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CHAPTER ONE

Diane lifted her face toward the summer sun, closed her eyes, and breathed in the warm, salty air of the ocean breeze. She held her breath while listening to the orchestra of sea birds, crashing waves, and laughing children.

This. 

This was what had carried her through the uncomfortable fall, the cold winter, and busy spring of her new life as the Countess of Avery. This was the payoff of managing new households, attending every party on the earl’s arm, and sitting across from the man who was still little more than a stranger to her.

This. 

The sea. Open country. Freedom! 

She pushed her bonnet from her head, letting it hang down her back. Now that London Society was not watching how she would perform her role as countess, it did not matter that her fair cheeks had become a bit browner or her brown hair had become a bit fairer. Three weeks in the country and she felt like Diane again. 

“Mama!”

Diane blinked her eyes open, remembering in an instant that she was watching the children. She turned her head quickly to count wind-blown heads—one, two, three—and exhaled the panic that came so easily to a mother. She put her hand on her rounded belly and fixed her eyes on Benjamin—the child who had called to her—and hurried in his direction while confirming that Alston and Tabby were a safe distance from the water. Some days they played in the surf or swam in a cove some distance farther down the beach—today they were simply exploring.

There were few things that did not excite nine-year-old Benjamin, and upon reaching him, she gathered her skirts up to her knees so that they would not drag in the sand and crouched beside the tide pool, oohing and aahing over the tiny crab he had found. 

“It is trapped,” he said, holding a stick but not poking at his discovery, though she was certain he was tempted. “Should I put it back in the sea?”

“No, it is safest right here until the tide comes in.”

“Can I take it home?”

“No, my darling. It would not be happy in a people-house.”

He frowned, puckering his eyebrows as he looked back at the crab he could not keep.

“Shall we show the others?” she asked, hoping that the thrill of sharing his discovery would overshadow his disappointment.

When Alston and Tabby joined them, Tabby stretched her arms toward Diane, who lifted the child onto her knee and held her around the waist while pointing to the crab. The little girl shrieked, part fear and part delight, as she pressed into Diane’s shoulder.

Tabby’s mother—the former Countess of Avery—had died when Tabby was born. Trying to make up for the little girl’s loss had been the easiest part of the marriage for Diane. Tabby had proved as eager to be loved as Diane had been to love her. The boys had been excited to have a new sister, and Tabby had quickly fallen into place with them too.

Diane brushed Tabby’s wild curls behind the girl’s ear and thought of Tabby’s father—Michael Richard Sterling, the Earl of Avery; Diane’s husband.

She repeated the word in her mind: husband. Hus-band. Hub-sand. 

Ten months had past and it was not any easier to say it in her mind than it was for the boys to say Tabby’s full name—Tabitha. 

The boys began to argue over the stick Benjamin had put down, and Diane determined it was time to return to the holiday cottage they would call home for another six blessed weeks. She rose to her feet with Tabby still in her arms, tottering a moment as she shifted Tabby to one hip. 

“Are you all right, Mama?” Benjamin asked as he took hold of her arm and looked up at her with his father’s soft brown eyes. Jacob, her first husband, had been gone nearly three years now—he and the former countess had died within months of one another. Back then Diane had only known the Earl of Avery from a distance—they had never been introduced. Diane had met Margaret, the former Countess of Avery, a few times before she had married the earl. Margaret had been young, smart, and had a lovely laugh that made everyone smile. 

Now Diane was married to Margaret’s husband and raising Margaret’s daughter.  

“I am lucky to have you here to keep me steady,” she said to Benjamin. Now balanced, she placed her free hand on her belly responsible for the unsteadiness and watched Benjamin run to catch up with Alston.

That she had delivered two healthy boys was part of what had attracted the earl’s attention when he’d determined he needed a wife. That Diane’s father and Jacob had had parliamentary connections, and she had proven an excellent hostess for both, had been another credit. 

Tabby squirmed and Diane released her, watching her run after her new brothers on her short, three-year-old legs. Diane was nearly six months along now and would not be able to lift Tabby for much longer. 

The seafaring group took their time on the path that led away from the beach, up to the cliffs, and through the woods, exclaiming over birds and leaves and things that scampered into the foliage ahead of them. 

