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Hope at Dawn


  
  
    Nicholas Sidemore’s heart was torn from him a year ago when his offer was refused and the lady he loved sailed away. Today, at dawn, she returns. But has he waited and hoped in vain?
  

  






Chapter 1


  
  As the sun slipped below the horizon, leaving its fiery glow resting upon the gently rolling black waters, Nicholas Sidemore spotted the boat for which he had been waiting, bobbing just on the edge of the sea ─ where the water dropped away and could be seen no longer. His heart raced at the sight of her, and he swallowed the fear that rose inside him as the vessel drew closer. It would not be long now ─ a few hours or perhaps a day ─ until he knew his fate.

  Using the glow of his lantern to light the way, he carefully picked his way around the rocks lining the shore. Choosing a large one with a smooth top, he sat down. From this vantage point, he could easily see the entrance to the harbour and past it to the sea beyond.

  This was where he had sat every night for over a fortnight waiting for that boat. When three and then four days of waiting had stretched into weeks, he had thought she had chosen not to return; however, there the boat was, three weeks late but with its course obviously set for the bay.

  “She’s arriving before dawn.” A man of slightly smaller stature but with similar features to Nicholas’s slid onto the rock next to him. “I hear tell by the other captains that there has been some bad weather. It is probably the cause of her running so late.”

  Nicholas nodded. That was probably the reason…bad weather. It could not be anything else. It just could not be, for he would not allow his mind to travel down that dark and dreary path. He had spent a year next to it and even been chased down it a time or two by the demons who lurked there. It was not a place he wished to visit again. Therefore, he pushed his doubts aside, propped his elbows onto his knees, and, resting his chin in his hands, watched.

  “She’s arriving before dawn.” His brother’s voice broke the silence which had settled in around them. While he repeated exactly what he had said before, Nicholas knew that Jonathan was no longer speaking of the ship.

  “And unwed,” Jonathan added.

  “She did not marry?” Nicholas turned toward his brother, who shook his head in reply. “How do you know?”

  “Casselton.”

  A small flicker of hope flashed in Nicholas’s heart. If anyone knew the details of all that was happening in town with its current or past residents, it was Adam Casselton.

  However, just as quickly as the hope sprang up in his heart, Nicholas tucked it away. “And how does Casselton know?”

  No matter how much Nicholas wanted to hope that she had waited for him, he could not — not yet — for the disappointment would be too great if she had not. When Lady Kathleen Witherfield had left over a year ago with her family, Rupert Dunnaby had joined them, and Nicholas knew that Kathleen’s brother and father had both been in favour of a match with Dunnaby. Dunnaby had money and held a promise of more. Unfortunately, Nicholas had only held a promise of riches a year ago, and a promise of wealth was not enough for the likes of the Witherfield men.

  “He had a letter from Witherfield that said Dunnaby is not on board the Mary Ellen. There was some sort of disagreement, and Dunnaby booked passage on a boat heading to the West Indies. According to Casselton, Witherfield and his sister were not sorry to see him go.”

  Nicholas drew in a breath and released it slowly. The fear that gripped his heart began to relax its hold, but just slightly. He knew that being unwed and willing to wed him were two very different things.

  ~*~*~

  Kathleen Witherfield pulled her shawl tightly around her shoulders and leaned against the hull of the ship. Overhead, a lantern swayed on its hook, causing shadows to dance about the cabin. Although it was well past midnight and she should be sleeping, she was not. The mixture of excitement and trepidation which swirled within her made sleep an impossibility.

  Reaching beneath her pillow, she pulled out a worn letter. Carefully, she unfolded it and smoothed it on her lap. The flickering light from the lantern was poor, but she did not need the light to read what was written on the page. She had read this letter so many times that the words would likely always be a part of her memories.

  
    My dearest Kathleen, 
  

  
    I cannot describe the deep, dark, and dank despair which my heart feels tonight as I pen these words of farewell. They are not words I write willingly. Would that I was able to provide for you in a manner your father deemed acceptable! But, I cannot. I can only promise to strive to do so, but what security is there in that? I do not blame your father for refusing me.
  

