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            CHASING THE TALE VOLUME II

          

        

      

    

    
      These ten stories were written between 2020 and early 2022. They are mostly short reads—an escape into another place and time just long enough for a lunch or coffee break. To Regency England, for the most part, but I’ve commented in the blurb if the story is set elsewhere or else-when.

      Nine of the stories started life as stories for my newsletter subscribers—in every newsletter, I give away a subscriber exclusive. Some of my newsletter stories go on to be rewritten as novellas or as prequels to novels. Some have appeared in other collections. Those in this book are the ones that have, until now, been available only to my newsletter subscribers.

      I’ve also included a slightly longer story, created as a prize for a contest. The Kindest Gentleman was written for Audrey Stewart, who asked for a story about a handsome vet, and the girl next door who asks for his help to save a cat.

      For my other stories and novels, see https://judeknightauthor.com/books/ or your favourite retailer.
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        * * *

      

      CHRISTMAS AT HOLLYSTONE HALL

      At a time of peace and goodwill toward men, the new Duke of Haverford struggles to reconcile with his mother, who had tried to prevent his marriage.

      LADY CICELY’S FORFEIT

      When she made the wager, Cicely had been certain she could skate faster than that ridiculous fop Lord Benjamin. Half the people in the house party take up the challenge, and Cicely faces potential scandal and even defeat.

      LORD DEPENDABLE TO THE RESCUE

      Millicent chose the wrong suitor, and is now stuck in a dungeon, with a flooded river threatening to pour in through the window. George might be the most aggravating man in England, but she can’t deny that he had been right about Arthur.

      MISS WINSTON’S HONOUR

      Lily Winston cannot return to her work as a governess with a baby in tow; nor can she abandon little Peter. Ralph Stephenson is determined to defend her from those who see a baby as evidence she is a loose woman. The Marquis of Aldridge makes an unlikely, but effective, cupid.

      ONLY A KISS

      In colonial New Zealand, five girls enliven their social season with a daring game. For one, the game has unintended consequences.

      THE ABDUCTION OF MISS AMARYLLIS FERNHILL

      Rilla faces a future as bride to a nasty old man. Constantly watched, threatened with even more dire consequences if she refuses, she wishes for rescue. It comes in a most surprising form.

      THE EASTER BONNET

      Wearing new clothing on Easter is meant to bring good luck. Can a single bonnet bring luck to three different couples?

      THE MAJOR’S HOMECOMING

      Is Luke’s brother truly in danger? Or are the rumours of his madness true? When Magda finds Luke in her vegetable garden with a bullet wound in his shoulder, the two childhood sweethearts set out to discover the truth. Along the way, they recover their old love.

      THE KINDEST GENTLEMAN

      A reluctant animal doctor and the abused poor relation who lives next door find common cause over a litter of puppies and an injured cat.

      THE TRUANT LORD CLAIRMONT

      Lady Clairmont goes to a scandalous house party to retrieve her truant husband after his return to England from a nine-year absence. What she discovers is unexpected.
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        Revisit, or be introduced to, the Haverford family, who appear in series The Return of the Mountain King (and pop up in other places).
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        * * *

      

      After dinner on the first night at Hollystone Hall, the Duke of Haverford took his brandy out onto the terrace. The Hall’s restored Tudor water gardens spread out before him in the moonlight, and lured him across the first small bridge, and then another, and then another. A dozen islands later, he was still close to the house, having taken a circuitous route to a rose arbour beyond which another bridge led back to the terrace.

      He sat on the arbour, sipping his brandy and admiring the sprawling house.

      Inside, his wife, mother, and sisters were catching up on all that had happened since they were last together. Jessica, he guessed, had much to say about Paris. Perhaps Frances was chatting about the time she spent in London with her cousins. Cherry, no doubt, also had news of Paris and of the tour she and Haverford had made of the Haverford estates in the Home counties and the Midlands.