They came out of the woods behind the stables, and after giving each child a chance to pet the horses, Diane ushered them toward the house. She was getting tired—as was to be expected at this point in pregnancy—and would be glad to turn the children over to Nanny so she could lay down for an hour or so. She would enjoy a simple dinner with the children in the evening, then read by the light of the oil lamp for as long as she liked. In the morning, she would sleep late, enjoy breakfast in bed as had become her habit here, and perhaps visit the local vicar and his wife who had left a basket the day before—currant tarts and a fresh loaf of bread. Or maybe she would put off the visit a few days, or simply thank them at church on Sunday. She was the master of her schedule here, or lack of schedule, and took full advantage of that gift.

Once inside, the children scampered up the wooden staircase for the promised biscuits awaiting them in the nursery. Diane let out a satisfied breath as she undid the ribbons of her bonnet that still hung down her back.

She turned to hang the bonnet on one of the hooks beside the door and froze, bonnet extended, eyes fixed upon a man’s hat hanging on a peg. 

A man’s hat that had not been there when she had left some hours earlier. 

A man’s hat she recognized but did not expect to see here.

CHAPTER TWO

Diane was still processing the possible implications of this hat being in this foyer when she heard footfalls behind her. She turned in time to see the earl come out of the parlor, a newspaper in his hands. 

She kept her surprise and, dare she admit it, disappointment from showing on her face as she moved her eyes to the floor and sunk into a shallow curtsy. 

“My lord,” she said. 

He bowed his head in return. “Lady Avery.”

She returned to standing but did not look him in the eye for fear he would see more than she wanted him to see. “I had understood that you would be returning to Bentmore House once you had finished your affairs in London.”

“I did return to Bentmore, but there was a small fire in the servants’ quarters that prevented my staying. I hope you do not mind if I join you here until the repairs are complete.”

“Certainly not,” she said evenly, still looking at the floor between them. “Was anyone hurt in the fire?”

“No, thank goodness. The damage is nothing that cannot be fixed.”

“That is good,” Diane said, relieved.

“Yes,” he said simply. 

An awkward silence—like so many other awkward silences they had shared—stretched between them as they both seemed to wait for the other to speak.

Diane finally gave in. “H-How long shall you be in residence, my Lord?”

“A fortnight, I think. I had hoped my arrival would be a good surprise.”

She looked up and met his dark blue eyes as she considered carefully what to say in response. In the life they had shared these last months, she had sat across from him at dinner, attended parties on his arm, and thrilled a little when he tapped on the door that connected their rooms. But she did not ask what he did with his time, solicit his opinion on her activities, or know anything about him that any other person of society did not already know. Except, perhaps, that his hands were gentle in the dark. She did not dislike this man who was her husband, but the consideration afforded him would change what she had been enjoying here in the cottage.

“It is a good surprise, is it not, Lady Avery?”

Diane brought out her London smile—the polite, perfectly acceptable smile that she’d thought she could store away all summer. “Of course, Lord Avery. Of course, it is a good surprise.”

CHAPTER THREE

“I apologize for the dinner, my lord,” she said after they had eaten in silence for a few minutes—like so many other dinners they had shared at Bentmore House. In London they had gone out nearly every night, thus avoiding the awkward meals shared by just the two of them. At least they were awkward for Diane; the earl seemed quite comfortable with the formality. The children had eaten in the nursery without her, and she hated that she’d traded out their lively and comfortable company for the earl’s companionship, which consisted of him talking about mutual friends and her saying “I see” and “How lovely” and “Isn’t that interesting”. 

For most of the time she’d been in London—March through June—the children had stayed at Bentmore House in Reddich. She and the earl were so busy with the engagements of the Season and parliamentary session that it had not made sense to take the children away from their routines and the wide-open spaces of the country estate. Here in the cottage, Diane had enjoyed spoiling them with the time and attention she’d missed during those months in London. She hated losing even one night of their new routine, yet this would be the first of many now that the earl was here.

“It is fine, you did not know I was coming,” he said, lifting another spoonful of mutton stew to his mouth.

“I hired a woman from the village to do the cooking and told her that we would be content with plain meals she could cook at her own home and bring here,” Diane explained, wondering if the earl had ever eaten mutton stew in his life. He’d hired a chef from France several years ago, and every meal was an event at both Bentmore and the London house, as the chef came with them to Town. It was a wonder that the earl was still such a slender man for how much he enjoyed the cream sauces and pastries Phillipe was so proficient in preparing. “I shall, of course, speak with her about new menus now that you are here.”

“That will be very good, thank you.” 

