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To Missy Moo

You were my Constant Companion

My Baby Girl, Little Puppy

Our Ninja Warrior Attack Dog (retired)

Millie, Missy, Moo Shoes.

I will keep you in my heart forever.
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Bree Verity grew up on a diet of tea and crumpets, dancing, Regency novels, old movies and musicals. It's no wonder she has ended up writing love stories.

She lives near the Gold Coast in Queensland, Australia with her long-suffering, patient and wonderful husband, and her doggy writing buddy, Boofie. She keeps it very quiet from both of them that she is equally a cat person, and has well developed plans to bring a kitten into the household in the near future...

She loves watching sci-fi and renovation shows (usually not together, however sometimes the Doctor redecorates...), has a bad habit of binge-watching shows she likes leaving her in a constant TV drought, reading historical and time travel books, drinking copious amounts of tea and sleeping in.

Bree loves to hear from her readers and can be contacted on Facebook or at her website www.breeverity.com where you can also sign up for her monthly newsletter.
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Chapter One – The Accident
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In the laneway a crisp but languid breeze played through the new leaves on the trees, while beneath their feet, early wild crocuses and daisies bobbed their heads toward the waning sun. Swallows chirped their last tired birdsong for the day, their chorus taken up by evening toads and even the odd stalwart cricket. 

Bursting into the cool serenity of the scene, a bright yellow curricle charged around the corner, traveling at a clip that would make a Four-In-Hand Club member stare. Especially since the driver of the curricle was a woman.

She stood in the footwell, stance wide, her dark hair streaming out behind her, laughing into the wind. Her riding coat of shocking purple was complimented with a snowy cravat and pigeon-egg blue driving gloves. She expertly plied the reins and her horses, a beautiful pair of matched blacks, were happy to charge forward, stretching their limbs after having been stabled for weeks. 

“So,” Harriet Hurst shouted down to her companion. “What do you think of this?”

Huddled down beside her, the very epitome of misery, sat her cousin, Elanor. 

Elanor kept her eyes screwed closed; her fingernails dug into the leather-covered bench trying desperately to find some purchase. Her cloak of coarse green wool flapped around her and her hat, despite the tightly tied chin ribbon and several hatpins she had employed, threatened to fly off her head. Still, she didn’t dare to reach up to hold it on – she was certain that by detaching her hand from the bench, she invited tragedy.

Forcing her eyes open, she turned them, pleading, upon her cousin. “Could we not slow down? Even just a little?” 

“And miss this exhilaration? I think not.”

The Spring flowers shivered in Harriet’s wake; poor Elanor shivering along with them as the curricle hurtled onward on its mad race. 

It had been a mistake to confess her dread to Harriet, Elanor knew that now. She should have known better, after two years in her cousin’s presence. Still, her fear of carriages was getting worse, instead of improving, and she did not know how else to address it. 

Harriet’s solution had been to take her driving – but not simply a stately drive around the park at the fashionable hour. No, that would never do for Harriet. Instead, she had ordered her curricle and pair, and had set off at a bone-jarring pace that, rather than settle Elanor’s fears, had only worked to cement them further in her mind. 

Finally, Harriet slowed the horses a little, and plumped down on the seat beside Elanor.

“I simply cannot understand how you could be afraid, Ela,” she declared.

“Perhaps not, but believe me when I tell you, I am terrified.”

“You do understand that the likelihood of you suffering a mishap after your parents were killed in a carriage accident is extremely low?”

While others would be horrified at Harriet’s insensitive words, Elanor was accustomed by the passage of time, to her cousin’s lack of tact. “It matters not. Every time I step into a carriage, my heart pounds and I start to perspire, and my mouth becomes sticky.” She lifted her shoulders. “Perhaps taking me for fast drives is not the best treatment for my condition.”

“You are so ungrateful, Ela. I was only trying to help.” Harriet flicked the reins moodily, then brightened up again. “Did I tell you? Mr. Beverley informed me that the Duke of Price has finally returned to formally take up his title.”

“Who?” Now that Elanor’s eyes were open, they were fearfully glued to the speed of the surroundings flashing by.

