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  Hide and Seek


Her husband. 
When Maria, then barely twenty-three, had watched the undertaker close the lid on the casket six years earlier, she didn’t think she’d ever utter that phrase again. And yet here she was, being carried across the threshold by her beloved husband, Frederick Fitzherbert.
‘Watch your head, my dear,’ Frederick said as he eased through the front door of his country house before he lowered Maria to the rug in the entry. Frederick tucked an escaped curl behind her ear, and Maria’s heart thudded a little faster at the delicate brush of his fingers. He pulled her into his arms and his lips against hers were as light as a butterfly’s wing.
‘Welcome home, Mrs Fitzherbert.’
Mrs Fitzherbert. How easily she had shed marchioness dowager, the moniker that had weighed on her these past six years. Before that she had been Lady Maria Christie, Marchioness of Walsham, and before that, Miss Maria Helena Parlow, daughter of the Baron of Norwood. And this morning in the little village church she had discarded every title and honour that had been bestowed upon her in deference to her second husband, Mr Frederick Fitzherbert, country solicitor.
With a flex of his hand, Frederick pulled Maria closer. Silk and lace rustled as her petticoats pressed against the firm length of his body. His eyes flicked to hers, then down, across the swell of her breasts, before he met her gaze again. The warmth in Frederick’s gentle brown eyes burned with an energy that Maria had only seen in scant glances before, although she recognised it instantly. Desire. Throughout their two-year courtship and one year engagement, Frederick had always been so proper with her. He had never stepped beyond the boundaries of propriety, but now they were married, those boundaries had shifted. A soft ache uncurled from her stomach and inched lower. A slight thrill hummed between her thighs.
Frederick lowered his mouth to hers again. His yearning coursed through the firm press of his lips as his tongue sought hers, and she welcomed his warmth. After they announced their engagement, kissing was the one thing they had done a lot of, and after learning the steady rhythm of each other, they had become rather good at it. In quiet corners of the park, Frederick would slide his hand around her waist, and they would stay lost in each other until the sun dropped and the air became cool. But he never once asked her for more than a kiss. Frederick always behaved as if her reputation was sacrosanct. As if she hadn’t been married to a scoundrel and a rake who didn’t give a damn for reputations: hers, his own, or the ladies he kept company with.
‘What time does the train depart?’ Maria asked, slightly breathless.
‘Three o’clock. I have ordered a hackney for two. In the meantime, shall we…’ His eyes flicked over her shoulder, to the stairs that led to the bedrooms on the upper floor.
‘Oh yes.’ She cupped her hand behind his collar and tugged him closer, heady and hungry to taste him again. Frederick’s palm on her back slid lower, while the other, on her waist, inched upward. Every inch of her body that he touched sizzled. It had been so long.
 ‘Maria, I have dreamed of this moment.’ A stray thumb brushed over her breast, and beneath her corset, Maria’s nipples perked. ‘But I should tell you—’
‘Good morning, Sir.’
Frederick coughed hard and released his hold as his housemaid, Mrs Blackett, stepped into the entry. Frustration flamed before Maria remembered herself. She was to be mistress of the house and needed to make the right impression. She straightened her dress and composed herself with a breath. It would do no good if on her first morning she appeared a complete wanton.
Maria had only met the motherly Mrs Blackett once before, but the woman’s warm efficiency had impressed Maria, although today she seemed somewhat flustered.
She bobbed at Maria. ‘My Lady. I mean, Mrs Fitzherbert. I mean, Ma’am. Congratulations, Sir.’ She bobbed again. ‘Ma’am.’ Another bob. ‘I trust the service went well?’
‘Very well. Perhaps a little tiring.’ Frederick ran his fingers through his fair hair and unsettled a blonde curl that fell across his forehead. ‘Mrs Fitzherbert and I were about to take a brief respite upstairs before our journey this afternoon.’
‘Upstairs?’ A slight panic inched into Mrs Blackett’s tone. She wrung her hands on her apron. ‘I have the girls up there, cleaning and arranging things. Mr Cole is oiling the furniture and painting the walls. I did not expect you to be needing the rooms for these few hours and thought to give it time to air while you are on your honeymoon. I did not want the new lady of the house coming home to rooms smelling of paint.’
‘Ah no. Well, I suppose you wouldn’t.’ Frederick tugged at his sleeve, his brow furrowing. He shot Maria a quick, hungry look. ‘Perhaps a walk? The gardens are small, but… private?’
On her previous visit, they had strolled through the gardens and along the rambling paths of the woodland beside the drive. Tall figs and willows with drooping branches made secluded corners. Maybe in one of those, Frederick would kiss her, push up her skirts, and…
Maria gave a squeak of shock as the windowpanes rattled with a throaty boom of thunder. On the patio beyond the still open front door, a few fat drops plonked onto the step before rain plummeted as thick as a curtain. Mrs Blackett rushed forward and shut the door with a snap.
‘No walk today, I fear, but no mind. I have the parlour ready, it being a special occasion and all. I’ll bring in tea.’ And with another bob, she bustled off down the hall towards the kitchen.
 ‘I suppose we cannot complain about rain, can we?’ Frederick pushed open the door into the front parlour. ‘After you, my dear.’
Maria and Frederick had met on account of a similar, unexpected downpour one crisp Autumn day in London, three years earlier. It had been Maria’s first day out of mourning following the untimely death of her husband, Lord Charles Christie, Marquis of Walsham. Charlie had died after a fight in a gambling den got out of hand, although Maria had greased enough palms to have the papers report he had taken a much more respectable tumble from his horse.
