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Always Kiss at Christmas


Regina Scott


To all those who hold Christmas in their hearts, and to the Lord, the author of Christmas
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Chapter One
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Rose Hill, Surrey, Christmas Eve, 1802

If she couldn’t win an offer at Christmas, there was no justice in the world.

Mary Rose tied the final red satin ribbon on the kissing bough and stood back with a nod of satisfaction. Mr. Cowls, their grey-haired butler, pulled on the chain, and the circular evergreen bough climbed with the brass chandelier until it was high overhead, framed by the white of the entry hall ceiling.

“Very nice,” her mother said from her wheeled chair at the foot of the stairs. “I’m certain Mr. Godwin will approve.”

Mary kept her gaze upward. It didn’t matter whether Chester Godwin or any of the other friends, neighbors, and family expected for her mother’s annual Christmas Eve party approved of her efforts. She didn’t even care if Julian Mayes approved. All she needed was for him to stand under the bough long enough for her to kiss him. Surely one kiss would convince him that they were fated to be together.

Everything had been planned to that end. She’d arranged for the guests to be greeted in the entry hall rather than on the front steps so she’d have a chance to address him directly. She’d asked Cook to bake gingerbread, one of his favorites, and the rich scent wafted through the house even now. She’d worn her best winter dress, a white velvet trimmed in swan’s down, which called attention not only to her curves but also her raven hair. And now the kissing bough was as ready as she was to see this done.

“Mary?” her mother murmured. “You will be kind to Mr. Godwin, won’t you?”

As Mr. Cowls hooked the chain against the wood-paneled wall, Mary went to join her mother. It seemed every morning Mama looked a little thinner, paler. She had tried to hide her malady today by having her maid curl her greying hair into fashionable ringlets around her face and wearing one of her brightest gowns, a ruby velvet with white lace at the neck and puffed sleeves. But Mary saw the changes.

“She’s wasting away,” she’d told the local physician. “Can nothing be done?”

“Nothing that need concern you,” Doctor Parkins had said, patting Mary’s shoulder. “A pretty young lady like you should be focused on balls and teas.”

If he truly thought such trivialities more important than her mother’s health, he must consider Mary’s head to be distressingly empty and her character singularly flighty. Yet no matter how severely she dressed for his visits, no matter how straight she stood and how directly she engaged him, she had not been able to disabuse him of the notion that she was too young and untried to be involved in her mother’s treatment. 

He wasn’t the only one. Her father’s will gave guardianship to an old friend of the family, but the aging Lord Farley always said he had complete faith in her mother and saw no need to intrude on their domestic arrangements. Mary had tried writing to him; his return letter merely reassured her she had no need for concern. The vicar in the nearby village of Weyton said the same.

They were all mistaken, but they would not listen to her. She had observed that only three things gave a woman standing here in Surrey: age, consequence, or marriage. The first two were denied her; she could not make herself older or elevate her family’s standing. 

But when she married Julian, she would be the wife of a rising solicitor. Then the physician would have to listen to her, for fear of her husband if nothing else.

“I will be considerate of all our guests, Mother,” she promised her now. “I want this Christmas to be perfect.”

Her mother’s lavender-colored eyes, so like her own, glistened with unshed tears. “So do I, dear.” She held out a hand, fingers cramped by her illness, and Mary took it gently. How brittle, how fragile. She had to convince Julian to marry her, for her and her mother’s sakes.

But Julian was not among the first guests to arrive that afternoon. Her mother had had Mary send invitations to their neighbors—the Mayes to the north, the Garveys to the west, the Godwins to the south, and even the mighty Duke of Wey to the east. Friends Mary had made at the finishing school from which she’d recently graduated were also invited, as was her odious cousin, Nigel.

“He is family,” her mother had replied when Mary had protested. 

And so, God willing, would be Julian.

Perhaps because Nigel was the last person she’d hoped to see, he was the first to arrive. Short and fleshy, with tiny dark eyes and a pursed mouth, he tended to walk quickly, fingers curling and uncurling, as if always reaching for something beyond his grasp. Mr. Cowls ushered him into the entry hall and accepted his greatcoat with barely a twitch of his long nose to show his displeasure at handling the worn, stained material. Nigel was less kind.

“That wood wants polish,” he proclaimed, eying the Jacobean paneling instead of Mary’s mother, who sat ready to greet him. “And there’s a stone missing from the bottom stair outside. This house looks more ruinous every time I see it.”

“Then perhaps you should see it less often,” Mary said.

He turned to Mary with a frown, as if he could not decide whether she’d intended to insult him.

“What my daughter means,” her mother said in her soothing voice, “is that if you visited us more often you might come to love Rose Hill as much as we do.”

“Alas, I am terribly busy,” he said with a sniff from his bulbous nose. “My current circumstances do not allow for a life of luxury.” He turned his gaze to her mother at last. “And how are you, Mrs. Rose?”

“Quite well,” Mary said before her mother could answer. “We have hopes Mother will live to see her grandchildren and great-grandchildren play at Rose Hill.”

His smile barely lifted his pudgy lips. “How . . . charming.”

Her mother reached out and squeezed her hand. It was a warning to behave. Some in the area considered her too proud, too confident because she was tall enough to look them in the eye for all her mere sixteen years. She’d heard the comments after services and at the assembly. 