Any hope that he would agree to simplified meals went down her throat with the next bite of soda bread. Could the local woman she’d hired make such fine meals the earl was used to? Certainly she would not be able to compete with Phillipe’s skill, but could she even do a four-course meal? Was there a different alternative? The kitchen here was small, with a tiny cooking stove and open hearth.

“If I had known that you were coming,” Diane continued, unable to keep from defending herself and perhaps making a subtle comment about his unexpected arrival, “I would have planned differently.”

“It is fine, Lady Avery, do not worry yourself.” He waved a hand through the air, which Diane interpreted as his belief the changes she had to make were simple ones. “Such is the risk of surprising one’s family, right?”

She looked at him to try and determine if he were making a joke, her spoon hovering above her bowl. He had nice eyes—dark blue—set into an oval face. His nose was a bit large but not so much as to be ill-suited. His dark hair had the slightest hint of gray at the temples, though he was only thirty-five years old—only a few years older than herself. That he was an attractive man was tempered by the knowledge that she’d have accepted his proposal even if he were old, portly, and had hair growing out of his ears. 

Jacob had not left her well cared for, and she’d needed security and purpose when the earl had come calling. There had never been any question as to whether or not she would accept his offer of marriage.

“Yes, I suppose that is a risk,” she confirmed in an even tone. “If I had known, I’d have made sure to accommodate you in a manner you are used to.”

He laughed and it made her back stiffen, though he did not seem to notice. “That would be quite impossible here in Southwood,” he said, waving his hand about the roughly plastered walls and split wood doorframes. He was right, of course. It was impossible for a simple holiday cottage to accommodate the elegant meals and three dozen servants of Bentmore House with its eighteen bedrooms, four parlors, ballroom, and full floor of servants’ quarters. 

His derision, however, triggered her defenses. She had loved this cottage from the first moment she’d heard word of it from his mother. When Diane had stepped inside it nearly a month ago, she’d been completely seduced. Small, but cozy; simple, but perfect. Not that she did not enjoy the grandeur of the Bentmore estate or the London house, but she loved this too for all that it was and all that it was not.

“I am sure you could return to London. The staff would keep the house open for you, and they are well-versed in how to accommodate your preferences.”

“I considered that,” he said, as he broke off a piece of the bread. “But, if I am honest, I have had my fill of London. Fresh air and time with my family sounded rather nice.”

She looked up at his starched collar, lace cuffs, and perfectly tied cravat. Though not a dandy, Lord Avery cut a fine figure in London—he had even been featured among the best dressed of parliament in one of the gossip rags. He looked as out of place in this room as Benjamin’s crab would have been. In the months since their marriage, he’d stayed very busy with estate management, parliamentary duties, and shoring up his connections. What would he do here in Southwood for two weeks? She did not imagine for a moment that he would enjoy long walks to the seashore or looking for bugs with the children.

Diane turned back to her meal, which continued in silence. When she finished eating, she stood, and he followed suit—always a man of the finest manners. 

“I shall see you in the parlor, then, Lady Avery?”

She clenched her teeth together, giving up on the plan to tuck the children in with a story or two, then read her current novel of choice until her eyes began to close of their own volition. Everything would be different now, and it was difficult not to feel irritated. But it was not helpful to be irritated. She was Countess Avery, wife to an earl, and therefore responsible for his comfort and happiness. He had essentially said as much when he’d proposed marriage one year ago. “I have the means to care for you and your children in a manner of comfort and security. Your connections in London, hostess experience, and ability to produce fine, healthy children makes our marriage ideal for me as well.”

Hardly the stuff of romance, but then again Diane had been a wife before and already knew that romance was far more fantasy than reality. They were partners—she had her duties and he had his. 

Two weeks, she told herself as her London smile came into place once more. She could do anything for two weeks. 

“Of course, my lord. Let me check on the children, and then I shall join you.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Diane awakened the next morning to the sound of the earl whistling. It was a habit of his she had accepted long before now, but in London she arose at the same time he did most days, and in Bentmore House the stone walls between their large bedroom suites prevented her from being able to hear it much at all. In the tiny cottage, there was no avoiding it. 

She rolled onto her side and put a pillow over her ears, then rolled to her other side, easily tracking his movements out of the room and down the creaking stairs. He was likely going for his morning ride, a habit he kept when they were in Bentmore and missed in London. She closed her eyes, thinking she could sleep again, only to realize she could hear the low timbre of his voice as he spoke to Mrs. Steadman in the breakfast room beneath her. Were the walls and floors made of paper? 

