wholly, thinking if she just cried enough, she could get over it and the pain would be gone. But indulging it only made it worse. She tried reason: Of course, it was better this way, she told herself. She did not want him if he had chosen Elizabeth. She would not share Alex.

Most disturbing was the fact that he had not come to see Jack. And Jack was heartbroken.

“Where is my papa?” he had asked the first day.

“I am certain he will come to see you soon,” she had said.

Today, she had finally resorted to a lie. “He has had to leave town for a few days, darling,” she said, making up the only excuse she could think of. “He will be back soon.”

“Has he gone to the country?”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps he is buying my pony and cart!”

This sustained Jack for a time. It also had the effect of drying Felicity’s tears and imbuing her with tremendous anger on her son’s behalf. Had Alex not thought her selfish for her proposed separation of the family?

When Dr. Caldwell called the following morning, she found it difficult to hide her poor spirits. He spoke to her a number of times before she answered him, so deep was her distraction.

Finally, he asked, “Is anything amiss, my lady? Are you feeling quite the thing?”

If he were not her own doctor as well as Papa’s, she would have been discomfited by the personal inquiry.

“I am merely troubled by a personal matter. Physically I feel quite well, thank you, Doctor.”

She felt his eyes on her as she straightened her father’s bedclothes and tidied his bedside table.

“It is possible for emotional problems to make you unwell, Lady Grenville.”

Felicity chose not to reply. She was too close to tears. Since her father’s illness, no one had been solicitous of her, she had had almost no sleep, and the heartbreak she was harboring had her feeling raw inside. To her horror, a tear slid down her cheek. Then another.

Papa noticed. “Fliz!” he cried in alarm.

Felicity turned away from him and put her hands up to cover her face. She felt the physician’s hands grip her shoulders, turning her to face him.

“Now then,” he said. “I would not have you cry for anything in the world.” He offered her a starched handkerchief. “You are always so concerned for others. Allow me to comfort you. Tell me what is amiss. I have not seen Lord Grenville these several days.”

She tried to blow her nose delicately, then wiped her eyes. “I fear he has left me.”

“Surely not! Why, the man adores you!”

His hands remained clasping her shoulders as his words brought fresh tears. Aunt Henrietta and Anabella chose that moment to enter the sickroom.

The former flew to the sickbed. “Has his lordship taken a turn for the worse?”

Dr. Caldwell dropped his hands and said, “No. Lord Morecombe continues to improve.” To Felicity, he said, “Perhaps you should take a moment to refresh yourself.”

Nodding, she hurried out of the room, feeling Anabella’s eyes like a knife at her back.

What would she make of that scene, I wonder?

It did not really matter now, of course. Going to her dressing room, she poured cold water from the ewer into the basin and splashed her face. She looked in the mirror. There were dark circles under her eyes that looked like bruises. Even after being splashed with cold water, her face looked sallow. Her lips were chapped from being chewed nervously. How appalling she looked!

After pinching her cheeks frantically, she applied balm to her lips and powdered her face. That was the best she could do. Let Anabella make of it what she would.

Walking back into papa’s room, she saw that her sister-in-law was engaged in conversation with Dr. Caldwell. Lady Henrietta actually had her papa laughing.

“How nice to see you, Aunt, Anabella.” She stood in the doorway, her chin raised.

To her surprise Lady Henrietta asked, “What is making you so miserable, my dear?”

Surely, Alex’s aunt would know the answer to that question! Felicity answered, “Nothing that some company cannot cure!”

“I received your note about accompanying you and your friends on the piano at the benefit musicale.” Pausing, Aunt Henrietta turned to the doctor. “You see we have been very busy on your account, my good man.” She turned back to Felicity. “I should be delighted. You need only tell me the pieces you will be performing and I shall make certain to prepare them.”

“I have decided upon Mozart. The arias from Cossi Fan Tutti and The Magic Flute.”

“Very well, dear. You have given me a challenge!”

Anabella smiled full strength at the doctor. “I have been busy planting the herbs from the list you gave me. Our gardener thinks me quite mad. He’s never known me to have the least interest in the garden.”

“I am certain you make quite a lovely picture among the spring blossoms,” Dr. Caldwell replied.

Anabella simpered while Aunt Henrietta turned her interest to Felicity’s papa, who was demonstrating his improvement. “My Lord, you are smiling today!”

“Let us try something,” Dr. Caldwell said. In moments, he and Aunt Henrietta had Lord Morecombe propped up in bed.

Felicity winced as he asked, “Hen, wherz Aliz?”

The woman looked at Felicity. “Why, did your daughter not tell you? He has gone to Leicester for the races. He will be gone a week in all.”

Her words took Felicity completely by surprise. He was not with Elizabeth? He was out of town? At the races? Anger swiftly chased away her melancholy.

“The scoundrel!” Felicity said. “Why did he not bother to tell me or poor Jack?”

“Why, I am certain he meant to!” Alex’s aunt said. “I saw the note to you waiting on the table for the footman to the deliver!”

“A note!” scoffed Anabella. “How like him! Why, it could have easily gone astray. It might have been knocked to the floor and carried out with the rubbish!”

Henrietta focused on her niece with hard eyes. “Not so easily, Anabella. One footman—our house to this one.”

Thinking of all she had suffered the past three days, Felicity could scarcely contain her resentment. Had her sister-in-law interfered once more? And if he intended to go to Leicester, why had Alex not simply told her sometime during that morning they had spent at Gunter’s? She felt ill-used, indeed. All the drama, the tears, the anguish she had endured! Well, not for a minute longer!

Instead, she made much of her father, sitting up in bed. “Now you can eat something different from custard or jellies. Would you like some tea and toast with honey this morning, Papa?”

“I would,” he answered.

“We shall take our elevenses together,” said Aunt Henrietta. “And Felicity shall tell us what program she and her friends have devised for the benefit concert and when it is to be.”

When her guests had left, Felicity went up to Jack and proposed a walk in the park. She knew no other way than by strong exercise that she could possibly work free the anger that had built inside her.

As she listened to Jack’s chatter, Felicity found herself wishing that she did not have the benefit to consider. Now that he was well enough, her greatest wish was to remove her father to his country seat for the rest of the season so that she would not have to deal with Alex at all. The air in London was sooty and filled with unsavory smells. Far better for her father’s recovery would be the country air of Hertfordshire.

As Jack threw crumbs to the ducks, she realized that in the last four days, she had convinced herself that Alex had made his choice—that he had chosen Elizabeth. It was hard for her to come back to the knowledge that he had avoided making any choice at all by leaving town.

Her own desire to leave grew out of the fear that were she to stay in town, she would have to endure the anguished drama she had experienced this last while all over again. Clenching her fists, she vowed that were he to choose Elizabeth, she would not be here to witness it.

The musicale was scheduled for next week. She would place Aunt Henrietta in charge of the bandage-making afterward and leave for the country. Just making the plan eased her mind and heart.
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Alex returned from Leicester anxious to see his family. Thoughts of Elizabeth had retreated during the week as pictures of Felicity and Jack grew bolder in his mind.

Bounding up the stairs to the nursery of Morecombe House, he hoped to find his wife taking supper with their son. He was successful in his quest.

“Just such a scene as I pictured!” he declared, swooping Jack into his arms and onto his shoulders. Leaning down from this position, he kissed his wife on the top of her head.

“Papa! Did you buy my cart and pony?”

“Your cart and pony? No, Jack. I was at the races.” He set the boy down and looked into his disappointed face.

“Mama said you were at our house in the country.”

He looked at his wife, eyebrows raised. “Felicity? Did you not know I had gone down to Leicester?”

“No, my lord. I did not,” she replied, her jaw set.

Guilt settled heavily upon him.

“Mid-week, your aunt and sister were kind enough to visit Papa. They informed me.”

She and Jack had gone three or four days without knowing where he was? “But I left a note!”

“Which Anabella says most likely went out with the rubbish.”

“What is Leicester, Papa?” asked Jack.

“They have a horse-racing track there. I went to see the horses run.” He ruffled Jack’s hair. “When you are big, you will go with me. It is great sport!”

“Put the boy down, Alex. He must finish his supper so he has time for a story before bed.”

“Will you read to me, Papa?”

“Of course! There is nothing in this world I would rather do at this moment.”

Jack giggled.

When Jack was in bed, Alex went to visit Felicity’s father as she was settling him for the night.

“Good evening, my lord! You are looking grand indeed! Sitting up in bed reading! And it appears by your tray as though you are taking regular food.”

The look his father-in-law cast upon him was grim, however. Aunt Henrietta had reported to Alex that Lord Morecombe was “all smiles.” It certainly appeared as though he was not in his father-in-law’s good graces.

“Tomorrow, Dr. Caldwell is going to seat him on the edge of the bed,” Felicity said. “If Papa does well, perhaps he will be ready for his chair.”

“Leicester!” the man said, narrowing his eyes. “Hmph.”

“His speech is coming along, too, as you can see,” Felicity said, keeping a straight face.

Suddenly, Alex was flooded with repentant thoughts. He had left Felicity far too abruptly. He realized that while tending her father and catering to the emotional needs of their child, her last image of him was holding Elizabeth’s hands in the park! And to think his wretched sister had denied his wife even the cold comfort of knowing his whereabouts for several days. Even had she received it, a note was far less than what she deserved from him.

Facing Lord Morecombe’s scowl, he said, “Rotten show, my excursion. Have no idea what I was about.”

Taking his wife by her tense shoulders, he said, “Please accept my sincere apologies, my dear. I was utterly thoughtless. Especially to leave you with nothing more than a note.”

“Anabella delights in making mischief, you know.”

He sighed. “I will be waiting for you in your sitting room when you have finished here, Felicity.”

He paced his wife’s small but cozy sitting room. A fire burned in the grate. There were many reminders of her childhood in the little room: a black silhouette of her young profile was framed on one wall, a beautiful rosy portrait of her sitting with her mother hung over the mantle. There was also a succession of samplers demonstrating her early proficiency with embroidery.

Finally, Felicity entered and stopped just inside the doorway. Her face was set in lines of disapproval, her jaw firm.

“I know I have behaved badly, Felicity,” he admitted with a pleading smile. “Please be kind and forgive me.”

“Your mother spoiled you excessively,” she said. “And Anabella, as well.”

“We are both quite abominable,” he admitted. “But John is a decent fellow.” Walking to her, he pulled her gently into his arms and began kissing her hairline where little tendrils curled around her face and straggled at her nape. As he felt her soften against him, he kissed her full, soft lips, her cheeks, her neck, and the sensitive skin beneath her ears.

“Let me spend the night here with you,” he whispered. Her honeyed magic was working on him, pulling him into the cocoon of her warmth, into the embrace that made him man enough to shoulder all his roles in life.

He felt his wife stiffen. “My forgiveness does not stretch that far,” she said, her voice suddenly flat. Putting her hands on the lapels of his jacket, she said, “Until you walked into the nursery today, the picture I had carried in my mind for the last week was of you grasping Lady Elizabeth Beaton’s hands, clearly supporting her as she wept. Did you notice that she was looking at Jack while she cried? Looking at our son? There is no need for you to tell me the reason for her distress. She wants to have a child by you. She wants to give you another family.”

Alex put a hand over his wife’s curls and pulled her head down onto his breast. He stroked her cheek with a finger. “You do not know her circumstances, darling. If you did, you would feel more pity, more understanding.”

Felicity said nothing.

“Her husband treated her as a slave. Elizabeth was forced to tolerate terrible abuse.”

She still said nothing.

“Looking at our family, she is mourning a loss.”

His wife said something quietly into his waistcoat.

“What did you say?” he asked.

“You have been taken in, Alex. I’ll wager my new Chinese fan that you have been taken in.”

Alex drew his brows together. “How could you possibly know that?”

“I do not as yet. But I will wager my Spanish mantilla that Aunt Henrietta can find out the truth quickly enough.”

“Felicity, what on earth would I do with your mantilla and fan if I prove to be right?”

“Perhaps give them to your sister so she will not hate me so very much.”

“You must see that she is pea green with envy over everything you possess. She thinks you and your father to be rich as Croesus.”

“She wants to think that,” Felicity leaned back in her husband’s arms and looked straight into his eyes. “She believes I bought you. That you love Elizabeth. That I never had your love, so you were faithful to Elizabeth in your way. I am nothing but an interloper.”

Alex was forced to look away. Anabella had not invented her opinions out of thin air. The guilt was his and his alone. In the early days of his marriage, he had felt hard-used. Like a stud sold at auction. Anabella had been forced to listen to him on many occasions.

But since his much-delayed wedding night with Felicity, he had never returned to the theme. Their passion had surprised and enchanted him. And one knew that such things were never discussed with a maiden sister.

Putting his hands around her velvet-adorned waist, he raised them up inside her jacket and caressed his wife’s back. “Anabella has been operating with bad intelligence for these five years at least.”

“Do you not think someone ought to inform her of the fact?”

“I think that is chiefly a woman’s job. It could become delicate.”

He began unbuttoning her velvet spencer while he resumed his kissing of her face.

Stepping away, Felicity rebuttoned her clothing. She cleared her throat and spoke firmly. “Alex, we have solved nothing. There is a woman out there who expects you to leave me and set up housekeeping with her. Probably in the Hebrides or the Isle of Wight. She wants you. More importantly, from my point of view, she believes you want her. Do you suppose Anabella has told her I am increasing? Perhaps she thinks you only came to me once to secure the succession. I hope she will not be too shaken by the truth.”

Alex felt a weight descend upon him. He knew Felicity was right. Had he not proposed to Elizabeth, once Beaton had made his preferences known, that they should run away to the Highlands? She had turned him down.

After a week of tormented thoughts, Felicity was sanity. He did not want to leave her.

“If you will not have me in your bed, perhaps I will sleep on the cot in here,” he said. “It does not look too uncomfortable.”

His wife laughed at him. “You may have a proper bedroom, if you do not want to make the long journey home.”

“This is closer to you.”

Her eyes teased him. “I will send you a night shirt of Papa’s.”

Before she could leave the room, he captured her by the waist and kissed her nose. “Bon nuit, my sweet.”

“I will see that Mrs. Stephenson makes up a warm bed for you. Shall I send the footman for your valet?”

“There’s a dear. What a first class brain you have behind that pretty face of yours.”

“Flattery will not succeed, my Lord,” she said with purpose. “Good night.”
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Felicity lay awake for a long time. She knew she had made the right decision to keep Alex out of her bed, but it had been very difficult. Too aware of him sleeping in the dressing room, she went over their conversation in her head.

She concluded that he went to Leicester because he could not make a decision. No doubt he needed a break from the women in his life. Would she be leaving the field to Elizabeth if she took her father to the country? Was Alex that weak-willed?

Perhaps it was a chance she should not take. Whatever the state of Alex’s will, after the episode in the park, she was beginning to take Elizabeth’s measure. Felicity recognized a performance when she saw it.

Finally, worn out from the week’s drama and suspense, she fell into a restless sleep. She was awakened by a kiss on her cheek.

“You are a sleepy head this morning,” Alex said.

Looking up at him, she saw that he was already shaved and dressed.

“What is the time?”

“It is half nine already and your doctor is with your papa.”

Felicity sat up and brushed her hair out of her face. She had dismissed Martha the night before without braiding her thick mane; hence, it was a mass of tangles.

“I have not overslept in a long time.” Looking up at her husband, she was suddenly flustered. “Would you be so kind as to tell Dr. Caldwell I will be with him shortly?”

“You look uncommonly lovely in the morning,” Alex said.

She chuckled. “I told you flattery would not work. No woman looks her best in the morning!” She pulled the bell for Martha. “Now, you must leave, Alex.”

“Have you forgotten that I am your husband?”

“No. But sometimes I think you have forgotten,” she said sharply.

He looked stricken. The desire in his eyes died. He said, “I will give Dr. Caldwell your message and then I will go up to Jack. Good day, Felicity.”

His manner caused her to wonder at herself. Was she taking the right course to constantly remind the man of her rival? Perhaps not. But she could not bear for him to think that she did not know what was going on in his heart. That she did not know what was at stake.

Dr. Caldwell greeted her warmly. “Now we can try our experiment,” he said. Turning to his patient, he asked, “Are you ready to try sitting, my lord?”

Her father replied, “Les give it a go.”

His valet helped the physician to position Papa onto the edge of the bed, his legs over the side.

“Bravo, Papa!” she cried. “You are magnificent!”

Dr. Caldwell and the valet brought the armchair close to the bed and helped Lord Morecombe with the transfer. Felicity quickly found his slippers and draped his lap with a wool rug.

“Now you are ready for your newspaper,” she said.

~~*

The few days remaining before the benefit concert passed quickly. Alex visited Jack and Felicity’s father each day, but had little to say to his wife. She knew jealousy had driven her to anger him and could only hope that it had not driven him to the seemingly sweet Elizabeth as well.

Papa continued to do well, allowing her time to practice her arias with Aunt Henrietta. Her voice was not at its best. Her diaphragm was cramped and knotted with tension. She found that she could not relax her vocal chords enough to comfortably sing her high notes with the full range of her voice.

What was she to do? On Aunt Henrietta’s advice, she gargled with salt water. She took a teaspoon of honey before practicing. She put a warm flannel over her throat at night. All to no avail.

The day before her performance, she made a difficult decision. She knew what was causing her tension. When Alex made his morning visit to Jack, she waylaid him as he came down from the nursery.

“My lord, could I speak with you for a moment?” she asked.

“It depends upon your mood.”

“I am not feeling particularly shrewish,” she said.

“Very well.”

He followed her into her dressing room, and she shut the door. “I cannot sing. I cannot relax.”

“I am sorry to hear it. Your concert is tomorrow night, if I am not mistaken.”

“I am a bundle of nerves. I believe it is because I have angered you.”

“Come! This is not like you! You never apologize.”

She sat on the divan. “I am not apologizing, precisely. I just . . .” she hesitated, not certain how to proceed. She cast about for a topic. “Have you heard from John?”

Her husband’s stern countenance lit. “Yes. This morning, as a matter of fact. He swears your honey did the trick! He is fit. There was no serious inflammation. But of course that means he is back on the battlefront and the fighting is fierce.”

She smiled. “I am glad he is fit again, but I share your worry. It is a wretched war.”

Alex sat down beside her. “I know I have you to thank for restoring John’s health. Let us not quarrel.”

She restrained herself from mentioning Elizabeth, asking instead, “Will you be at the concert?”

“Of course.”

“I am afraid I will take one look at you and my voice will come out strangled.”

“Why should that be?”

“Because you never come to hear me sing, and I am afraid I will do poorly.”

He chuckled. “It is not like you to be so unsure of yourself, my dear.”

“I told you, I cannot seem to relax.”

“Well, now,” he said, a gleam in his eye. “You know the recipe for wounds, but I think I may know how to help you to relax.”

Suddenly his arms were around her and he began to kiss her gently, teasing her into participating. Before she knew it, he was kissing her like a starving man, urgently and demandingly. Gradually, as he assuaged the sharp edge of his hunger, his lips strayed to her cheeks, her eyes, her forehead, her hair. Knowing she was the object of his desire untied the knot in her breast. Felicity kissed him back heatedly, abandoning herself to his caresses.

Oh, how she had missed this! Time dissolved and Felicity lost awareness of everything except her husband. Finally, she relaxed in his arms, her cheek against his waistcoat.

“Oh, Alex. You do that so well.”

“I have missed you devilishly, my dear.”

Biting back words about her rival, she simply enjoyed the moment and felt herself more at ease than she had since Lord Beaton had died.

“Do you think you could administer some of that medicine before my performance?”

“Willingly. I shall instruct Norse to make his pantry available to us.”

~~*

Felicity felt strange being back in her home at Grenville House. The space of time she had spent helping her Papa convalesce seemed to have happened in another life. As she greeted her guests at Alex’s side, dressed in a dark cocoa-colored evening gown, she nearly forgot that a specter lay between them.

It was also gratifying to see so many of the ton had turned out for the benefit concert. Her friends Maeve Huntington and Sarah Anne Northam were also performing. Previously, the others had performed at ton gatherings and been universally acclaimed. Felicity had only performed for relatively small groups. As she tried to bridle her nerves, she was pleased to see that the former Prime Minister’s widow was moving toward her.

“Oh, my dear Mrs. Perceval, how glad I am to see you. I should have called, but my father has been very ill and I have been tending the sickroom.”

The sweet-faced woman squeezed Felicity’s hands in greeting. “He is improving, I hope?”

“Yes, thank heavens. How are you?”

“I am managing. I am glad that being in mourning does not prevent me from musical evenings such as this. Being forever at home in the evenings is not good for the spirits. And of course I am very anxious to be of help to your charity.”

“I hope the program will give you pleasure.”

Aunt Henrietta had overseen the placement of white tulips in silver vases throughout the large drawing room, and the erecting of a performance dais where the pianoforte stood. The wall behind it had been hung with silver cloth.

Why ever did I think to attempt this? I have not practiced nearly enough.