“Really, Elanor, you must pay more attention when I am telling you things. Anyone would think you were not interested at all. The Duke of Price. My mortal enemy.”

Elanor struggled to recall exactly which mortal enemy Harriet referred to. “Was he the one who made you spill champagne all down your favorite gown?”

“That was Major Richards. And I still owe him the worst of retribution. No, the Duke of Price was one of the boys who tried to ruin me. Well, he was not the Duke of Price then, just a viscount. But he is now.”

Recollection flashed in Elanor’s eyes. She had heard the tale from Harriet, more times than she would like to remember. Of how Harriet had been lured to an upstairs room with the promise of seeing something truly scandalous. Of how, instead, she had been bullied by four boys whose motive in tempting her to the room had been to debauch her. How at the last moment Harriet had been saved by her Uncle Simon, Elanor’s father, from a fate worse than death. And how Harriet’s life had been devoted, from that moment on, to the ruination of all four of those boys. 

Harriet had already financially crippled one man, and another’s family had disowned him. But her cousin still felt she owed retribution to the other two boys involved; men now, and one of whom, eight years later, had apparently come into his inheritance as the Duke of Price.

Elanor was about to comment further when to her alarm, she noticed a large stone that had washed down the embankment and become stuck in the middle of the roadway. And their carriage, traveling at speed, was headed straight toward it.

Elanor’s eyes grew wide, she pointed and shrieked, “Harriet! Look out!”

Harriet stood up, straining back on the slack reins, but it was too late.

One of the horses stumbled on the rock, and Elanor’s stomach lurched. The wheel of the curricle hit the stone, and the whole equipage flew up six inches into the air before crashing back down. The crack of timbers and the squeak of the springs under full load spooked the horses further, and they took off at a flat run.

Elanor watched in horror as with an undignified yell, her cousin pitched over the side of the curricle and into the bushes alongside the road. 

For several long seconds, Elanor did not know what to do. Frozen in fear, the pounding in her heart drowned out any directions her brain might have given her. The wind whipped by, turning all sounds into a shrill whistle. The world turned blurry and grey. 

It was only the lash of a thin branch across her face that returned her to her wits. She looked about her; the reins were just about to disappear over the front kickboard. With a gasp, she grabbed for them. For one dreadful moment she thought she had missed her opportunity, but her fingers just reached the reins before they slid away. Pulling back with all her might to slow the horses, who were all but winded by now, she managed to get them to slow to a canter, then a walk, and finally, they stilled, huffing and jangling in their harnesses.

Elanor hurled herself out of the curricle, breathing a prayer of thanks that she was still in one piece, and struggled back up the muddy road to where she thought Harriet had fallen, disregarding her boots sinking into the dross and her gown being muddied beyond repair. She had to find her cousin, and fast. 

“Harriet,” she called, but her voice was small. She cleared her throat and called again, “Harriet! Where are you?” She anxiously combed the brush both sides of the road, finding her cousin sprawled on the ground between two gorse bushes. Crying out in relief, she pushed the bush away, to find Harriet’s arm lay in a very strange position, and her face pale against the dark shock of her hair. She shook her. “Harriet, wake up.” But Harriet lay, still and white. 

Elanor felt her stomach turn over. Her cousin was so very still. What if she was dead? Elanor poked her again. 

“Harriet?” 

But again, Harriet did not move. Tears prickled and Elanor impatiently brushed them away, although more immediately filled her eyes. This time, she shook Harriet firmly, but her cousin flailed around like a rag doll. 

From the corner of her eye, she noticed movement through the trees and to her infinite relief, she heard the clop-clop-clop of a person on horseback. Struggling to her feet, she ran toward the rider, waving her arms as he came around the bend.

“Good Lord,” he said, shock registering on his face. “What has happened to you, Miss?”

Despite her desperate situation, Elanor was relieved the rider was a gentleman. It was evident in his voice, and his seat on his horse. He stared at her with concerned eyes from under dark, fine brows. She realized she must look a sight, covered head-to-toe with mud and her face damp with tears, but she waved a dismissive hand at the man’s question. “No, it is not me, it is my cousin,” Elanor explained quickly. “She is just over there, and I fear she might be dead.” She heard her voice speeding toward panic. 