By the time the house returned to silence, she was fully awake and decided to get ready for the day, choosing one of her nicer dresses instead of the simple, wide-cut ones she found more comfortable. She also took extra time on her hair to better look the part of a countess. She’d been wearing her hair down most days at the cottage. 

She’d given her lady's maid leave to visit family in south Sussex for the duration of her stay in Southwood, liking the idea of caring for herself all by herself. Should Diane fetch her back, or would it be more efficient to hire someone from the village to assist her for the duration of the earl’s visit? She would need to ask Mrs. Steadman her thoughts on the matter. And about the cook, and a dozen other details the earl’s arrival had changed. 

Since she had not been able to share dinner with the children, Diane joined them for breakfast—sausages and toast—at the short table set up in the nursery. They had shared dinner together in the dining room each evening until last night but took their other meals here. 

They talked over what to do with their day, as was their custom every morning, and decided to walk into town for pastries they would take with them to the cliffs. They were on their way down the stairs when the front door opened, and the earl came inside. Diane had almost forgotten he was here.

“Papa!” Tabby said as she hurried down the stairs and jumped toward him from the third step. Diane’s heart skipped a beat when she thought he might not catch her, but he snatched her out of the air and spun her in a circle before placing her back on the floor. Diane had never seen him show such quick reflexes. The boys maintained their rather stiff postures, which they always adopted in the earl’s company, as they finished descending to the main level, one on either side of her. 

“Good morning, Benjamin. Good morning, Alston,” the earl said as he tried to pry Tabby’s grip from his legs where she had attached herself. It seemed the seaside had untaught her all manners of conduct, but then she was only three years old.

“Good morning, Lord Avery,” the boys said in such perfect unison that Diane wondered if Nanny had been making them practice. 

The earl nodded at them both. “I wondered if either of you would like to do some riding today?”

Benjamin’s eyes went wide, and he looked at Diane. “Could we, Mama?”

Alston looked equally excited at the idea but said nothing.

“There are no riding horses fit for boys their size,” Diane said. “Only the carriage horses and they are much too big for them.”

“I asked Mrs. Steadman if there might be some we could hire, and a farmer brought them over just now as I was finishing my ride.” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder, which was not in the direction of the stables. “One is an older mare, and the other a gelding the farmer used for all his children when they were learning to ride. Tabby shall mostly watch for this lesson.”

It was not yet ten o’clock, and he had already hired out for horses? 

“I want to wide howses,” Tabby whined, her face between the earl’s knees. 

Diane stepped forward and successfully untwined Tabby from the earl’s legs. She held the child’s hand tightly and stepped back while the earl straightened his waistcoat and nodded his thanks. 

“I am afraid the boys do not have much experience riding.” Besides, they were going to get pastries from town and have a picnic at the cliffs.

“I believe that riding is the only remedy for that,” the earl said. 

His face stayed completely stoic for a few seconds, until one side of his mouth twitched. Was he being humorous? She could not read him at all. She looked at her boys again, both wide-eyed with anticipation, and accepted that she would not be taking the children to town. The earl had made the decision and the arrangements. It was her role to support him.

She smiled tightly. “They would enjoy the lesson very much. I shall help Nanny find them appropriate clothes.”

While the boys got their first riding lesson, Diane met with Mrs. Steadman, changing the overall running of the household. The earl’s valet had taken the maid’s room, which had been empty because Mrs. Steadman had been able to look after Diane and the children fine on her own. Until now. Mrs. Steadman would now find a maid to come in and help with the household chores during the day and act as Diane’s lady’s maid when needed—Mrs. Steadman would primarily manage the staff and the household. First thing on Diane’s list was working out the menus with the cook and finding a full set of dishes—the cottage set was incomplete—and stocking the wine cellar with the earl’s favorite vintages. The meeting took all morning. 

The children had luncheon in the nursery when the riding lesson came to an end. Diane and the earl ate cold ham and crisp cucumbers from opposite sides of the table. She asked how the riding lesson had gone. He talked about Alston being particularly attentive and how Benjamin had tried to get his horse to run without success—proof that the earl had hired the right mounts. 

“Did they never ride when you were living with your brother?” the earl asked. “They have no experience with horses at all.”