That Mary Rose, so outspoken. I fear she’s been terribly spoiled.

Nigel likely agreed. She was just glad the knocker sounded then, forcing her cousin into the great hall on their right so they could greet the newcomers.

Who were also not Julian Mayes.

Mary smiled and curtsied and nodded to welcome various guests who arrived over the next half hour. Most had known her family for years and were quite solicitous of her mother. Even Dr. Parkins wished her well, even though his look was assessing. The only other person who gave her any trouble was Chester Godwin.

They had associated as children, but since he had gone off to Eton, he had decided he was far too sophisticated for the Surrey countryside. His amber-colored hair was cut short on the sides and left longer on top to curl over his brow. His shirt points were so high they likely poked his ears. He walked with the mincing gait of a dandy, wasp-waisted coat boasting improbably broad shoulders and calves suspiciously bumpy in his white stockings. If he wasn’t careful, he would spend his entire fortune on padding.

“Mrs. Rose, Miss Rose,” he greeted them with the barest of bows, likely because his tight clothing prevented them. “How kind of you to rescue me from the sea of boredom that is Surrey in winter, or any other time of the year actually.” He smiled as if he’d been particularly witty.

“We would not dream of entertaining without you, Mr. Godwin,” her mother assured him. “In fact, I believe Mary planned the decorations with you in mind.” She glanced up at the kissing bough.

Mary’s stomach dropped. Kiss Chester? No, no. That was assuredly not the plan.

She needn’t have worried. The high collar on his coat prevented him from looking about. His gaze reached no farther than the swag of evergreens on the landing behind them. “Ah, yes. Very pretty. But then, so is Miss Rose.”

“You must see what we’ve done with the hall,” Mary said, pointing him in that direction and giving him a little nudge. He wandered off.

“You said you’d be kind,” her mother scolded.

“Trust me, Mother,” Mary said. “That was kind.”

Among the last to arrive was her friend Lady Eva. They had met at finishing school, where the beauty had taken first in every course. The daughter of a duke, Lady Eva had pale hair that glimmered and blue eyes that shined. Today her slender figure was draped in cerulean velvet trimmed with ermine. As Cowls helped her chaperone with her wrap, Lady Eva took both of Mary’s hands for a squeeze.

“Thank you for inviting me. Things have been so busy since we left school. I have missed our talks.”

“I don’t know how much time we’ll have to talk,” Mary confessed as her mother greeted the round-faced little chaperone. “But I wanted to wish you happy in person. To think, you’ll be marrying the heir of the Duke of Wey!”

Lady Eva’s smile was as cool as her looks. “Yes. Some consider him quite the catch. Find me later.” With another squeeze, she turned and led her chaperone into the hall.

Mary’s mother sighed, shoulders sagging as if she’d endured much. “That should be all of them. Would you wheel me in, Cowls, so we can start the festivities?”

Mary caught her breath. The time for greetings had ended, and he hadn’t come. Why? 

Laughter rang from the great hall. Her guests expected her to lead them in the games and activities planned for the day and evening. How could she leave this spot? She hadn’t caught Julian.

“I believe there is one more, madam,” Mr. Cowls said, standing with his head high by the door.

Her mother frowned. “Who?”

As if in answer, the knocker sounded on the big front door. Her mother nodded to their butler to answer.

Mary clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking. It had to be him. She’d worked too hard, prayed too long, for it to be anyone else. Mr. Cowls swung open the door, and winter’s wind swirled through the entry, sending snowflakes dancing. As if borne on their wings, Julian Mayes stepped into the house.

Under a top hat touched by white, his red-gold hair curled naturally around his handsome face. Warm brown eyes welcomed all he saw. Those shoulders and calves required no tailor’s art or artifice for improvement. He moved with a grace that said he feared no one and nothing. He was, all in all, perfection.

Mary drew in a breath and stepped forward to meet her future.

*
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He was late. Fashionably late, his friends at Eton would have teased him. In some circles, he would have been praised for the trait—such ennui, such polished sophistication. He’d certainly cultivated the veneer. When one was only the son of a country squire, one needed something to stand out against all those titles, that wealth. Yes, he could have strolled insouciantly into the hall as if he owned the place.

Only it was Mrs. Rose and Mary, and they deserved better.

He almost hadn’t come. His parents had been unwilling to brave the snow. They were getting on in years now. And it wasn’t as if he and Mary were the friends they’d been as children. It had been months since he’d last seen her. That hadn’t stopped his mother from adjusting his top hat before he’d left the house.

“May I hope for good news?” she’d asked, brown eyes eager.

“I am in no position to seek a wife, Mother,” he’d reminded her.

Her mouth had dipped, but he could not satisfy her longings. A fellow ought to be able to offer a lady a home, an income to support it. He had only just landed an apprenticeship with a highly regarded solicitor in London. And while he had always enjoyed Mary’s company, she was several years his junior, having only recently left the schoolroom. Surely she had plans for her debut in London this coming Season. He certainly had plans for the next step in his life, and that did not include taking a wife.

But one look at the beauty regarding him from across the entry hall nearly changed his mind.

