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Charles 

While Charles dressed for the evening, he considered staying in, but having made arrangements with his friends, it would be bad manners not to arrive. In need of a drink, Charles settled in his favourite chair in the library and closed his eyes. A tap on the door drew his eyes to his butler, who hovered in the doorway.

“My lord, Jenkins wondered if you wanted the carriage tonight?” 

“Yes, I should go, although I’d prefer a night at home. I think I am getting too old for this endless stream of social events, drinking and gambling. It might be time to consider returning to the country.”

When Charles called for his carriage, he did so with resignation. He was to meet his cohort of friends at one of the city’s most prestigious gaming hells, where they would drink too much, gamble recklessly and end the night with a light skirt in their arms. His disinterest tonight in his usual distractions was a feeling that had been growing for weeks. Indeed, there must be more to life than endless nights spent with other wastrel sons of the ton. When his father released him from estate duties, neither expected Charles to leave his home for years. His father was getting on in years; perhaps it was time to return home, allowing his father to retire from the rigorous duties that came with being a duke.

The carriage pulled up outside the establishment that was well-known to the gamblers of the ton. The outside of the building resembled a family home, but inside, there was nothing homely about the décor. Charles weaved through crowds of revellers, some already in their cups at this early hour. His friends and acquaintances had already appropriated a table where a card game was underway, and his arrival prompted greetings from some of the players. At the same time, others’ concentration stayed firmly on the cards in front of them, suggesting the severe nature of the bets already placed. Sliding into a seat next to his oldest friend, Hamilton Brewer, the earl of Cloverly, Charles shook his head at the suggestion they let him in when this game ended.

It was hard for Charles to identify his discontent, but he couldn’t gather any enthusiasm for the endless pursuits that generally held him in thrall. When female arms wrapped around his neck, the perfume his admirer wore engulfed him, and he felt an urgent need to push her away so that he could breathe. Fighting the urge to shove the woman, Charles unwound the arms as gently as possible and moved away from the woman. She raised her eyebrows at him, and he shook his head.

“Sorry, Sienna, I’m not in the mood tonight.”

The woman smiled coquettishly and tapped him with her fan.

“I’m sure I can put you in the mood.”

“Damn it, woman, I said no!”

Charles sighed; he hadn’t meant to snap at the woman, but the arms around his neck and the blatant offer made him feel suffocated. As the offended woman stalked away, Hamilton raised his eyebrows. 

“Not in the mood? Are you ill? I’ve never seen you turn down a woman’s offer before.”

Charles shrugged.”There’s a first time for everything.”

Hamilton slapped him on the back. “Let’s get a few drinks into you and see how you feel then.”

Charles groaned as he rolled over. His head pounded, and his eyes ached; if he didn’t know that his afflictions resulted from over-imbibing the night before, he might have convinced himself that he had a deadly disease. Charles fought off nausea with his eyes fixed on the ceiling and slightly elevated his head. Damnation; why did he put himself through this agony every morning? He and his friends neglected their duties and ran riot amongst the ladies of the ton, drinking too much and gambling away their heritage. Waking with a hangover was getting old, and Charles decided that this morning was the last he would wake feeling like death. Tomorrow, he would turn over a new leaf.

His resolution did nothing to help with the hangover currently causing him misery. Charles’s mind drifted back over the years. For years, Charles had known that when his father died, he would assume the duties of his estates and unentailed properties. His future was something he accepted, and he fulfilled all the obligations of a boy and then, as a young man, those his father required. When his boyhood friend headed off to the Peninsula to fight alongside Lord Hamilton, Charles remained at home because, as the only Duprais family heir, his father did not wish to have his son and heir injured or killed.

Confined to the estate, Charles fought against the restrictions placed on him. He was not involved in running the estates, and his father was fit and healthy and destined to live for another twenty or thirty years, so he felt useless and bored. Understanding his son’s frustration, Lord Henry Duprais gave his son leave to attend social events and mix with young men of the ton. That was ten years ago, and although Charles checked on his father occasionally, he rarely spent time on the estate with his father.

A knock on the door dragged him from his reminiscing, and his valet entered the room. Walters had been a fixture in Charles’s life since his father deemed him old enough to have a servant of his own, and he was the one person Charles could bear to see this early in the day. As usual, Walters carried a jug of tea and a large cup this morning. Walters swore the tea was therapeutic, but Charles never felt better, even after drinking gallons of it.