      Hollystone Hall was no longer one of those estates. When the former duke’s will was read, it referred his heir to the dowager duchess’s marriage settlements. This beautiful old mansion had come into Haverford’s possession from the family of the former Lady Eleanor Croydon, but was always intended to return to her ownership as her dower property when the old Haverford died.

      It was a jewel of a property, and Haverford could not help regretting its loss. Partly because he had good memories of this place. When he was a child, he spent holidays here, floating toy boats in the little canals and on the many ponds and water basins. Haverford, his father, never visited the place, which was one of the reasons the man’s heir had always felt safer here.

      But, as Cherry had pointed out only this morning as they dressed for the journey, it had always been intended for his mother, and if being away from his father’s constant demands for perfection allowed his childhood self to breathe, how much more of a respite it must have been for her.

      He remembered that, too—how she seemed to become a different person when their carriage entered the estate. More relaxed, happier, less controlled in everything she did and said.

      She loved the place even more than he did. She had restored the Tudor water gardens, with a firmness of vision that took decades to realise. The buildings, too, had been lovingly and sensitively repaired and redecorated, with the addition of modern conveniences just where they made the most difference.

      Because the house was an easy day’s journey from London, the dowager duchess had used it as a retreat from the pressures of the season and also as a venue for many notable weekend and longer house parties, mostly with a philanthropic purpose. Those she organised for her husband’s political ends tended to be in London, at Haverford Castle in Kent, or at the mansion just outside of Brighton, which was even closer to London than Hollystone.

      Cherry was right. This place rightfully belonged to his mother, and they should be grateful she was eager to accommodate him and his duchess on this first Christmas of their marriage and of the ducal responsibilities. Mama hoped, of course, that he was ready to let bygones be bygones.

      Cherry had forgiven Mama so easily. Haverford was still having trouble. Mama’s interference in their courtship had almost cost him and Cherry their future.

      And there she was. The light of his life, stepping through the doors from the large downstairs reception room onto the terrace. He stood and stepped out of the arbour into the moonlight. His beloved waved and set out in his direction. Haverford walked to meet her as she crossed the little canal to the island.

      He drew her to him for a kiss. As always, his churning thoughts and emotions settled as soon as she was in his arms. Cherry was his haven, and all the discontent and worries that besieged him under the confident mask he showed to the world faded to nothing in her presence.

      “Are the others planning to join us, my love?”

      Cherry shook her head. “Jessica has taken them up to her room. Her maid has unpacked some of her Paris purchases, and Frances and your Mama are anxious to admire them. Since I was there when they were purchased, I said I would join you instead.”

      Her explanation was broken by a quick intake of breath as he nibbled the sensitive spot at the base of her ear. She could still talk. He would have to try harder. He glanced over her shoulder at the house, took both of her hands, and stepped backward to lead her into the arbour, where servants or family peering from one of the hundreds of windows would not be able to see them.

      “Sarah will be here tomorrow,” Cherry commented.

      “And Matilda the day after,” Aldridge returned, without a great deal of interest, as he unfastened the clasps on her cloak so his lips, which had traced from her ear to her collarbone, could continue their journey. “Probably your mamma that day, too.”

      He and Cherry had chosen Hollystone Hall for Christmas, not just for its memories, but for its location. Cherry’s sister Sarah and her husband lived on this side of Oxfordshire, an afternoon’s ride away. Her mother was in the distant reaches of the same county, but could still travel to Hollystone Hall in a single day.

      So could his sister Jessica’s betrothed, the Earl of Colyton, who was bringing his daughters, his sister, and his mother to join them for Christmas from his estate in Warwickshire. Even Haverford’s sister Matilda and her husband, the Earl of Hamner, could make the trip in a single long day, though they were travelling with their infant son and therefore would take two, making an overnight stop at Colyton’s.

      In addition, the Wakefields were coming from London—Haverford’s brother David, his wife, and their growing family, including their eldest son, Tony, who had once been a street boy and Cherry’s protégé at the ragged school where she taught mathematics.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing everyone,” Cherry said. “Especially the babies, Anthony. How they must have grown!”