Diane’s thoughts only darkened further to go back in time to the damp cottage on her brother’s estate she’d moved into after Jacob’s death. It had been small and remote, a full four miles from the village. On Sundays they went to the main house to enjoy dinner with her brother and his family, but other than that they were alone all the time. It had been a horrible time, and it was good for Diane to remember how improved all their lives had become because of the earl.

“No, my lord,” she said simply, buttering a slice of bread and mourning that, beginning tomorrow, even lunch would be a full meal. She would miss the simplicity, as would her stomach, which did not do so well with rich and hearty foods when she was pregnant.

“That is unfortunate,” the earl said. “It is such beautiful country there.”

“Yes, my lord.”

She stopped shaking her knee in agitation when she realized it was shaking the table, then asked after his mother, who had been at the London house when she and the children had departed. Diane had liked his mother from the start, especially in regard to the way the woman doted on the boys. Diane’s own parents were gone, and she loved that the boys had a grandmother to spoil them. 

The earl updated her on his mother’s plans for the summer—a month in Newport and then a stay with a cousin in Bath where she would take the waters in hopes of preparing her constitution for winter. She would return to Bentmore in time for Diane’s confinement. It was understood that the baby would be born at the family estate, as was tradition. If it were a boy, the entire estate would be his one day, and every earl since the first had been born at Bentmore House. If Diane had her way, she’d stay in the cottage and deliver here. It would be lovely to use the local midwife—who she’d met upon her arrival here—and enjoy getting to know this new child away from the duties of being Countess Avery. But, as with most things, she deferred to the earl and his expectations.

Once they finished their meal, Diane headed to the nursery in hopes of rallying the children for an afternoon excursion to the beach only to find Tabby napping and the boys playing with the horse figurines Nanny had found for them upon arrival, which they had not been the least bit attentive to before now.

“Can we take the horses to the garden?” Benjamin asked after several minutes. 

“Do you mean the real horses or the play horses?” she asked. 

The boys thought this a grand joke and had a good laugh until reassuring her they meant the play horses. Since Nanny needed to stay close for Tabby, Diane fetched her novel from her room and accompanied the boys to the garden, hoping they would tire of the game that consisted of galloping their toys over every rock and bench and bush. Instead, they found sticks to build stables and pulled up grass to serve as hay. It was rather adorable even though Diane would have preferred an excursion. 

Diane fell asleep reading in one of the garden chairs and awoke with a crick in her neck just in time to change for dinner, though she had not brought any dresses truly suitable for evening. The earl would expect her to do her best, however. If she sent a request to Bentmore to have a trunk shipped to her, would it arrive in enough time to do any good? 

The evening played out just as the first had, save that the meal was three courses and included lemon cake. Once in the parlor, Diane made progress on the stitching she did not care for one bit while the earl read up on William the Conqueror. She had not spent a single evening stitching since her arrival. Now it seemed she would finish this cushion and be able to start on a new one while Nanny readied the children for bed, told them stories, and kissed their sweet foreheads goodnight.

The next morning, Diane screamed into her pillow when the earl started up his whistling before the sun had begun to rise. Once again, she could not sleep even after he’d left for his morning ride, and so she got up early and spent more time than she wanted to on her toilet. The only comfort she took amid her frustration was that surely the children would want to go to the beach today after having missed it yesterday. 

The earl was waiting for them in the foyer when they came down the stairs again and offered riding lessons, which the boys were even more excited to do now that they felt like experts. The boys were much more comfortable with the earl today compared to yesterday, which should’ve pleased her. He is their father now, she told herself, and yet she couldn’t stop feeling as though something had been taken away from her when they ran through the door like two shots from a gun. The earl smiled at her as Tabby ran after them. Diane stood where she was, her pasted smile tacked up at both corners of her mouth. When the door shut behind him, she let the smile fall and glared at the door.

“Ma’am?”

Diane turned to Mrs. Steadman, who held out two letters. “These came this morning.”

The letters were addressed to Lord and Lady Avery. She took them into the parlor and sighed when she opened and read the notes—dinner invitations. One for Thursday evening and another for the following Wednesday. Diane leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She’d had a few morning visits from local gentlewomen since her arrival and dinner at the vicarage once but had enjoyed the overall lack of social engagements. Now that a Peer of the Realm was in residence, that would change. She allowed herself two minutes to whine and complain in her mind, then she straightened her spine and set about her duties to respond to the invitations—of course, they we would love to attend, thank you so much. 