Her raven hair was swept up high, secured by pearl-headed combs. The gleam in her lavender-colored eyes could only be called challenging. And the white velvet dress betrayed curves he hadn’t remembered.

If he hadn’t been so determined to play the peer, he might have stared.

As it was, he strode forward. “Mrs. Rose, Miss Rose, thank you for your invitation. Happy Christmas.”

“Happy Christmas, Mr. Mayes,” her mother said, forcing his gaze to her. The change in her was even more pronounced. He remembered her round-cheeked smiles, the brambleberry pie she’d encouraged him to gorge on, her laughter at his stories. Now her lamp had dimmed, her body thinned, until she was a shadow of her former self.

As if to hide this fact, Mary darted in front of her mother. “Happy Christmas, Julian.” She looked over his head expectantly.

Had someone else come in behind him? Julian turned but saw only the elderly butler, whose gaze was also high over his head. What had he missed?

“Miss Rose.” The whining voice made her name sound like a complaint. Chester Godwin wandered out of the great hall. He too had changed since their childhood, but Julian could not admire the new look. Already one shoulder pad was slipping backward, making him appear lopsided. 

“Miss Rose,” he repeated as if he hadn’t noticed Julian standing there. “Do come in and save me from these country nobodies.”

Funny. Godwin had been raised among these country nobodies. It seemed Julian wasn’t the only one trying to appear above his station.

Mary took the interruption more pointedly. Her eyes flashed as she lowered her gaze to skewer her guest. “I shall be along in a moment, Mr. Godwin.”

“We’ll both come,” her mother said. “I believe that’s all, Cowls. Join me, Mary.”

Julian could almost feel the tension in Mary. She seemed rooted to the spot, her gaze veering from her mother to him and back again. 

The butler moved in behind Mrs. Rose, and Julian realized she sat in an invalid chair. The butler managed the wheeled contraption toward the great hall. Godwin fell in beside it. Still Mary didn’t budge.

Julian offered her his arm. “If I may.”

She sighed as if giving up, then put her hand on his. “Thank you. But we must speak at your earliest convenience. Privately.”

Interesting. From his observations, ladies generally only wanted a private word with a solicitor for two reasons: to get themselves out of trouble or into it. Surely Mary had no need for legal representation. If she had, her mother would likely have hired a more seasoned advocate. 

That meant she must have something planned for this party. It appeared he wasn’t much changed after all, for he could hardly wait to learn what mischief was coming and how he could play a part.
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Chapter Two
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Any hope of a tête-à-tête Mary might have had was doomed the moment she and Julian moved into the great hall. She simply had too many guests congregated in the space. Like the entry hall, the walls here were covered in squares of dark wood paneling. But the massive white stone fireplace, the lintel carved with scenes of harvest, brightened the long, low-ceilinged room, as did the brass sconces affixed to the walls. The crimson carpet in the center of the polished wood floor matched the chief color of the tapestry over the hearth. With everything draped in holly and ivy, she could not have asked for a more festive setting.

Now her guests stood or sat in groups, members flitting back and forth, conversation ebbing and flowing like waves. Her mother had positioned herself just inside the door, her gaze darting to Mary and a frown marking her brow. Did she suspect her daughter was ready to ignore everyone for one special man?

“May I have your attention?” For all his regal and calm bearing, Cowls could certainly make his presence known when needed. Around Mary, voices quieted, people stilled. He stepped back, and her mother stood. Mary hoped she was the only one who noticed the tremor in that gentle voice.

“Thank you all again for joining us in our Christmas tradition,” she said, gazing around at the assembled group. “I know we generally celebrate outdoors, but some of us have made the acquaintance of a warm spot by the fire on a cold day and found it pleasing.”

Several of the older guests chuckled.

“Never fear,” she continued. “My Mary and our staff will be hosting the outdoor activities while I hold court here in the great hall. We have ice skates for the pond and warm robes for the sleigh ride, and I believe some gentlemen are particularly eager for the snowball fight.”

“Not just the gentlemen,” their neighbor Mrs. Garvey called while her husband rubbed his hands together in anticipation. The pair regularly trounced their neighbors at the annual event.

“Remember there will be hot cider, roasted chestnuts, frosted sugar biscuits, gingerbread, and other treats here in the great hall,” her mother finished, “along with a roaring fire and good company to warm you when you tire of chasing winter. Mrs. Pomfrey and her sisters have agreed to regale us with songs of the season later. Please enjoy.”

Everyone began moving then. Some closed in on her mother to settle themselves for a long talk. Others hurried for the entry hall, where the footman and Mr. Cowls were helping people back into their coats and hats. She would never manage a moment alone, much less a kiss, with Julian. But she didn’t have to abandon him entirely.

“What do you prefer?” she asked him.

His look would ward off any chill. “To be at your side.”

Mary nodded. “Outdoors, then.”

She went to don her winter cloak, a voluminous scarlet wool with a black velvet hood and trim. She turned to allow the footman to slip it over her shoulders, and a breath brushed her ear. 

“Allow me,” Julian said.

A shiver went through her as he draped the cloak about her shoulders. Despite the crowds around them, she glanced up once more at the kissing bough. But Julian had turned to help another lady. 

