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      He is trying to remember this is a fake engagement...

      

      Natalie Shaw has been healing from a troubling marriage for the two years she and her daughter, Annalise have lived with her sister, Dr. Rayne Smith and her husband, Lord Edwin Sterling. Working as her sister's nursing assistant has given her a purpose in life, and while she would not say she was happy, she was certainly content.

      

      Lord Alex St. John has been pushed by his mother for years to find a wife. He had been betrothed and due to actions on the young lady's part, they went their separate ways. Now he must attend his cousin's five-day wedding celebration and knows he will be harassed by all the female members of his family, with numerous women dragged before him..

      

      Lord Sterling suggests to Alex that he take Natalie as a 'pretend' fiancée to ward off all the trouble he is about to face. Natalie agrees since life has become repetitive, and she is ready for some fun.

      

      It looks like it might all work out except Alex's former fiancée, Miss Mildred Walsh has arrived for the wedding, determined to win Alex back. Not only does he have no intention of doing so, he is beginning to think his 'fake' fiancée might be perfect as his 'real' fiancée. But would Natalie agree?

      

      And then there is the desperate maneuvering Mildred is doing since not winning Alex back is not an option.
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      “If you weren’t such a damn stupid bitch, you would know I hate mutton. I never want to see it in my house again.” With those words, Milton picked up his supper plate and threw it against the wall, the plate shattering and the contents sliding slowly down and landing on the floor in a jumbled mess.

      “Now get up off your lazy arse and cook me something I like.” He burped and scratched his stomach.

      Natalie dropped her napkin on the table, alongside her full dinner plate which would be cold by the time she cooked something else for her husband. She glanced over at Annalise, their four-year-old daughter, and told her with her eyes to continue eating and then leave the table. It was obvious the girl was fighting back tears which they both knew would only set Milton off again.

      Swallowing hard, her little girl picked at her dinner.

      Most mealtimes were like this. No matter how hard Natalie tried, she never seemed to fix something Milton liked. She’d gone as far as to keep a list of his dislikes and avoided them, even though there were many on the list that she and Annalise would enjoy.

      Nevertheless, he always found something to displease him.

      As she fried up ham, potatoes, and a few eggs, she remembered the Milton she thought she was marrying five years before. He’d been a tad gruff, but he always treated her well, buying her trinkets and taking her for long walks around the area where she had lived in Bath.

      Since Natalie’s father had mostly ignored her as well as her older sister, Mary Beth, giving all his attention to Rayne, the youngest of his daughters, Natalie had been quite flattered by Milton’s attention.

      Father had wanted a son to carry on his medical practice, but, after Rayne had been born and Mother had passed away shortly afterward, he accepted his disappointment with three girls and turned all his attention and ambitions to his youngest daughter.

      While Mary Beth and Natalie had been allowed to buy fancy ribbons and new frocks and spend time with watercolors and embroidery and other feminine pursuits, poor Rayne had to concentrate on her studies so she could one day be admitted to a medical training program.

      As far as she knew, no one ever asked Rayne if she wanted to train in medicine, but today she was a highly respected doctor in Bath, having taken over their father’s practice when he retired. And married Lord Edwin Sterling, the Baron of Plaistow.

      Natalie, on the other hand, anxious to leave her home and start a new life, had married Milton and spent almost all the days since then regretting her actions. Mary Beth was happily married to a wonderful man, Mr. Dean Jones. They had one son, Thomas, and they’d adopted a little girl, Glory, that her sister, Rayne, had rescued from the streets of Bath.

      She sighed as she placed the food in front of Milton.

      “You call this supper? Looks like breakfast to me.” Instead of berating her any further, he began to shovel the food into his mouth. Annalise had already finished her supper and left the room. Natalie sat at her place and tried to eat as much as she could of the cold mutton.

      “My clothes clean?” Milton asked as he burped again and leaned his chair back on two legs.

      She nodded.

      He reached over and gripped her chin. “Don’t disrespect me and nod at me when I speak to you.”

      Natalie wrenched her chin free and cleared her throat. “Yes, your clothes are clean. I washed them today.”

      He nodded, slammed his chair back onto the floor and stood. “I’m goin’ out for the night.” He leaned in close to her, making her want to turn her head, but she wasn’t up for another tirade. “Be ready for me when I get back.”