Felicity knew such thoughts would not benefit her performance, and she did her best to master them by directing her thoughts to such mundane things as playing spillikins with Jack and throwing bread to the ducks in the pond. She was on the point of asking Alex to take her into the butler’s pantry to perform his magic when Aunt Henrietta approached her.

“I am going to greet everyone now and talk about our charity, my dear. The other soloists are seated on the stage. I advise you to join them. The guests will soon settle.”

Alex approached, winking at her, and brought her gloved hand to his lips. “You will sing beautifully. All that is necessary . . .” he leaned in and whispered in her ear, “is to pretend I am ravishing you with complete abandon.”

She blushed deeply. “More than likely I shall choke if I look at you. You must promise to sit in the back where I cannot see you.”

Aunt Henrietta greeted everyone with her particular good cheer. She thanked them for supporting their efforts, talked about the need they would have for women to tear and roll bandages for the abandoned soldiers in Dr. Caldwell’s East End Clinic, and endeavored to persuade those interested to join them there in Grenville House on Wednesday mornings.

She then introduced Felicity as the first performer, sat down at the pianoforte, and waited for Felicity to raise her head as a signal to begin.

The arias were demanding, but Felicity need not have worried about her voice, as the music claimed her. The arias she had chosen were light and playful, and she acted the part with artistic abandon. She was not standing in front of people in evening dress, for her imagination carried her into the scenes of the operas she had so long loved and enjoyed. And Alex’s “treatment” had undoubtedly succeeded, for the tightness in her throat and diaphragm had left completely. Applause rang out loudly, and Felicity made her bows with a large smile on her face. For the two other performances, she sat in the afterglow of her own success, so very glad she had been able to sing her best.

Wine and cakes were served following the entertainment. Many ladies she knew but little crowded around her, congratulating her and giving their support to her charity project. When she was thus surrounded, she happened to look through the crowd to see Anabella arm in arm with Elizabeth, conversing in a lively manner with Alex. Elizabeth tapped his lapels playfully with her fan, as though chastising him for some teasing words.

If there was one person she did not want to speak with that night, it was Elizabeth. Felicity felt the wind go out of her sails. She moved to her aunt, standing behind the sign-up table for the bandage project.

“I can do this, Aunt. You go mingle with your friends.”

Unfortunately, the first people to join her at the table were Anabella and Elizabeth.

“We must come every Wednesday morning without fail, Elizabeth,” Anabella said. “Someone has to chaperone Felicity. I believe the poor doctor to be half in love with her. And he is very handsome to look at.”

“I cannot wait to meet the man,” Elizabeth said, covering a giggle with her fan. “I have heard such accounts of him.”

After writing their names on Felicity’s list, they walked away simpering and whispering like two schoolgirls. She was left feeling as though she were a wallflower at her own event.
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Alex was moved by his wife’s arias. He chastised himself roundly for never having participated in this part of her life. Though she was a soprano, her voice was not shrill as he had feared, but round and full. While she made her bow, he leapt to his feet. “Brava! Bravisima!” he called.

He had never imagined this side to Felicity. She was poised and alluring—an enchanting orchid rather than the earthy daisy he had always thought her.

When Elizabeth approached him afterward, she said, “I particularly recall how you detest opera. This must have been a terrible bore for you.”

He smiled at her, but her words put a barrier between them that he had never felt before. “I make an exception for my wife. She is clearly a brilliant performer.”

Elizabeth’s brows rose. “It was obliging of her to sing for your Aunt’s charity. Such an excellent idea, do you not think so?”

“I do. And although my her aunt has been an immense help, the idea for this event and for the charity was Felicity’s. We would both be most delighted if you would see fit to offer your aid.”

She appeared to examine her gloves. “Do you really think your wife would welcome my presence in a party to gossip and roll bandages?”

Alex shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another. “I do not see any reason that she would object to your presence.”

Elizabeth’s hand went to her bosom, her eyes looking as hurt as if he had wounded her there. He felt a shaft of guilt and added, “It is tedious work, you know. She will be glad of everyone’s help. May I fetch you some cake?”

“No, thank you. I see Anabella, and I must have a word with her, if you will excuse me.”

She extended her hand. He took it and bowed over it formally, but did not kiss it. There were a good many people about, including his wife. As Elizabeth walked away, he followed her figure with his eyes. That had been a dashed uncomfortable encounter.

His aunt approached him, saying, “You are not still mooning over that gel, are you Alex?”

Ignoring her question, he asked, “Do you ever hear any gossip about the Beaton marriage, Aunt?”

She surveyed him severely. “Dealing in gossip now, are we?”

“Lady Beaton has asked me to believe some scurrilous claims about her husband. Felicity does not believe them and tells me that you would know the truth of the matter.”

“I suppose I would, if there was anything to know. Lord Beaton’s first wife, Philippa, and I were fast friends.”

“He treated her well?” Alex felt stirrings of unease.

“Admirably. He was a faithful, kind husband, if a little too indulgent. I have no reason to believe he would have treated Lady Elizabeth any differently.”

So Elizabeth had intentionally misled him. His anger stirred, and it must have been plain for his aunt said, “She could never bear to be crossed, you know.”

“Elizabeth?”

“Yes. The only one who has ever been able to do anything with her is her father.”

He thought for a moment. “Perhaps it was her father and not her husband whom she was speaking of to me. She said a ‘he’ had mistreated her. Maybe she was explaining why she was coerced into marrying Beaton.”

Alex knew he had never been a favorite in Lord Whitby’s eyes. He remembered Elizabeth trembling at her father’s side when he paid her that first visit of condolence. Was she afraid of him?

Aunt Henrietta said, “Everyone knows Whitby’s temperament. He thinks all women are fools. But it would surprise me greatly to learn that he mistreats his daughter.”

Alex’s fists were clutched at his side.

“You must stifle the intention to be her White Knight, my dear. You are no longer free,” Aunt Henrietta reminded him before she was interrupted by one of the hired waiters to see to some detail.

Alex stood lost in thought. Had someone as delicate as Elizabeth truly been treated “as a slave” by her father? She was in the conversation group next to him, and he watched her fragile white throat as she sipped a glass of wine.

Felicity joined him at that moment and, before he was aware of it, noticed the direction of his gaze.

“Perhaps it was her father who abused her,” he said. “Perhaps I misunderstood.”

“You are a blind man,” his wife said. Lifting her skirts, she turned her back on him and hurriedly left his side. Alex watched as she left the company and went into the hall. From where he stood, he could see her climbing the stairs. Confound it! Not only had he been caught staring at Elizabeth, he had also neglected to compliment his wife on either her singing or the success of her event. I am in hot water again.

He had been hoping she would stay with him tonight, but now he had ruined any chance of that. Setting his wineglass on the mantle, Alex plunged his hands into his pockets and walked to his aunt, who stood speaking to their cousin, Eustace Marston, a vain young man with a pale face and puffy hands.

“Excuse us for a moment, Marston,” he apologized, taking Aunt Henrietta’s arm and leading her away. When they were out of earshot, he said in a low voice, “Felicity has gone upstairs. I wanted to let you know that I am off to my club, which leaves you as the remaining hostess.”

She pursed her lips. “For Felicity, there is forgiveness. She is increasing and most probably, her performance has worn her to a thread. But, you, my good man, will stand by me until the last guest has left.”

“You make a poor bully, Aunt. Tell the guests whatever you like. I am leaving.”

“Even if it makes your marriage look a sham? Everyone saw you in conversation with Elizabeth. I hope not too many were aware of your languishing glances, but Felicity certainly was. And her cut direct after a mere two words with you was noted. Add to that the fact that you are living separately, and there is plenty enough food for gossip without your disappearing to your club.” Her eyes were unwontedly stern. “Be Felicity’s White Knight for a change.”

Being made to see the evening from his aunt’s perspective was a severe set down. “She is a very difficult woman, Aunt.”

“She would be blissfully easy to get along with if you could only see when you were well off. And tonight, it is Felicity who needs rescuing.”

Aunt Henrietta then twisted the white rosebud in his buttonhole, gave it a pat of her hand, and glided back toward Marston, whom Alex remembered was a reputed Opera critic.

Tonight had been a triumph for his wife and, clothead that he was, he had ruined it for her. His aunt was right. He must do his bit.

He managed to speak in a gentlemanly manner to many of Felicity’s musical friends whom he had never before met. They regaled him with the outstanding success of her past performances, obviously with the hope that he would attend another one in the future. Then Marston found him and said, “She was born too high, Grenville. Were she not an aristocrat, she could have taken the world by storm as a soprano. If you’re ever down on your luck, she can always take to the stage and repair your fortunes.”

Alex patted Marston on the back. “Do not, I pray, go putting ideas into her head.”

“Unfortunately, she is a very sensible woman. It is the Opera’s loss.”

Sir Winton approached him. “I say, after doing our duty tonight, I am bound for a bit of frivolity. Shall we organize a party for Vauxhall Gardens? There is a costume ball tomorrow night. You will be masked. You could take who you wish.”

Alex frowned . “You are not a married man. A wife can see through any disguise, and so can all her friends. But, perhaps after tonight’s performance, I can tempt Lady Grenville to appear as an opera sensation by means of purchasing her a lavish gown. Deep rose. Possibly Georgian in style. With a towering white wig. I’ve always wondered if one could dance the waltz in panniers.”

“And you must mince about in red-heeled slippers with foams of lace at your neck and wrists,” Winton said.

“I shall make certain that Lady Grenville wears one of those cunning Georgian patches just above the right corner of her lip.”

“I shall bring my cousin Elaine, who is making her debut. She and Lady Grenville will get along famously, and you and I can roam the dark walks or scare up a card game.”

“It sounds very relaxing after this formal occasion,” Alex replied. “Send us an invitation in the morning. Felicity is in the sullens. It will be just the thing.”

Finally, the guests began trickling out the door, saying their good evenings to Lady Henrietta and Lord Grenville, with especial requests to convey their compliments to Lady Grenville.

Alex took his courage in his hands and went upstairs to try to make things right with Felicity. He was not very surprised when he found that she had undressed, leaving her elegant performance gown across her bed, apparently redressed in less confining clothes, and fled through the back door back to Morecombe House with her maid. .

Sick at heart, he undressed himself without the help of Richards. When he went to bed, he tossed and turned, replaying Felicity’s arias in his head, seeing her almost as a stranger would. That part of her was a stranger. It had been many months after they were married that he had even learned that she could sing, that she was living her life at musical soirees in the evening, not staying home alone during the nights while he went to Brooks.’ He was not musical, and she had never asked him to attend. It seemed rather absurd and very sad that it had taken five years for him to become acquainted with the fact that Felicity was, in fact, somewhat of a diva in her own world.

In the beginning of their marriage, he had not valued her for much of any reason. When he had finally consummated the marriage, that had changed. They had developed a powerful intimacy in the bedroom that eventually extended to their love for Jack. And they had rubbed along reasonably well after that until Lord Beaton’s death had upset their delicate balance. Now, he found he missed the relationship she had upended when she left for her father’s house.

Tomorrow, he would call on her with orchids, beg her forgiveness, praise her performance, and convince her to go to Vauxhall with him.





{ 18 }

 

Felicity had been so angry with her husband’s behavior at her musicale that she had left her guests, torn off her new gown, put on an old walking skirt and pelisse, and sneaked down the servants’ stairs and out the back door into the dark night. By the faint light of the street lamps, she and Martha made their way the four blocks to Morecombe House in silence, shivering in the spring air. Laughter tumbled out of several mansions lit with hundreds of candles for the balls that were taking place. Orchestras played waltzes, reels, and minuets. Felicity’s spirits sank lower and lower.

She had reveled in Alex’s loud praise after her performance. She thought finally she had done something that had made him see who she really was, when not being a difficult wife. Then: Elizabeth. He had been watching her and he had been thinking of her. Swallowing her lies.

Felicity’s only prayer was that Elizabeth would expose herself one of these days, and that Alex would wake up from his long infatuation. Aunt Henrietta felt it was bound to happen sooner or later.

When she reached home, she was glad to find Papa soundly asleep. She checked on Jack. He was well-settled, his cheeks pink from dreaming as he held his stuffed bear with both arms. Wanting to leave the memories of the night behind, Felicity decided suddenly to sleep in the nursery near her son instead of her lonely bed where she would only be pursued by bitter thoughts. She lay down in the empty bed beside Jack’s. The bed where someday her new child would sleep. She steered her tired thoughts to that event and tried to leave the exhausting and disappointing night behind.

~~*

Felicity was eating breakfast with her father in his room when Alex called.

“Good morning, my dear. Good morning, my lord.” He bowed to them both and seated himself at their small table, handing her an exquisite white orchid. Attached was a card reading, “From your ardent admirer, Alex.”

Felicity said, “Ardent?” in cool tones. Her father, who knew the history of the evening, merely inclined his head.

“Ardent to the greatest degree,” her husband said. “You left last night before I had a chance to express my appreciation. Your arias were superb. It is a rarity for me to appreciate a soprano voice.”

“Is that why you have never been to hear me before?”

“Yes, I confess it is. I dislike shrill voices. But your voice is unusually clear and brilliant. Marston told me you could take Europe by storm, should you wish.”

“I imagine Napoleon would have something to say about that,” Felicity said, disappointed in herself that his praise meant so much. She was actually blushing.

“And how are you feeling today, my lord?” Alex inquired of her father.

“Well,” he said with a nod.

“Papa’s speech is improving daily. Today, Dr. Caldwell plans to try to get him to take a few steps.”

“I am very grateful that your recovery is progressing so beautifully,” Alex said to Papa. Turning to her, he said. “Should we enjoy a walk this morning? The sun is shining.”

“I promised Jack an outing after Dr. Caldwell’s visit.”

“Allow me to join you, then.”

“If you wish.” Felicity kept her voice cool and low-pitched. “We are to take a hackney to the new toy emporium.”

A footman entered to clear away.

“That sounds amusing,” Alex said.

Felicity spoke to the servant, handing him the orchid. “Would you please see that this is put in the silver bud vase and placed on my vanity table?” She had never had orchids before. However, she reminded herself, Alex’s behavior of the night before had been more hurtful than even the gift of an orchid could banish. Alex looked a bit too pleased with himself.

“Perhaps you might like to go up and visit your son? Papa and I are discussing private matters.”

A scowl marked her husband’s forehead. He left them.

“Private madders?” her father asked.

“I needed to humble him a bit,” she confessed to her father.

He smiled at her and patted her hand.

Later, when the physician came, Papa was able to stand on his own and take a few small steps.

“Champagne!” he demanded in elation.

~~*

The visit to the toy emporium was a success. Jack selected a miniature archery set as a gift from his father and a toy stuffed terrier from his mother. Thrilled with his purchases, he demanded a trip to the park to try out his bow and arrow.

“After luncheon,” his father said as they stood in the street awaiting a hackney. “Right now, your Mama and I have some shopping to do.”

“We do?” Felicity asked, surprised.

“Yes. We must go to the costumier and find you attire suited to a Georgian era soprano. We have been invited to a masquerade at Vauxhall tonight.”

Felicity fought with her feelings. She particularly wanted to go to the masquerade, but should she let Alex off so easily?

“But I have always desired to be a harem dancer,” she said sweetly.

“What the deuce? You will not show your limbs in public!”

“And I long for you to be a bare-chested pirate with a mustache!”

“Done!” he said, “If you will be my bonny pirate queen. No harem dancer!”

Felicity could not help laughing at his discomfiture and playfully caressed his face. She knew how much he admired her legs. “All right. A bonny pirate queen. I only hope you will not be cold without a shirt.”

He signaled a cab. “Pirates wear capes. Heavy, velvet-lined capes.”

~~*

Felicity had not been to Vauxhall Gardens often enough for the novelty to wear off. It was probably the only invitation Alex could have offered her that she would not refuse. And she especially loved a masquerade. From the costumier, she obtained billowing red britches, a white blouse with a gathered yoke, and a black pirate hat with a matching leather waistcoat and belt. Alex bought her a glittering loo mask, and she wore her black half boots to complete her costume.

When Alex was dressed in his fitted black trousers, leather waistcoat, pirate hat, sword, and scabbard, they visited Jack in his nursery. Their son was thrilled to have such dashing parents.

“I want to go with you. I can be the pirate’s child!”

“Not tonight, darling,” said Felicity. “But tomorrow, I will teach you to fight a pirate duel!”

“How do you know?” asked Alex.

“Papa taught me,” she said. “He thought it was something every proper young lady should know.”

They said goodnight to Nanny Owen and Jack and went to join Sir Winton and his cousin, Miss Wilkins, in the downstairs hall.

“What ho!” said Winton. “Aye, Mateys.”

Miss Wilkins tittered. She was dressed as a shepherdess, as befitted a debutante. Winton was costumed as Charles II, wavy black curls and all.

They traveled by carriage and then took a torch-lit party barge featuring a flute player and violinist down the Thames to the Vauxhall Landing. Alex tried to help Felicity disembark, but she scorned his hand and jumped to the pier as befitted the character she was playing.

The torch lit gardens were very merry. Felicity was glad that she had not come in Georgian period dress, as there were dozens of women in tall white wigs. Georgian gentlemen also appeared in great numbers. Of course, there were plenty of pirates, but none as dashing as Alex, though she did not tell him so.

Once they had reached their box, the men ordered the customary ham sandwiches, fruit compote, and two bottles of champagne. The orchestra was playing a reel, and Felicity and Alex joined in the fun at once, leaving Sir Winton with his cousin. However, when the strains of the following set proved it to be a waltz, Felicity declined Alex’s offer to dance.

“You behaved abominably last night. Do not think I have forgotten,” she said and, turning her back, rejoined the other couple in the box. Dinner had been delivered.

Felicity began a discussion about the Stuart kings, asking Sir Winton what he thought would have become of England had Charles II not been beheaded and had the Catholics continued to reign. Miss Wilkins was a quiet little being and added little to the conversation. Alex’s friend had Catholic sympathies, (hence the costume)and Alex himself held very strong opinions on the subject of British sovereignty relying upon their independent religious beliefs. Felicity confessed to a strong wish that she had been alive during Queen Elizabeth’s reign to be courted by Sir Francis Drake.

“He,” she said, “is my idea of a true hero.”

Alex remarked drily, “Oh, that he could see you at present.”

“I would have captivated him with my singing. He would have appreciated me rather than some insipid blonde.”

“You have had too much champagne, my dear,” Alex said with a frown.

“Let us take a stroll, my dear man,” said Sir Winton, grabbing the remaining bottle off the table.

“Insufferable creatures!” cried Felicity as they strolled off.

“I think, Lady Grenville, that perhaps Charles is right and you have had a bit too much to drink,” Miss Wilkins said.

“Never mind,” Felicity said, bundling her hair under her pirate’s hat. “Take my arm. I shall pass as a rather short gentleman. We shall stroll ourselves.”

“Will it be safe?” Miss Wilkins asked. “I have heard there are rough characters about in Vauxhall.”

“Perfectly. We shall stay to the lighted paths.”

As they strolled, Felicity asked, “What think you of London, Miss Wilkins?”

“I like it very well. Particularly the balls.”

“And your cousin? Does he take you about?”

“Yes, Charles is very kind to me. He and my brother were close friends at Eton, so he has been coming to our home in the country for donkey’s years.”

Felicity put two and two together. “You expect to marry him?”

“Possibly one day. I know he desires it, but I wish to be courted by other men before I make my decision.”

Felicity had not realized the girl had so much sense. They discussed the advantages of this strategy as they strolled.

“Do you not detest Almack’s?” Felicity asked. “All that stale cake and orangeat . . .”

Before the young lady could give an answer, there was rustling in the shrubbery. Felicity noted belatedly that they were alone on the path and that it was not as brightly lit as it might be. Two men in stocking masks appeared before them. One of them hefted a black stick. Felicity stood in a protective stance before Miss Wilkins, as though she were indeed a man. Her companion began to scream shrilly in Felicity’s ear. She turned her head away, and then all went black.
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In the distance, Alex heard screaming.

“That’s Elaine!” her cousin said and began to run.

Felicity! Alex followed, dodging high hedges and random statuary. The screaming had stopped, but Winton, like a pointer beagle, kept going. After what felt to be ages, they came upon a crowd surrounding something on the ground.

Nudging themselves through the crowd, Alex and Winton found Felicity and Miss Wilkins in two heaps upon the path, their pockets turned out.

Alex emitted a strangled sound as he knelt by his wife. Mimicking what he had seen Dr. Caldwell do, he felt Felicity’s wrist with two fingers. After a few horrible moments, he located a faint pulse.

A night watchman ran forward, blowing his whistle. Alex ran his hands desperately over his wife’s person, seeking a knife. When he found none, he pulled off the hat and examined her head. It was not long before he located a large, damp lump on the front of her scalp. His hand came away sticky with blood.

Heart thudding painfully, he called to the watchman, “My wife is hurt, man. Go for a stretcher. Quickly!” Turning to his friend, he said, “Your cousin?”

“She is coming ‘round. I think she only fainted, thank heavens.”

“We never should have left them,” Alex said.

“Who could know they would go strolling on their own?”