“Show me,” the gentleman commanded, quickly dismounting from his horse as he did. Elanor took the man’s elbow and hurried him over to where Harriet lay, pale and still. 

She wrung her hands as the man crouched beside Harriet and listened to her chest, removing his gloves. “Her heart is beating, and...” he put a hand in front of her mouth for a moment, “she is breathing. So thankfully, not dead,” he confirmed. 

Elanor felt as if a millstone fell from her body. She closed her eyes and whispered, “Thank God.” Then, since the world seemed to be tilting ever so slightly when her eyes were closed, she opened them again to find the gentleman looking at her. 

“Are you alright?”

“Do not concern yourself with me. It is Harriet who is hurt.” Flushing at his appraisal, she asked, “What about her arm?”

“It appears to be broken,” the man said, casting his gaze back to Harriet. “We need to find materials to build a brace and a sling, then I can take her up in front of me and carry her to the next posting inn.”

Elanor nodded and began the search for likely branches that could be used for a splint while the gentleman pulled a flask from inside his cloak and cradled Harriet’s head and shoulders gently. Elanor found several sturdy, smooth branches that had fallen from the trees around about, which she placed beside the man. He tipped some of the contents of the flask down Harriet’s throat, and she came to, coughing and staring up at him with panic in her eyes.

“You’ve had an accident,” he said to her, using a tone that Elanor was certain could soothe the wildest of beasts. It was like warm honey, trickling down her spine. She shuddered involuntarily but the man didn’t notice, as he was still speaking to Harriet. “Your arm is broken.” He glanced up at Elanor. “May I trouble you to tear a little of your petticoat away so we can make bandages?”

Elanor hesitated for only a moment before she nodded again and turned away to rip the bottom couple of inches off her petticoat. Quickly, the man snapped the branches to a length similar to Harriet’s arm, and enclosed her broken arm in them.

When Elanor handed him the bandage, her hand brushed against his and, startled by the warmth of the connection, she jumped back. To her relief, he seemed too involved in wrapping the bandages around the makeshift sling to notice.

While he did that, Harriet swooned again. 

“It is probably for the best,” the man said, more to himself than to Elanor. “She will suffer less if she is unconscious.” He easily picked Harriet up in his arms and lifted her up and on to his horse, leaning her forward over the horse’s mane. Elanor hurried to support her cousin while the man hoisted himself into the saddle behind her.

To Elanor he said, “Unhitch one of your own horses and follow me as quickly as you can.” Elanor, eyes wide, could only nod her acquiescence before the man, along with the still unconscious Harriet, was gone in a clatter of horse hoofs.

When the last muffled thump of hoofs was out of hearing distance, Elanor shivered and looked around her. Afternoon was tipping into evening, and she felt a little indignant at being left alone. What kind of a gentleman left a lady to wallow at the side of a road? 

The kind that was helping the more injured of the two ladies, her brain gently chided, and she was instantly ashamed. The gentleman was helping them; Harriet’s arm needed to be tended to as soon as possible, and there was no way he could be both there and here. 

She trudged back to where Harriet’s horses had settled. They were busy clumping as many of the green shoots off the bushes by the roadside as they could before being caught. Young leaves were a rare delicacy.

“You will be sick and bloated tomorrow,” she chided them. Slipping the curricle’s tack off over the head of the first horse, a black gelding, she grabbed his reins. Stubbornly, he tried to turn back to the greenery, which was obviously of more interest to him than the human tugging at his head.

Elanor could not mount him. It was not even a question. There was no mounting block anywhere that she could use in the laneway. No, she would have to lead the horse to the inn. It couldn’t be more than a mile back in the direction they had come.

With a long-suffering sigh, she started to trudge back along the muddy road, noticing with some alarm that the flowers were closing for the evening, the wind was picking up from the north and that the sun’s gleam was little more than a sliver of light over the horizon.