“Why do I subject myself to this misery every morning, Walters?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, my lord. It’s not as if the cause of your misery isn’t well known to you. I’ll draw you a bath, which might help you feel better.”

A knock on the door startled both Walters and Charles. Who would need to speak to him before breakfast? Walters opened the door to find the butler standing on the threshold with a letter in his hand.

“My apologies, my lord, but this letter was delivered, and the messenger said it was a crucial matter you needed to address urgently.”

Charles rolled out of bed and groaned as he stood. The sender had folded the letter neatly, but no crest or sender’s name was on the outside. Conscious of the sender’s desire for Charles to address the problem urgently, Charles opened the letter. It took only the first few lines for him to decipher the message. His father was ill, and the sender, the steward at his father’s estate, had written to notify Charles. The steward, Bentley, felt that his father’s condition had deteriorated recently, and he thought that Henry Duprais had only a short time to live. He urged Charles to make haste and visit his father.

With the steward's warning ringing in his ears, Charles dressed, and while Walters packed a trunk, he organised the coach to leave within the hour. Charles tasked the butler with closing the townhouse, and he, the housekeeper and the cook would accompany his valet to the estate when they had completed the job.

Guilt was Charles’s companion as he cantered along the roads and laneways leading to his home. The journey took two days in a coach to reach the Duprais manor house, but Charles did not have enough patience to sit hour upon hour in the carriage, drawing slowly closer to his destination. He could make the estate in little more than a day if he changed horses at the Faraday Inn, which he decided to do. The last time he spoke to his father was weeks and weeks ago. Had his illness come on quickly, or was his father trying to spare him the grief of watching him die? What if Bentley hadn’t sent a message? The thought that his subsequent communication from the estate telling him his father was dead didn’t bear considering.

As he neared the estate, Charles felt both anxious and angry. Why had it taken so long for someone to notify him that his father was dying? Why hadn’t he thought to visit his father to check on his welfare? With regret, Charles slid from the saddle and noticed the sweat coating the horse’s body and its heaving breaths. He handed the tired horse to the groom, who ran to meet him, and he strode towards the door, which opened at his approach. Graves, his father’s butler and a stalwart of the manor, greeted Charles.

“Welcome, my lord. Do you wish to freshen up, or would you prefer to see your father immediately?”

“Graves, I will see my father now, but I want to know why no one notified me about my father’s illness sooner?”

“My lord, we tried to convince the duke that you would want to spend time with him, but he said  you would have enough to deal with when he was gone, so he didn’t intend to burden you with his ill health.”

Charles shook his head and walked toward his father’s study. The sight that greeted him made him wince; his father was a shadow of his former self. The duke’s clothes hung off his frail frame, and his skin’s grey pallor didn’t bode well for the future.

“Charles, my son, this visit is a nice surprise.”

“Damn you, father. Why wasn’t I notified of your illness sooner? How can you believe I would be content drinking and gambling in the city while you lie abed with a serious illness?”

“Ah, from your comment, I assume someone ignored my instructions not to tell you.” 

“Yes, Bentley sent a message that I received yesterday, and for that kindness, I intend to increase his wage.”

“Sit down, son; now that you are here, we have some things to discuss.”

“Let me ask Graves to organise a plate of cold cuts or some bread and cheese. I am famished as I only stopped to change horses, so I haven’t eaten.”

Charles and his father chatted, discussing estate matters and finally touching on the duke’s illness.

“The doctor says I will grow weaker, and he expects that I will pass away within weeks. I have tried to give you freedom over the past decade, but soon, it will be time for you to take over the estate and the unentailed properties. Please find a wife, not a flashy debutant, but someone you like and who can help you build a family. I loved your mother, and I want that for you, too. A family is the greatest joy a man can have. Your mother and I were only blessed with you, but I hope that the right woman can be the mother to your children. Promise me you will give up your wild lifestyle and find a wife.”

It tore at Charles’s heart to hear his father speak of his imminent death, but the least he could do was promise the man the one thing that could make him go to his maker, content that his beloved estate would remain in the family.
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