  Maybe Nicholas could not blame her father, but she could — and she did! She had been furious at her father’s refusal and horrified at his proposed alternative. Rupert Dunnaby was a liar and a cheat, and she had known it almost from their first meeting. Unfortunately, her father and brother had not seen Rupert as she had, at least not in time. She let out a heavy sorrowful sigh and, with a shake of her head to clear the memories of her father, returned to the letter.

  
    I beg of you not to accept Mr. Dunnaby. Give me time to make my fortune. Wait for me, Kathleen. Give me one year to increase my holdings. I shall toil night and day so that when you return, I will be able to provide for you as your father requires.  Please do not refuse me this request, for I cannot bear the thought of you with another. I shall look for your answer on the tree behind the church. If I see your locket, I will know you will return to me to retrieve it. 
  

  A tear slid down her cheek as her hand moved of its own volition to clasp the locket which hung around her neck. Carefully, she folded the letter and slipped it once again beneath her pillow before snuggling down next to the infant who shared her bed.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  “Heave to!” came the call. Deckhands scurried around above deck, and rigging creaked and groaned.

  “Shhh, wee one,” Kathleen stroked the head of the baby girl, who rested in her arms and had awoken, as the infant began to fuss. “You will be at your new home soon.”

  The child had found the journey from Ireland to England to be trying. The constant swaying of the boat had unsettled her, and she had not eaten as she should. What she had eaten had not always stayed with her. She was beginning to look frail.

  Kathleen hummed softly, hoping the familiar tune would calm both Aine (awn-ye) and herself. Aine’s small fist found its way to her mouth, the suckling action soothing her, and soon, the tune did its work, coaxing both the child and the lady who held her to drift off to sleep.

  Not half an hour later, Douglas Witherfield shook his sister’s shoulder gently. “We are home, Kathy. We are home.”

  Kathleen opened her eyes slowly and stretched as much as one could while holding a baby. She gave her brother a half-smile. That word home sounded so welcoming, and yet, it also held a great deal of uncertainty.

  “All will be well.”

  It was what her brother had said to her many times during this voyage, and she wished to believe him now just as she did each of the other times he had said it. She knew that he felt keenly the pain of being duped by Rupert Dunnaby. How could he not when the man’s perfidious nature had led to the death of their father and uncle? However, seeing the concern in his eyes, she nodded her agreement, though she was less sure he was correct this time than any other time he had repeated the same assurance.

  “Is…” She licked her lips and swallowed. “Is he… have you seen who might be on the shore?”

  “I have not seen Sidemore, but if Casselton received my letter, which I am certain he did, then, surely, the gossips have spread the news that you are unwed, and Dunnaby is long gone.”

  “But that will not ensure he knows I would welcome his suit.” That was likely her greatest fear — that Nicholas would not welcome her. If only her locket had remained where she had placed it instead of finding its way back to her by a well-meaning maid. “He has done well for himself, even Papa said so.”

  Her brother’s replying smile was tight. “He has, but if he is not waiting for you, he is an idiot.” Douglas opened the door to the cabin and motioned for her to go before him.

  She paused in front of him. “Nicholas has no reason to hope.” She tried to keep the bitterness from her voice but could not. “When Molly returned my locket, you were quite happy she had.”

  He caught her by the elbow before she could move away from him. “I was a fool, Kathleen.” He turned her back towards him. “I should have trusted you.” He unclasped her locket and placed it in his pocket.

  Her free hand flew to her throat as she turned toward him. “What are you doing?”

  He placed a hand on her shoulder and held her gaze for a moment waiting for her to calm as he often did when she was about to fly into the rafters. Then he turned her toward the ladder which led to the deck. After she had arranged Aine into a position that allowed her to ascend the ladder, he stood close by, ready to assist her if needed. Only when she had begun to climb to the deck above did he answer her question.

  “Do you wish him to see you wearing it? He will think you chose to abandon him.”