But walking along, the comforting smell of the horse and the gentle clop of his hoofs seemed to settle her nerves, and she turned her mind over to thinking about the gentleman who had stopped.

He seemed to have medical training, perhaps he was a surgeon or even a physician. 

She thought of his eyes – a striking blue, that had softened with concern for her and her cousin. His square jawline spoke of determination and pride, and his skin seemed dark, as if he had been overlong in the sun. Elanor wondered if he had just returned from somewhere exciting and foreign, or if he simply worked long hours out in the weather. He seemed to be quite strong when he lifted Harriet. Elanor wondered what it might be like to be clasped in such an embrace, to feel such muscular arms encircling her, protecting, and comforting her.

Then she laughed at herself.  “Foolish girl,” she said out loud.

The horse seemed to catch her mood, giving a short, disapproving nicker.

“I know,” she said to the horse. “But a girl can still daydream, can she not?”

A daydream was all it ever could be. Because for Elanor, marriage would likely never happen. 

Upon her parent’s death, when a young woman might conceivably expect to inherit at least a reasonable dowry, Elanor’s had been miserly – only two and a half thousand pounds. 

Her father, never expecting he might be killed in an accident, had taken out mortgages over his properties – mortgages that no doubt he expected to pay back over time, but mortgages that meant there was nothing else left for Elanor once they were paid. His title had gone to a distant cousin, along with Elanor’s home. Overnight, her place in society and her means of survival had been wiped out.

But Elanor had a strong practical streak, and an obstinacy well known by her family and servants. She had quickly calculated that if she lived quietly, with just a woman to come and clean once a week, she would be able to live off the interest of five thousand pounds. There would be few niceties, but she would be self-sufficient. 

That was her one and only goal – to be independent. She never again wanted to feel the sickening emptiness of her stomach, or the fiery rage she felt toward her father when his lawyer explained the state of his finances, that his extravagant lifestyle had all but bankrupted him, and that his daughter would be left with next to nothing.

While she saved the additional thousands of pounds (which she calculated would take around ten years), she had required somewhere to stay. She expected she would be pushed from pillar to post as the unwed old maid of the family. The distant cousin and his brood of children had arrived to live in Huxley Manor, and he made it clear he did not care to have the unwed old maid amongst his household (or at least his wife did), so Elanor could no longer stay there. Instead, she had applied to her cousin on her mother’s side, Mr. Reginald Hurst. She did not know Mr. Hurst well but he, to his credit, had welcomed her open-handedly, with the shrugged suggestion that maybe Elanor could be sometimes companion to her cousin, Harriet.

Harriet had instantly adapted to the idea of having a companion, although she treated Elanor a little more like an indentured servant than an impoverished equal. Elanor, still mired in her grief and sorrow, did little to improve her own lot, merely acquiescing to Harriet’s demands, which were sometimes ridiculous, sometimes downright cruel. 

She was, however, biding her time. Her money had been invested, and she was supplementing it from the generous allowance Reggie had made her. She had nearly two hundred pounds squirrelled away in a bureau in her bedroom. 

The horse brayed and bumped her in the back, and Elanor realised she had stopped walking. 

“I’m very sorry,” she said to the horse. “Are you in a hurry to be somewhere?”

But then she noticed the gloom of evening had fallen, bringing with it a biting cold. She shivered and, drawing her green cloak closer around her, hurried faster along the road to the Inn.
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Chapter Two – The Meeting
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Stumping through the door of the Laneway Inn over an hour later, Elanor hurried to close it in the wake of the complaints from the patrons at the bar about the bitterly cold wind whistling in through the open doorway.

Indeed, Elanor was very cold. The temperature had plummeted with the sun, and her teeth chattered in her head. Her fingers inside her gloves were icy and her feet were numb. She was glad to have reached the warmth of the Inn.

To her pleasant surprise, the gentleman who had picked Harriet up seemed to have been waiting for her. He strode up to her and she turned to smile at him, but the smile died on her lips when he demanded, “What took you so long?” 

Elanor frowned at his tone. “I could not mount the horse, and so I had to walk.”