That fated day, Maria stepped out of her London townhouse to take a walk in Hyde Park. For two years she had worn heavy black and then had spent another year dressed in grey half-mourning garb. As she strolled along the gravel path, she threw off the weight of those years and had felt as light as her new pink and yellow gingham walking dress. She could wear any colour she chose, dance at balls, sip champagne, attend the theatre and enjoy life again. The leaves had never looked greener, while the flights of ladybirds and butterflies had never seemed quainter. With only a footman accompanying her at a distance, she had walked with a widow’s freedom, heedless of the gathering dark clouds and thickening air. That day, much like today, the sky had opened, and she found herself in the middle of a downpour, with no shelter in sight.
And then he had appeared. Frederick Fitzherbert, who popped his umbrella and stretched it over her even as the rain pelted. With flattened hair and beads of water rolling off his Macintosh coat, he had shepherded her to the closest shelter of a nearby teashop, where she insisted on repaying his kindness with a warm brew. As they drank, he conversed with her about books, the latest news, and enquired about her plans while in London. Unlike every nobleman she had known, he didn’t probe about her family, or her wealth, although both were impressive. As she tipped the last dregs from the pot into his teacup, Maria knew she was besotted with the shy, incredibly proper young man fate had thrown at her. He was the opposite of the Marquise in every way, and now she was his wife. Well, almost his wife.
Soft yellow light bathed the room as Frederick turned up the gas lamps. They illuminated a string of chairs that ran along one wall and the cosy bottle green settee that curved around a small table in the centre. Maria untied her bonnet and placed it on the sideboard. Rain splattered against the parlour window and drew thin triangles on the pane. The fire crackled. Thunder rumbled and shook the house again.
Frederick took up a post by the fireplace and leaned against the mantle. He tugged off his gloves and unbuttoned his coat. Buttoned it. Crossed his arms, then turned to stir the blaze with the poker. The firelight highlighted the lines of his firm jaw and his blonde hair glowed auburn. When he turned back, that same hunger flickered. He reached for Maria’s hand and pulled her close until they stood toe to toe before the roaring flames.
‘No regrets, Mrs Fitzherbert?’ Amber flames reflected in his eyes, shrouding their clear blue depths in shadow.
Maria moved into his open arms. She lay an ear against his chest and sought the steady thump of his heart, then let it vibrate through her until the lingering shards of sadness eased. Once she announced that not only was she marrying a mister, but she was also foregoing her title, London had become a wall of backs to her. The invitations to parties awash with champagne and shallow laughter had evaporated before the newsprint was dry. And with her parents gone, Frederick was her world.
‘No regrets.’ Maria entwined her hands around his neck and raised her chin. ’Now remind me, Mr Fitzherbert, what happened after the vicar pronounced us husband and wife?′
’I believe he said you may kiss the bride.′
The warm scent of his citrus and bergamot cologne washed over her. Maria lost herself in his muscular arms, welcomed the anticipatory jelly between her knees. He squeezed her bottom hard, and she gave a surprised squeak.
‘Mr Fitzherbert. That was most improper.’
‘I’m sorry.’ He straightened and ran a hand through his hair. ‘It is all so…’ He let out a heavy exhalation as his eyes skimmed her body, that light of desire dancing in them twice as fiercely as before. ‘And you are so…’
Maria giggled. ‘I didn’t say stop.’
‘Oh. Of course. Well then.’ His hands slipped over her hips again, then lower, and just as his head dipped, Maria caught the hint of an echo in the hall, the steady tap of purposeful feet coming closer.
‘Drat.’ He pulled away and yanked at his coat. ‘Tea.’
Just as Maria turned to face the parlour door, Mrs Blackett came in balancing a tray set with a teapot, cups and saucers.
‘As promised. Tea to warm you both.’ She placed the tray down on the low table, then set about arranging the crockery.
Maria swallowed a humph. She was quite warm enough already.
Mrs Blackett left with a promise of fresh biscuits trailing behind her. The fire sputtered and spat, and Frederick gave an indecent moan as he slid his hand around her waist again, across her stomach, before twisting her to face him again.
‘How long is the train ride?’ Maria slid a finger over the short bristles on his chin and trailed her fingertip down his neck to toy with his cravat pin.
‘Six hours. Maybe seven. Then a short carriage ride to the hotel. It is right by the sea.’ He took a shuddered inhalation. ‘Not… not long at all.’
After three years of mourning, followed by another three years waiting for this day, Maria wasn’t sure how she’d manage so long in such proximity to Frederick. The most unladylike compulsions trickled through her.
‘How shall we pass the time?’ he asked, his voice a gravelly rumble.
Maria lunged at him, their lips crashing again as the pulse of their needy desire thumped hard one from the other.
 ‘We could read,’ she puffed out between a sigh as he cupped her breast fully, firmer, before he pressed his mouth to her decolletage. 
‘I have the latest novel from Mister Hardy,’ he mumbled into her breasts, and the tremors of his deep baritone sent her skin into shivers. ‘Or if you prefer, the new Trollope…’
The words Why don’t you ravish me on the window seat itched at her lips, but Maria stopped herself before they could tumble out. Mrs Blackett would be back any moment, and they needed a distraction, or they would be caught in an unseemly position. With a wrench, she untangled herself from his arms. ‘How about a parlour game?’
‘A game?’ He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth, to his lovely, if slightly swollen, lips. ‘Such as?’
‘Blind man’s bluff?’ That would put some distance between them. Maria unfastened the pin from Frederick’s cravat and placed it on the mantel, before untying the knot to slide the blue silk from his collar. For a flash, she imagined unfastening his top button to see the hollow at the base of his throat, or even unbuttoning him further. Was Frederick’s chest smooth, or
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