  She looked back at her brother, her eyes wide. “I had not thought of that.”

  She allowed the nursemaid to take Aine from her as she reached the deck, so that she could straighten her skirts. Then, as the child began to fuss once again, she took Aine back and held her close to her heart, cooing to her until she calmed.

  Douglas had gained the deck and was standing close behind her, his eyes searching the crowds until he saw the man he sought. Placing a hand on his sister’s back, he nudged her forward, so that they might complete the process of disembarking.

  Once on shore, he made sure she was on her way to the waiting carriage before pushing his way through the crowds, stopping in front of a man who was watching Kathleen closely.

  Douglas took the necklace from his pocket. “Here.” He grabbed Sidemore’s hand and placed the locket inside it. “This was meant for you.” He turned to go back to his sister but thought better of it and added, “A call — as soon as possible — would not be unwelcomed.”

  “Of course,” Nicholas stammered as Witherfield turned and hurried away. Slowly, he opened his hand and lightly ran a finger over the flowers which were etched in the face of the locket. A smile touched his lips for a moment.

  “What did Witherfield want?” Jonathan placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder.

  “He wanted to give me this.” Nicholas held out his hand.

  “Is that the locket? The one that was not left behind the church?”

  Nicholas nodded. “Witherfield said it was meant for me.” He tucked the necklace into his pocket as he watched the Witherfield coach round the corner and drive out of sight. “However, if I was meant to have it, I am sure there must have been some way in the past year to let me know.” He turned to walk toward home. He needed time to think.

  His brother stepped in front of him. “You are not going to follow her? You are just going to let her go?”

  Nicholas pushed him aside and kept walking. “I do not know what I am going to do.” He knew what he wanted to do, but was that what he should do? She had returned, but she had not returned alone. The image of her standing on the deck of the ship with a baby in her arms could not be easily cast aside.

  Jonathan, whose legs were not so long as his taller and older brother’s were, trotted up beside Nicholas. “Well, you are a daft fool if you do not, at least, make an attempt to win her.”

  His brother was likely right, but it was not his brother’s heart which had been shattered a year ago.

  “Witherfield hands you permission to pursue his sister, the only woman to whom you have ever lost your heart,” Jonathan continued, “and you do not know what you are going to do?”

  Nicholas glared at his brother and grabbed him by the arm, dragging him off the path.

  “Good day,” he tipped his hat to a lady of their acquaintance, who was out on an early morning stroll, following behind her child, who rode in a baby carriage pulled by a small pony and lead by a young groom.

  “Mrs. Edger.” Jonathan also tipped his hat.

  “Keep your voice down,” growled Nicholas. “You know my business will be about town in less than an hour if she heard you.”

  “My apologies, Brother, but you are still a daft fool.”

  Nicholas sighed. He was going to have to explain a portion of the thoughts going through his mind for his brother to leave him be. “While it is true that Witherfield gave me an opening, have you asked yourself why a man who was so firmly set against me a year ago now nearly throws his sister at me — a sister who arrives back in town unwed and carrying a child, and whose approved suitor has fled after an apparent disagreement with that same disapproving brother?”

  He closed his eyes, unwilling to allow his brother to see the full extent of his pain. “Perhaps I am merely good enough to claim her now because no one else will.” He turned away, his steps slower and heavier now than they had been a moment ago.

  Jonathan grabbed his arm, but Nicholas shrugged him off.

  “Go about your business, Jonathan. I need time to think.”

  “I will be home for tea,” Jonathan called to the back of his brother. “See that you are still there.”

  Nicholas nodded and held up his right hand in acceptance. It was not as if he was going to do something dire. He only needed some time to sort through his thoughts.

  Jonathan watched his brother trudge away and shook his head. A woman of Kathleen’s rank would not come back to her home in disgrace. She would have remained in Ireland. Hopefully, his brother would come to that conclusion as well. However, just in case he didn’t, Jonathan knew what his first order of business was to be today. He needed to find Casselton and some answers.