Instantly his tone changed to one of concern. “You walked?” 

“Of course.”

“More than a mile?”

She gave him a tired smile. “I could not have gotten here any other way.”

He was contrite, stricken even. “I am dreadfully sorry. Had I known, I would have sent a man to you the instant I arrived here.”

“It is of no consequence. I am here, and in one piece.”

Removing her hat, Elanor turned it over in her hands and sighed at its mud-spattered appearance before saying, “Do you mind showing me to where my cousin is? I suspect she shall be finished terrorizing the staff by now.”

The man laughed gently before saying, “The doctor is with her presently. You will prefer to stay away while he sets your cousin’s arm I think.”

Elanor shivered her agreement and the man seemed to realise for the first time that she might be cold.

“Where have I left my manners? You should remove that wet cloak and your shoes and take a place close to the fire. And may I offer you a mug of ale? Or warmed cider? Cider might be the better option.”

“Cider does sound like a good idea.”

At Elanor’s acquiescence, he issued instruction to the hovering innkeeper, and then turned back to her. “You are probably parched and chilled to the bone. You have had quite the adventure.” They sat down at a table close to the fire, across from each other, Elanor having removed her cloak and placed it on a hook alongside the fireplace. Under the table, she removed her shoes. Although her stockings were also soaked, they would have to wait. She was not about to remove them in company. Still, she angled her feet so that she could feel the warmth of the fire against the soles of her feet. “Certainly not an adventure I would wish to embark upon again any time soon,” she replied tartly, and he half-smiled.

“I cannot imagine you would. You must be exhausted.” A look of contrition passed over his features. “Should I have procured you a room as well? Only I expected that you would want to spend the night with your cousin.”

She nodded quickly to assure him. “Those arrangements are perfectly satisfactory, thank you.” While she did not relish spending the night in the company of Harriet, she could not ignore the niggling sense of obligation that dictated she should offer the injured Harriet those comforts that she could provide.

The innkeeper delivered not only a mug of warmed cider, but also some bread and cheese to the table. “With our compliments, sir,” he said, and the man gave him a brief smile.

It was the first time Elanor had seen his smile, broad and friendly. He was handsome before he smiled, but with a smile, his face was perhaps the most beautiful Elanor had ever seen. The deep blue eyes twinkled, and a pair of adorable dimples popped out, as well as laugh lines around his eyes. It was clear he smiled often.

When he turned back to her, the man seemed to misread her round eyes and dropped jaw.

“It is perfectly natural that the innkeeper would provide us with compliments, since we are taking the rooms in his house. No need to be surprised.” He smiled and started to break the bread. 

“No, it was not that I was...”

“Your cousin will be perfectly fit and well,” he replied earnestly, laying a hand over hers. “You need not worry about her. She was upstairs issuing precise instructions to the housemaid last I heard.”

Elanor laughed, as much at Harriet’s antics as at the thought that concern for her cousin had been the furthest thing from her mind. “That does sound like Harriet. I am not concerned about her. She has faced worse than a broken arm in her life.”

“But what of you? Fatigue, coupled with a shock to the nerves, can be very damaging to a young woman. I cannot imagine you are completely unharmed by the experience.” His hand tightened on hers and, a little alarmed, she snatched hers away and placed both of them in her lap.

“I am not given to nervous complaints.”

“Are you certain? You spent a long hour in the cold. Perhaps we should have the doctor check your lungs before he leaves.”

“I am quite revived by my cider, thank you.” She took the mug in her hand and took a nip, as if to reinforce her words, but also to bolster her confidence under the eyes of the intoxicating stranger. She knew her next request fell a little outside the boundaries of good propriety, but she had to know. 

“Might I have the name of our rescuer?” A shadow crossed the man’s face for an instant and Elanor hurried to continue, “I’m certain Harriet will want to know, when she is well enough.”

The shadow cleared. “Of course. It is Patrick. Christopher Patrick.” 

“Well, it certainly is a pleasure to meet you Mr. Patrick. I am grateful you happened along when you did.” She held her hand out across the table for him to shake, her lips stretching into a genuine smile. “It was our good fortune to discover that there are still chivalrous gentlemen in the world, ready to lend assistance to ladies in need.”