      Cherry loved her nieces and nephews, but each new birth in the family was a blow to her heart. Her belief she could not give him children had been one of her main reasons for refusing to marry him. He hoped that time would prove her wrong, for she longed for children. Haverford wouldn’t mind a child—a little daughter the image of her mother, or a son to love as his own father had never loved him.

      But if the cost of having his Cherry was that the title must pass to his brother Jonathan’s line, then it was a price well worth paying. He folded her cloak back out of the way of his mouth and his fingers, and set about reminding her how much he loved her.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, the weather had taken a turn for the worse, though fortunately the rain held off until the Hamner carriages trundled across the bridge that brought the carriageway to the front door.

      Haverford stood with Cherry to welcome them. Mama had graciously abdicated as hostess in Cherry’s favour. When Cherry argued that it was Mama’s house, his mother insisted. “I will be happy to just enjoy being with family, though of course, my dear, I am here to assist in any way that you need.”

      Matilda, carrying her infant son, hurried through the first spots of rain under an umbrella her husband Charles had taken from the waiting footman. She rushed to embrace Cherry, and Haverford looked on, smiling as his wife and his sister cooed over little Viscount Stanway.

      Charles had returned to the carriage to escort his mother through the rain. Haverford greeted the dowager Lady Hamner, shook hands with Charles and then found his arms full of his sister.

      “Aldridge—no—Haverford! I must get used to calling you that,” Matilda waved off her gaff. “How wonderful to see you! It has been an age. You look well! Come and meet your nephew. Cherry, darling, can I steal my son for a moment? You may have him back after Haverford has admired him.” She plucked the child from Cherry’s arms and deposited him in Haverford’s.

      Haverford waited for Lord Stanway to object to this cavalier introduction to a complete stranger, but the little boy just stared up at him.

      “Matthew, this is your Uncle Haverford,” Matilda said. “He is also your godfather, so you may depend on him for excellent birthday presents. Isn’t that right, Auntie Cherry? It is his first birthday next month, Haverford, in case you have forgotten.”

      Cherry, who was greeting the dowager Lady Hamner, turned to laugh in response. “Let me show you up to your rooms. Would you like to rest after your journey? The rest of the ladies are in the drawing room, and you are welcome to join us once you have freshened up. The Wakefields are not yet here, but everyone else has arrived. Ah! Jess.”

      Jessica was coming down the staircase to the entry hall, smiling a greeting to all but hurrying straight to her sister. They had never been apart until Matilda married Charles two years ago. In the eight months since Haverford’s and Cherry’s wedding, they had not seen one another at all.

      They hugged, and separated enough to look into one another’s eyes. “I have so much to tell you,” They both said, and laughed.

      “I had better let you show Matilda upstairs, Jessica,” Cherry said. “Matilda, I have given you a suite with a room for you and Charles, and one for little Matthew and his nursemaid. Lady Hamner, if you’d like to come with me?”

      “Do you want to check out the suite, Hamner?” Haverford asked Charles, “or could I tempt you to join me, Colyton, and Lechton for a brandy in the billiard room?”

      Jessica helped herself to Matthew, cooing, “Oh, you darling. Matilda, how big he has grown! You don’t remember me, but I am your Auntie Jessica. I cannot believe he is nearly a year old!”

      Matthew clearly had his father’s even temperament, for he took the change of carrier in his stride, abandoning his fascination with Haverford’s cravat pin for the opportunity to snatch at Jessica’s necklace. She carried him up the stairs, chattering away to him and Matilda, while Cherry walked behind with Lady Hamner.

      “Lead on to the brandy,” Charles suggested, and Haverford, who had been watching his wife’s ankles, came out of his abstraction and showed the way.

      Over the next few days, the main part of Hollystone Hall came alive, though the company was small compared to other gatherings that had been hosted in the old house, so that Cherry and Mama had agreed to keep several of the wings closed, to save trying to heat the whole and to limit work for the servants.