“I could. Felicity has always been . . . difficult.” His voice broke on the word. He put his head in his hands. “Dear God,” he prayed. “Don’t let her die! It is my fault. I was thoughtless. Cruel, even. This is all my fault.”

The stretcher arrived and Winton helped him to settle Felicity onto it.

“She was so brave,” Miss Wilkins said, dazedly. “She stood my protector. Just as though she were indeed a man.”

~~*

The carriage ride home had been a nightmare. With every jostle and jolt, Alex had tried to cushion Felicity’s head by holding her close to him. She had not regained consciousness and he feared most desperately for her life. He took her to Grenville House and sent the footman in the carriage for Dr. Caldwell. While carrying her up the stairs to her bedroom, he remembered Martha and sent another footman to Morecombe House for the maid.

Laying his wife on one side of her bed, he folded back the yellow striped bed clothing on the other side and then transferred her tenderly and pulled the clothing tightly around her. It was a brisk night and she had suffered a terrible blow. For a time, he paced the room. He blamed himself. He should never have left her. He had allowed himself to be put off by her reference to Elizabeth.

He dropped to his knees by her bed. Clasping her in his arms, he rested his head on her breast, listening to the faint heartbeat. He must not lose Felicity! She was vital. She was life. She was the one who dwelt next to his soul.

Compared to my wife, Elizabeth has only been a gauzy dream conjured by a man who was scarcely more than a child. Felicity is flesh and blood. It is Felicity I love.

The knowledge stunned him, as though clouds had parted in his mind. He came to his feet and began to pace once more across the pumpkin-colored rug, reordering his head and heart as the meaning of this realization came clear. Felicity was the most generous person he had ever known. Alex had no doubt that she loved their child with her whole heart. But was there any chance that she felt the same about him?

He remembered when he had first come to dinner in her home, thinking he was brokenhearted over Elizabeth’s engagement. She had been dressed in a silver and gold gown that had framed her form as though she were a painting. It had possessed a Van Dyke collar in gold Lamé which had framed her face—a face full of color and character. Then, there had been that shock between them when Felicity took his arm. Both their eyes had gone wide as he recalled. He knew then that he was wildly attracted to her—her smooth, warm skin, her rich golden hair and honey-colored eyes. But like a ghost, Elizabeth’s shade had lingered somewhere nearby, expecting him not to think of the joys of the flesh but only those of the mind.

When they had first married, a mistaken loyalty to Elizabeth had kept him from his wife’s bed, but she was on his mind constantly. He had worked out ways to be near her, to catch a whiff of her vanilla scent. He never missed a chance to seat her when they dined alone. He was often about when she stood arranging flowers in the stillroom. It was easy to recall how desperately he had wanted to see her hair all down about her silky shoulders. Alex had sat for hours sulking at his club to keep himself away from her.

One night, it had become too much. He left Brooks’ early and came home to find her reading by candlelight in her bedroom. By the subtle illumination, she looked more desirable than ever in her high-necked lace gown. He had walked to her and without a word unbraided her lustrous hair. As he ran his fingers through the smooth, wavy locks, he asked in a hoarse, uncertain voice if she would please join him in his bedroom. Her golden eyes had flared with desire as she looked up at him. When they finally made love, he lost himself in her, forgetting everyone and everything as they became one.

He loved his wife! He had been running from the fact for years because it countered his phantom boyhood infatuation, which somehow he had come to believe was higher and purer. It had taken this injury, which might very well take her from him, for him to realize what he should have known and expressed years ago. Minds could not in fact become one. But bodies could.

Could she ever forgive him? He had cheated her out of years of devotion. Years when they could possibly have been happy together. Would his wife have been difficult if she had been secure in his love? He ran both hands through his hair and hung his head.

Just recently, she had apparently had enough of their marriage. Felicity seemed certain that now that Elizabeth was free, he would go to her, make her his mistress. His wife had no intention of remaining with him if he made such a decision. Had not the move to her father’s house had been an attempt to remove herself from him before he could remove himself from her? She had done all in her power to wake him up and force him to make a choice.

God forgive me! I have not treated Felicity as she deserved. I have no right to ask for my own sake, but for hers, please let her live! I will cherish her. I will show her in every way how much I love her—taking part in her interests, going about society with her, taking pride in her. No man shall be a more devoted husband!

Finally, he heard the physician’s tread on the stairs. Dr. Caldwell entered the room, his hair on end, his countenance radiating alarm. “What has happened?”

“My wife was struck with some kind of weapon at Vauxhall tonight. There is a great lump on her head and she has remained unconscious.”

Going to her side, the physician examined her head and measured her heartbeat.

At last he looked up, his face drawn. “I’ll not wrap this up in clean linen, my lord. This is very serious. Your wife has most probably suffered a severe concussion. There is most certainly swelling on her brain. I do not know if she will regain consciousness.”

Alex sank into a chair and put his head in his hands.

Felicity! Come back to me. Your feelings for me may be exhausted, but I cannot bear for you to leave me.

“Is there anything to be done?” he asked at length.

“I am afraid not. In cases such as these, we can but wait.” Dr. Caldwell loosened Felicity’s hair in a singularly intimate gesture. “Our bodies are controlled by the brain. We must pray that there is not too much damage.”

Alex thought of all the tender care Felicity had lavished on her father. “Is it similar to Lord Morecombe’s condition?”

“In some ways. But if we do not lose her to this concussion, I think she will make a full recovery.”

He seemed to become aware of Alex’s costume for the first time. “You were masquerading as pirates?”

“Yes. She wore a hat. I think it may have cushioned the blow somewhat.”

“You were with her?” he asked, his manner confused.

Alex stood and turned away from the physician, running his hand through his hair once more.

“I was not. She was with another member of our party who was unable to stop the attack.”

Doctor Caldwell dared to raise his eyebrows. Alex’s control snapped and he shouted, “You need not tell me! I was not watchful of her and now she is paying the price.”

“I pray, my lord, that you will calm yourself. It does not help Lady Grenville for you to take on and blame yourself in this manner.” He paused. “Rather, it would be good if you could take her devotion to her father as your model. Her ladyship stayed with him and showed her affection freely. She spoke to him confidently. I truly believe she brought him along as no one else could have.”

“I do not intend to leave her side.”

“May I suggest you may be more comfortable out of costume? I will watch over her while you change your clothing, if you wish to do so now.”

Alex felt oddly reluctant leaving the physician alone with his wife as she lay so vulnerable in her bed. It took a moment for him to realize that this was foolishness.

“Thank you,” he said. “I will return shortly.”

The departure of the doctor came with promises to come back in the morning before his call on Lord Morecombe, during which time he agreed to break the news to his lordship. He hoped to take Felicity’s papa a more positive report. Alex pulled a straight-backed chair over to the bedside. Being careful not to aggravate her injury, he ran locks of Felicity’s golden hair through his hands, as he had that night five years ago. He kissed her brow. He held her hand.

Then he began to talk to her.

“Felicity, I have the strangest memory of seeing you at a ball before we were introduced. You were standing a few feet away but were not in my group. I was laughing and must have caught your attention. Tell me, please—I did not actually wink at you, did I?” He stroked his thumb across her knuckles. “I am afraid I did.

“Could it be that that is really when I began to fall in love with you?” Alex paused, as though awaiting her answer. “I am in love with you, darling. I do not know precisely when I fell. Love is a very different thing from what I thought it to be, you see. It is not to be confused with worship from afar. It is a more whole-hearted, whole-bodied thing. One can only be in love with a real person, not merely an appearance of loveliness.”

He looked down at her still face. Were any of his words really getting through to her shrouded mind? If so, she would be castigating him for taking so long to figure it out.

Alex tried again. “You are wondering I why I acted so abominably, if in fact, I loved you? I can only put it down to a gross flaw in my character. I hate to be told what to do. Even if that something is agreeable to me, I hate to have my agency taken away. It is possible that I refused to acknowledge my own feelings for the sole reason that I did not get to choose.” He stood and walked to the mantle, trying to grasp the enormity of this flaw in his character. “I made it unpardonably clear that you were not my choice then.” Taking long steps, he went back to the bedside. “But you are my choice now. You are the only woman I love.”

Gently, he stroked her hair, speaking to her of their son and their hopes and dreams for him. He spoke of the new baby—giving her another reason to live, so that she could give birth to this new life.

He even spoke to her of his as-yet-unexpressed desire to be a force for the Whigs in Parliament, to encourage that more be done for the returning foot soldiers. Reminding her that her first meeting of her bandage charity would be in two days, he encouraged her to wake up and take charge, if she did not want his sister to take over.

Thanking her for what she had done for John led to reminiscences of boyhood days and childhood pranks. And then, miraculously, the sun was rising and Felicity still breathed.

~~*

Jack would be wondering where his mother was. Devil take it, the boy was ensconced in the house on Grosvenor Square. Through the long night of terror and intimacy, Alex had forgotten all the others—Jack, his papa-in-law, Aunt Henrietta, and Anabella.

He was suddenly exhausted from the ordeal of self-revelation and fear that Felicity might not recover. Alex leaned his head forward, above Felicity’s on the pillow, and fell all at once into a heavy slumber. Richards found him there hours later.

“My Lord! What is amiss?”

Alex related the details of the attack. “She does not seem to be any worse, but she is not any better, either. Is my aunt awake?”

“Yes, my lord. She and Lady Anabella are preparing to go shopping.”

“Would you please ask them to stop in here for a moment?”

Richards bowed and left the room

When his aunt and sister arrived, they exclaimed together, “What has happened?”

“Last night at the masquerade, Felicity and I were separated and she was set upon by thieves. They hit her upon the head. It is quite serious. She is concussed. I have been awake with her all night, but there has been no change.”

Aunt Henrietta sat down in the straight-backed chair that Alex had vacated and ran a hand over his wife’s forehead. “Poor Felicity. I have never seen her so still.” Turning to her nephew, she said, “What would you like me to do to help?”

Anabella stood awkwardly at the end of the bed. “I wish to help, as well,” she said.

“I must go inform his Lordship and bring Jack back here. It might take some time. Could one of you sit with her? If she wakes up, I do not wish for her to be alone.”

“I will stay with her, of course, Alex. The poor dear. What did the physician say?”

“He could not really give me much information. He did say that if she comes out of the concussion, her recovery should be fairly rapid.”

“Then that is what we must pray for.” Turning to her niece, she said, “Anabella, perhaps you can find a friend to go with you to the linen drapers to buy the fabric for the bandages.”

“I shall. Do not fret about anything, Aunt. I will do that, and I will send out the notes to all the women about our bandage party. Do you think we should postpone it? Until Felicity is recovered?”

“Perhaps that would be best, dear.”

“Very well,” said Alex. Bending down, he kissed his wife’s forehead. On his way out the door, he caught Anabella looking at him in wonder. As well she might. He needed to have a talk with his sister.

When he arrived at Morecombe House, it was to find Lord Morecombe dressed in street clothes and sitting up in his chair.

“You are progressing well, I see!”

“Where’s Flz?”

Alex sat down in the other armchair and faced his father-in-law. “I am afraid there has been an unfortunate incident.” He went on to describe their evening and its serious consequences.

Lord Morecombe hoisted himself unsteadily to his feet. “Mus go to my girl.”

“I am afraid that is not possible just yet, my Lord.”

“Bath chair! Mother had a bath chair!”

Alex thought this over. “My lord, I believe that would be just the thing! We just need four sturdy footmen to carry the chair and we can transport you from your sickroom to hers.”

Turning to the valet, he asked him to prepare a valise with several changes of clothing and to see to the finding of said footmen in the neighborhood.

“While Hinshaw sees to that, I will go upstairs to Jack. By this afternoon, all of us will be safely ensconced about Felicity’s bedside.”

Jack was very enthused about going home. “You mean you and me and Mama are going to live all in the same house again?”

“Yes. Grandpapa is better now, and he is coming with us. But, Jack, you must be a brave boy.”

“I am always a brave boy!”

“Mama has had an accident and she is sleeping like Grandpapa was before he woke up. We must speak to her gently and hold her hand, and pray that she will wake up.”

Jack looked quite unperturbed. “I can do all those things.”

When Alex returned to Lord Morecombe, he found Dr. Caldwell.

“I have just been to see Lady Grenville. Her pulse is stronger and her color is better.”

Feeling as though the future was not quite as dark, Alex wrung the doctor’s hand. “Thank you for telling me. We return to her now. Lord Morecombe is being carried by bath chair.”

“So he tells me! Ingenious. The outing and change of scene will do him a great deal of good. In addition, I know he is fretting over his daughter. It is best for his health if he is with her.”

~~*

By the time luncheon was served, all the family were together again, excepting Anabella, who was apparently still out and about purchasing linen. Aunt Henrietta, Lord Morecombe, Alex, and Jack took their luncheon on a small table before the fire, upstairs in Felicity’s bedroom, as none wanted to be parted from her.

“You can talk to Mama, Jack,” Alex said after the footman had cleared away. “I think she can hear you. She just cannot answer you. Keep your voice soft so it does not hurt her head.”

His son walked silently to the edge of the bed. He put his little hand over his mama’s and whispered, “I miss you, Mama. But I am happy to be home again.”

Felicity’s eyes fluttered and then closed.

“She’s opening her eyes!” Jack announced. “Do it again, Mama!”

Felicity’s eyes fluttered again, and this time she managed to keep them open halfway. She spoke, “Jack?”

“I am here, Mama! And so is Papa and Aunt and even Grandpapa. He came in a funny chair! You should have seen him when he was carried down the street. Everyone was looking at us!”

Everyone crowded around her bed including Alex, almost shyly, his heart hammering as he held one of her hands. He was so relieved that she would live, he had to cast about for something to say. “Do you need me to pour you a glass of water?” he asked.

“Yes, please.”

“Felicity . . . I am so very glad you have recovered,” he managed to say. In a lower voice, he said, “I feared the worst. And of course, that would not have done at all.”

“No,” she said solemnly. “It would have been a very poor show.”

All at once he grinned and went to pour her water. After she had drunk, she asked, “What happened? My head seems to hurt.”

Alex answered, “You were struck on the head by bandits while you were strolling with Miss Wilkins at Vauxhall. Can you ever forgive me for deserting you?”

She gave a small smile. “We shall see, my Lord, how good a nurse you are.”

Jack grabbed one of Alex’s books about animal husbandry from the side table and scrambled up onto the bed. “I am going to read you a story, Mama.” Opening the book, he said, “This is a book about horsies. It even has pictures.” He turned it so she could view it. “This horsie is named Slow Poke. He is very sad because he wants to run races like this other horse . . . Frederick . . .”
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“ . . . but Farmer John would only let Slow Poke pull the cart.”

Felicity’s head was pounding like a Sunday band in the park, but Jack’s efforts to entertain her made her smile. Alex was smiling, too, as were dear Papa and Aunt Henrietta.

She felt quite odd being the focus of so much beneficent attention. Jack’s story was a short one, but quite ingenious. Slow Poke saved Frederick’s life by pulling him out of the mire, and he was very glad he was a cart horse after all. Felicity’s head swam, but she was aware that Jack had endowed his tale with a good moral.

“You are a good storyteller, Jack,” she told him, raising a surprisingly weak hand to muss his hair.

“I am a good waker-upper, too,” he said. “I am glad you are awake, Mama.”

“I am, too, my love.”

“Now may I go play in my nursery? I have missed my toys from before we went to stay with Grandpapa.”

“Yes, you may, if it is all right with Papa.”

“Yes,” said Alex. “You may go. Nanny Owen is up there now.”

Jack scampered from the room.

“How do you feel, my dear?” asked Alex’s aunt.

“Like someone is using my head for a drum,” Felicity confessed. “I do not remember much of what happened, Alex.”

“As I said, you and Miss Wilkins were set upon by ruffians. I believe they took you for a man. You were walking alone in an unsavory area.” His voice ought to have been stern, but it was not.

“Are you not very angry with me?” she asked. “That was surely a stupid thing for me to have done.”

“I am only angry with myself for leaving you,” he said, caressing her cheek.

Felicity’s head hurt so badly, she could scarcely think. However, she knew enough to recognize that Alex was behaving uncharacteristically. She summoned a smile, then turned to her Papa.

“How are you getting along, Papa? I wish I could have seen you traveling through Grosvenor Square in a bath chair!”

“I’m well. Was worried about you,” her father said.

“I will be fine as a fiddle once this headache is gone,” she said. “Perhaps Aunt Henrietta can see you settled for a nap in a guest room.”

“Want to stay here for a while,” he said.

Those words brought Felicity such comfort, she felt her eyelids droop. Surrounded by her loved ones, she fell asleep.

~~*

When she woke, Papa was still in his chair, though he had nodded off. Dr. Caldwell was taking her pulse.

He said, “I am very glad to see that you are awake. How is the head?”

“It hurts,” she said. “Have you a headache powder?”

“I’ll make it up now. Then you must eat some supper. I have ordered broth to start with. No doubt your digestion is a bit squeamish, but you need the nourishment.”

With gentle hands, he helped her to sit up against the pillows.

“I hope the baby is all right,” Felicity said, expressing her deepest worry.

“Are you experiencing any cramping?” the doctor asked.

“No.”

“Well, I would venture to say that the dangerous period has passed, then. I believe that the fall presented a greater risk than the knock on the head.”

At that moment, Alex entered, bearing a tray. “Your supper, Madame,” he said in a lofty voice.

“Are all the footmen engaged, then?” she asked, summoning a smile.

“No. I only wished for some way to prove my devotion,” he said. Setting the tray across her knees, he unfolded the napkin with a snap of the wrist and tucked it against the bodice of her pirate shirt. “We really must see about getting you changed out of this absurd costume. We do not want another observer taking you for a man. Although, I must say, I think the ruffian had to be half-blind.”

She said, “Dr. Caldwell thinks the danger to the baby has passed.”

Alex’s smile vanished as his face froze. “I had not even once considered the baby. My thoughts were all for you. Thank the Lord all appears to be well.”

“Yes,” she agreed. Looking down at the broth before her, she felt her stomach lurch.

The physician handed her a glass of water into which he had stirred her headache powder. “This should make you feel better, my lady. Drink it up, and then the broth.”

She drank the contents of the glass and then looked down at the broth once more. “I really do not think I can manage this,” she said.

Alex sat down beside her and took up the spoon, filling it with the soup. He lifted it to her lips. “Just a few spoonsful,” he said.

“My lord!” she said with a slight giggle. “Now you have turned nursemaid.”

“Anything to see you well, my darling.”

My darling? She could not recall that Alex had ever used such an endearment.

Her eyes locked with Alex’s. She barely noticed as the physician took his leave.

“Very well,” she said. “A few spoonsful. Only to oblige you, mind.”

After half the broth was drunk, Felicity leaned back on her pillows. “Someone must see to Papa. He is worn to a thread and must get to bed.”

“Richards and I will walk him to the room we have had prepared. Do not worry.”

“Thank you. All I want is to sleep.”

“I will send Martha to you first. We really must get you out of those awful clothes!”

~~*

Felicity woke to find that it was morning. Sitting up, she dangled her legs over the side of the bed and decided that she felt well enough to get up. Her knees were a bit wobbly, but she managed to walk to the window and open the curtains. Two finches were at war in the flowering cherry. Undoubtedly, that was the sound that woke her. But she was not sorry. Her head was much better, the hammering pain having subsided to an ache. Ringing for Martha, she felt suddenly weak and sank into her armchair before the fire.

Driven by a consuming desire to be cleansed of her harrowing experience, Felicity bathed and dressed, but exhaustion claimed her and she finally succumbed to her daybed by the window. She was dozing when Alex entered.

“How are you this morning, darling?”

“Better, thank you. How is Papa?”

“I think yesterday took the wind out of his sails a bit. He is still abed.” He bowed down to kiss her forehead. “Speaking of which, should you be up?”

“I craved a bath. I am fine here by the window, I assure you.”

“You are certain?”

“Perfectly. Have you been to see Jack this morning?”

“I have. He is doing well. Nanny Owen will bring him down if you wish to see him.”

“Tell her I would love a short visit. What are you going to do today?”

Alex’s brow furrowed. “If you are well enough, I should go out for a bit. The Whigs are bringing a new bill before the House. I am on the Lord’s committee to hammer out the presentation. We are supposed to meet at the club this afternoon. It may run on through dinner.”

“My lord, are you quite well?”

“Perfectly. Why need you ask?”

“Never before have you needed my permission to go to your club.”

Alex’s eyes were somber. “Never before were you at the point of death, Felicity.”

For a moment, she was incapable of speech. “Surely it was not that bad?”

“It might very well have been. Dr. Caldwell could give me no assurance.”

I nearly died? No wonder everyone is making such a to do.

“Well,” she said, investing her voice with a heartiness she was far from feeling, “you need not worry about me any longer. I am only a bit weak. I shall be perfectly well. Go to your meeting.”

“Very well.” He paced before the fire, his hands clasped behind his back. “Has my aunt been to see you this morning?”

“Not as yet.”

“She is probably preparing for the charity meeting this afternoon. Were you aware that the first bandage rolling is to take place in our drawing room today?”

“No,” she said. “I had no idea.”