      He had the audacity to wink at her and strut into their bedroom. She closed her eyes, fighting back tears. She knew what “be ready for me” meant.

      “Mama, are you unwell?” Annalise stood at the kitchen door; her small face scrunched in concern.

      Natalie stood and grabbed the dirty dishes from the table. “No, sweeting, I’m fine.”

      The child twirled a strand of her hair in her fingers. “Is Papa going out again?”

      “Yes.” She attempted a smile and turned toward her little girl. “Go and wash, then put your nightgown on. I’ll read you a story once Papa is gone.”

      Annalise turned to hurry to her room and ran into Milton. He reached out and pushed her back, the little girl landing on her bottom. “You’re always in the way, stupid girl,” he growled as he grabbed his coat from the hook by the door and slammed out of the house.

      Natalie walked over to where Annalise sat and helped her up from the floor. Neither one of them said a word as they walked to her daughter’s bedroom.

      

      The banging on the front door roused Natalie from a deep sleep. “Oh, Lord, that must be Milton, and he forgot his key again.” She’d hoped he would stumble into the house and pass out before he could make it to their bed.

      “I’m coming,” she said as she tugged the worn dressing gown around her and tied the ragged belt.

      She opened the door, stunned to see a local police officer standing there. “Mrs. Shaw?”

      Natalie gripped her throat. “Yes.”

      The man took off his hat and said, “I am sorry to inform you that your husband, Mr. Milton Shaw, is down at the mortuary.”

      “Mortuary?” She thought she knew what that meant, but she was still trying to wake up from the deep sleep she’d been in.

      “Yes, ma’am. It seems he got into a bit of difficulty at the Grouse and Lady Alehouse tonight.”

      She shook her head, trying to clear it. “Yes?”

      He took a deep breath. “Well, I’m afraid there isn’t any other way to say this, but Mr. Shaw is dead.”

      Natalie stood at the doorway and continued to stare at the man. No words left her mouth. Eventually, the poor man said, “Is there someone I can fetch for you, ma’am? A sister … or a friend?”

      As if coming out of a dream, she shook her head. “No. No, I’ll be fine.”

      “You will have to come down to the mortuary in the morning to claim his body.”

      “Yes, yes. I will do that.”

      He tugged on the brim of his hat and walked away. She slowly closed the door and leaned against it.

      “Milton is dead.”

      A broad smile covered the bottom half of her face. Then tears slid down her cheeks and she sucked in a deep breath. “Milton is dead.”
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        Two years later

        Bath, England

      

      

      Alexander, The Viscount St. John, barreled down the steps as he left the home of his erstwhile betrothed, Miss Mildred Walsh. He tapped his side pocket where the family betrothal ring he’d given her was securely tucked away.

      It had been an ugly scene; one he was glad to be over with. He was more amazed than angered that Mildred tried to explain away how he’d found her and one of her family’s footmen in flagrante in her father’s library! Tears, attempted explanations, and childish stomping of her foot ensued right after he’d tossed the footman out, probably breaking the man’s nose in the process. He then confronted Mildred.

      “It was not how it appeared,” Mildred wailed, her face flushed, her hands fisted at her sides.

      “Indeed? You were on your back on the settee with your skirts practically over your head and your family’s employee was on top of you, his trousers around his ankles. For sheer amusement, I would like to hear your explanation, but I’m afraid my eyes and knowledge of the sex act would trump any story you might come up with.”

      She stomped her foot. “You cannot break our engagement. I will be ruined.”

      He gave her no answer, and merely stared at her with raised eyebrows. After almost a full minute he said, “My dear, it appears to me you ruined yourself by what I just saw. However, you are welcome to state to all and sundry that you broke the engagement because you felt we would not suit. I will not dispute it.”

      “What will I tell my parents? They would not believe I ended the betrothal. They’ve been ecstatic that I was to marry a title.” She began to wring her hands. “They will not forgive me.”

      He walked closer to her and held his hand out. “My grandmother’s ring, if you please.”

      She began to tug on the ring. “Is there no way I can talk you out of this?”

      “Mildred, be sensible. Do you believe I could trust you after this? Shall I plan to hire only old, white-haired men to staff our home? Do I need to worry every time I leave through the front door that you are sneaking someone in through the back door?” He shook his head as he took the ring from her. “No, my dear. Once trust is broken it cannot be repaired.”