      They naturally fell into several groups. The older dowagers—four of them—the seven younger ladies, the five men, the ten children in the schoolroom, and in the nursery, two toddlers and three babies.

      Cherry convinced the Dowager Lady Lechton and Lord Colyton that, in a family party such as this, the children should be released from the schoolroom or nursery. At any time, one might turn a corner to find oneself engulfed in a dress-up parade or a three-legged race or a game of hide and seek, with governesses and nursery maids, as often as not, sent off to rest while mothers and fathers, aunts and uncles, and grandmothers joined in the fun.

      Lord Colyton’s mother fretted about propriety, certain that her granddaughters would develop bad habits if permitted to ‘romp like savages’. But Mama and Aunt Grace, supported by Lady Hamner, assured her that a holiday from strict decorum would not undo the training of a lifetime and might, in fact, make it easier for the little ladies to behave when they were required to sit still.

      “There is certainly nothing in the behaviour of Lord Lechton’s sisters to give one pause,” Aunt Grace pointed out, “and my grandson, Elias, is a true gentleman, even at seven. As for Mr and Mrs Wakefield’s children, they are delightful.”

      “Besides,” Mama added, “it would be cruel to keep your three confined when the others are permitted greater liberty.”

      Haverford doubted that Lady Colyton was convinced, but she allowed that the decision was for the children’s father to make, and Alfred either agreed that his daughters would not be harmed by joining the play, or was keen to assent to anything proposed by his prospective brothers-in-law, particularly the powerful duke who controlled Jessica’s dowry.

      Though that was a sour thought unworthy of him, Haverford acknowledged. Alfred appeared thoroughly besotted with his betrothed. The only factor that gave Haverford pause was Alfred’s complacent acceptance of a year’s delay in the wedding to allow Jessica to finish her mourning, and that counted against a monetary motive for Alfred’s courtship. If he was driven by lust for the bride’s dowry, he would want a faster union, surely? No. It was, as Alfred had claimed, simply a matter of propriety.

      Perhaps it was just that the equally proper Charles had cheerfully thrown propriety to the wind when he fell in love with Matilda. But Charles and Alfred were different men, and Haverford should not hold Alfred’s compliance with Society’s expectations against him.

      The joyous atmosphere was reminiscent of the holidays Haverford had enjoyed here as a child, when his mother’s sister and her friends had brought their children to race in halls, play ball in the ballroom, hide in all of the nooks and crannies, and fill the place with laughter.

      Back when Haverford’s mother was the sun around which her children’s lives revolved, always ready with a smile, careless of grubby hands when they belonged to her sons, and later her wards.

      Hollystone Hall reminded Haverford of how much he loved her, and why. But still he could not let go of his hurt. She had not trusted him. She had told Cherry he would certainly be unfaithful; that he would despise her for her inability to have children. She had said he was like his father.

      “I believe she meant it for the best,” Cherry insisted.

      Haverford could not believe his ears. “Breaking us apart was for the best? How can you say that?” He never again wanted to live through weeks like the ones when he thought she was lost to him. Cherry had suffered, too.

      She kissed him, a tender and comforting salute. “She was wrong, of course, but does it not make it easier to bear knowing she failed? And that her actions were taken out of love?”

      Haverford didn’t agree. “She was deceitful and manipulative. How is that love?”

      But Cherry reminded him that Mama had needed to develop the skills of a domestic politician to survive her marriage. “Women have no escape, when married to a monster like your father. The law does not support them. And your mother’s family could do little for her when Haverford’s abuses were all legal—his disdain, his mistresses, his insistence on a second son despite the risk to her life. Your mother not only survived all of that, she built her own power in society. She made her influence essential to his political ambitions. She managed to negotiate space for herself and for her children to have a somewhat normal life. And she gave generously of all she had to help others find the happiness she was denied.”

      Haverford could not deny it. “That does not excuse the way she used her knowledge of your past to drive you away from me, nor her insistence that I could not truly love you.”