CHAPTER FIVE

The earl was delighted to hear of the invitations. 

“Lord Mannington and I were in school together, you know,” he explained as he cut into his pigeon. There had been a creamy soup and a plate of fish with lemon butter before this course, and there would be pudding when they finished, thanks to the new menus Diane had reviewed with Mrs. Steadman this morning. It was fortunate that the cook she’d hired had a wide repertoire and the time to accommodate the change. “Have you met Lady Mannington?”

“She visited me the first week I was here.”

“I understand she is exceptionally intellectual; did you sense that?”

“She did speak of a science journal she had read,” Diane commented. “I did not find her too much of a scholar, however.”

“Perhaps she managed it so as not to make you uncomfortable.”

What did he mean by that?

“We should host a dinner party while I am in Southwood.”

Diane snapped her chin up to look at him. “Here?”

“It has been some time since I have been here, not since before . . .” His voice trailed off, and she knew that he was about to say before the death of Margaret. Or perhaps it was before he’d even met Margaret. They had been married just over a year. 

The earl cleared his throat. “I believe there are eight families, though I do not think we could fit them all. Perhaps four at a time.”

Diane swallowed. “Two dinner parties, then, to accommodate all eight families.”

The earl considered that, then nodded. “Yes, two dinner parties should do it. It will be an excellent opportunity for you to meet some of the other gentry. I am surprised you have not been out and about more in the time you’ve been here.”

“Certainly,” she said, taking one more bite though she could not taste it. Two dinner parties! He filled the rest of the meal with descriptions of the families he knew. Diane paid careful attention since it would be her responsibility to retain the information in order to create the right evening and seating arrangement for each guest. 

She spent the time in the parlor that night writing out lists and menus while the earl continued his reading. More than once she was tempted to throw her pencil at him, but she did not give in. 

“Diane?”

She looked up from the writing desk to see the earl looking at her. She had to consciously relax her grip on the pencil as she lifted her eyebrows in an expression of accommodation.

“I asked how you are feeling,” he said. 

Had he?

For an instant she thought he was asking after her mood, then realized he likely meant the pregnancy. She was much rounder than she’d been when she’d left London last month. Once at the cottage, she’d gladly traded the pinching gowns that hid her condition better for the soft, comfortable ones she’d worn during her prior pregnancies that left no questions in the mind of anyone who saw her. “I feel very well,” she assured him.

“No, um, discomfort or difficulty?”

Of course, there was discomfort and difficulty, but it would be inappropriate for her to discuss such things. “No, my lord.”

“You seem to be handling the pregnancy very . . . capably.”

“Yes, my lord, I have done this before.”

He smiled as though she’d made a joke—had she made a joke? “I take great comfort in your confidence that all is well.”

She felt her tension soften, remembering that Margaret had not survived Tabitha’s birth. Diane had heard from the staff that after Margaret’s death, the earl had not left Bentmore for six full months—Tabby had been born early. “All is well, my lord, I assure you.”

“And if it weren’t, you would tell me, wouldn’t you? You would ask for a doctor.”

“I would ask for a midwife, my lord, not a doctor. I met the local midwife upon my arrival so that if I needed anything, she would already know me. She professed me healthy in every way. The baby too. If anything felt out of place, I would be certain to address it, I assure you.”

She watched him visibly relax and had an entirely new thought come to mind. “Is that why you came, my lord? To ensure that I was well?”

He looked away but she saw his cheeks pink the slightest amount, which seemed to confirm her suspicions. “It was one reason,” he said.

She did not see the vulnerable side of the earl very often. “I hope that you are convinced that I am hale and healthy and happy. You have no need to worry.”

His eyes found hers again. “You are happy?”

His attention was uncomfortable, but she could not precisely say why. “Yes, my lord, I love it here at the seaside. My grandfather lived near Brighton, and each summer when I was young, my family would travel there. It is the place of my happiest memories, and creating those memories with my own children is a great joy to me.”

“I am glad to hear it,” he said, nodding and looking toward the fireplace. “We came here a few times when I was young but did not stay very long. Most of my childhood memories are of the nursery in Bentmore House and the procession of nannies hired to raise me up.” He cleared his throat, perhaps to rid his tone of the regret she’d heard there. “I am very glad that you genuinely enjoy the children so much. It is a gift I hope each of them never take for granted.”