“While you were ill, Anabella bought supplies and wrote notes to the ladies who had indicated they wished to help.”

“Perhaps I can go down for a little while.”

Alex shook his head. “But do you not agree that a room full of chattering women would be the very thing to cause a corker of a headache, darling?”

“Perhaps you are right,” Felicity said, leaning back with a sigh. “I am certain I shall feel much better tomorrow. That was very good of Anabella to arrange everything.”

“If you want to know the truth, I think my dear sister has her eye on the good doctor.”

She smiled. “I suspected as much. She is very eager to gain his good opinion.”

“Unfortunately, our Dr. Caldwell has eyes only for you,” he said. “He all but took me to task after you were coshed. I believe he holds me responsible.”

Felicity laughed. “You are imagining things.”

“I think he wants to run away with you to North Africa to study rare diseases.”

She laughed a full laugh. “Alas, I am confined to this very comfortable address where I shall give birth this autumn. I refuse to even think of giving birth in Africa, no matter what the inducements.”

“I am very glad to hear it,” Leaning down, he gave her a tender kiss, framing her face with his hands. “I must go be attended to by Richards, so that I appear to be a serious Parliamentarian. Then I will be on my way.” For a moment, he listened at the door. “I believe that the bandage rollers have arrived, which is my signal to escape. Be well, my darling. I will call upon you on my return.”

~~*

Alex was so attentive, Felicity did not know what to make of the situation. Her near death appeared to have shaken him greatly. She suspected that soon enough, when she was more fully recovered, he would return to his normal self. But for a little while, it was delightful to have him wait on her hand and foot. She only wished she had the mental presence to match his wit.

She called Martha to bring her a couple of bandages to roll as she sat in the day bed, listening to the finches and breathing in the scent of the cherry tree. Her eyelids were drooping and she was nearly dozing when the door opened and Lady Elizabeth, Marchioness of Beaton, floated into the room.

“Am I bothering you, Felicity? I thought you might enjoy some conversation.”

The last person Felicity wished to converse with was her rival. Her heart speeded up and her head resumed its pounding.

“How kind of you,” she said through clenched teeth. “Will you not take a seat?”

The dainty figure in black taffeta seated herself on an armchair facing the daybed. “Are you aware that both your eyes are black?” she asked.

Startled, Felicity eased her way off her the daybed and walked to her vanity. It was true. Both her eyes were ringed with purplish black. She looked a fright.

“Never mind,” she said. “I have not frightened Jack, which has to be my greatest concern. I am surprised that Alex has been so forbearing.”

“What precisely were your injuries?” Elizabeth asked.

Felicity gave a light account of her apparent brush with death.

“So you are now whole and sound?” her visitor inquired.

“I am confident I shall be up and about tomorrow. How is the great project proceeding downstairs?”

“Well. Lady Henrietta and Anabella have everything in hand. In addition to myself, five other ladies have come to help. They shall make short work of it, I am certain.”

Felicity swelled her chest and sighed. Did Elizabeth have a particular reason for her visit?

“I am glad you are nearly well, for what I have to say will not wait, and I am well aware that it will upset you.”

A flutter of panic moved through Felicity’s chest.

“Not to put too fine a point on it, Alex loves me and I love him. I have been his mistress these five years.”

At first, the words made no sense. Looking at Elizabeth’s serene face, and hearing what she was telling her was like some kind of divided reality. But some part of her made sense of it because the room spun around Felicity and the edges of her vision began to go black. Only by consciously gripping the edges of the daybed did she manage not to faint. When she was finally able to take in the brutal words, she began to tremble. Her head throbbed so hard, she was almost unable to see.

“Why do you admit this? Why do you tell me now?” Felicity asked, throwing Elizabeth a challenge.

“We have been very discreet, but now that I am no longer married, our attachment will be more generally known.” As she said these things, Elizabeth’s face was earnest but not one whit sympathetic. “I came to warn you, for I know you will not tolerate it. You will not want your marriage to go on as before.”

“You know nothing of my relationship with Alex.” Felicity narrowed her eyes, feeling anger coming to her rescue.

The woman smiled in a parody of sweetness, “Oh, but I do. I know all about your marriage.”

Again, Felicity could not take in the words. They could not be true. Thinking of Alex’s actions since her injury, it made no sense to her that Elizabeth had always been his lover. She was suddenly belligerent. “I don’t believe you. I think you are lying to me.”

Elizabeth extended forth her right hand. On the third finger was a large sapphire. She twisted it off her finger. “Read inside,” she instructed.

With trembling hands, Felicity took the ring.

To my goddess: Love for all time, Alexander Lambeth, Fifth Earl of Grenville.

Tears stung Felicity’s eyes but she blinked them back. Her heart and head struck their blows in tandem at this very tangible evidence. It must be true. But it cannot be true. I cannot believe it.

“Since you are the fortune teller, tell me what I am going to do,” Felicity said bitterly. “I must say I am very disappointed in Alex’s taste. You are a nasty, selfish woman.”

Her words did not dent Elizabeth’s serenity. “Alex and I have discussed it. Jack is to remain here with us. You may keep the new baby with you in the country, wherever you should decide to settle.”

Fury engulfed her. They thought they could keep Jack? Not while she was alive! She would go to the country, all right! And they would never see her or Jack again! “And why, may I ask, are you telling me this, and not Alex?”

“He is too soft-hearted. Your accident made things difficult for him.”

Felicity barely controlled the urge to slap the self-satisfied woman across the face. “Go,” she said. “Get out of this house. And whatever you do, do not come into it until I am gone.”

The woman rose from her chair. “I am sorry, Lady Grenville, but this was all decided long ago. Before I even married my husband. Before you even met Alex.”

“I requested you to leave. Go, before I throw something at you!”

Her anger seemed to give her superhuman strength. Before Elizabeth had even quitted the room, Felicity rang for Martha. When she arrived, she asked her maid to pack her complete wardrobe in her portmanteaux.

She knew she must be efficient, for she had little time. She did not intend to see Alex ever again, if she could help it. Besides, concentrating on details kept her from thinking of the enormity of what she was contemplating.

Felicity was wondering how she was going to manage with her Papa when Dr. Caldwell made an appearance.

“How does my patient, today? I see the women downstairs are busy with my bandages, and you seem to be, as well.” He indicated the abandoned bandages by her side.

Suddenly, she saw what she must do. The physician was a Godsend.

“Please be seated, Dr. Caldwell. I am urgently in need of your aid.”

His eyebrows shot up and he took a seat in the chair Elizabeth had abandoned.

“You have been so very good to my family, and I know I can count on your discretion. I really have no choice.”

“What is it, my lady? You alarm me exceedingly.”

“I must leave this house immediately and go into the country. I require your help with my father. Will he be able to make the journey, if we can get him into the carriage?”

“I believe your father will be all right at this point. But you are liable to suffer greatly, my lady. Traveling over rough roads is not going to be comfortable in your condition. Why must you leave so suddenly?”

She hesitated. She had scoffed at Alex’s words, but even she had noticed that the doctor seemed to have a partiality toward her. Felicity did not want to take advantage of it, but it seemed at the moment that there was no other choice.

“I have just been made aware that my husband has been keeping a mistress these five years. They wish me to leave so that she can move into this house,” she said, barely able to maintain a level tone. “His lordship is at his club until sometime this evening. I plan to be gone by the time he returns. I do not wish to see him again.”

“The devil!” The physician sprang from his seat. “Pardon my language, my lady, but this is beyond anything. I thought him to be unusually fond of you.”

“You are certainly pardoned.”

“I will do whatever I may to help you.”

“Thank you so very much,” Felicity said. His willingness brought sudden tears to her eyes. “If you could just go to Papa’s room and explain to him for me. I cannot bring myself to do it. And I do not want him to be overly upset.

“Tell him we will go to Tywyn House. Have him send his valet to Morecombe House to pack his things.”

“At once,” Dr. Caldwell said.

Felicity rang again for Martha.

“I am sorry to interrupt your work,” she said when the maid entered. “Could you please go up to the nursery and ask Nanny Owen and Jack to come down to speak with me?”

“Of course, my lady.”

Felicity spent the next moments trying to master her strong emotions. Her hurt was so deep, she could not feel it. It was as though her heart had been cut out of her chest and she was existing merely on nervous energy. She rose and fidgeted at her dressing table, wondering what she could possibly tell her son. The idea of tearing him away from a father who loved him was horrible. But there was no doubt in her mind that she was right in taking him. Aside from the fact that she loved him almost beyond reason, she would not allow him to be raised by Alex and Elizabeth.

Suddenly weak at the knees, she sat on her vanity stool. In less than an hour, her life had taken on an unreal quality that she could hardly comprehend. She felt like her house was being shelled in a battle and she was escaping. Anger was her fuel.

Her worst fears had come to be. Some part of her had always hoped Alex would learn to love her, but all these years, he had been living a double life. She could not think of that now.

She would protect her son. They would go to her mother’s property at Tywyn in Wales. Her mother had willed it to her outright. Foreseeing in her worst moments that this day might come, she had kept knowledge of the property from Alex.

Jack and Nanny Owen entered the room. The nursemaid had been Felicity’s nanny; she prayed that the woman’s loyalty would be to her.

“Jack, sweetheart, we are going on a long trip. It is going to be wonderful. We will stay by the sea. I can teach you to make sandcastles and we can go out in a boat. But you and Nanny Owen must be very quick and pack up your favorite toys and all your clothes. Can you be a help to Nanny?”

“The sea? Oh! I do want to see it!” Running to his mother, he threw his arms around her neck. “I cannot wait! Will it take a long time to get there?”

“Several days. But you will like it above all things. There is a ruined castle there where actual knights had a great battle!”

The words she spoke to her son made her long to be away in Tywyn already, away from London, away from heartbreak, away from Elizabeth, and mostly away from Alex. Her leaving would cut off his presence from her life like a knife amputating a limb. Though Felicity was firm of mind, her body had other ideas and fell to trembling.

“Go now! Run upstairs, have your luncheon, and help Nanny Owen.”

The woman was looking at her strangely but kept her lips clamped shut until she said, “We are leaving today, my lady?”

“Yes, Nanny. We must. Trust me: it is of the utmost importance.”

The physician walked into the room with her father on his arm. Papa’s steps were halting, but his eyes were full of fury.

He greeted his grandson, “Good morning, Jack.”

“Grandpapa! Are you coming with us to the sea?”

Lord Morecombe flashed Felicity a querying look. She nodded.

“I am,” he replied. “We must hop to it!”

In spite of the woe swirling through her, she noted a new crispness in her father’s words that pleased her. Nanny Owen and Jack left the room. Dr. Caldwell led his patient to the armchair and settled him there.

“You are going all the way to the sea?” the physician asked.

“Yes, Tywyn is on the Welsh coast. But you are not to breathe a word, if you please,” she said.

“My wife,” Felicity’s papa explained. “Her property.” Turning to his daughter, he said, “Should run Alex through with my sword.”

“If anyone runs him through, it will be me,” she said firmly. “Now Papa, did you send Hinshaw to pack your clothes?”

“Yes. He will bring carriages.”

“Excellent thinking. One for us, one for the servants and luggage,” Felicity said.

The doctor gave a little cough. “I think, if you will allow me, that I should come with you. At least part of the way. To make certain neither of you takes ill on the journey.”

“But you cannot!” Felicity protested. “To be seen to be running away with another man’s wife would ruin your professional reputation!”

He gave her a smile while resting a hand on her shoulder. “Not when that wife is accompanied by her father, her son, a nanny, a maid and a valet.”

Lord Morecombe said, “Thank you. Most welcome.”

Felicity still thought it an unwise move but admitted to herself that having the doctor along would spare her much anxiety.

“I thank you as well. What about your other patients?”

“I have a partner. I will send him a note and another to my valet to pack for me.”

“Of course. There is stationery in the library.”

Felicity waited until he had exited the room and, burying her head in her hands, tried to shore up her weakness. Things were happening so fast, she could not comprehend anything except the need to run from the pain that would surely come—and the driving need to get out of the house before Alex returned. Facing him would be more than she could handle. She never wanted to see him again.

Her father set a hand on the back of her head, murmuring shushing sounds. His comfort almost undid her control, almost softened the harsh feelings in her breast.

Two hours later, all was in hand. Now was the moment Felicity most dreaded. The coaches awaited in front of Grenville House. She called Alex’s footmen to carry down the luggage.

Alex’s aunt came into the hall. “What is all this? Felicity?”

Anabella followed her. “Why is Dr. Caldwell helping your papa to the carriage?”

“We are leaving Grenville House. Alex will know why. Or perhaps Anabella already does. I will let him tell you, as it is too distasteful to repeat.”

“But, Dr. Caldwell!” said Anabella. “He is surely not going with you!”

“He insists, as Papa and I are not quite well.”

She kissed the stunned Lady Henrietta on her cheek. “You have always been very kind to me. Thank you.”

“And you,” she said to Anabella, not troubling to hide her bitterness, “are rid of me at last.”

As she walked down the steps of her home of five years, her heart took that moment to remind her of its presence. It was being sawn in two. The pain was so severe that had the doctor not been there to assist her, she would not have been able to ascend the stairs to the coach.
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Alex was very pleased with his efforts in the committee, but his thoughts flew away from that preoccupation as soon as he left the club. Tonight would be the right time to finally tell Felicity of his love for her. It was as though someone had undone the fastenings that had kept that love buttoned tight within him so that it would not show. Now his very soul had expanded.

When he reached his house, he took note that Norse seemed to be upon pins and needles. Perhaps all the female company that afternoon had affected his nerves. Before he could ascend the stairs to Felicity, his aunt darted out of the front parlor, where she had obviously been awaiting him.

“Alex! Come in here to me at once and explain yourself!”

He noted that her voice carried no teasing note and her face looked like a thundercloud. As soon as they were alone in the parlor, she shut the door and sat before the fire, forward in her chair, her hands knotted in her lap.

“What is this about Aunt?”

“I do not know. When she left, Felicity advised me to ask you for an explanation.”

“Left? She should not be out of the house with her wound!”

“Dear boy! She is not only out of the house. She has decamped! In fact, there were two of Lord Morecombe’s carriages. The first for Felicity and Jack, his lordship and Dr. Caldwell, and Nurse Owen . . .”

Alex could only grab at a few key words. “Caldwell? Where was she going with Caldwell?”

“I do not know where she was going, but the second carriage carried a few servants and all their luggage. There is not one thing of Felicity’s left in Grenville House.” Standing, she walked up to Alex, her hands on hips. “Now, you tell me why your wife has left you!”

Alex stood stunned.

Felicity has left me? Impossible!

Leaving the room, he raced up the stairs to her dressing room and threw open the cupboards. They were empty. Panic began to grow inside him. He went to her bedroom. All her perfumes and powders were gone from her vanity. The books were gone from her personal library in the corner of the room. He sped back down the stairs to the drawing room. Even her music was gone from the piano. The panic succeeded in overwhelming him. He once again joined his aunt.

“But, Aunt! She cannot have left me! There is some mistake. Some miscommunication. There must be! Did she not leave a note, at least?”

“Nothing. She seemed to think that you wished her to leave and that you would understand what it was about. Felicity referred me to you for an explanation.” Aunt’s posture had softened a bit. “You really do not know?” she asked, her brow furrowed in distress.

Alex paced the room, spun on his heel, and paced again. “She would not have left, especially with her father’s condition and her own, unless she had some very great inducement to do so. I swear to you that I did not offer her reason.” He paced some more. “No. This bears Anabella’s stamp. She has done or said something to make Felicity feel she is no longer welcome. It is my fault. I should have put my sister in her place long ago.”

“Anabella did seem to understand the reason behind it.”

Alex rang the bell for Norse.

“Send for Lady Anabella, if you please.” He gripped his hands behind his back and hoped he would be able to keep them off Anabella’s person.

“Lady Anabella is out for the evening.”

“Where has she gone?”

“Sir Winton called for her, your lordship. It appeared that they were going to a ball.”

Alex turned to his aunt again. “Which ball?”

“It might be the Covingtons.’ I was to be her chaperone. I told her I had business with you and that we would have to give it a miss. She must have sneaked out. I own I have been preoccupied.”

Alex leapt up the stairs two at a time while telling Norse to have the carriage brought around. He would find his sister immediately and put a stop to this madness! Felicity could not possibly leave him. And what was she thinking of to take the physician along?

Richards helped him make a speedy change into his evening clothes and order his hair. Alex clamored down the stairs, stopping only to allow Norse to wrap his evening cape around his shoulders and hand him his hat.

The Covington Ball seemed to be the biggest of the season. Even the outside walk was lit with candles. Fortunately, the receiving line had been disbanded. Alex looked around the ballroom for his sister and sighed when he realized he would not find her quickly. There were hundreds of people milling about, dancing, drinking, gossiping. The very first group he happened to pass was engaged in gossiping about him.

“Two carriages left the house, enough luggage for a trip around the world! Lady Grenville, her son, his nanny, poor Lord Morecombe who recently had a brain seizure, and that handsome doctor. You know the one. Third son of a viscount.”

Alex moved on. Soon, it occurred to him that perhaps attending a ball the night your wife was seen to leave you was not at all a wise move. He was ready to strangle Anabella.

A dowager friend of his mother’s, Lady Airdale, approached him. She was arrayed in a silver gown with white plumes gracing a silver turban. “Dear Alex, tell me it is not true. Tell me that you have not sent that sweet wife of yours away! She is one of the kindest souls I have ever met.”

He gave a short bow. “No, my Lady, I did not send her away. She has left for a short time only. A holiday in the country. She was set upon and seriously wounded at Vauxhall the other night. The air and the noise of the city do not agree with her at present.”

Putting her head to one side, she slapped her closed fan into her opposite palm, regarding him shrewdly. “Hence the presence of the doctor in the carriage.”

“Lord Morecombe has had a brain seizure. He is recovering but is also under the care of the doctor.”

“Ahh, it begins to make sense. And will you join them soon?”

“As soon as I can. Parliamentary business keeps me in town at present.” He ran his gaze over the dance floor, looking for Anabella.

“You do not normally attend balls, Lord Grenville. Is this a special occasion of some sort? You appear to be looking for someone.”

He returned his gaze to the woman and realized she was going to be a valuable ally in ridding the town of gossip about his family.

“Do not let this get about, Lady Airdale, but Lady Anabella has defied me and come out without a chaperone. I came to take her home before she gets into some mischief.”

Let Anabella’s reputation suffer! She deserves it!

“Do not be too harsh on her, Lord Grenville,” Lady Airdale advised. “She is most probably quite bored now that your wife has gone.”

“Lady Anabella is never bored,” he countered. “Now, if you will allow me to proceed, I believe I see her finally, trying to hide from me by that potted palm.”

Alex circled the edge of the dance floor, making his way to his sister. Now standing in a circle with several other young ladies, she looked up at him and smiled the way she had as a child when she had done something clever.

His anger came to a boil. “Good evening, ladies.” He gave them an abbreviated bow. “Lady Anabella, I should like to speak to you privately for a moment!”

She raised an eyebrow, fanning herself. “You have me in a quake, my lord.” Giggling, she moved away from her friends and took his arm.

As they moved toward the terrace, she said, “So you are free at last! Are you not happy now?”

He smiled for the gossips and spoke between his teeth. “Happy to have lost my wife whom I love, not to mention my dearest son?” He pinched her arm. “Anabella, I mean to thrash you within an inch of your life! What have you done?”

She stopped and looked into his face in disbelief. “You do not love Felicity! You love Elizabeth!”

“Moderate your tone or I will thrash you on the spot,” he said, still smiling. “Is that what you told Felicity?”

“No!” Disregarding him, she did not lower her voice. Picking up her flounces, she turned her back and said over her shoulder, “I did not say a thing to Felicity. She simply left. With the doctor, who unfortunately for me, adores her.”

They were performing to a circle of onlookers now. Alex took his sister’s arm, turned her around, and then placed her hand through his cocked elbow. “You are trying to cause a scene. You have come out without a chaperone. You have distressed my dearest wife. You will come with me now, if you do not wish your reputation to become shredded beyond repair. You are leaving for the country in the morning.”

Anabella pasted a sweet smile on her face. “If you really do love Felicity, I feel utterly sorry for her. You have treated her abominably over the years. Maybe she has simply had enough.”

“I admit, I have been a poor husband. Where did she go, Anabella?”

“Probably to her father’s estate. Where is it? Hertfordshire?”

“Yes. Hertfordshire. I will follow her in the morning.”

They had reached the vestibule, where Alex requested their outerwear. As they proceeded to the waiting carriage, Alex said, “I need you to be honest with me, Anabella. What did you say to Felicity?”

His sister climbed into the carriage. When he had followed her, she said, “I swear, Alex, I said absolutely nothing. I was rolling bandages all afternoon. The first time I saw her today, she was in the downstairs hall, following her portmanteaux out to her father’s carriage. When Aunt Henrietta asked why she was leaving, she said to ask you. She was very angry, I might add.”