      “We could have a typical ton marriage. Everyone does. I will remain faithful until I’ve given you an heir and a spare, and then we could both go our separate ways.”

      He snorted. “I won’t even comment on that one.” He turned to leave the room, and she raced after him and pulled on his arm. “Will you give me a few days to decide what to tell my parents? My friends?”

      Alex waved his hand in the air. “Take as long as you wish. Just be aware that there will be no wedding.”

      He’d left her sniffing, but he was unable to conjure up any sympathy.

      Admittedly, he was not heartbroken since his heart had not been engaged. He liked Mildred, enjoyed her company. She was witty and charming and had been raised to be a nobleman’s wife. Somehow during her lessons, her governesses and tutors had skipped over the part about holding onto one’s virtue.

      But love her? No. He had no intention of getting that involved in this marriage, and what he’d just witnessed proved he’d been correct. Truth be known, he’d only agreed to the engagement to appease his mother. She hadn’t stopped badgering him about duty to his title for years.

      He strode to the mews behind the row of townhouses where the Walsh family lived and tossed a coin to the groom to retrieve his horse. Still stunned at what had just happened, he decided a brandy—or two—followed by comfortable clothes and an evening sitting in his study in front of the fireplace contemplating his life was in order.

      Later, doing exactly that, Alex swirled the dark amber liquid in his snifter and thought back to the scene with Mildred. He was grateful he’d seen what he had. With their wedding only a few weeks away he could have easily been trapped into a marriage where he would never be able to trust his wife.

      A typical ton marriage she’d proposed. He shook his head.  He’d seen enough of those types of marriages to know it was not something that would suit him. Marriage vows were forever and not to be broken. He placed his empty glass alongside his chair on the small, dark-wood table and stood, tightening the belt of his brown and white print banyan.

      Tomorrow he would travel to his country estate and go over ledgers with his steward. About twenty years before, his father had had the foresight to see the way things were going and began a top-notch horse breeding business on their estate. Many of the large manors were in trouble because those who could not find a wealthy American heiress to marry, and no longer had numerous tenants to support them, floundered. Alex’s domain, thanks to his late pater, was doing well.

      He had planned to take Mildred to Ireland for their wedding trip where he could acquire some of the best horseflesh in the world. Mayhap he would go directly from his country home to Ireland and make it appear to the gossips that Mildred had broken the engagement and he was out of town licking his wounds.

      Ha! Licking his wounds. He was jumping for joy for not getting trapped in a marriage that would have made his life miserable.
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        Three months later

        Office of Dr. Rayne Stevens

      

      

      “Natalie, where are the clean cloths? You have rearranged everything again, and now I can’t find anything.” Dr. Rayne Stevens stood with her hands on her hips and viewed her sister with irritation.

      “Oh, my apologies, Sister. I had plans to make labels for all the cabinets so we could find things faster. But I got busy with sewing up little Amy’s cut on her forehead.” Natalie wiped her wet hands on her apron after sending the little girl off with her mother and a sweet treat they kept in the office for crying children.

      “I will do that right now.” She opened a drawer and pulled out the cloths and handed them to her sister.

      Natalie’s sister, Dr. Rayne, actually Lady Sterling since she had married Edwin, was a woman before her time. Despite running her infirmary, she was also a wonderful wife, sister, and mother. Natalie admired her and was thrilled after she and her daughter, Annalise, were offered a home with Rayne and Edwin after Natalie’s husband died.

      Rayne took her under her wing and trained her to be her nursing assistant. It helped Natalie feel productive, as if she was paying her way instead of Rayne and Edwin supporting her and her little girl.

      After stuffing the cloths in her satchel, Rayne waved her goodbye at Natalie as she headed out the door to check on her expectant mothers. Natalie took on the job of labeling all the drawers and cabinets with the supplies they used on a regular basis.

      She hummed as she did her work and counted on her fingers, realizing that she and Annalise had been with her sister and brother-in-law for two years. At first it had been awkward because she didn’t want to talk about her marriage but knew—if she were to be content here—her sister had the right to know what had happened.