And Mary had a duty.

The snow had stopped falling, she saw as she ventured outside. Like muslin, white sheets draped tree and field. Their gardener had swept the snow off the pond, and the ice glittered darkly under the heavy sky. She pointed one group toward the sleigh that stood waiting, the horses’ breath fogging the air, and another group toward the lawn, where two industrious youths were already fashioning snowballs. Though he remained at her side, Julian kept glancing toward the pond. Skating, then. Gliding along, arm in arm, their steps matching as they used to do when they were younger. How romantic. Another shiver went through her.

“Cold?” Julian asked, taking a step closer.

Not with him so near. Those eyes were all encouragement, his mouth turned up and head cocked as if he were ready to listen to anything she cared to impart. He was going to be an excellent solicitor. Already she wanted to confess her hopes.

“It will pass,” Mary assured him. “Would you care to skate?”

“Delighted.” He offered her his arm, and they walked over to the wrought-iron bench overlooking the pond. Already another couple swept past on the ice. Grooms stood by to strap the steel blades onto footwear. In moments, Mary was out on the glassy surface with Julian at her side. The cool air nipped her cheeks as they set off. 

Oh, to always feel this free. It took the merest pressure to sail along. The evergreens alongside the pond flashed by, dusky against the silver of the pond and sky. Julian matched her stride, though he kept his hands behind his back, as if for balance. 

“Was it last year you raced me to the end of the pond?” he asked, a twinkle in his eyes.

“And won,” Mary reminded him.

“You’ve changed since then,” he said.

Perhaps not as much as she’d thought, for the urge was impossible to resist. “I could still beat you.”

“You’re on.” He glided to the closest end of the pond and turned. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he called, warm baritone cutting through the cold air. Everyone else in the area turned to listen. “I have challenged the current skating champion of this fair acre to a race, and she has graciously agreed. Kindly clear the way.”

Other skaters pushed for either side of the pond, leaving the center empty. The artificial waterway ran along most of the front of the white stone house and into the garden, perhaps fifty yards. She’d raced the distance dozens of times over the years. This time, the thrill was sharper, deeper.

She glanced at Julian, who grinned back.

“I would be delighted to start you,” Lady Eva said from the edge of the pond.

“You are too kind,” Julian acknowledged.

She raised one arm. “On my mark—three, two, one, go!” She dropped her arm, and Mary pushed off as Julian flashed past her, greatcoat billowing.

She pushed harder, digging into the ice. She had to catch him, prove to him she was his equal. Head down, legs pumping, she matched him, passed him. His laughter chased her down the pond to the scratch of metal on ice. People called her name and his, encouraging. She reached the farthest bank and whirled just short of the rhododendrons clustered there. Julian skidded to a stop beside her.

“Still the reigning champion,” he declared, taking her gloved hand and holding it high. Cheers and applause echoed around her.

She drew in a breath and closed her eyes as Julian lowered his head toward hers.

One kiss. One kiss, and he’ll know. 

“I suppose I should congratulate you as well.”

Mary’s eyes snapped open in time to see Julian straightening to regard her cousin, standing next to the rhododendrons, the green framing his round face. Nigel’s eyes were narrowed, his mouth a thin line. Oh, why now!

“I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure,” Nigel said. “Introduce us, Cousin.”

Propriety rather than his demand suggested she comply. “Mr. Julian Mayes, may I present my cousin, Mr. Nigel Rose.”

Julian inclined his head. “Mr. Rose.”

Her cousin barely nodded. “Sir. Why are you monopolizing my cousin?”

Mary drew herself up. “Mr. Mayes is hardly monopolizing me. We were enjoying the ice together.”

Julian drew closer as if to protect her. “I’m sure your cousin spoke only from concern. You have no need to worry, sir. Miss Rose and I are old friends.”

With the possibility of becoming so much more if Nigel would just leave be.

“Mr. Mayes.” Lady Eva waved at them. “You are so good on the ice. Would you assist me?”

He glanced at her and back at Mary, and she could feel his indecision. He wanted to stay with her, but a gentleman did not refuse a lady help, especially when he must know she was affianced to his closest friend.

“I’ll rejoin you shortly,” Mary promised.

With a last look at Nigel, Julian skated over to help Lady Eva.

Her cousin frowned after him. “Interesting fellow. A solicitor, I understand. Why would you need one?”

So she had him worried. If only the physician would react the same way. “As Julian said, we are longtime friends.”

Both his chins jiggled as he turned to look at her. “Julian, is it? I must have a word with your mother. You are far too young to be calling gentlemen by their first names.” 

Before she could stop him, he strode toward the house. She couldn’t very well follow without removing her skates and leaving Julian behind. Well, let Nigel tell tales. The important thing was to bring Julian up to scratch. She had to remember that.

She turned and spotted him at the other end of the pond now, helping an older lady gain her balance. Lady Eva glided in beside her, as confident on the ice as she was on land.

“So that’s the gentleman you spoke of at school,” she said with a nod in Julian’s direction. 

Mary sighed. “I used to dream of him proposing, but not today, it seems.”

Lady Eva made a moue. “You can’t expect him to go down on bended knee under these conditions. You need a more congenial setting.”