Alex was completely flummoxed. When they arrived home, he went to his library and poured himself a whiskey. He sat at his fireside far into the night wondering what Felicity could possibly be thinking.
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Felicity fully expected Alex to attempt to follow them in order to retrieve Jack. It was for this reason that she had chosen Tywyn as a destination. In western Wales, on the seashore, it was in a completely different direction than she expected he would be looking for them.

Nevertheless, she gave orders for the coachmen to drive through the night.

“Mama, is Papa going to come to the seashore?” Jack asked as they left the last of London behind.

“No. Papa has many things to do in Town.” How long would it be before she could bear to tell her son that he would not be seeing his beloved papa for many years? The seashore would not enchant him for long.

Memories of all their recent family outings teased her, adding to her heartache. She remembered when they had come upon Elizabeth in the park the day they had gone to Gunter’s. She had looked so hungrily at Jack. It had been obvious she thought he should have been hers.

She could now put Alex’s expedition to Leistershire in perspective. He had known of Elizabeth’s feelings but must have felt some degree of reluctance, so instead of dealing with it, he had left Town for a week.

And he had left it to Elizabeth to give her the news of their longstanding affair. Did this argue that he was torn in some way?

No. I must not think that way. I must not give myself the smallest degree of hope. Alex has been deceiving me since we met. He has never loved anyone but Elizabeth.

The pain made it hard for her to breathe. It had locked up her chest until the slightest inhalation hurt. The doctor and Nanny Owen were carrying on a discussion in low tones. Her father was dozing. Jack was watching out the window as the last of the light went.

Felicity pulled her son onto her lap and buried her face in his golden brown hair. He smelled like little boy. Her little boy. What would his future be now that he was estranged from his father? Her father’s money would hire him an excellent tutor. Jack was a very imaginative child. Felicity was certain he was quite intelligent.

The truth was, however, that she could not keep him from Alex forever. Jack was the heir. At some point, he would need to be trained to run the Lincolnshire estate.

But that was years away.

“Mama, I am hungry,” her son said.

Because her own appetite was nonexistent, Felicity had failed to think of dinner. Looking out the carriage window, all was dark.

“Dr. Caldwell, could you please stop the carriage and instruct the coachman to stop at the first inn he sees? I am sorry, but I have completely forgotten that everyone must be hungry.”

“If I may say something, my lady? I know you gave orders to drive through the night, and I understand your haste. But as a physician, I would advise that we stop for rest. Neither you nor his lordship have the physical constitution to bounce along in a carriage for ten or twelve more hours without sleep.”

She had to admit that her head was very sore. Almost as sore as her heart. And just because she was in a hurry, it did not give her the right to make others suffer. Besides, Alex would not look for them on the West Road. He was certain to search for her in Hertfordshire. She allowed herself to be persuaded.

They located a small inn with three available rooms for the gentry and two attic rooms for the servants. The public rooms were small and dark paneled, filled with the aroma of steak and kidney pie. Felicity was very happy to let the doctor take charge. Soon, he had her father seated in the inn’s private parlor. Everyone else followed, Felicity drooping with fatigue.

“I think I will go up to my bed,” she said. “I do not believe I could eat a bite.”

Dr. Caldwell said, “My lady, you need to at least sip some broth. I will order it for you.”

He immediately took himself off to the kitchen and returned with some beef broth in a tea cup. As she sipped, she welcomed the warmth in her chest. She was very glad the doctor had insisted.

She looked around her at the small room, feeling very strange. Jack was dozing again on Nanny Owen’s lap. Her father, obviously exhausted, was staring straight ahead into the small fire. The doctor was giving their order to the server. She felt Alex’s absence in the family and tried once again to comprehend the idea that he had been living a double life.

Had he gone to Elizabeth every night when she had thought he was at his club? But in that case, why come home to her bed every night as well? She did not know much about men, but that bit did not seem to be emotionally true. The one thing that had always been perfect about their relationship had been their physical intimacies. Or so she had thought.

Felicity’s heart squeezed within her with hurt so bruising, she knew she would not be able to simply cut it out as she had imagined. One did not cut out one’s heart. She was going to have to find some way of living with this, and she had not a clue as to how it was to be done.

Dr. Caldwell was very solicitous of all of them. She appreciated his wisdom in joining their party, as he carried her father gently up the stairs, he being overly exhausted by the journey.

He then carried Jack, with Nanny Owen following. Finally, he came for her. She insisted she could walk, but she did stumble a bit and was grateful for his strong arm holding her up.

Her room was small, with a full bed covered by a mountain of quilts.

“Is there anything further I can bring you?” the doctor asked, setting her candle on the bedside. “Just please send Martha. She will sleep in the trundle bed.”

“Thank you, doctor. I do not think we could have managed without you.”

When Martha came, she carefully undressed her mistress, changed the bandage on her head, and tucked her up for the night under the pile of bedclothes. Felicity’s injury proved to be a blessing that night, for it prevented her from lying awake, considering her position. Instead, she fell directly to sleep until late the following morning.
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Alex rose at dawn after an extremely restless night. He had gone over every conversation he had carried on with Felicity over the past days to see what could have sent her running away from him.

Granted, he had behaved abominably at her concert. While she had been talking to him, he had been caught gazing at Elizabeth’s neck. Idiot! Felicity had just sung her heart out and he had not even had a compliment for her.

Then at Vauxhall. The unconsidered walk with Wilton, leaving his wife alone in their box with a young woman she hardly knew. Felicity had already been in a temper. And had not the entire idea of the outing been to make up for his faux pas the night before?

There was also the ill-advised jaunt to Leistershire of which she had been uniformed, leading her to think he had left her. Confound it! He could go back months and years and not come to the end of insults he had paid her. And he had thought her a difficult woman!

Feeling like a cad of enormous proportions, he realized that he might lose his son and the new baby to come. Those losses merely widened the hole in his chest. Not having Jack to begin his day with was commensurate with missing the sunrise.

This was the bachelor life he thought he had longed for. He had as much freedom as he liked to spend idly at the club, to ride in the park, to attend the horseraces, to play cards, to box at Gentleman Jackson’s. But all he wanted was his family back. Sitting on the edge of his bed at daybreak, pounding one fist into the other, he called for his valet. Hertfordshire was a good day’s gallop north. Hopefully, suitably repentant, he would be reunited with his wife that very day.

After he had given the order for Orpheus to be brought round, he was making a quick breakfast when Anabella joined him. She was dressed in a wrapper, her hair still plaited.

“I could not sleep and heard you come downstairs.”

He looked up at her. “I am just off for Hertfordshire. Hopefully, I will be bringing my wife and son home with me.”

“Alex, do you really love her, then? Why did you not tell me?”

“I have been a heartless, dimwitted fool. I have loved her for a long time, but I did not really understand myself until she was hurt and I thought I might lose her.”

“What about Elizabeth?” Anabella asked.

“An infatuation that I clung to. I should never have said all those unflattering things about Felicity when we were first married. Try to forget them, Anabella. I was headstrong, bull-headed, and blind to my own feelings. Felicity is far more than I deserve.”

Anabella was quiet, playing with the bow of her wrapper. “I have been so cruel to her,” she said finally.

“You have been. Felicity never deserved it, Anabella. And I should not have tolerated it. It is a wonder she did not leave me long ago, I have treated her so ill.”

“Does she know you love her?”

“No. I was planning on telling her and begging her forgiveness last night when I got home from my meeting.” He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “But she was gone.”

“I promise, Alex, I said nothing to her yesterday.”

“Well, something made her leave,” he said, getting to his feet. “Now, forgive me, Anabella, but I must be on my way if I am to reach Morecombe Hall by dark.”

“Have a good journey.” Standing, she went to him and kissed his cheek.

Sunrise over London could barely be seen through the haze of coal smoke, and Alex was glad to be going into the country. If ever he convinced his wife to come back to him, would they do better in the country at their Grenville Manor? One thing was certain: he would not make such a decision without asking her.

The ride to Hertfordshire and Morecombe Village became tedious. Though it was good to feel Orpheus galloping beneath him, his mind was so fraught with regrets and resolutions, he scarcely saw the countryside. Over and over, Alex tried to rehearse what he would say when he saw his wife.

When he entered the familiar country with its large pastures of cattle, divided by high hedgerows, Alex actually slowed his horse. He still had not made up his mind what to do or say. All he wanted was to draw Felicity into his arms and beg her forgiveness. Perhaps, after all, that was the best approach. A set speech would be wildly inappropriate when his feelings were so violent and he had no idea what specific offense had caused her to flee. He doubted he could even deliver it.

As he walked his weary horse up the graveled drive belonging to Morecombe Hall at eight in the evening, he expected to see candlelight shining through some of the windows. The dining room was on the first floor. Surely, if they had driven through the night before last and through the day today, they would have arrived? Should they not be sitting down to dinner?

There was no candlelight in any of the windows. Confound it, he must have arrived ahead of the party. Perhaps they had come only partway the night before. Dismounting, he tried the knocker. It was answered by Lord Morecombe’s ancient servant, Perkins.

“Your lordship!” the butler exclaimed.

“Good evening, Perkins. Has the party from London arrived?”

“Come in, come in, my lord. It begins to be dampish and cold out there.”

Alex entered and gave the servant his riding coat and hat. “Have I preceded them, then?”

“I do not know to what you are referring, my lord. If there is to be a party from London, I have not been informed.”

“Two coaches set out from London the night before last. It was an unexpected journey. I doubt they sent anyone ahead. Unless they had trouble on the road, they should have arrived by now.”

Alex grew agitated. What if their carriage had come to grief? What if it was lying in a ditch somewhere? He wilted in sudden exhaustion.

Evidently noting his condition, the butler said, “I shall have a fire lit in Lord Morecombe’s library, Lord Grenville. I think you will be comfortable in there. Cook will heat up the stew we had for our supper. It has the saving grace of being hearty, at least.”

“That would be most welcome, Perkins. As I recall, the library overlooks the front drive.”

“Yes, my lord.”

~~*

Alex had fallen asleep in front of the fire when the midnight chimes of the hall clock woke him. As the library was on the ground floor, he knew at once that he could not have slept through the arrival of such a large party.

Dread pooled in his chest. There had to have been an accident. Was anyone hurt? Or dead? Such thoughts sent darts of alarm through his body. Felicity! Jack!

He must retrace his steps, looking carefully for the carriages with the Morecombe crest. Orpheus was not well-rested enough for such a journey. Perhaps there was another mount in his father-in-law’s stable that would do.

There were nothing but work horses available in the stable, he was told by the head groom. Alex had no choice but to wait until morning to set out once again on Orpheus.

~~*

By the time Alex arrived back in London, his search to find his wife and her party having failed, he was consumed with fatigue. Relieved not to have discovered an accident, he was nevertheless distraught. Where was Felicity?
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As the sea came into view, signaling the end to their journey, Felicity was so grateful, she nearly wept. It had been a very long six days.

Tywyn House was situated on a hillside overlooking an emerald valley dotted with sheep, the sea close below. Jack scrambled out first, followed be his ever-patient Nanny Owen. The doctor followed, assisting Felicity and her papa.

“This is a lovely spot,” Dr. Caldwell said.

“My grandmother loved the sea. She grew up near here and when she was older, she was not able to travel. She and my grandfather lived in London. My grandfather had this house built as a gift to her. After Grandfather’s death, this is where she lived out her days. My family used to come to visit her here for the summers.”

“It is a lovely Georgian building. Perfect proportions,” the doctor said.

Felicity walked into the house, her father following with the physician’s aid. They were greeted by the housekeeper, Mrs. Lowell.

“What an unexpected surprise!” the woman said. “I shall just set about airing your rooms, your ladyship, your lordship. I have not seen your ladyship since your marriage! You are looking very well, indeed, if I may say so.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Lowell. My father has been ill. He is recovering, but it has been a long journey. Perhaps you might make up the ground floor bedroom for him.”

The room she spoke of had been hers when she had visited here as a girl. It had originally been her grandmother’s writing room, but had been made up as a special “little girl’s room” by that lady, as the house lacked a nursery.

“Oh, at once, my lady. I am terribly sorry his lordship has been ill. Soon we will have him feeling right as rain in this sea air.”

Her aunt outlived Felicity’s mother and maintained the property in which she had inherited a one-half ownership. As it was mid-day, and her aunt only employed Mrs. Lowell when he was not in residence, Felicity asked, “Does Mrs. Evans still cook for you when you have guests?”

“Yes,” replied the housekeeper. “I will just be sending her a note, and no doubt she will have tea ready for you in a twinkling.”

Felicity took her father’s arm. He looked exhausted. “Come, Papa. Let us settle you in my old room. It has been a long journey.”

Once her father was settled and Martha was employed unpacking Felicity’s wardrobe, she could no longer resist Jack’s pleadings to visit the seashore. Nanny Owen was busy unpacking and setting up a provisional nursery in the two adjoining rooms that normally made up the master suite.

“Come, darling,” she told her son. “I will show you my secret path. No doubt it is dreadfully overgrown.”

Her path to the sea was now grown over with grass, but she was just able to discover it by the indentation in the hillside. Jack scrambled beside her like a sure-footed goat.

“Oh, Mama, does that sea go all the way to America?”

“Eventually, yes.”

She was very glad she had never brought Alex here. Her memories were, for a little time at least, centered in her childhood and the happy times she had enjoyed here with her cousin Rachel—making forts in the ruins of the old castle, swimming in the sea, constructing elaborate sand castles with the help of their fathers.

Rachel was as yet unmarried, living in Hertfordshire quite near Felicity’s old home. She usually came to London for the Season, but Felicity and Alex had not had her or Aunt and Uncle Hammerford to dinner yet this year. Had they ever spoken about their summers in Wales in Alex’s presence? They must have. Felicity’s heart lurched painfully. What if he remembered?

She tamed her thoughts. Alex would not come looking for her. He was probably only too happy that she was out of the way. Now he could pursue his affair with Elizabeth openly.

At that moment, just as she and Jack were coming out onto the level shore, Felicity felt movement in her swollen abdomen for the first time. Tears came to her eyes as her hair loosened and blew around her face. She remembered when she had first felt life when she was increasing with Jack. Alex had been so thrilled. And later, when the baby’s kicks were more obvious, Alex had lain beside her in bed, his hand on her abdomen, anxiously waiting to feel their child.

~~*

Their days quickly settled into a routine. While Jack spent his mornings with Nanny Owen, Felicity and Dr. Caldwell took what came to be their daily walk down on the shore or over the hills. He told her that he was of Welsh descent but had never been to Wales before. They spent their time together discussing the old legends and epic history of the country. Felicity steered conversations away from anything at all personal and wondered, at times openly, when the doctor would be returning to London. He never gave her a satisfactory answer.

When they once again reached Tywyn House, she spent time with her father in the morning room, writing letters for him—communicating with the steward of his estate, his cronies at the Historical Society, and other acquaintances. She herself wrote no letters. She had no desire to discuss her situation with anyone.

Afternoons were spent on the beach with Jack or at the ruined fortifications of the castle where Llewellyn the Great made his last stand against the English. Felicity always carried a parasol to safeguard her skin, but Jack grew very brown. Mrs. Evans always packed tea for them in a basket.

In the evenings, Felicity quite often sang, as Papa loved to listen to her. Other times, the adults played cards. She was constantly fatigued, however, and retired early, though she missed Alex profoundly.

Thus, the nights became a torment. It was then that her thoughts most often strayed to the five years of her marriage and the recent happy times when she had almost come to believe that Alex could love her. Especially difficult were the memories of their last few days together, after her injury, when his attentions had been so marked.

Would things have been different if she had stayed? Would her husband have chosen her over Elizabeth? Had the other woman sensed that his affection for Felicity was growing and decided to make her disclosure to drive her away? On the other hand, could Felicity really have lived with Alex after learning of his five years of deceit?

One morning, after they had been in residence for a week, the doctor interrupted one of her tales of the legendary Owain Glyndwr to say, “Lady Grenville, I must speak to you of something that has been increasingly on my mind.”

Feeling an instinctive dread, she said, “Yes?”

“Forgive me, but I must know. Do you intend to live separated from your husband for the rest of your life?”

Drawing a painful breath, she said, “I intend to do so. Yes.”

As was their custom when they walked, her hand was settled in the crook of his arm. Now he put his other hand over hers and stopped, looking into her eyes. She quailed at the fervent look there, knowing what was coming. She had suspected, even before they had set out from London, that Dr. Caldwell had developed feelings for her.

“Allow me to tell you how very much I admire you. I have been in love with you almost from the first time I met you when we were caring for your father. I saw an uncommon devotion and kindness in your manner.”

“Doctor . . .”

“Please allow me to finish. I have been rehearsing this speech every morning while we have been walking.”

“And I thought you were deeply interested in the history of your ancestors!” she teased.

“I am, of course, but more interested in you.” He gave her a broad smile which she had to admit was quite appealing.

“I may be separated, Doctor, but until either Alex or I die, I will be a married woman.”

“I am aware of that . . . please let me finish, my lady. My feelings for you run very deep. We would be perfect companions, inasmuch as you have so much natural ability in the healing arts. I believe you could be very happy with me. And, of course, I would offer the thing that will be so lacking in your life—a father figure for your children.”

“You are proposing that we live together as a family?” Felicity realized this was no idle affair he was offering. Indeed, he had thought this through. “We would be followed by gossips wherever we went!”

“We could go somewhere else in Wales, where we are not known. I begin to like this country.” Before she could speak, he added, “I know you have been hurt far more deeply by this separation than I can even comprehend. It is a betrayal of the worst sort. You may not think it, but I have studied you, and I know how much you love Lord Grenville. Even now.”

Tears sprang to Felicity’s eyes as she thought of what she had lost. She had not had her husband’s love, but they had Jack together. And Alex had been thrilled with the idea of a new child he would never see. She had obviously thought him far more content than he actually was. How often did he see Elizabeth?

“I do not know if I will ever recover from this, Dr. Caldwell.”

“Please. I am making improper advances.” He tipped her chin back up with a finger. “You must call me Alan.”

“Alan, I am very moved that you care so deeply what happens to me and my family—that you would sacrifice your future for us in this way. The fact is my feelings for you are those I might have for a brother. I do not think I could ever love you any other way.” She placed a hand gently on his lapel. “Also, I know others might not know who we are, but I would know. And Jack would know. I do not wish my children to grow up in such an irregular situation.”

He gave a brief smile but did not seem at all cast down. “I am a patient man. I am willing to wait for a while in the event that your feelings should change,” he said, covering her hand. “Now the breeze has got up. We must get you back inside before you turn to ice.”

Selfishly, Felicity was glad the doctor would stay a bit longer. She did enjoy his company in a thoroughly platonic way. There were not many men who would put her wishes above theirs and consent to such an arrangement. Right now, more than anything, she needed a friend.

Alan began to spend much more time with Jack. Often, he took him on his afternoon outings so that Felicity could rest.

“What are the doctor’s intentions?” her father asked her on one such day.

She said, “We are friends, that is all.”

“No man could be as disinterested as he seems.”

“You are right, Papa. He is hoping for something more. But he is the brother I never had. He is very protective.”

“Is it fair to him to keep him in such a situation?”

“He knows my feelings. It is his decision to stay.”

“I would rather you depended on me, Felicity.”

“You are still recovering your strength. Do not fuss about this. There is no scandal brewing.”

“I will be keeping an eye on the situation, nevertheless.”

Leaning down, she gave her father a kiss. “You still need a man to take you on your walks. Enjoy him while he’s here.”
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When faced with the task of searching all of Britain for his wife, Alex initially felt hopeless. However, after two days with very little sleep, he came up with an initial plan. He needed first to find out what direction the party had taken.

The following day, he visited Bow Street and spoke with a Mr. Deacon—a short, thick man with a bulbous red nose, dressed in the traditional red vest worn by the Bow Street Runners. He put his problem before them.

“I would like as many runners as it takes to check the main toll gates out of London. I am seeking to find which direction was taken by my party four nights ago. They were an oddly assorted bunch, and I should think them quite memorable.”

“I will need as detailed a description as you can give me, yer Lordship.”

“There were two coaches, bearing the Morecombe family crest.” Alex drew an approximation of the crest. “The first coach contained my son, a lad of four years, his nanny, my father-in-law, Lord Morecombe—a tall chap with white hair, recently ill—my wife, Lady Grenville—honey-colored hair and eyes, medium height, with a head wound—and their doctor—red-haired young man.”

“They shouldn’t be hard to trace a t’all, your Lordship, if they stuck to the toll roads.”

“I am convinced they would have, if only because the toll roads are slightly better kept than the other roads. My father-in-law is, as I said, recovering from an illness, and my wife had received a head wound at Vauxhall Gardens.”

The runner looked at Alex warily, and he knew he was wondering if Felicity was escaping a violent husband. He decided, however, that anything further he might say would only make him look guiltier. He took an envelope of notes out of his pocket. “What is your customary fee?”

“Twenty pounds up front, your lordship. Ten pounds to the runner who discovers your information.”

It was less than he expected to pay. Alex laid a twenty pound note on the runner’s desk along with his personal card. “I rely on your discretion, as well,” he said.

The runner nodded and tipped his pork pie hat.