He took her hand and a little thrill passed over Elanor as he brushed his lips across it. “On the contrary, it was my very good fortune to have come across you both when I did. Otherwise, I would never have made your acquaintance, Miss?” 

Elanor felt the color bloom in her cheeks. “Huxley.”

“Miss Huxley.” He seemed to roll her name over his tongue. They shook hands for far longer than was seemly, Elanor realised belatedly. She was lost in his expression, which had changed to an intense look that took the breath from her lungs. After a long moment, she pulled her hand out of his grasp and said breathlessly, “I should go and see if Harriet needs me,” She stood up suddenly, and Mr. Patrick stood too.

“May I call, Miss Huxley?”

At her startled expression, he stammered and colored. “I mean, may I call on you both to ensure you are none the worse for wear after your adventure?”

To her surprise, Elanor heard herself say, “Certainly, Sir. We would look forward to it. I’m certain Harriet will be pleased to continue the acquaintance of the one who rescued her.”

“And you?” Mr. Patrick came around the table and stepped toward her, their bodies close. She did not dare to look up into his face.

“I too should look forward to your company, sir.” Thankfully, he stepped back, and Elanor could breathe again. “I must go to Harriet. I wish you good evening Mr. Patrick. Will we see you at breakfast tomorrow morning?”

“It is unlikely,” he said, and Elanor caught a note of regret in his tone. “I have appointments in town, so I will be riding out early.”

“We are sorry to have inconvenienced you so.”

“It was no inconvenience; I can assure you.”

There was another long moment, before Elanor said, “Well, I should go. I wish you good evening, Mr. Patrick.”

“Good evening, Miss Huxley.”

With a tremulous smile, Elanor placed her still wet feet into her sodden shoes and squelched her way upstairs, feeling Mr. Patrick’s eyes on her back the whole way. She could not help swinging her hips perhaps a little more than was necessary.


* * *
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KIT’S EYES WERE GLUED to Miss Huxley as she walked across the room and up the stairs. He wanted to know her better, but he could not understand why. She was certainly beautiful, similar to her cousin upstairs but subtly more delicate, but he had met many beautiful women that had not stirred him in this way.

He sat slowly back down at the table, tore a piece of bread from the small loaf and popped it in his mouth, chewing it thoughtfully. 

Perhaps it was her unflappability. She had not been particularly perturbed by her forced march to the inn – other women would have berated him soundly for what was a dreadful breach of duty. But she merely shrugged her shoulders and smiled, her thoughts a mystery to him. 

Or, the strange feeling that he knew her from somewhere. He had felt that one since he had stopped at the curricle. But he could not put his finger on even the family she might belong to, let alone who she herself might be. It was most frustrating.

Or, he thought, maybe that was it - merely the mystery of her. He knew nothing of her, apart from her quiet firmness and her name, and there was nothing better than an unopened letter begging to be read. 

Just then he realised he had made a critical error – he had not asked for Miss Huxley’s direction. And while London society only consisted of a limited number of families, he knew finding her in amongst the throng would be like finding a specific grain of sand on the seashore. Mentally slapping himself in the head, he took a decision that he realised had been festering in his mind ever since he told her he would be leaving early in the morning.

His appointments on the morrow could wait. He wanted to stay to breakfast, to know more of the beautiful Miss Huxley, and to find out where she lived.
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Chapter Three – The Breakfast Conversation
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Elanor woke the following morning to a pleasant warmth she had not felt for a long time. Her dreams had been filled with Mr. Patrick – the strange feeling that crossed her bosom at the most minor of his touches had been unnerving, but it had led to wonderful, happy dreams.

And although she had been woken several times in the night by Harriet, who complained bitterly about her arm and the accommodations, she still felt refreshed in the early morning.