“As they are children, I am sure they will take it for granted,” Diane said with gentle teasing, “but one day, when they are grown, they will better understand it and hopefully enjoy their children in much the same way. I am very grateful to provide such a life for my—our—children, which I would not have been able to do without your generosity.”

He looked back at his book, seemingly uncomfortable with her praise. “Yes, well, it seems to be working out well for all parties, then.”

She was disappointed to feel the softness leave the room. Still, she held tight to the exchange. It had been a step . . . though toward what she did not know.

CHAPTER SIX

The earl decided to call on Lord Mannington the next day, and Diane hurried to usher the children out of the house before he returned so as not to have her plans waylaid with riding lessons. The children wanted to swim today, and Diane was so excited to go to the beach that she did not pose a single argument. They went to the part of the beach where an inlet created a pool only a few feet deep, and the children stripped to their underthings while Diane removed her outer dress, careful to lay all the clothing in the sun so it would be warmed and ready for them when they finished. Then, in her knee-length shift, she joined the children in the water and picked up where they had left off from the last lesson—putting their heads all the way under the water. She’d been taught to swim in much the same way in Brighton and felt the tension melt away in the summer sun as they laughed and played. When Diane knew the children would be hungry soon, she ushered them out of the water, and they all laid upon the large quilt she’d brought for just this reason—to let the sun dry them before they put their clothes back on and headed back to the cottage for lunch. 

This, Diane thought, hands on her belly as her child also settled down within her. Tabby lay beside her, and Benjamin and Alston were laying on their stomachs, drawing in the wet sand past the edge of the quilt with rocks. It was very difficult for them to be still for long, but they were trying and she was grateful. The thin linen of her shift would dry quickly, but she was in no hurry. This was exactly the medicine she’d needed.

Sun.

Sand. 

Her children.

The lapping of waves upon the shore.

Her muscles relaxed.

Her breathing slowed.

This. 

Exactly this.

“There you are!”

Diane sat up so quickly that she felt dizzy as the sun blinded her and the sleepy summer afternoon snapped away. 

“I have been looking for you—oh.”

Diane was on her feet now, facing the earl who stood several paces away. Tabby scampered off the blanket to run to her father, but the earl’s eyes were fixed on Diane, her bare feet and legs to her knees and her thin linen shift still damp, which meant it clung to her overly curvaceous body. She crossed her arms over her chest as her cheeks heated to have such direct attention. He had not knocked on her door since she’d announced her pregnancy, had not seen the changes it had made to her body. She hurried toward her dress—a simple frock that she quickly slipped over her head and tied into place at both sides, keeping her back to him as she dressed herself. 

Tabby was babbling in the background while Diane put herself back together and ran her fingers through her hair, chiding herself for not having considered this possibility. Ladies did not swim, nor strip to their shifts, nor lay in the sun like a beached whale. 

“Benjamin! Alston!” she called as she turned, too embarrassed to apologize—she could not stomach drawing any attention to what had happened. “Time to go, come here and dress.”

They whined but obeyed and soon enough the party—though they looked like a gaggle of hoodlums—was rounded up. The earl had been quiet as she marshalled the children, holding Tabby against his shoulder where she looked very sleepy as they began the walk back to the house. 

“So, um, how was your visit with Lord Mannington?” she asked, running her hands through her hair again, hoping it was not too terribly knotted.

“Very good, thank you.”

They walked a few more steps in silence. “You were swimming.”

“Yes, my lord.” She braced herself for a reprimand—even a gentle one.

“Have you gone swimming before today?”

“A few times. It is a very remote cove, I have never seen anyone else in the vicinity. I assure you it is quite private.”

“I found you easily enough.”

Diane said nothing but crossed swimming off her list of appropriate activities she could participate in while the earl was here. She felt very foolish for having done it at all. If she had considered that he would come looking for them, she would not have.

The boys found something of interest along the path, and the earl increased his strides in order to catch up while Diane shortened hers. She was still embarrassed but also annoyed. She had swam every summer as a girl and wanted her children to have the same opportunity, even if it was not seen as generally acceptable amid the noble classes. It was fun; did that not count for anything? 

Because her shift had not been completely dry when she put on her dress, her dress was now taking on the dampness, causing it to bunch and stick in uncomfortable places. She tried to walk as normally as possible and hide the fact that she was adjusting her clothing with almost every step.

Mrs. Steadman always had a bath prepared so that she and the children could wash the seawater away when they returned from the beach. Upon entering
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