Returning home, Alex encountered his aunt and sister at the luncheon table.

“I have done the only thing I could think of to do,” he told them. “I have employed Bow Street to locate the toll road they took. If they took one. Maybe if I know the direction they took, I will be able to think where they might have gone.”

“I wish you luck,” Aunt Henrietta said. “There are so many thousands of villages in this country, it is as though you are looking for one particular fish in the sea.”

“If the runners prove useful, I might put them to work doing a further search to see where the coaches left the toll road.”

“That will still leave you with many alternatives,” Anabella said. She paused, breaking her bread into tiny pieces. Alex recognized this behavior as that of Anabella as a young girl when she expected a scolding. “I have been thinking ever so hard about what might have made Felicity leave, if that still makes a difference to you.”

“Of course it does,” Alex said, frustrated and out of temper. The longer Felicity was gone, the more he felt her loss in his life and his own helplessness. “Have you remembered something?”

“That was the afternoon of the bandage-rolling party, you recall,” Anabella said.

“Yes?” Alex prompted.

“Well, it may not mean anything, but Elizabeth was gone from the room for quite a while. I do not know why she would have gone up to Felicity’s room. But she might have. Elizabeth is still in love with you.”

“And is not as sweet a thing as you believe her to be, Alex,” Aunt Henrietta added.

Alex looked from one woman to the other. Their theory meant he would have to adjust his impressions of the woman with whom he had been infatuated for so long. But he had to consider that they might have come up with the only explanation. Felicity had been jealous of Elizabeth since before they were married. If Elizabeth had somehow worked on that jealousy . . .

“I will call on her this afternoon,” he said.

“If we are right,” said Aunt Henrietta, “it is probable that she will be lying in wait for you.”

~~*

Alex was uneasy as he hammered the knocker on the door of Beaton Hall. This would be the first time he had encountered Elizabeth since he had made the discovery of his long-denied love for his wife. He wondered how he was going to feel.

When the aged butler with the long face and bulbous nose conducted him to her sitting room, Elizabeth rose to her feet in evident delight. He felt none of the customary agitation he was used to feeling in her presence. Anything he might have felt was overshadowed by the loss of Felicity.

“Alex! To what do I owe this pleasure?” Her smile was unrestrained as she held out her hands to him.

The greeting put him on edge. Raising her hands, he bowed over them and let them go.

“How are you, Elizabeth?”

“I am doing well, thank you. I was sorry to hear the distressing news about your wife. How are you?”

“I am not happy about Felicity’s leaving. I am afraid I am at a loss to understand it.”

“Oh?” The lady looked surprised.

“I love my wife, Elizabeth,” he said bluntly, looking into the fireplace. The room seemed suddenly close.

She sat down. For a moment, she said nothing. “Then it is indeed unfortunate that she has left you.”

He strolled to the window overlooking the front walk with its pale yellow petunias and lavender flox. He put his question as casually as he could. “How did she seem to you when you visited with her the day of the charity function?”

Silence. He whirled around to look at her. Her cheeks were flushed. “Uh, well, let me try to remember. She was in quite a lot of pain. I do not think she was really herself.”

“Why did you visit her?” he challenged. “You have never been friends.”

She bristled at this. “Are you accusing me of something?”

“When I left her that afternoon, she was in affectionate spirits. When I returned that evening, she had left me, taking her whole household, including my son. The only unusual thing to have occurred between those two times was your visit.”

Elizabeth’s eyes filled. “Have you no feeling for me at all, Alex? How can you think I would say something so awful that it would cause such an outcome?”

His heart softened and he suddenly felt a beast with his accusations. He sat across from her. “I am truly sorry if I have misjudged you. It is just that nothing makes sense! I am looking for an answer.”

“You must be truly desperate to think I would do such a thing.” She dabbed at her eyes with a lacy handkerchief.

“I am desperate. Would you please tell me what you talked about? I need to have a sense of her state of mind.”

“Well, let me see. She told me the details of her attack.”

Alex stiffened. Felicity had no memory of the attack. He narrowed his eyes. “And?”

Elizabeth wet her lips. “I told her how things were going downstairs. What the latest gossip was.”

He seized on this. “And what was the gossip? Anything that would have concerned her?”

She brightened suddenly. “I know! We talked about the doctor. Dr. Caldwell. I said it was my opinion that he was head over ears in love with Anabella. That seemed to concern her. She kept asking me about it. You, know . . . why I thought that and how did Anabella feel. That sort of thing.”

Alex struggled with this information. Elizabeth was clearly inferring that Felicity was jealous. He was nearly certain that his wife had no feelings for Dr. Caldwell beyond what was proper. But one thing he was certain of was that the doctor did have a tendre for Felicity, not Anabella.

“Why did you think Caldwell had a penchant for Anabella?”

The question seemed to confuse her. “It was just an accumulation of little things that only a woman would notice.”

“So you think Felicity stole the good doctor out from under Anabella’s nose, running away with him together with Jack, his nanny, her father, and all her servants?”

Elizabeth emitted a jerky laugh. It was this, together with the way she bit her lip, that convinced him the whole thing was nothing more than a Banbury tale.

“Why will you not tell me what you really talked about, Elizabeth? Felicity’s injury caused a loss of memory about the attack. I know for a fact you could not have talked about that. And for reasons of my own, I have grave doubts about any connection between Caldwell and my sister.”

“Anabella is mad about him,” Elizabeth insisted.

“And he is mad about my wife.”

Elizabeth stood suddenly and began to move about the room. “I do not know why,” she said finally.

“Felicity is an unusually good woman. She has a warm heart . . . in fact, all one has to do is to see her with her father or our son to realize she is tenderness itself. She has tried to be a good wife to me all these years that I have been intent on going my separate way. And . . . there are other attractions that it would not be proper to discuss with you.”

“But what about me, Alex? You swore you would love me forever!”

When she turned to him, her face was suffused with fury. Struggling with a ring on her hand, she removed it and threw it at him. He recovered it from the floor and, as he recognized it, dread coursed through him, overtaking his astonishment at the woman’s behavior.

“I gave you this before you were married,” he said heavily. It felt as though the entire universe was pressing down on him. “You showed it to Felicity, did you not?”

“I have clung to that promise, Alex. All these years, I thought you loved me!”

Remorse sickened him.

“Anabella told me what you said—that Felicity had bought you. That you hated her for it.”

“What did you tell Felicity four days ago?” he asked, his voice tired now.

“I told her that we had been lovers these last five years!”

He looked at her in disbelief. The Elizabeth he had known all these years had said that? Had lied so brazenly? Her words set him reeling. An almost uncontrollable rage rose inside him. For a moment, he wanted to choke the breath out of the woman. He could not even imagine the depth of Felicity’s hurt at such words. No wonder she had left him!

Fury ignited him. He grabbed her shoulders. “How could you, of all people, be so malicious? How could you be so cruel to another human being? My wife had just barely escaped from villains with her life! She is increasing! She has undertaken a journey to who-knows-where and may very well miscarry. She could die, Elizabeth. I love her, and you have ruined our marriage. I may never find her again.”

Elizabeth tore away from him. Her face contorted into an expression of anger he had never seen. “I thought you wanted to be with me. Anabella said you hated Felicity!”

Alex’s fury began to dissolve. How much of this was his own fault? Elizabeth had always been between them, and Felicity knew it.

But this woman, this spiteful, vicious woman, was a complete stranger to him. Waves of heat washed over him as he thought of how he had put her on a pedestal all these years. He had never even known the woman! He had also been too blind and stupid to realize how much and how long he had loved his wife. Elizabeth clearly thought he had remained true to the promise he had blithely engraved in her ring.

He sighed as he looked at the termagant before him. “I cannot believe how wrong I was about you. And you never knew me if you thought I would sanction your lying and injuring my wife and son this way.”

“She was supposed to leave Jack behind!”

“And you thought she would do that? Are you really human, Elizabeth, to think a mother like Felicity would leave her child?” Elizabeth’s lips were clamped shut, her eyes downcast. He continued, “I can only thank heaven we never married.”

Her face crumpled and she turned away from him. “Leave! Go away and do not ever come back.”

When Alex was once again out in the street, he wanted to club himself. How could he have been such an idiot at age twenty-one to have not seen past superficial beauty? And then, to have held it between himself and his wife for five years!

How would Felicity have felt to think he could have had such a woman for a lover for those five years when he was intimately acquainted his own wife? Their whole life together must have appeared to be a mockery to her.

And Elizabeth—he had led her to believe for all those years that he had loved her. Not difficult, perhaps, for he had thought he did.

Felicity never would have believed Elizabeth if he and his wife had understood what they really had. If he had made her realize the reality and depth of his love.

Yes, the blame was his. And somehow, he must find her and convince her, however long it took.

Anabella pointed out a report of his visit in the Morning Post’s gossip column the next morning, and Alex cursed roundly. Someone must have been watching Elizabeth’s house. He could only pray that, wherever she was, Felicity did not have access to the London papers.

It bothered him unbearably that she could think so ill of him, that she could believe he had been so false to her.
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Tywyn House did receive the London papers, though they were often a week out of date. While Lord Morecombe read his Times as soon as it arrived, Felicity often let The Morning Post stack up on the occasional table beneath the window in the study before she felt a need to scan it. She was afraid of what she would read in the gossip columns, but on the other hand, she knew that she needed to be aware of what her husband was doing.

“I read the Post this morning from only a few days after we left,” she told the doctor on their morning walk. “They obviously had someone watching Elizabeth’s house.”

“Yes?” said Alan.

“Alex called on Elizabeth in the afternoon and remained there for some time.”

“I am sorry, Felicity.”

Tears that she could not stop rolled down her face to be dried by the stiff, salty breeze. Suddenly, Felicity could not walk another step. “I have to be alone. I am sorry,” she said. “I just cannot be strong for one more moment.”

Turning, she ran back, not to the house, but up a side path that would take her to the old ruins. She was drawn to the mellow old stone battlements poking through the velvet spring green of the Welsh hillside. There was not much here anymore, but it was a place where dreams had died, where a nation had died. As she sat with her back to the cold, honey-colored stone, she wept it all out. Her tragedy was small compared to the downfall of Llewellyn the Great, but it was a tragedy, nonetheless.

The memories of nights together with Alex that had stitched together the days of their fragile marriage were now torn apart by his betrayal. She had known it before. But until now, she had not been able to take it in.

Those arms that had held her close to him now held Elizabeth, and had for the past five years. She was not even a woman Felicity could respect. Reliving the scene in her bedroom, she remembered the woman’s taunting behavior. The winner in such a situation would only taunt if she were mean-spirited. How could Alex love such a woman?

She thought of the big-hearted affection Alex bestowed on Jack and could not reconcile it with his illicit love of someone like Elizabeth. The person who rendezvoused in secret with that woman was not the person Felicity had always cared for.

Her baby’s innocent kicks fluttered in her abdomen, and Felicity’s tears dried.
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“Felicity is the soul of this house,” Alex told his aunt as they sat together after dinner. “I never dreamed I could miss her so much.”

“It is a pity it took you so long to come to your senses,” she said. “But, on the other hand, I never would have imagined Elizabeth could be such a viper.”

“Have you had any reports yet from Bow Street?” Anabella asked.

“I expect to hear something tomorrow,” Alex said, pouring himself a whiskey. “Even if I find out what direction she went, we are still a long way from finding her.”

“Why do you not put an advertisement in the personals?” Anabella asked with sudden animation.

Alex considered this. “I shrink from carrying out my intimate affairs in the public press. But as a last resort, I may be forced to do so.”

“I feel so responsible, Alex,” his sister said. “I just wish there was something I could do.”

“Why do you feel responsible?” he asked.

“I was so biased toward Felicity, I think I encouraged Elizabeth. If it means anything, I am most heartily sorry.”

“I am at fault for leading you to believe I did not love my wife. I am at fault for all of it.”

Aunt Henrietta said, “The entire situation is a web of misapprehensions. I pray the day may come when your family can be put together again.”

The following day brought word that Felicity’s party had not proceeded on the Great North Road. Nor had they gone south. The other toll booths were more distant. Alex went to his club seeking some solace, but parliamentary issues did not interest him at the moment. How could he have spent so many idle evenings at the club when he could have been home with Felicity? Stubbornness. Pure pig-headedness. Sheer determination not to give in to his feelings.

The following day, he spent on horseback, riding Orpheus to Richmond at a tearing pace. What if he never found Felicity? With each clip of his horse’s hooves, he tried to disseminate doubt. He would find her. He would scour the island.

Alex was at tea with his aunt and sister when the man from Bow Street called. He excused himself and met the Runner in the parlor.

“We’ve traced them, my lord. They were seen at nine o’clock at night on the West Road. My runner proceeded from there until he found the inn where they put up for the night. It was definitely them, your lordship. An elderly man, a child and his nanny, a woman, a younger man, and a carriage full of servants.”

Alex clapped the man on the shoulder. “Well done! Now,” he pulled out his money clip and gave the man a twenty pound note, “Do you think you can trace them further?”

“We can try, my lord. We can try. Mind you, the West Country is a big place.”

“I have every faith in you, my man.”

After a punishing round of boxing with Gentleman Jackson the next day, Alex returned home to lunch and found his sister to be very excited. Her cheeks were rosy, her eyes bright.

“Alex, you will never guess who I saw at Lady Southeby’s this morning when I called there!”

“Not Felicity?”

“No, but the next best thing, if there is one. Remember her cousin, Miss Rachel Hammerford? She has been to dinner here at least once every spring with her parents. She and Felicity grew up together near one another in Hertfordshire. I cannot remember precisely, but I believe their mothers were sisters.”

Alex cast his mind back. “I cannot say that I remember her at all. But I was not always present for Felicity’s dinner parties.”

Anabella rolled her eyes in impatience. “She is a tall girl. She has the same eyes and hair as Felicity. Always a bit brown because she loves gardening and horses. I know you must remember her. She has the way about her of an Original. Very independent. Like Felicity, she is an only child and . . . oh, you must remember this! She has her own horse breeding stables in Hertfordshire.”

Alex laughed for the first time since his wife had left. “Yes. I do remember the chit now. Shocking manners. She tried to sell me a filly, sight unseen.”

“Well, I thought that if anyone knew where Felicity went, Miss Hammerford would. I have asked her to dinner tonight. I hope you were not planning to be out.”

“Does she not know that Felicity has left us?”

“She is not much of a gossip and did not say anything about it. So I said nothing. I just told her how very much we would like to have her to dinner, as she had not visited us yet this year.”

Alex felt a slight twinge of hope. Perhaps Miss Hammerford knew Felicity better than he did. But if she knew where Felicity had gone, would she tell him? Would he have to go so far as to reveal Elizabeth’s mischief?

“This is going to require very careful handling,” Alex said, running his index finger across his lip anxiously. “Perhaps we need to consult Aunt Henrietta. Where is she?”

“She is at a luncheon and card party at Lady Gosford’s. She will be home for tea. I had better speak to the cook immediately. I do not know how to plan a menu. Help me, Alex.”

He pulled her sister’s ear. “I am certain you were taught once. I would suggest you go down and smooth cook’s feathers, compliment her finest dishes, allow her to be part of the process.”

His sister ran down to the kitchen to plan the menu, and Alex was left at loose ends. He had not visited the nursery since his son had left for he feared it would be too painful, but he could no longer stay away.

The room was silent as a tomb. As far as he could tell, his son had taken every book, every toy. What he would not give to hoist Jack in the air! He sat in the window seat and looked out at the maple tree, which was completely leafed out now. Could Felicity’s cousin really help them locate her? Was it too much to hope for? Or when this Miss Hammerford knew that his wife had left them, would she be reluctant to share her ideas? Clenching his fists, he stood and strode out of the room. Were the results of his and Elizabeth’s folly to be never ending?

They were all awaiting Miss Hammerford in the drawing room when Norse announced her. Anabella went to her and took her hands with enthusiasm. “We are so glad you were able to come tonight!”

“Felicity is not here?” their guest asked.

“No. She is away at present. My brother is actually interested in buying a horse, and I thought he would like to discuss it with you.”

This was the first Alex realized they were to draw out Felicity’s whereabouts by stealth. He doubted it would work. Miss Hammerford’s eyes were sparkling at the idea of talking about her beloved stables.

Over the turbot, Alex inquired about this spring’s foals.

“They are a lively lot! My Molly had twin colts. Lovely blacks. Susan foaled a beautiful filly. She’s an Arabian. Beautiful neck. Stunning head.” She chewed a bite of fish. “And, of course, my thoroughbred bays, Rachel’s Spice and Felicity’s Folly, both foaled. I was delighted! They both had colts. You might like to look at one of those, your lordship.”

Alex said, “That does sound a lively bunch. I am in the market for a brood mare, I am afraid. But, I am surprised you could leave them for the mere delights of London.”

Miss Hammerford rolled her eyes. “Mother. She insists I must marry. Have to do the Season every year.”

Aunt Henrietta asked, “Does Felicity know she has a thoroughbred indirectly named after her?”

The girl laughed. “Yes. She gets rather a kick out of it. Felicity loves to help me christen my horses. Never liked to ride much, but she loves my foals. Her maternal instinct. She will raise the children and I will raise the horses.”

“She is increasing again,” Anabella told her as the fish was cleared and stuffed guinea hens replaced it.

“Wonderful news. She has not had any upsets this time?”

“No,” Alex said, smitten by the fact that this cousin of Felicity’s should have been in her confidence when he was not. For the first time, he wondered how much this woman knew of his marriage. “All is well.”

“Where has my cousin gone without the rest of her family?”

“Her father has not been well. She thought it might be good to take him out of London for a while,” Anabella said. “They have gone into the West Country.”

“Ah! Aunt Verity’s property! Wales is so lovely in May. Felicity and I stayed there every summer with Grandmama while the parents did the Season. Sea air will do my uncle good. Has Jack accompanied them?”

“Yes, unfortunately,” said Alex. “We miss them both.” Wales? Seaside? Felicity’s mother’s property? His heart bounded and his hands shook so that he put down his utensils and drank some wine.

“The life has gone from the house,” said Aunt Henrietta. “On what part of the Welsh coast is your aunt’s property? I did not get specifics from Felicity.”

“She has not written?”

“Mail is so slow from Wales. She has not been gone long.”

“Well, Tywyn is a beautiful spot. On Cardigan Bay. Northern coast. Our favorite thing, aside from the seashore, was hiking to the ruins.”

Alex’s heart was hammering, but he disciplined his voice into a casual tone. “There are ruins? Jack must be in heaven.”

“Castell Bere. Not much left there. Llewellyn the Great’s last stand against the English.”

Felicity is as good as found! He wanted to climb up on the table and dance. Instead, he said carefully, “When the Season is at an end, Felicity and I will come visit your stables to see how the filly and colts are coming on. You live quite near Morecombe Hall, do you not?”

“Yes. And, of course, we are in prime hunting country. Do you ride to hounds, Lord Grenville?”

“I do, Miss Hammerford.”

“Oh, that sounds so stuffy. You know my name is Rachel.”

“Then you must call me Alex. After all, we are family.”

~~*

It was all Alex could do not to set out on his journey to Wales immediately after Rachel had left them. Once she had imparted her information, it had been difficult for him to remain connected to the talk around him. Fortunately, Anabella and his aunt had carried the conversational ball. He had been absentminded at the game of whist they played afterward and had been roundly lectured by his partner, Aunt Henrietta.

Only once did the conversation slide close to danger. Rachel had said, “I am surprised Felicity would travel so far when she was increasing.”

“They were planning to take it in easy stages, and her father’s carriage is very well-sprung,” Alex said. “Felicity does not like to coddle herself, you know.”

“And why did you not accompany her?” Rachel had asked. “Were you not at all concerned?”

“The carriage was full to bursting!” Alex laughed. “Her father, his doctor, Jack, his nanny, and Felicity. She did not want me.”

Fortunately, Rachel seemed to accept this. There were no more awkward questions, and she left in great good humor at ten o’clock.

Alex tossed in his bed that night, hoping that this would be the very last time he would sleep in this bed alone. Finally, he arose near two o’clock, lit his bedside candle, and went down to the library to study his maps and plan his journey. Then he went back upstairs and packed his saddlebags. No carriage for him. He could make better time on Orpheus.

At dawn, he was in his saddle and on his way.
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As each day passed, Felicity found that she grew increasingly angry with Alex. She had always striven to be a good wife, in spite of the fact that he had not always been a satisfactory husband.

To think she had actually made excuses in her mind for his habit of—as she had thought—frequenting his club every night! Until recently, he had never taken her to the balls and dinner parties that filled the London season. She had sought out interests of her own to keep her from sitting at home feeling ill-used. Oh, she had been very accommodating!

Very likely, he missed her not at all. Jack was another matter. Alex had been a good father, and now his son had finally begun asking when his papa was coming to join them.

“I cannot wait to take him to see the castle, Mama.”

“He is very busy right now with Parliament, love. He is not certain he can get away.”

“I miss him, Mama. I want to show him my shell collection. And I know that he would take me swimming in the sea.”