      “No,” Cherry agreed. “But it goes some way to explain why it never occurred to her not to interfere. My mother pointed out that the duchess has been interfering in the lives of others for their own good for longer than I have been alive. Mostly to their great advantage. Mother says my father and grandfather would have crushed her into a subservient blob if your mother had not made a friend of her, and taught her how to stand up for herself in a way that would not get her knocked down again.”

      All of which was true, but Haverford was still resentful. He tried to behave as if he felt no ill will, knowing Cherry worried for them both. He was anxious that his beloved should have a wonderful time with all the family around, and wanted nothing to shadow her pleasure. But he could hide nothing from his wife, who knew him to the core of his heart and soul, and loved him despite his many faults. Just as well, for she was his heart and his soul.

      After close to eight months with her at his side every day and in his bed every night, he was sensitive to her every emotion. Her happiness was his, and the ignored breach between him and Mama was a flaw in her joy.

      Which meant he had to reach out to his mother, who watched him anxiously whenever they were in the same company, was careful never to put herself forward as duchess when there was the least possibility she might offend him or Cherry, and avoided him if at all possible.

      It was the day before Christmas, and the incessant rain had let up long enough for an expedition to bring in the greenery for decorating and the windfallen log that had been marked as a Yule log for the massive fireplace in the great hall.

      Four wagons set out for the woods, each driven by one of the party’s gentlemen, with the littlest children riding in the tray watched by various of the older sisters and mothers, and everyone else tramping along beside.

      Haverford drove one of those conveyances known as a break, inviting anyone who did not want to walk or sit on the floor of the wagons to take their place in one of the long benches behind him, but found himself travelling alone.  No matter. The wagons would be full on the return trip, and the break would come in handy for the little ones.

      Groundsmen, grooms, and footmen trailed the party, ready to lend a hand with the heavier hauling, but—for the most part—the family planned to collect their own raw materials for the garlands and other decorations they planned.

      The woods were beyond the water gardens and up a small rise. Each wagon took a different turn from the main track, and Haverford carried on to the central clearing, where servants had started a fire and set up blankets and cushions for those who needed a rest from their excursions. Maids were already unpacking refreshments, and footmen hurried to the back of the break to offload the steaming kettles of hot chocolate, coffee and two different kinds of punch, with and without alcohol.

      Haverford left them setting the kettles near the fire to stay warm and followed the sound of voices to join in the fun. Before he reached the main crowd, however, he encountered his mother, lifting Nate’s sister, little Lavinia, up into a tree to reach for a pine cone, while one of Lechton’s daughters, Millicent, held onto Mama’s gown and watched.

      “Do you need help, Lavie?” Haverford asked.

      Mama started. “Haverford! I didn’t see you there. The little girls wanted to help, and I remembered that last year some of the trees along here had pine cones under them, but the only ones I can see are still on the branches.”

      “There are some further along, the way I came,” Haverford told her. He reached up and took Lavie’s hand, guiding her to push the cone up so it detached from the branch. It evaded her snatch at it and plummeted into the undergrowth, and Millicent let go of Mama and dived in after it, emerging triumphant with it in her hand.

      Mama lowered Lavie to the ground, saying, “The two of you make a good team.” She darted a glance at Haverford. “Perhaps I should take them back to the others.”

      She wouldn’t meet his eyes. Cherry was right. He had to fix this, or at least try.

      “They know the little girls are safe with you,” he said. “Bring them this way, Mama, and they will be able to fill their basket with cones to paint.”

      Lavie sealed Mama’s fate by slipping her hand into Haverford’s. He would have taken Millicent’s hand, too, except she was shy of him. Besides, that would leave Mama carrying the basket, which was hardly gentlemanly. He picked it up and led the way to a small cluster of fir trees of different kinds, with cones scattered on the nearly clear ground beneath.

      Mama would have helped the little girls who were scurrying back and forth, picking up all the cones they could find, but Haverford said, “Mama. A word, if I may.”