She washed and dressed and, Harriet still being asleep, she decided to creep down to the taproom to gather up breakfast and take it outside, where she could eat in peace in the cool surrounds of the forest that lay behind the Inn. To that end, she put on her cloak, which had been dried and brushed overnight and did not appear quite as shabby as it had when she arrived at the Inn the previous night. Her dress had been brushed down too, and her shoes and stockings left to dry in front of the fire. She was dry, at least, but her dress, she sadly reflected, would never be the same.

The innkeeper was not about, but a serving woman met her in the taproom, and gave her some bread and cheese and a steaming cup of coffee in a mug, which she balanced in her hands, trying to also open the door to the backyard of the Inn.

She was just about to spill everything on the floor when an amused voice said, “Allow me,” and an arm reached out over her head to grab the door.

Recognizing Mr. Patrick’s voice, she turned to him and smiled. “It seems you are getting into the habit of coming to my rescue, sir.”

“It would seem so, Miss Huxley.” 

“Were you not leaving early? I expected you would be well on your way by now.”

“No, I decided instead to avail myself of the excellent breakfast that the Laneway Inn provides.”

“In that case, sir, don’t let me detain you. I am certain you have pressing business in town.”

“It can wait.” Elanor’s happiness was complete when he followed her outside. She found a creaky wooden table and benches outside and sat down, indicating that he should join her, which he did, sweeping his coattails out from under him and placing his hat on the table.

“It is brisk out here this morning,” he commented and with a nod, Elanor agreed.

“I do love the cool mornings,” she replied. “I love to bring a hot cup of something outside and warm up from the inside out.” She colored. “I suppose that sounds a little foolish.”

“Not at all,” he said, “only I have to admit, I prefer the weather to be a little warmer.”

“You do look as if you have seen a little of the sun, sir,” Elanor said. “Do you work outside?”

“I did – at least, well, until I returned to England.”

“You’ve been overseas?”

“Yes. In the West Indies.”

“The West Indies?”

“Yes, I have three sugar plantations there.” 

Elanor paused for a moment. She had heard and been horrified by the stories of the treatment of slaves in the West Indies by their English owners. 

“Are you successful in your endeavors?” she managed to come up with.

“Without trying to sound boastful, I started off merely managing my father’s holdings, but having built my own, they even outperform his, so yes, I believe you could say I am successful.” His voice held a note of brittle pride that Elanor could not quite understand.

“What did you do to improve your success, sir?”

His brilliant smile broke out over his face. “I freed my slaves, Miss Huxley.”

“Oh.” She reached out to touch his hand and felt a warmth cross her entire body. Answering with a smile of her own she said, “I knew you would be that type of a man.”

“What type?” 

He leaned in close, his eyes staring into hers, and she blushed but continued, “The type that stood up for his principles.”

He nodded. “I try,” he said, “but it becomes difficult when there are so many others who cannot see the benefits, whose motives are only driven by short term profitability. I am hoping that while I am in England, I can make some inroads into changing the minds of the more hard-hearted of them.”

Elanor shrugged over the last of her bread. “While I wish you well in the endeavor, I fear you have set yourself a hard task. It is not easy to change the minds of a bunch of...” 

She had been about to say ‘old, stodgy graybeards’ but thankfully she thought to hold her tongue before the words came out. Instead, she flushed again, pleased to see it brought the smile to his face once more.

“You have some opinions on our members of parliament do you, Miss Huxley?”

“Perhaps,” she said slowly. “But they are better expressed over longer acquaintance than ours.”

“That is circumspect of you,” he replied, “however you leave me burning with curiosity.”

She sniffed a laugh. “In that case, sir, you should continue our acquaintance, so that you may, in time, interrogate me over my opinions.”

“That is exactly what I plan to do, Miss Huxley,” he replied. “Last night I asked if I might call, however in a fit of rank stupidity, I forgot to get your direction. May I do so now?” With reluctance he continued, “I should get to London – I do have important meetings there, but I could not leave without ensuring I knew where to find you.”

A flush crept up his neck and Elanor thought perhaps he had said more than he expected to. Still, a thrill ran through her that he would have delayed his ride just so that he could make sure he could find her again.

“Certainly,” she said. “We are at Number 12 Fairway Circle. It is the
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