      One night, after Rayne had performed her nightly ritual of reading to her four-year-old son, Arthur, Annalise, and two-year-old Melissa after their nanny had fed them dinner, bathed them, and settled them into bed, she and Natalie sat on the back patio of the Sterling townhouse and Natalie poured out her heart to her sister over cups of tea. Thankfully the subject never came up again, which made things much more pleasant for Natalie. She didn’t want to remember her marriage, nor did she wish to ever repeat so-called wedded bliss.

      Her attention was caught by the front door opening and Annalise racing in, out of breath, as always. She smiled at her little girl.

      “Mama, Mr. Brooks scolded us today for not doing our homework.”

      Natalie frowned. “What do you mean? You do your homework every night.” She placed her hand on Annalise’s shoulder and led her to the kitchen where she had milk and biscuits waiting for her daughter’s arrival from school.

      “Oh, not me. He mentioned that I and the rest of the girls—and Johnny McIntyre and Steven Clark—weren’t the miscreants.” She took a biscuit from the plate on the table. “What does that mean?”

      Natalie smiled at the girl, always full of energy. “It means someone who is not doing what they are supposed to do. Why don’t you take a deep breath and eat your biscuits and drink your milk.”

      At the sound of the front door opening, Natalie said, “Finish your snack and start your homework.” She headed from the kitchen and almost ran into Lord Sterling.

      “Edwin, what brings you here?”

      “I’m looking for my wife.”

      “Expectant mother calls.”

      “Ah.” He placed his hands on his hips. “While I’m here, I might as well look at her ledgers.”

      Natalie always thought it was odd, but nice, that Lord Sterling took care of Rayne’s books. When they first met he was her patient, and, while recovering, he offered to help with her ledgers and was appalled that so many people had not paid for her services. He’d also discovered that her suppliers of food and medicines had been overcharging her.

      Once she was back at her work labeling the drawers and cabinets, her thoughts were taken up by the disparity between her own marriage and that of her sister’s. Whenever she allowed herself to think about it, she’d always come to the same conclusion.

      The right man makes a world of difference.
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      “Sterling, over here.” Alexander stood and waved at Edwin as he entered the Bath and County Club.

      Edwin headed over and took the comfortable leather seat across from him. A bottle of brandy sat on the table with one half-filled glass. “Would you join me?” Alex asked.

      “Thank you, but I’ll settle for a cup of coffee.” Sterling waved a footman over and made his request.

      “Is everything well with your family, Sterling? I must say I’m impressed that you have your sister-in-law and her daughter with your own wife and two little ones. It must be quite noisy at your home.”

      “Sometimes, but Melissa and Arthur are well under Nanny’s control, and Annalise, Natalie’s daughter, is very quiet. You wouldn’t even know she was about. She attends school now. I had wanted to hire a governess for the girl, thought she was too young for school. But Natalie was adamant that she didn’t want us to incur expenses on her or her daughter’s account.

      He took a sip of his coffee. “However, Rayne told me Natalie had a difficult marriage before her husband passed away. I think that is what made the daughter so quiet, like she doesn’t want to be noticed, lest she get into trouble.”

      Alex shook his head. “Marriage. A delightful institution if you enjoy living in an institution.”

      “That’s quite cynical. It appears you have yet to move beyond your jilt from Miss Walsh.”

      St. John raised his glass and studied it. “Ah, yes. My jilt. Not well done of her to do that.”

      Edwin leaned back in his chair. “You never said much about it, but I always had the feeling there was more to the story than what she put out. The fact that your ex-fiancée didn’t marry anyone else, and then retired to the country, was perplexing.”

      “Do not concern yourself with it, Sterling.”

      Edwin studied him for a moment. “Except the jovial man I’ve known since we were in leading strings has become cynical and cutting.”

      Cynical, indeed. What he’d learned was the unfaithfulness and treachery of women. He’d shuddered many times since walking out on Mildred a few months before. There was no doubt in his mind that the loathsome woman retired to the country because she was increasing. Bloody hell. Had they married, he would be raising a footman’s brat, and—had it been a male child—he’d be handing his title over to a bastard.

      “However, my darling ex-fiancée did create a problem for me.”

      Sterling smiled. “Only one?”

      “Yes. And a serious one. Every woman in my family as well as all their friends have decided it is their job to help me ‘recover’ from my rejection by replacing Miss Walsh with another woman.” He swirled the brandy in his glass. “Lord help me if I replace her with another woman like her.”

      Given the way Sterling was studying him
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