“I agree. I designed the kissing bough in the entry for his benefit.”

“Bold.” Her friend looked suitably impressed. “You need only encourage him to return to the house with you. The entry hall should be empty. Perhaps you should grow faint from the cold.”

“I’ve never fainted in my life,” Mary informed her. “Besides, he’d think me weak.”

Lady Eva shook her head, pale curls bright inside her ermine-lined hood. “Catching the attention of the right suitor requires subterfuge, cunning.”

Mary stared at her. “Is that how you became engaged to Lord Thalston?”

“That and other approaches,” Lady Eva said. “Make no mistake—one does not become betrothed to a duke’s heir without careful planning.” She glanced at Julian again. He was applauding a lad’s first attempt on the ice, to the youth’s red-cheeked delight. “Though perhaps a solicitor needn’t be so exacting in his expectations for a wife.”

She felt as if she’d slipped through the ice on the pond. “You sound like my cousin.”

“Well, you needn’t be unkind,” Lady Eva said, turning to her again. “I was only trying to help. Here, watch me.” She threw back her head and gave a husky laugh, as if Mary had said something tremendously witty. Everyone in the area, including Julian, glanced their way.

“Mr. Mayes,” Lady Eva called. “When next do you expect to see my intended, Lord Thalston?”

Julian excused himself and came to join them. Their race had brought the color out in his cheeks, and his brown eyes showed to advantage over his charcoal-colored greatcoat. Mary raised her head and fluttered her lashes. 

He was focused on her friend. “On Boxing Day,” he said. “Thalston and I hope to ride before I return to London, if the roads are clear enough. But please allow me to offer you my congratulations. He has spoken of you in the most glowing terms.”

“Indeed,” she said. “I am the most fortunate of brides. I wish all my friends to be as happy.” She smiled at Mary.

Mary smiled at Julian.

He examined the middle button on his greatcoat.

“You look cold, Mary,” Lady Eva said. “You should go inside and warm up. Mr. Mayes, I know I can count on you to see she reaches the house safely.”

She made it sound as if the fifty or so feet were a great distance filled with gaping chasms. But Julian offered Mary his arm, and they skated to the edge of the pond, where he took off his skates and helped her with hers.

Large hands, capable hands. Hands that held her future.

He glanced up at her. “Something wrong?”

“No,” Mary assured him. “Shall we?”

As Lady Eva had suggested, the entry hall was empty as they came through the door. Heart pounding in her ears, Mary drew him to the exact spot with the kissing bough overhead, then tipped up her chin. “Julian?”

“Miss Mary?”

Mary held back her puff of vexation as she turned to the footman who was approaching. Some of what she was feeling must have shown on her face, however, for he drew up short.

“Your mother wished a word,” he said before swallowing.

Would she never have her moment? “Excuse me,” she said to Julian before heading into the great hall and her mother’s side.
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Julian shook his head. What was it about Mary today? He had the feeling he ought to follow her.

To the ends of the earth.

The door opened, and Lady Evangeline swept in. They had met once, at his friend Thalston’s instigation. After all, as the daughter of a duke, Lady Evangeline had no need to make the acquaintance of a lowly solicitor, unless he happened to be friends with her betrothed. Then as now, she was ethereally beautiful, but she appeared as cold as the weather outside. The current duke and his wife had chosen her to marry his friend, so Thalston didn’t have much choice. Though at times he envied Thalston his position and wealth, at least Julian could marry whom he liked.

“Has Mary left you alone?” she asked, moving closer.

“Temporarily, I’m sure,” he answered. “Her mother had need of her.”

“I’m certain she’s eager to return to your side. She is very clever, our Mary. She’d never leave a gentleman like you alone for long.”

She almost made Mary sound like a fortune hunter. The only problem was, he had no fortune. 

Just then Mary came out of the great hall, and Lady Evangeline waved her closer. “What a dutiful daughter you are,” she said as Mary joined them. “I was sorry to see your mother so unwell. Will this illness pass soon?”

Mary glanced back toward the great hall. “Not soon enough, I fear. Already she’s tiring.”

“Ah. Pity. Perhaps Mr. Mayes can advise you.” Her gaze brushed him as she turned toward the doorway herself. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll cheer her. It is only my duty as the future duchess.” She moved off.

“Will she speak to any of us once she’s wed?” Julian mused with a shake of his head.

“I imagine she’ll be too busy for visiting,” Mary answered, watching her friend. “Her new position will have many responsibilities, and she is trained to perform them well. Lord Thalston must be delighted to be marrying such a paragon.”

Scared out of his wits, more like, but Julian couldn’t tell her that and betray a confidence. “Their families account it an excellent match.”

She turned to glance up at him through raven lashes. “And what of you, sir? What do you look for in a wife?”

Julian laughed. “I don’t look for a wife at all.”

She put her hand on his arm as she stepped closer. “What? A handsome fellow like you? Surely the ladies must be sobbing into their tea in London.”

With those lavender eyes gazing up at him so adoringly, he found it hard to remember there were any other ladies on the planet, much less London. “You’ve grown up.”

She fluttered her lashes. “You noticed.”

Was this show purely for his benefit? Why did he feel like preening?

“You’ll have your pick of suitors when you go up to London this Season,” he predicted.