She did not know how to tell him, what excuse to give him for his father’s absence over all the years that faced them. Then there was the fact that Jack was the heir. At some point, he would have to go away to school to be properly educated for his place in society. That day would be up to Alex to decide. Jack had been put down for Harrow at birth. Also, she could not deny Jack all that would one day be his. He loved the Lincolnshire estate, and as delightful as Wales was in the summer, it had nothing to offer in the winter but cold, rainy, and windy weather.

Her son needed to be raised at Grenville Manor so that he could learn to administer all that would be his and become familiar with the tenant farmers. But the thought of abandoning Jack to Alex made her grow cold inside. Her boy was the light of her life just now.

And so Felicity prayed that her new child would be a girl. Someone who could live with her and her father until she married and had a home of her own.

For years, she had not understood how society women could live with unfaithful husbands. Most did not have a wealthy father who would take them back, but she was beginning to realize the problem that the children raised. But how did those women continue to face their inconstant spouses over the breakfast table? Perhaps an indiscretion or two might be different, but what if your husband loved his mistress? What if she was the only woman he had ever loved?

She was a fool to have married Alex, thinking he would change. Anger at him rounded a circle until it was anger at herself. Felicity had thought she could make his life so comfortable that he would choose her over Elizabeth. She had been a giddy fool.

It was in this frame of mind that she set out for an afternoon walk to the castle ruins. Alan, who was still delaying his departure, had taken Jack into the village with him to buy a small pail and shovel to use on the beach. Her father was taking his nap.

The sun was traveling into the western sky, brilliant and warm, so Felicity sat with her back to it and to the path which had led her to the place. With her parasol anchored between the stones, she sat and took out a volume of Wordsworth’s poetry and began to read. Hearing someone tread on the small stones of the path, she assumed it was Alan and did not turn around.

“Felicity, darling, next time you choose to go missing, consider the Continent. I swear it would be closer.” Her husband’s voice was light but tired.

Whirling around, she jumped to her feet, “Alex!” No further words would come. Her mind raced. How did he find me? Why is he here? What about Elizabeth?

“So this is Castell Bere,” he said. “Not much left of it, I must say.”

Felicity’s heart was pounding in her ears. The wind whistled sharply, carrying his words away. She was stunned at the sight of him—standing so tall, every inch of him Alex, from his burnished Hessians to his black beaver top hat. But his face was drawn and tired, his eyes shadowed, in spite of his light words.

“What are you doing here?” she finally managed.

“I have much to say to you, Felicity. But it is impossible to speak in this wind.”

She gestured for him to join her behind the fortifications. In order to find shelter, they walked a bit until they could take shelter behind a crumbling wall.

“You have treated me and our marriage exceedingly ill,” she said firmly, finding his closeness strange and difficult after two weeks away from him. “I cannot imagine what you will say that will cause me to forgive you.”

Alex looked directly into her eyes, and she read sadness there. “I am devastated that you have suffered so much pain on my account. However, Felicity, you must know that what Elizabeth told you was untrue.” Still holding his horsewhip, he spanked it into his hand for emphasis. “She has never been my mistress, nor have I ever desired her to be.”

“You have been in love with her these five years . . .”

“We have both been wrong about that. I have been an idiot, it is true. But, Felicity, it is you I have been in love with. I do not know when it happened. For some lunatic reason I do not understand, I fought it. I held myself back from you.” His eyes were earnest and pleading. “But you have given me a life I never would have had without you. A wonderful son. And the prospect of another child to come. You have been incredibly generous to me, despite my pig-headedness.”

Felicity could not fathom what she was hearing. It was what she had always wanted. But her emotions were buried away.

“You love Elizabeth.”

“I am asking your forgiveness, Felicity.” Throwing down his whip, he grasped her above her elbows. “I had an infatuation with Elizabeth. I did not even know her, it turns out. If there is any way you can still love me after the shabby way I have treated you, I pray that you will.”

She bowed her head, focusing on the grass growing between the stone foundations. “How can I believe you have not had an affair with her?”

“My feelings were never intense enough for that, Felicity. You were there in my life and you filled every part of it even though I fought to keep you out.”

She had sensed this her whole marriage and had blamed it on Elizabeth. “Why did you do that if it was not because of Elizabeth?”

He let go of her arms and began pacing in a circle. “I am dreadfully ashamed of my smallness of mind. In the beginning, I felt that I had no choice in the matter of marrying you. You moved into my life, overwhelming me with your vitality. And I was angry at myself for the enormous attraction I felt for you. I had never felt such for Elizabeth, and I was idiot enough to still believe myself in love with her.”

His words surprised her. She sat on a weathered stone, biting her bottom lip.

He laughed without mirth. “I wish you could have seen me in those early days, sitting at my club, trying to keep myself away from you, trying to overcome my feelings for you. Eventually, as you know, I could not stay away.”

Felicity tried fiercely to hang on to her doubts. “I do not like Elizabeth at all, Alex. I do not understand how you could have loved her for so long. And what about that sapphire ring she showed me?”

“I gave her that in the heady days before she was engaged to Beaton. I thought my love was eternal then, but compared to what I feel for you, it was nothing but puppy love. My resentment at having to marry you was the only thing that kept it alive. I felt that I had not been given a choice. Meanwhile, my heart of hearts was choosing you over and over again.”

Extending his hand, he drew her to her feet and looked her directly in the eye. “I do not know when my love began, but I know that it has been there, without my knowing it, for a long time. I have taken you horribly for granted. Do you think you can ever forgive me?”

“I do not know, Alex,” she said. “I am a bit overwhelmed by all of this. I have been so sure all of these years that you loved another.”

“May I kiss you?” he asked.

Suddenly afraid, she put her fingertips over her mouth. “Not yet, Alex. Not yet.”

“What are you afraid of, darling?”

“You will have to give me some time to take this in. I do not know how I can believe what you say after all these years. I need some time alone. To think.”

He was quiet and resumed his pacing. “I think rationality is my enemy in this situation. Tell me, did you love me in the past?”

Felicity nodded, afraid to own it in words.

“Can you love me again?”

“I have spent the last two weeks in hurt and anger, Alex. I have done everything I could to wrench that love out of me.”

“I am willing to spend the rest of my life proving my love. Starting now. Even though I have ridden six days with no thought other than to be with you again, I will leave you to your thoughts, hoping that you will come back to me with a forgiving heart.”

“Thank you, Alex.”

As she listened to her husband walk away, Felicity felt as though she had been blinded by too much light. With difficulty, she began trying to reorder her universe. Her life had been shattered. She knew it was going to take more than words to put it back together. She had to convince herself to open her heart again.

Alex had never kept Elizabeth as a mistress. The woman had apparently lied. Who do I believe? An obviously nasty woman, or Alex?

What reason would Alex have to lie? If he wanted Elizabeth, he could have had her. Felicity had removed herself from his life. But he had come here to Wales. To her. She opened her heart enough to grasp the idea that the affair she had tortured herself over had never taken place. It was like removing a thorn. The irritant was gone, but there was still some soreness there. But that soreness was not Alex’s doing. It was Elizabeth’s.

He asks me to forgive him for holding Elizabeth between us for five years. For choosing not to forget her. Now he says he has chosen me. Somewhere in all those words, did he not say he loves me? That he has unknowingly loved me for a long time?

Somehow, he found me here after driving six unrelenting days. Was that not the act of a man in love?

Opening her heart a bit further, she remembered his eyes when he spoke—so urgent and ardent. His face, so tired.

Clasping her hands together, she realized that they were cold. Dusk had fallen. She had a long walk ahead of her.

Why can I not believe that Alex actually loves me after all this time?
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When Alex reached Tywyn house, Jack had returned from the beach.

“Papa! You came! Mama did not think you would. I am so glad you are here!”

As he had dreamed of doing for the last two weeks, Alex swept his son up onto his shoulder and ran outdoors with him, twirling him around and ultimately setting him on a sturdy tree limb so they were face to face. “Of course I came! Have you missed me?”

“Yes! Dr. Caldwell is very kind, but he is not my papa,” Jack said in all seriousness. It had given Alex an unpleasant jolt to see the physician. Was he the reason Felicity was reluctant to be reconciled?

“No,” said Alex, tweaking his son’s ear. “I will always be your papa.”

“Can you take me swimming in the ocean tomorrow?”

“That sounds a good idea. But it will be cold. Will you mind that?”

“Not if you are with me!”

Alex ruffled Jack’s hair as love for the boy suffused him. As little as a week ago, he had worried that he might not see him until he was grown. “Have you been playing kings and soldiers at the fort?”

His son regaled him with the history of Castell Bere he had learned from his mother and the imaginary battles he had staged there. Alex wished mightily that Jack was not too old for a cuddle.

After the recital was concluded, he pulled his son out of the tree and took him inside to Nanny Owen to wash for supper.

Lord Morecombe was awaiting him. “Come into my bookroom, Alex. There are some things we need to discuss.”

The medium-sized room was off the front hallway, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves full of what appeared to be well-read tomes.

When they were both seated, Felicity’s father behind a handsome desk, he said without preamble, “Grenville, have you broken your marriage vows?”

“No, my lord. Lady Beaton spoke falsely.”

Lord Morecombe eased back in his chair, considering this. “She caused a devil of a lot of heartache.”

“For both of us. I had no idea why Felicity had left me, and it took me days to find where you had gone. I did not know that I would ever see her again.”

“I am surprised by your concern. I have never thought that you loved my daughter, and neither has she.”

The man had a hard glint in his eye. His lips were a thin line. Alex felt a lowly creature, indeed. “I have been an unworthy husband to Felicity. I have never been unfaithful, nor have I ever wanted to be. I have been explaining it all to Felicity. I have been damnably dense. I mistook a boyish infatuation for Lady Beaton for love. What I have felt for your daughter is a much fuller, more robust emotion. In fact, I have loved her for years. But I never realized my feelings for what they were until she was injured and I spent a sleepless night at her bedside.”

“Well, I am glad you have that sorted, at least. That is a start.” The man still looked unwontedly stern.

“A start?”

“You may not have been unfaithful in deed, Alex, but for five years, my daughter has believed you to be in love with Lady Beaton. Felicity is a generous woman with a loving heart. What you have done by clinging to your boyhood infatuation is to convince my daughter that she is not enough for you.”

Alex felt the words like a blow. He stared at his father-in-law, taking in the meaning of his words. Standing, he began to pace about the small room, his hands clasped behind his back. “I deserve to be fried in Hell. What a thing!” Stopping, he inquired, “What am I to do, my lord? How am I to fix this?”

Lord Morecombe slapped his hands on his desk and stood. “Felicity has a warm heart. If you are constant in your attempts to let her know why you love her, I think you may be able to win her.”

“I shall take your advice and pray that it works.”

Walking out of the bookroom ahead of Lord Morecombe, he asked the housekeeper in the adjoining dining room if Felicity had yet returned. When he learned she had not, he became worried.

Setting out to meet her, he was alarmed at the darkness. He could not see the path. Making his way to the stables, he took the torch from the front of the carriage and lit it with the flint on the box. By its light, he was able to make out the path and began calling his wife’s name. It died on the wind.

He stumbled over a large stone and realized he had left the trail. How was Felicity to find her way without light? Knowing it was probably futile, he continued to call her name.

After a while, his straining ears heard a faint sound. Pressing forward, he listened as it became a bit clearer. He was finally able to make out the words.

“Alex! Here!”

He bellowed her name with all the power he could muster.

“Felicity! Darling!”

Endeavoring to follow the faint reply, he strayed further from the path. She must be lost. Alex wound around boulders, tripped over stones, and slid on the grass, wet from the sea breeze. He continued to call her, and she shouted back.

Finally, she was there on the lee side of a large boulder, sheltering from the wind, shivering from top to toe. Anchoring the torch in the ground, he pulled her beloved form into his arms. “Oh, my love! Why ever did you stay out so long?” He held her to him and savored the feeling, rubbing his hands over her to bring her some warmth.

“I was thinking.”

“Oh, Felicity, I know I have hurt you. But you must believe that I love you completely—with my whole soul. I love you because I cannot not love you! Everything you are draws me to you. I love you because you are Felicity.”

Finally able to contain himself no longer, he placed his mouth on hers and kissed her bruisingly, feeling her soft lips yield under his. “You are real, darling. Not some transparent illusion. You are my wife. The wife I want with all my heart.”

Her hair had fallen and was blowing about her face. Her gorgeous hair. Using both hands, he gathered it then wrapped it around his fist and pulled her head back gently. Kissing her eyebrows, her nose, and her jawline, he found her lips again. After a long, hungry kiss, he said, “Oh my dear, I have missed you from the depths of my soul. There is no bliss in this world like holding you.” He crushed her to him and whispered in her ear, “Please come back to me. I have been such a fool. I want nothing more than to live out my days with you and our children.”

He finally felt her melt against him. “Oh, Alex,” she murmured. “I cannot not love you, either. I have loved you so much for so long. I have wanted to tell you forever.”

She initiated another kiss, and this time when they broke apart, she kissed his chin, his cheeks, and the little bit of throat that was not covered by his neck cloth.

“You have to live a very long time, Felicity,” he told her. “It is going to take forever for me to prove how desperately in love with you I am.”

“You are making a good start,” she said with a low chuckle. “Merciful heavens, I think I am beginning to believe you.”





{ Epilogue }

 

Now that Felicity’s labor was proceeding into its seventh hour, Alex had eschewed his library at Grenville Manor and joined his aunt in his wife’s dressing room.

“Alex! Go away! You are supposed to be downstairs!”

“Where is Anabella?”

“She is with Felicity. We are taking shifts.”

His aunt was knitting what looked to be a pair of white booties. “She is doing remarkably well, Alex. You are not to worry! This is what women do!”

“Aunt, I feel I should be in there. I feel she needs me. She’s been at this for seven hours!”

“My dear, I do understand, but I do not think the midwife would.”

He heard a long groan coming from behind the door and felt the blood draining from his face.

“That is normal, darling. I told you, everything is proceeding very well.”

“Forgive me, Aunt, but you have never had a child. How do you know?”

Alex paced, feeling utterly helpless. Standing at the window, he observed the fierce storm blowing through the naked trees of the park. He spared a thought for his brother, riding through this storm tonight from Plymouth. He wished John were here now.

Lightning cracked close to the house, and his composure broke completely.

Without comment, he shouldered open the door to his wife’s chamber and was beside her in two strides. Felicity’s face was dead white and her hair curled damply around her face as she sat propped up against a pile of pillows. Her mouth made an o at the sight of him, and then she was gripped by a ferocious contraction. Throwing her head back, she gritted her teeth. Alex could see all the cords in her neck. Her hands were wadded in the sheets.

As soon as she had relaxed, he took the hand on his side of the bed and said, “Hold on to me, Felicity. I will try to help see you through.”

The midwife said, “You should not be here, your lordship. Your wife is doing well.”

For the first time, he noticed Anabella as she silently mopped Felicity’s face with a cold cloth, murmuring quietly.

Another contraction took hold of his wife and she gripped his hand so hard, he nearly winced.

How much more of this can she take? Is birthing meant to be this difficult?

After a few more pains, his inner voice was screaming: Something must be wrong! She is dying and they are not telling me!

Then he saw a little contorted red face emerge into the midwife’s waiting hands.

He gave a cry. “The baby! Felicity! You’ve done it!”

The rest of the body slipped out. “A lovely girl, my lady, my lord,” the midwife announced to the accompaniment of the child’s first wail.

His wife gave a groan of relief as Alex brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. Bending over, he kissed her forehead. “You are a champion, my love. That was very well done.”

Aunt Henrietta came through the door. “Indeed!” she said. “I will order you some broth straightaway, Felicity.”

The attendant cut and tied off the cord in quick motions. Then, passing Felicity the baby, she said, “Just hold her to your breast now. That will reassure her. This has been an ordeal for her, as well.” When the baby was settled, the midwife brought her hand down on Felicity’s abdomen.

“My lady!” she said. “There is another! Prepare to push one more time!”

Anabella crowed, “Twins!”

Alex hastily grabbed the first infant from Felicity’s arms and held her to his chest. He said, “By heavens, Felicity, you do not do things by halves, apparently.” Anabella came around and helped him wrap his daughter in a white blanket.

With one more great contraction another girl made her way into the world.

“They are identical, my lady,” said the midwife, cutting the second cord. “Only one afterbirth.”

By Jupiter, was there ever anything so miraculous?

In a moment, the second child was at Felicity’s breast.

“Lady Catherine and Lady Emma,” Felicity murmured. “Welcome to the world. Meet your father, Alexander Lambeth, the fifth Earl of Grenville. And your aunts, Lady Henrietta Calloway and Lady Anabella Lamb. . no! Caldwell!”

When the new child had nursed for a few minutes, she fell asleep, her tiny fist curled next to her face. Felicity wrapped her tightly in another white blanket handed her by Anabella. .

Looking up at Alex, she chuckled and said, “My lord, I present your new daughters. We now represent a majority in the House.”

Alex looked down at the child in his arms who was staring at him out of wide eyes, and smiled broadly. “I am terrified! If you two are anything like your mother, you will most certainly give Jack and me a run for our money!”

“Just what you deserve!” said Lieutenant John Lambeth, bursting through the door.

“You have excellent timing, as always,” said Alex. “Welcome home! Now our family is complete.”

Honeyed warmth settled in Alex’s chest as he viewed the scene about him. Anabella beaming at Felicity. Aunt Henrietta fussing over her. John, whole and splendid in his uniform. Kissing Lady Catherine on the forehead, he handed her to Anabella and went to his wife.

“I adore you, Felicity.” He kissed her dry lips, her forehead, her nose. “And I thank God that you have such a big heart.”

She smiled a weary smile and caressed his cheek. “You are shaping up very well, Lord Grenville. I am very glad I gave you a second chance.”

“Confound it!” Alex said. “I should have known it was love at first sight when I first winked at you! I have never before or since winked at an unknown woman.”

His wife chuckled. “It would certainly have saved a lot of trouble,” Felicity said. “But you got there in the end.”
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CHAPTER ONE
In Which We Meet the Duke of Ruisdell, Reputed Rogue

 

Peter Northcott, the Duke of Ruisdell, exited White’s elegant subscription room, preparing to leave the only place that seemed familiar these days—the succoring gentleman’s club with its lovely Georgian proportions, click of billiard balls, and timeless fragrance of coffee, brandy, and cigars. In the vestibule, he assumed his many-caped greatcoat in order to leave for a boxing match at Gentleman Jackson’s saloon. Though it was June, it had recently rained, and the duke, just returned from the warmer climate of the Peninsula, found it chilly.

His well-fed friend George Baxter, Marquis of Somerset, called to him from just beyond the bow window where the infamous betting book stood on its hallowed stand.

“Ruisdell! Come! I’ve the very thing to cure your ennui,” Somerset coaxed him in robust tones. “Your favorite sport.”

The duke took the nearly complete sentences as a mark of concern on the part of his friend. “I’ve no knack for any sport until this leg of mine heals,” he replied. The place where the musket ball had lodged in his shin bone was paining him, but he reminded himself that he was lucky he still had his leg, even though he was reduced, at the age of five and thirty, to be seen with a mahogany walking stick that was more than just a gentlemanly prop. “Do you know, Somerset, I’m actually afraid to look in the mirror most mornings, for fear my brownish mane will show threads of gray. I’m sure I will soon have permanent creases on my face and look like a gypsy.” Though not a vain man, he had no wish to appear old before his time. Limping slightly, he moved back inside the club to converse with his friend.

Somerset beamed at him, his shiny round face looking more mischievous than ever. “Oh, put a stopper in it! Woman I’m thinking of will make you forget your wound. Can still use that silver tongue of yours. Napoleon didn’t take that away. Invalidism masks your nature, man! Object of sympathy.”

“The devil with you. D’you think I want sympathy from a woman?” Seeing George’s crestfallen look, he continued, “Add that to the fact that I would be surprised beyond belief if there is a woman between the ages of sixteen and five and forty who doesn’t already know my true nature.” He gave his friend a deceptively sweet smile, while pulling on his gloves. “Plus, I have just been through Marianne’s histrionics ad nauseum. Believe it or not, I have no taste for women at present. But I will place a wager on the outcome of the match tonight.” His capes finally arranged to his satisfaction, he strode to the betting book, and taking the quill from George, wrote in his all but illegible hand, “Tatterson in the fifth round.”

“Are you mad?” asked George.

“No, just unusually prescient,” Ruisdell said. “Care to come with me? I’ll lay you any odds you like.”

His friend’s eyes showed their mischievous twinkle. “Ten to one?”

The duke nodded and wrote the odds in the betting book followed by his flowing signature, “Ruisdell.” The act lifted his spirits. He considered Ruisdell Palace in Derbyshire the finest estate in the Kingdom and carried its name with honor. Unfortunately, his widowed aunt, who heartily disapproved of him, lived there. Taking over the duchess’s suite upon the death of Peter’s parents, she had stated her intention not to move out until her nephew brought home a bride. Formidable woman, his aunt.

“Stake?” asked George.

“My hunting box in Leicestershire.”