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  The aromas and sounds of morning greeted Jonathan as he stepped into the public house where he knew Casselton always broke his fast. He knew it because he also sought a table in the corner of this particular establishment each morning – the same table at which, with any luck, Casselton would now be sitting.

  “Pardon me, sir.” A maid, carrying a large platter of bacon and toast in one hand and two mugs of ale in the other, squeezed her way past Jonathan as he doffed his cap.

  His stomach rumbled as his eyes roamed over the many patrons in the establishment to his customary corner table.

  “Some breakfast for you, sir?” Another maid appeared at his side, standing far closer than necessary and interrupting his survey of the room.

  He took a step away. “Just breakfast, Jenny.”

  She pouted playfully at him. It was the usual greeting of the morning. She always tried to capture his attention, and he always gave her only as much as was needed.

  “Have you seen Casselton?”

  “I have.” She stepped teasingly close once again, looking up at him through her lashes.

  He laughed down at her. “Could you point me in his direction and then bring me my breakfast?”

  “I’ll take you to him.” Jack Cotter, the proprietor of the tavern, stood at Jonathan’s elbow. “Get his breakfast, Jenny.”

  Jenny smiled once more at Jonathan before placing a kiss on Jack’s cheek. He swatted her backside as she turned to leave. “Impudent woman.”

  She tossed a saucy grin over her shoulder.

  Jonathan laughed. “I never take her flirting seriously, Jack. Your wife is safe from me.”

  “I’ve no doubt of that, and Jenny knows it. She only flirts with those like you and Casselton, as neither of you pays her any heed.” Jack led Jonathan through the crowded room to his table in the corner. “Casselton, young Sidemore here is looking for you.”

  Adam Casselton took a drink of his coffee to wash down the piece of toast he had been eating. “Thank you, Jack.” He smiled at Jonathan and motioned for him to join him. “It is a happy day for your brother.”

  “One would have thought.” Jonathan nodded his thanks to Jack for the cup of coffee which was placed before him. “However, my brother is an idiot.”

  Casselton’s brows rose in surprise. “Did Witherfield not make certain to let him know he was acceptable as a suitor?” He sat back, the remains of his morning feast forgotten for a moment.

  “Witherfield gave him the locket, but no explanation.” A plate of food was placed before him.

  “The locket? The one which was not where it was expected to be a year ago?”

  Jonathan nodded as he tucked into his breakfast.

  “That was the symbol of her acceptance. What explanation was needed?” Casselton asked.

  “Apparently,” Jonathan said between bites of bacon, “if you are my brother and if the woman you love’s brother, who at one time found you lacking, now gives you permission to court his sister, who has returned after a prolonged stay in Ireland unwed but carrying an infant, it must mean she is in need of rescuing, and you are her only hope.”

  Casselton’s mouth hung open for a full minute before he snapped it shut. “Of all the half-witted notions I have heard him spout ─ and there have been plenty ─ that has to be the most asinine!” Casselton threw his napkin down on the table and snatched up his hat. “If Witherfield hears of this, he will be calling him out for questioning Kathleen’s virtue.”

  Jonathan laid a hand on Casselton’s arm before the man could rise from his chair. “Finish your food. Nicholas will not speak of it. However, if you could perhaps explain the presence of the child – about which I assume you know.” He cocked an eyebrow in question.

  “The child is her cousin.”

  “Truly?”

  “Yes.”

  “It would not be the first time such an explanation has been used,” Jonathan cautioned.

  “No, you are correct, but in this instance, the child is Lady Kathleen’s cousin. Both her aunt and uncle perished. One in childbirth and the other in that fire.”

  “Then, if you could share such information with Nicholas before the blockhead takes it upon himself to inquire about it from Witherfield, I would be much appreciative. I have no desire to stand as his second or to inherit his fortune in such

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  




  
  









OEBPS/assets/First-Blooms-1.jpg
NatUure’s Fury

& DELIGHTS
VOLUME 2

Four Sweet Regency Novelettes