“And if I’ve already made my pick?”

Just as he had on the pond, he found himself leaning closer. “He is a very fortunate fellow.”

Those rose-colored lips inched higher. “Ah, if only he would speak, convince me of his devotion.”

Dangerous territory. She might not have a father or brother to demand to know his intentions, but she was a lady through and through. He had no right to dally and no consequence to offer more.

“Perhaps he has reason to remain silent,” he said. 

“What could I say, what could I do, to convince him otherwise?”

The door blew open, and Chester Godwin tumbled into the entry hall. Shaking melting snow off his greatcoat, he started forward.

“Ah, Miss Rose, Mayes, you are an island in a sea of tedium.” He glanced at each of them as if awaiting praise for his turn of phrase.

“If only I could find you a boat,” Mary said with an unconvincing smile. 

Godwin missed the sarcasm. “I have another conveyance in mind. Miss Rose, might I convince you to ride with me in the sleigh?”

Mary linked her arm with Julian’s as if to anchor herself to his side. “And abandon Mr. Mayes? I would never be so cruel.”

Godwin made a sad face. “Thoroughly bored, are you, Mayes? Can’t blame you. It’s not like these country affairs can hold much interest for men of the world like us.”

Julian was ashamed to admit a similar thought had crossed his mind that morning. Had he truly become so jaded?

“There is something endearingly sweet about the quiet of Surrey,” he said with a look to Mary.

Her nod was approving. But over her shoulder he spotted her butler approaching. Julian detached himself as the grey-haired fellow bent to murmur something in Mary’s ear. She excused herself to follow him into the great hall. Godwin moved to take her place next to Julian.

“Sweet little thing, ain’t she?” he drawled.

Julian kept his look respectful. “I have only admiration for Mrs. Rose and her daughter.”

“Oh, to be sure,” Godwin said, hitching his greatcoat closer. “I am considering offering for her.”

Every muscle in his body tightened, and he had to stop himself from grabbing the fellow by his pretentiously tied cravat and giving him a shake. What was wrong with him? Godwin was well heeled, with an estate nearby, so Mary would be supported in surroundings she knew and loved if she married him. With her will and intelligence, she might even be able to guide Godwin into less boorish behavior.

Yet the idea of this creature marrying his Mary raised bile in the back of his throat.

“Only considering?” he asked, careful to use a nonconfrontational tone. 

Godwin shrugged. The movement must have caused his shoulder pads to slip, for he began to grow a hump on his back. “She is lovely, of course. Her mother is well known in the area.” He lowered his voice and ducked his head. “But she hasn’t a feather to fly with. When her mother dies, which sadly appears to be soon, she won’t even have a home. Her cousin inherits everything.”

Julian glanced to where Nigel Rose was scuffing his toe against the carpet as if to determine how much nap remained. He vaguely remembered his parents discussing how Mrs. Rose had the house only during her lifetime. If she passed before her daughter wed, what happened to Mary? He couldn’t see her cousin being particularly openhanded.

Was Mary’s future in danger? 
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Chapter Three
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Mary was just heading back to the entry hall—after addressing Mr. Cowl’s question as to whether to put the candied gingerbread house out on the refreshment table and asking him to add more cinnamon sticks to the cider—when Lady Eva drifted to her side. She had greatly admired the older girl in school. Lady Eva was regal, composed. Her full name—Evangeline—was wonderfully romantic. Mary had always wished her name was more colorful—Meredith, perhaps, or Melisandre. In school, Lady Eva could do no wrong. That she’d pursued an acquaintance with Mary had seemed an honor. Mary was a little taken aback by her friend’s calculating comments today.

“Well?” Lady Eva asked now. “Are you making progress?”

“No,” Mary admitted. “I was bolder than I’ve ever been, and all he did was wish me well.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Disappointing. You may have to resort to more drastic measures. He is honorable, I take it?”

Mary frowned at her. “Certainly. Why would you ask?”

“Because only honorable men propose when they think they’ve ruined a lady.”

Mary gasped. Several guests glanced their way. Cheeks heating, she drew Lady Eva closer to the window overlooking the pond, where couples skimmed along arm in arm. 

“Ruined?” she murmured. “Julian Mayes would never compromise my reputation.”

“Not without encouragement,” Lady Eva agreed.

“I couldn’t . . . I wouldn’t . . .” Mary sputtered.

Lady Eva put her hand on her arm. “There, now. I’ve shocked you. Forgive me. But you said you wanted to marry him. Some gentlemen take considerable persuasion beyond our beauty, wit, and talents.”

“Not that kind of persuasion,” Mary insisted. 

“It depends on the gentleman.” Lady Eva dropped her hold. “And how badly you wish to wed.”

Mary glanced at her mother, who seemed to have slumped lower. “It is imperative.”

“Then only you can decide how far you’re willing to go,” Lady Eva said. “I will give you one more piece of advice. If you love him, if you want to marry him, don’t wait to tell him. Circumstances may force you to make another, less satisfying choice.”

The conviction in her voice could only have come from experience. Mary’s heart softened. “If you truly don’t want to marry Lord Thalston, cry off.”

Her gaze went off into the middle distance. “One does not cry off from marrying the heir to a duke. I know my duty.”