Now Somerset appeared worried. “Worth thousands! You’ll be able to shoot again, old man!”

“Lost my taste for it. But in any case you needn’t worry. I’ll win. What’s your stake?”

His friend looked shrewd. “A thousand guineas.”

Ruisdell smiled his first smile. “When I win, we’ll come back here, have some supper, and I shall proceed to get foxed. They’ve a decent brandy in the cellar. Bought at auction this morning. Smuggled, undoubtedly.”

Arm in arm with his friend, he left for Gentleman Jackson’s, maneuvering his cane in such a manner that he looked a dandy rather than a cripple.

  *

Hours later, Ruisdell and his friend arrived back at White’s, the duke ten thousand guineas richer but melancholy as ever. He called for the newly purchased brandy, all the time realizing in the depths of his soul that it wasn’t going to make him feel better. If anything, it would make him feel worse. Strong drink had come to have a lowering effect on his spirits of late. Had it not been for poor George, who had just lost a packet to him, he would have sought a comparatively early bed at Shearings, his London house.

“See here, Ruisdell. Filly I was telling you about. Just the woman for you! An innocent. Dashed beauty. Unusual. Eyes like midnight in summer. Black with a hint of blue, y’know? Bit of a slant.”

The duke sighed.

“Almost sly,” Somerset continued. “Black hair. Coal black. Natural curls. Hard to tame. But she has no problem with her gray mare. Sweetest seat I’ve seen. Rides in Hyde Park most mornings. Ties that hair back with a ribbon.” George stopped for a moment and gave a sigh of frustration. “Love to see that hair spilling across her white shoulders.” Another long sentence. It affected the duke more than he could say, but not in the way Somerset intended. It merely made him pity the man.

“I suppose you’re looking to me to give you a firsthand account?” The duke was weary. Weary to the bone. He had no desire to see naked shoulders with hair of any color spilling over them. Marianne had worn him out with her ruses, her traps, and her hysteria. Just now, the spoiled beauty was trying jealousy. He had picked up the information at the saloon. She had just engaged herself to some ancient French duc who had fled to England with his millions during the Reign of Terror. Ruisdell imagined their affaire d’coeur had begun while he himself was still on the Peninsula, to be broken off suddenly at his unexpected return. Otherwise, her ability to become engaged between noon today and dinner tonight would have been a feat beyond even Marianne’s magical charms.

The marquis seemed to divine something of his sour mood. “So, old fellow, want to talk about to-do with Marianne, or just leave be?”

“Not much to tell. Same old story. I’m not the marrying type. Told her from the beginning. But they never listen. Women always think they can change you. Why is that?” With the example of his own mother constantly before him, he was determined never to come under a woman’s thumb. Never.

“Can’t lump in a stunner like Lady Marianne with rest of world. Probably always gets what she wants. Daughter of a duke and all that. An Incomparable. Prettiest filly in London.” George paused to light a cigar and then swirled the brandy in his glass. “Beauty I was telling you about. Bit of mystery. Age two and twenty, good dowry. But must be averse to matrimony. Queer as Dick’s hatband.”

“Somerset, cease your vulgar cant. Why do you suppose it’s queer?” Ruisdell only asked because he knew the marquis was bound to tell him and had been bent upon this course of action since they’d met this evening by the betting book.

“Acquainted with Chessingden by any chance? Viscount?”

“Oh, yes. Since Oxford days. Why?” Ruisdell asked sharply. Then, feigning indifference, he inspected his hands. The wear and tear of war was beginning to disappear. From his hands, at any rate.

“Know something against him?”

“Not at all. As a matter of fact, he solicited a donation from me just yesterday for a project he has going in the East End. Soup kitchen for wounded soldiers. He’s a Whig, needless to say. Belongs to Brook’s, I imagine.”

“Right. Pleasant enough estate. Hampshire. Don’t touch Ruisdell Palace, of course. Seems an ordinary bloke, but women! Don’t understand ’em. Go for Chessingden like thoroughbreds to the finish. Something to do with his eyes, they say. Seductive or some such thing. You know, none better, women like wooing.” Sighing, he slapped his thighs with his surprisingly small, neat hands. He sat up and said, “Any road, perfect catch for the beauty. On her third or fourth engagement. First one died on the Peninsula, worse luck.”

“Get on with it, Somerset. She sounds a great bother and disturber of a man’s rest. Does she perhaps have a name, this paragon?”

“Miss Elise Edwards. Air of tragedy suits her. Sent Chessingden packing this morning. Heir of his, malicious chap, says Viscount’s not having it.” George shook his head in wonder. “Determined to wed her. Bowled over. Rejection came out o’the blue. Agreed to a month’s trial! Man like that! Foolishness. But she has had a run of bad luck.”

If George kept this up, he would become absolutely loquacious and, more than likely, a bore. But Ruisdell could not keep from asking, “She’s been married before?”

“Nearly. Still virtuous, though.” The marquis chuckled. “Sent one fiancé off a week before the doin’s. Something loose in his brain box.” George tapped his forehead. “Lives in Italy or somewhere abouts. Paints. Sends futile letters.”

“This heir seems to be quite a fount of useful information.”

“Anxious. Under the hatches, y’know. Hopes this will put Chessingden off women altogether. If Viscount marries, heir will be dunned by the vultures. Living off his expectations.” At that, George gave up for the moment. But Ruisdell knew his friend. He was baiting him. And the worst thing about it was, in spite of himself, the duke was intrigued by the woman. Three engagements! And still virtuous? His friend must be sun-blinded. No woman on earth was that pure.

“Write your bet in the book, Somerset. For future reference. I don’t know that I’ll take you up on it, unless I happen to meet the woman. It’s not likely, this late in the Season.”

Somerset bets five hundred guineas that Ruisdell’s seduction of Elise Edwards will rid the duke of his boredom.
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Other Books by G.G. Vandagriff



HISTORICAL ROMANCES
The Baron and The Bluestocking

 

In the world of the Regency, Christian Elliott, Baron Shrewsbury has it all. Helene Whitcombe has nothing except a prickly slate of feminist principles and a job as a schoolteacher in Lord Shrewsbury’s Orphanage for Girls. Pride on both sides separates them, but that doesn’t stop the fierce attraction that builds between this unlikely pair. Can the penniless vicar’s daughter humble the haughty baron? Or will her uncomfortable principles and his high place in society prove to be insuperable barriers to love? 

 

The Taming of Lady Kate 

 

Lady Kate Derramore and the Marquis of Northbrooke have one thing in common: In order to receive their inheritances, they must marry. Lady Kate, prevented from marrying the man she loves by her father’s will, determines to marry for convenience. With the forthrightness for which she is noted, she sets her sights on Jack—aforesaid Marquis. Jack, meanwhile, has tumbled into love with Kate at their first meeting. All might have gone swimmingly, were it not for his “other life,” the mysterious job that calls him out of town at the most inopportune moments. Unwittingly, he puts Lady Kate’s life in danger, and while attempting to rescue her comes up against her “reins-grabbing” nature. Will he ever be able to master Lady Kate? Will he ever be able to oust another man from her heart? And, despite Kate’s penchant for disaster, will he be able to save her life and his own?

 

Miss Braithwaite’s Secret 

 

Miss Braithwaite’s Secret is the final novel in the traditional Regency Trilogy: “Three Rogues and Their Ladies.” The Deseret News claims “Vandagriff writes in a style reminiscent of Georgette Heyer. Like Heyer, she centers her novel on witty characters that readers will love.”

 

In this novel, when Caroline Braithwaite, the Incomparable, leaves her first London Season early, the ton is left wondering why. Home in Wiltshire, she does not confide in her parents or her best friend. However, when the duke of Beverley appears at a house party to which they have both been invited, she is seriously discomposed. So is he. Fresh from a broken engagement, the last thing he wants is to partner a woman he had briefly courted in London – a woman he would have offered for before the fiancée came along. Caro fights her own attraction to the compelling duke. After all, he's already broken her heart once. She is not about to give him a second chance. 

 

As the two slowly learn more about one another, they are surprised to find that first impressions have led them astray. While their feelings are growing progressively more intimate, they are plagued by harrowing circumstances which keep them apart and lead to new misunderstandings. How many times will Caro have to forgive Ned, the Duke of Beverley? And will he, at last, be able to prove his love? 

 

Rescuing Rosalind

 

When frigate Captain Buckingham Kernow-Smith encounters a sprite in a topiary garden going by the name of "Gannymede," he remembers his Shakespeare. Pulling off her stocking cap, he reveals the character of "Rosalind" from As You Like It, played, in this case, by the appealing Fanny Edwards. 

 

Three years pass. The War over, Buck encounters his Rosalind at a ball, where she has developed into a notable beauty. However, her guardian confides to him that she is dancing on the very edge of propriety. Buck, who has been fighting the French since he was twelve, also finds the ton confining and sympathizes with Fanny/Rosalind's plight as a properly reared young lady.

 

Together, they make a dangerous pair, straddling the line between propriety and scandal, indulging in a masquerade in daylight, riding together in a phaeton race, and laying plans for Fanny/Rosalind to play a role in Covent Garden Theater. Will Buck confide his secrets and overcome his life-long aversion to marriage? Can someone as headstrong and impetuous as Rosalind ever settle for such a union?

 

Lord Trowbridge’s Angel

 

When the very bored and very handsome Viscount Trowbridge agrees to escort Miss Sophie Edwards to her first ball, his life is upended. Because a childhood injury left her unable to dance, Sophie is new to the ton and not terribly interested in it. But our heroine has a secret weapon: she has mastered the violin. 

 

The viscount, aka Gorgeous Frank, is unexpectedly and powerfully smitten the first time he hears Sophie perform. Recognizing in her a person more complex and passionate than any ton beauty, he launches a courtship calculated to win her in ways as original as she is. 

 

Sophie is nearly bowled over, but a native disinclination to trust proves a serious challenge, as does Frank’s former mistress. At times, Frank is his own worst enemy. As he wades through a sea of misunderstandings, will his “angel” have the insight to believe that he is a changed man? Will Sophie avail herself of her sisters’ help, lower the barriers of a lifetime to trust him, and allow herself to fall in love?



HISTORICAL FICTION
The Last Waltz - New Edition

 

It is December of 1913 in Vienna and Amalia Faulhaber is surrounded by the whirlwind that is the life of a nineteen-year-old socialite. She is comfortable and confident in her wealth, her heritage, and most of all, in her engagement to the Prussian baron, Eberhard von Waldburg. All this comes crashing to a halt the day that her fiance informs her that their engagement is off since he is returning to Prussia to fight in what he is sure will be a glorious war.

 

Thus begins the tale of a heroine of extraordinary background and resource who develops into a woman who would be extraordinary in any age.

 

The men in her life--a German officer in World War I, a patriotic Polish doctor, and an Austrian Baron, all shape her, but more remarkably she shapes them. Her utopian socialist uncle has raised her with ideas outside those of the upper classes, imparting to her a more complete picture of the day than possessed by the other men in her life. This quality causes her to champion the Austrian Democratic Experiment and to especially mourn its demise.

 

The Last Waltz is full of little known history of a land that was, in 1913, the apex of the worlds of science, medicine, art, and music. The speed with which the five-hundred year old empire fell, and the reasons behind that failure carry many warnings for the world we live in today.

 

 

 

WOMEN’S FICTION

 

 

 

The Only Way to Paradise

 

What causes picture-perfect suburban Oakwood residents, MacKenzie, Roxie, Sara, and Georgia to desert their therapist and fly off to Florence? Answer: A romantic Italian movie that prompts Roxie to ask: “If Italy is so healing and therapeutic what are we doing in Ohio?”

 

Even Sara, the most duty-bound of the group, finally joins the pact they dub “The Crazy Ladies of Oakwood,” and only a week later, they find themselves in Florence. Embraced by the entire province of Tuscany, each woman becomes entangled in experiences she could never have foretold. Not only do they find the fascinating Italian men that Georgia promised, but new sides to themselves and each other.

 

Against the glittering background of Florence, their dramas play out:

 

MacKenzie returns to her student days as an art historian, discarding her identity as the controlling Oakwood charity patron and society hostess. Renewing her acquaintance with the David, she vows to let herself be sculpted rather than trying to sculpt others. MacKenzie finds not only a new talent, but a new man who appreciates it, just as her husband decides to re-enter her life.

 

Roxie, who has always approached life as a circus, is drawn unwillingly into a passionate romance with a gorgeous Italian professor, Stefano. Her physical response to Stefano taps into lost memories, causing her to literally run from him. Roxie, a quirky and colorful Cubana, senses danger in visions and smells that resurface of a rotting summerhouse behind her Florida home. With his nurturing and passionate love, Stefano helps her to face the “broken piece” inside her.

 

Sara unveils part of her that no one but her instructors know. She is an extraordinarily talented concert violinist. Normally trapped in the demanding life of an ob-gyn (scripted for her by her Vietnamese immigrant parents), she is temporarily freed. She performs for others for the first time, and experiences unprecedented joy. However, the coping mechanism she used to handle the pressure of her job threatens to destroy her new life.

 

Georgia, a grieving widow, processes her life without Ben and without her violin career that ended early because of arthritis. Looking for a new passion in life, she finds that satisfaction comes to her in “giving back” to those around her the lessons and knowledge she has learned through her successes and mistakes in La Dolce Vita. Just as her perspective is changing, she reunites with her first love, Arturo, and must make a decision about the direction of her future life.

 

Though ages have passed since the rebirth called the Renaissance, Florence still inspires change by breathing out its creative mix of energy, beauty, and courage. Where Michelangelo “set free” the David by sculpting a block of marble, each “crazy lady” finds her exterior “Oakwood” self burnished away by new experiences, revealing a new self. This burnishing is not a gentle process, but exuberant Italians help them through it with their all-embracing agape, or unconditional love. Though they do not know it, each of them hungers for agape’s healing power. They discover in it a balm that binds them together and puts them on the road to recovery, the road that is “The Only Way to Paradise.”

 

Pieces of Paris

 

Annalisse and Dennis seem to be living the American dream until Annalisse's secret past and the effects of post-traumatic stress syndrome threaten to destroy her family.

 

This skillfully crafted novel explores the long-term effects of personal tragedy in haunting flashbacks of Annalisse's former life — flashbacks that are interwoven with a passionate romance and reveal a person entirely different from the woman Dennis thought he married.

 

But as each revelation increases the emotional gulf between them, Dennis's investigation of a toxic waster incident ignites the wrath of a former political ally and an industrial firm that will go to any lengths to cover up a shocking crime.

 

Can Annalisse reconcile her past and present before it's too late? And can Dennis find a way to save his family and the town they've called home?



GENEALOGICAL MYSTERIES
Cankered Roots - New Edition

 

Couple a a spunky young widow with an even spunkier, rifle-toting grandmother and you have RootSearch, Inc., a genealogy business that frequently turns up murder! Alexandra Campbell (spunky widow) thinks that as they do genealogy for a living, it is high time she finds out her family secret. Something went wrong in her family during her adolescence, changing her mother from a Chicago North Shore matron into an alcoholic and a doting father into a workaholic. The moment she graduated from High School, she was sent to the Sorbonne in Paris with a generous bank account and instructions not to return.

 

It is now fifteen years since she has seen her parents, and she intends to lay the ghost that has separated her family for good. However, as usual in Alex's unpredictable life, things do not go as planned. After an acrimonious fight with her once beloved father, she leaves with only a wallet-sized photograph of a woman she knows nothing about.

 

That night, Alex's father is killed. Bewildered and grieved that her family can never be whole again, she soon finds out that she is the chief suspect in the murder. With the unflappable Briggie (rifle toting grandmother, Johannah Brigamina Poulson) at her side, she uses all her new genealogical skills, and (with the help of Briggie's deer rifle) discovers a secret so bizarre that she finally understands why her parents wanted her far away and safe. 

 

Join Alex and Briggie in the first of their hair-raising adventures!

 

Of Deadly Descent - New Edition

 

Where do You Start Looking for a Missing Ancestor 

 

Without a Name 

 

With Descendants You Share an Inheritance?

 

At their last known address—The Argonne Forest, France, 1919.

 

In their previous adventure, Alexandra Campbell and her business partner, Brighamina Poulson, discovered a branch of Alex’s family that was previously unknown. Because of wicked deeds in days gone by, a soldier in World War I who should have been part of Alex’s family was lost. In fact, he was so lost, he didn’t even know his own name! 

 

Through a series of coincidences (and we all know there are no coincidences in genealogy!) they track their man from France to Oxford, and even give him a name. However, upon their arrival in Oxford, before they even contact the man’s descendants, a member of the family is pushed under a bus right before their eyes! It soon becomes evident that the death was connected to the coming legacy. Who knew they were coming to Oxford with news of a fortune? What role does the mysterious Frenchman Etienne play in the dastardly doings? And what about Charles Lamb, a very eligible bachelor, also an heir to the estate?

 

Briggie is lost without her deer rifle and can’t keep up on the box scores of her Kansas City Royals baseball team. She doesn’t think much of Oxford, either, and is worried about the effect of this center of secular wisdom on Alex. She is even more worried about Charles Lamb.

 

Tangled Roots - New Edition

 

Who's Telling the Truth?

 

Holly Weston, a teenager locked down in drug rehab, claims she's never used drugs, but that her incarceration is all a plot by her parents. Why? To establish her mental incompetency so she won't discover that they've embezzled the fortune she is about to inherit. Her grandmother, a slightly dotty widow, claims that her father was murdered when she was nineteen, after which she dyed her hair platinum, went to Hollywood, and met Clark Gable (and her husband). Holly's mother, a rigid, disapproving figure, tells Alex and Briggie both her her mother and daughter are lying, forbidding them to dig any further among the family's roots.

 

What in the world are Alex and Briggie up to now? Holly's counselor has hired them to do a genogram or psychological pedigree, to find where the family secrets are hiding. She is convinced Holly's mother is frightened for Holly. Why does Mrs. Weston refuse to acknowledge her father's murder? What is she so afraid of the RootSearch, Inc. team discovering about her family? 

 

What does the family history have to do with: another murder, Holly's disappearance, and the strange trio of middle-aged men who are following Briggie and Alex and her mother? 

 

Alex accepted this case in order to be back with her mother for a while, now that she has emerged from her rehabilitation. A fifteen year estrangement has rendered them strangers, and she feels it her duty to try to mend the rift. Her mother proves to be "pluck to the backbone" as Alex's British suitor, Charles, says. The four of them soon become mired in Holly's unexpectedly tangled roots, with surprising off-shoots surfacing all over the country. Encountering both danger and new friends, they also take responsibility for a slew of eccentric pets. Amidst the action, Alex's love life takes a turn that both baffles and scares her.

 

Join our genealogical sleuths as they strive, as always, to find out the real truth that is at the "root" of this family's dysfunction and fear, enabling it to take the first steps to healing. 

 

Poisoned Pedigree - New Edition

 

What would you do if you were told you had “Bad Blood”?

 

Hire a genealogist, of course! Kerry McNee, a famous balladeer of Scots-Irish folk music wishes to marry and have a family, but has a superstitious fear of the words an old lady in her Ozarks hometown once whispered: “You should never have children, Kerry. You will pass the bad blood to your children.”

 

Kerry hires Alexandra Campbell and Brighamina Poulson (RootSearch, Inc.) to look into this mystery for her in the wilds of Southwest Missouri. She never dreams she is putting them into mortal danger from individuals who will kill rather than reveal the many secrets that have been held for generations. 

 

No sooner do Alex and Briggie begin their investigation, than violence begins with the murder of the “Keeper,” a woman who knows the past of every resident of the town of Trotter’s Bridge. The genealogists call in reinforcements—Alex’s fiance, Charles, Briggie’s elderly swain, Richard—while Kerry and her psychologist, Daniel, (a former flame of Alex’s who is determined not to let her go) decide to join the hunt for the killer as well.

 

The danger only escalates, along with major trouble in Alex’s relationships with Charles and Daniel. She is unable to untangle her personal life, as murder has never stalked these genealogists so closely, nor been so nearly successful as it is in the woods and caves of this town that time forgot.

 

The Hidden Branch - New Edition

 

Heirs, Heirs, Heirs – Which one of these Armenians is the killer?

 

Could it be Vazden Mardian, II—the World Class surfing champion, with the piratical eye and the tattoo of an ancient Armenian coin on his arm? The coins belonging to the murder victim were the motive for his murder.

 

Or was it Henry Arkesian—the fanatical professor with an indefatigable lust for anything pertaining to his heritage? He was angry that the victim was leaving his ancient Armenian artifacts to a museum.

 

Or, perhaps, Gorgeous George, Henry’s brother—an Orange County Estate lawyer with a penchant for Ferraris and expensive real estate who is forever in debt?

 

Alex endeavors to keep her mind on the case so that the murderer will not benefit from his crime against Paul Mardian, the billionaire inventor of the pop-top can. Feelings run high amid this passionate, attractive family who live the style of the Orange County, California wealthy. However, while trying to find the perpetrator, she almost loses her life (again), and faces a crossroads in her personal life with a due amount of angst.
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