      She stopped, and the anxiety in her eyes had him hiding a wince as he added, “Would you meet with me in private when we get back to the house? I think we need to talk.”

      She inclined her head, her social mask firmly in place and her eyes opaque. He had learned the skill from her—to hide his feelings behind a bland and unreadable exterior, but neither of them treated family to that distancing. Given the situation between them, he had no right to feel bereaved at her shutting him out.

      Cherry would remind him that his armour was most impenetrable when he felt most threatened. Doubtless, Mama was the same. “Nothing too terrible, Mama. Even if I had stopped loving you, which I haven’t, I wouldn’t want to upset Cherry.”

      She gave him the ghost of a smile. “The pair of you are good together,” she acknowledged, then turned her attention to Lavie, who had dropped her side of the basket letting all the cones the little girls had picked spill onto the ground.

      Haverford crouched to help pick them up, while Mama soothed the wailing child.

      The afternoon had been set aside to create and put up the decorations. The foliage and other items they had collected were spread out on tables in the ballroom, ready to be formed into garlands, wreaths, and kissing balls decorated with ribbons and paper chains and flowers that the ladies had unearthed from previous Christmases or made from their own supplies.

      Mama was seated with a flock of girls, watching them dip pine cones into paint and set them to dry. Haverford beckoned to her, and she murmured a word or two to Jessica, who was helping her and the girls.

      He took her to the library, to a chair near the desk he’d taken over for the work that followed him everywhere. He was neglecting it today, but it wasn’t going to go away. He’d get back to it after Christmas.

      As he settled in his own chair, and before he could start his prepared speech, Mama spoke. “Haverford, I have apologised for interfering between you and Cherry, but I would like to do so again. I have known all along that I was wrong to go privately to Cherry as I did. You are adults, and I should have said what I thought to both of you and trusted you to make your own decision. I am truly sorry for the distress I caused you.”

      Haverford opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Mama put up a hand to stop him. “I have a second apology to make, Haverford. Watching you and Cherry together in the past week shows me that I was wrong again—wrong to believe that your love for Cherry was less deep than hers for you. Wrong to think you would fall out of love once you had achieved your prize. All I ever wanted was for both of you to be happy. You are perfect for one another, and I shudder to think how close I came to preventing that happiness.”

      Mama had rendered him speechless, taking all the best lines from what he had been about to say to her. All he had left to say was, “Thank you, Mama.”

      “I will never interfere again,” Mama promised, then, with a slight frown, “or, at least, I will try my very best.”

      Haverford smiled at the thought of his managing mother keeping her fingers out of any situation she thought she could improve. “I shall not ask such a sacrifice, Mama. Both Cherry and her mother have pointed out what a marvellous gift you have for interfering, as you call it. All I ask is that you consult us first on any plans you have that involve us and don’t proceed without our agreement.”

      Mama had tears in her eyes. “I can promise that,” she agreed.

      Cherry had been right to push him to reconcile. All his irritation had melted away. “Come on, Mama. We have a house to decorate.”

      He offered her his hand to help her rise, and his elbow to escort her back to the ballroom, just in time to see a footman moving a ladder away from the arched doorway. A kissing ball hung in the middle of the arch. Cherry stood looking up at it, and she glanced their way and smiled to see them together.

      Haverford put his arm around his mother, reached up for a mistletoe berry, and pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek. “I love you, Mama,” he told her. “Merry Christmas.”

      She patted the side of his face, the tears welling again. “It will be,” she agreed. “I love you, Haver… I wonder, would it be a great impertinence of me to call you Anthony, as Cherry does?”

      “I would like that, very much,” Haverford assured her, blinking back a little moisture of his own. The candles must be smoking.

      She patted his cheek again, then reached out to Cherry, who was beaming at them. “Here, Anthony. You would be better off kissing your wife than your old mother.”

      Haverford thought both was better still, but he was certainly glad to follow up his peace-making kiss
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