Several of the older women approached then, to offer Lady Eva their congratulations, and she smiled graciously and thanked them. Her composure never cracked once. If Mary had been forced to wed a man she didn’t love to meet her mother’s and Society’s expectations, she would be raging at the sky.

Or thinking of a way out of it.

Surely that’s where she needed to put her energies now. She had lost her initial opportunity with Julian under the kissing bough and been thwarted on the ice. Her responsibilities to her guests would make additional contact challenging, but she refused to follow Lady Eva’s advice about compromise. That was no way to show her feelings for a fellow.

And she did have strong feelings. She’d admired Julian since she was a girl. Whenever he and Lord Thalston were home from Eton, they would ride past Rose Hill nearly every afternoon, and she’d run to the gate at the end of the drive to watch for them. At times, she was certain that anyone looking would wonder which was the duke’s son and which the son of local gentry. She’d imagined riding with them, talking of important things, being recognized as their friend.

Then one day Julian had arrived at the door, accompanied by his parents. While his mother and father visited with her mother, she had been given the task of showing him about the estate, a groom following dutifully behind them. Her words had tripped over each other as she’d tried to talk to him, and he’d nodded and listened as if taking her as seriously as he would the prince. From then on, he visited whenever he was home, taking her riding, driving. They skated arm in arm in winter and picked berries for her mother’s famous pie in the summer.

When she’d turned fifteen, he’d even accompanied her to the local assembly, where she was allowed to dance even though she wouldn’t be considered out until she went to London for her Season. Some of the local ladies whispered that he was besotted. Mary didn’t believe it. Their activities were too companionable, their discussions more philosophical than romantic.

“Why do you come so often?” she’d asked him one day after he’d eaten no less than two slices of the brambleberry pie her mother loved to bake while Cook was busy with other matters. “Surely you have better things to do.”

“Better than spend time with you?” he’d challenged.

When she’d stared at him, he’d grinned. “Besides, your mother makes the best brambleberry pie in Surrey.”

Mary had puffed out a sigh. “I’m sure she’d be happy to give your mother the recipe.”

He’d leaned forward. “Ah, but then I wouldn’t have an excuse to visit.”

Slippery then and slippery now. She could not be sure of him, only that she needed his strength to protect her mother. He’d be home through Boxing Day, just two days away. And she wouldn’t go up to London for her Season until after Easter. Her mother needed help now.

She squared her shoulders and turned for the entry hall. Though only a short distance away, she had to stop and commiserate with Mr. Fallman over his gout and compare stillroom recipes for chafed hands with Mrs. Pomfrey. She joked and laughed and listened and praised her way forward, inching ever closer to where Julian and Chester Godwin were standing in the entry hall, deep in conversation. 

Funny. She’d never thought Chester particularly deep. What were the two of them talking about so earnestly?
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Through the door to the great hall, Julian watched as Mary moved from group to group, leaving smiles in her wake. She’d always known how to talk to people—when to cheer, offer advice, or show compassion. She would have made an excellent solicitor.

And a miserable wife to Chester Godwin.

He nearly winced at the realization. If Godwin was right and Mary would be in dire straits should anything happen to her mother, marriage might be her best security. But surely she could do better than Godwin!

“A dowry isn’t as important as the woman you marry,” he told the fellow now. “But I doubt Mary Rose would make you happy.”

Godwin stopped in mid-scratch and stared at him. “Truly? Why?”

“Highly opinionated,” Julian confided. “And not afraid to share those opinions. Why, I remember not so long about she called my horse a cob.”

Godwin reared back. “She criticized your horse?”

With good reason. When he had last visited, she’d pointed out that, since leaving home, he had come back each time with an animal of poorer quality. She was quite right. The nags were all he could afford at the moment. He’d beg a better mount from his parents before returning to London.

“And she once told me the fold in my cravat was disgraceful,” Julian added for good measure.

Godwin goggled.

“Because it was,” Mary said, joining them. “It was his first attempt, you see, Mr. Godwin. He wouldn’t even allow his father’s valet to help him. I fear it was a crumpled waterfall by the time he reached the assembly hall.”

His consequence had been equally crumpled, until she’d laughed and found a footman to help him. He couldn’t see Godwin appreciating such intervention.

“Still, Miss Rose,” the fellow protested now, “to insult a man’s attire. It just isn’t done.”

“Which would you prefer, sir?” she asked. “That I speak up and prevent a friend from looking like a fool or that I remain silent and ensure he will look foolish?”

“Well, I . . .” He adjusted his cravat, then hastily dropped his hand. “I believe it wiser to be silent.”

“Then I shall cease speaking to you,” Mary said. “Since you value silence so highly.”

He opened his mouth, shut it, then cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon. I’m sure I never . . .”

Mary had pity on him. With her sweetest look, she lay a hand on his arm. “There, now, Mr. Godwin. I never meant to put you to the blush. Like Mr. Mayes, you are one of my oldest acquaintances. Are you enjoying this year’s party?”

His smile eased into sight. “Yes, thank you.” He seemed to recall he was supposed to be above such country pastimes, for he straightened, causing the shirt points to drop below his earlobes for once. “That is, I find it quite tolerable for Surrey hospitality.”

“Such praise. I’m sure Mr. Mayes’s presence has helped. What an interesting conversation you two were having. Whatever prompted you to discuss every silly thing I did as a girl?”

“He did it,” Godwin said with a nod at Julian. “I would never discuss a lady’s foibles.”

“Of course not.” Her gaze veered to Julian. “And you, sir?”

As if he saw a fight coming, Godwin excused himself and fled.

Julian chuckled. “Well, that’s one way to be rid of him.”

“You haven’t answered my question,” Mary pointed out.

“Perhaps I’ve learned the value of silence as well.”

She laughed. “Oh, come now, Julian. Tell all. What possessed you to drag out our past?”

“I find it a commendable past,” he said. “Neither of us has ever shied away from direct conversation. We both enjoy riding, skating. We share a concern for our neighbors.”

Her smile softened. “We have much in common.” Her gaze drifted upward again, but he saw no reason to look to the heavens.

He took Mary’s hand. “And my concern now is for you. Admit it—you are working too hard at your own party. You refused Godwin’s offer of a sleigh ride. What if I should offer myself in his place? You indicated you wanted a private conversation.” And, at the moment, so did he.

Her gaze came down, and she nodded, then motioned to the footman to bring them their wraps once more.

Julian tucked her hand in his arm as they moved toward the door. It was a gesture of courtesy, one he’d employed countless times. Why was he suddenly so aware of it and her? Her skirts swished against his boots; her gloved fingers brushed his sleeve; her sigh whispered past his ear.

“It appears we missed our opportunity,” she said as they stopped outside.

He forced his gaze from admiring her creamy skin to the empty drive, where two other couples awaited the return of the sleigh. “Perhaps a stroll through your kingdom then, your majesty,” he teased.

She put her nose in the air. “I am used to more sycophantic attendants, but I suppose we can contrive, sir.”

With a laugh, Julian led her across the drive and into the garden. Their gardener must have cleared the path, for the snow was mounded on either side of the meandering flagstone walkway. A shriek of laughter from the pond told of frolics. Shouts from the lawn beyond promised the beginning of the snowball fight. Snow was falling again, drifting down to sparkle like stars on her lashes.

“What would you tell me, Mary?” he asked.

In answer, she stopped by a tree, put her back against the bark, and gazed up at him with lavender eyes so filled with hope he wondered if there was a dragon he could slay for her.

“Oh, Julian,” she murmured. 

He leaned closer to hear what else she might say, but that only meant he was closer to those rosy lips. One kiss, to celebrate the day? One kiss, to show her he would always care? 

One kiss might not be enough.

Something white flashed past his face, and Julian jerked upright even as Mary gasped.
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Chapter Four
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Mary had been waiting, hoping, praying, for Julian’s lips to meet hers. Against all odds, they’d found a moment of quiet during the party. Then—smack! Cold exploded against her cheek, and white obscured her vision.

She blinked away the snow as the rest of the ball tumbled down her cloak. Julian had straightened away from her and was scowling in the direction of the lawn.

“Godwin,” he growled. “I can see those mismatched shoulders attempting to skulk away. We cannot allow him to escape.”

Much as she could wish Chester to the depths of the Canadian wilderness at the moment, she had to agree. Such behavior called for retaliation. She accepted Julian’s hand, and they ducked out from under the tree and ran in pursuit.

The lawn was a battlefield. Mr. and Mrs. Garvey and their sons were lined up with backs to the pond as if to defend the skaters, while others advanced from the far side, using the trees on the east and west as cover. White balls streaked through the air. Laughter vied for supremacy with cries of vengeance. Chester stood at the edge of the melee, both hands up and calf pads knocked to the front so that he appeared to have four knees.

“It was an accident,” he declared. “I meant to hit Mayes.”

“Such things happen,” Mary allowed, bending to scoop up a handful of snow. “But turnabout is fair play.”

Chester stiffened his spine and faced straight ahead. “I will endeavor to take it like a man. Do your worst.”

Mary packed the ball, but Julian put his hand over hers. “Allow me. I was his target, and I cannot abide a slight to a lady.”

Mary intended to refuse. She was perfectly capable of hurling a snowball, accurately and with sufficient force. But Chester paled, turned, and ran.

Mary snatched her hand away from Julian’s. “After him!”

They darted between the lines, ducking under balls, dodging combatants. She was hit in the shoulder, the thigh. Her cloak was soon clumped with snow. Julian’s hat went flying. She was laughing so hard she could scarcely remain upright.

On the far side of the lawn, faced with the line of trees that edged the property, Chester turned and held up his hands once more. His face was red, and every part of him was askew, but the air of haughty sophistication had gone, and he grinned like the boy she remembered.

“Pax!” he pleaded. “I’ve been hit a dozen times in penalty for the one I threw. Can we call a truce?”

Julian glanced at Mary. “What do you say, Your Majesty? Mercy on the enemy?”

“On the enemy, never,” Mary declared, and Chester’s face fell. “But on a friend, always.”

Smiling sheepishly, he came forward and shook Julian’s hand, then bowed over Mary’s.

She twitched her cloak to dislodge some of the snow. “What are our chances of returning to the house unscathed?”
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