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Can the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society help a scarred war veteran rediscover his ability to love?

Christopher Pennyston, the most beautiful boy at school, the most handsome man of the ton, returns from war horribly scarred. Forcing himself to return to London to care for his injured batman, he is devastated by people cringing at the sight of his disfigurement. But his biggest shock comes when a beautiful volunteer nurse ignores his scar and ignites his heart. 

Ellen Aston, Lady Moreton, has devoted her life tending to others. After being told that her husband had been killed in the Napoleonic war, she turns her energy to caring for wounded soldiers. But despite her devotion to her injured wards, she yearns to find a way to break out of her humdrum life. The spark comes from an intriguing stranger, who lights the embers of her heart. 

The Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society has to carefully play their hand, to help a woman eager to discover the world find love with a man who wants to hide from it. 
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Dramatis Personae

 

*Member, the Ladies’ Wagering Whist Society

 

A Hand for the Duke:

*Christianne Ayres (previously Lady Norman): Founding member 

Liam Ayres, Lord Ayres: Christianne’s husband and Tina’s father.

Tina Bronley, Duchess of Warwick, née Rowan: Christianne and Liam’s natural daughter. (A former modiste)

Robert Bronley, Duke of Warwick

 

Jack of Diamonds:

*Lydia Welles, Lady Welles, née Sheffield 

John Welles, Lord Welles

 

The Games She Played:

*Diana Crowther, Lady Colburne, née Hemshawe

Andrew Crowther, Lord Colburne: a physician

 

A Trick of Mirrors: 

* Claire Tyne, Lady Blakemore

Beatrice Adler, Lady St. Vincent, née Kendrick: Lady Blakemore’s niece. 

Paul Adler, Lord St. Vincent

Isabelle Pike, Lady Conway, née Kendrick: Lady Blakemore’s niece.

Edward Pike, Lord Conway

 

A Bid for Romance: 

*Alys, Lady Gorling (previously Duchess of Kendell)

Margaret Douglass, Lady Rossburk, née Bronley: Warwick’s sister. 

James Douglass, Marquess of Rossburk: School friend of Joshua Powell.

 

An Affair of Hearts:

*Penelope, Duchess of Bolton (previously Mrs. Aldridge)

Duke of Bolton

Elizabeth Aldridge, née Adler: Lord St. Vincent’s step-mother.

Charles Aldridge: Duchess of Bolton’s son, watchmaker, and businessman.

 

Love in Spades:

*Cynthia Montley, Lady Sorrell

Cassia Benton: Lady Sorrell’s sister

Archer Fitzwalter

 

A Token of Love:

*Ellen Aston, Lady Moreton

Christopher Pennyston, Lord Pennyston

Amelia Rutledge: Lord Moreton’s aunt who’s just come back from America

Harold Sherman: cloth manufacturer from Leicester

 

King of Clubs:

Joshua Powell, Lord Wickford: owner Powell’s Club for Gentlemen. 

Gwendolyn Sherman: Harold Sherman’s daughter
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~April 8, 1808~

 

Ellen Aston, Viscountess Moreton, walked into St. Camillus Hospital for Wounded Veterans and took in a deep breath. The intense smell of human bodies, blood, and despair was tempered only slightly by an underlying waft of lemon and alcohol that were used as cleaning agents. Was it odd that Ellen could feel her shoulders relax? Was it disturbing that this was where she felt happiest, amongst the wounded?

This was her work and her passion. This was where she felt whole. She was needed and busy. There were no gossips whispering behind their fans while giving her strange looks from the corner of their eyes. There were no gentlemen to approach her and then suddenly turn and walk in the other direction.

There were men who had risked their lives for their country. There was pain, yes, but it was usually understandable. Frequently, it was even something she could help relieve with a dose of laudanum or even just a hand to hold or an ear to listen to tales of valor and woe. Here there were trained doctors and nurses doing unspeakable things, all in an effort to ease the suffering of the men brought here from the continent. It was usually the last stop before the men either returned to their homes, into the arms of their loved ones or, sadly and too often, to their local church’s burial ground to be laid to rest with their ancestors.

Sometimes it was Ellen’s own determination that might make the difference in which direction a man went, and it was that which brought her back here two, sometimes three times a week, to spend the day tending to the men. And so today, after taking in a deep breath, she took off her pelisse, her hat, and gloves and went to wash her hands as she did every time she came to the hospital.

“Oh, Lady Moreton, I am so happy to see you here today,” Nurse Mary Cotswold said as she rushed past.

Ellen shook the water from her hands as she quickly followed the woman who was always on the run. “Good morning to you, Mrs. Cotswold. Please tell me where I may be of assistance today.”

“We had another new batch arrive yesterday evening. I haven’t yet had a chance to match names and beds. Could I please ask you to do so?” the small woman asked with a glance over her shoulder.

“Yes, of course! I’ll get the book and get right to it,” Ellen said, changing directions and heading off to the office where the official book of patients was kept. Each man got a page in the book where his progress would be tracked, but someone had to get as much information about each man as possible to begin with. Of course, many would come with orders or papers of their own, but everything had to be noted in the book. It was a job Ellen particularly liked because it gave her a chance to get to know each man who came through.

She grabbed the ledger and a small pot of ink, pulling her own quill out of her reticule. A quick look around the ward led her to the bed of the first newcomer.

Pulling up the little stool that stood next to the bed, she smiled comfortingly at the man lying there. His eyes were closed, but Ellen didn’t think he was asleep. “Good morning,” she said softly. “I’m Lady Moreton. Could you tell me who you are?”

She had spoken with half a dozen men and had just started with a pale, dark-haired man with blue eyes laced with pain when the man on his far side spoke up. “I say! You’re Lord Major Percival’s man, aren’t you?”

The man who’d just introduced himself as Sergeant Frederick Jones turned wide eyes to the fellow next to him. “I am,” he said with a slight hesitancy to his voice.

“He shouldn’t be here!” the man said to Ellen, his face beginning to turn red. “I am Lord Captain Newbury, and I say he should not be here! This hospital is for officers, not the riffraff.”

Ellen shook her head and quickly placed a restraining hand on Sergeant Jones’ shoulder when he attempted to sit up. “I do beg your pardon, my lord, but this hospital is for wounded veterans, whether they are enlisted soldiers or commissioned officers such as yourself. We do not discriminate.”

“Well, you bloody-well should!” he snapped.

“Oy! Watch yer language in front of the lady!” Sergeant Jones protested.

“She’s not a lady, she’s a nurse or a-a-”

“I am Lady Moreton, my lord, a volunteer here, and I would appreciate your respect. Now, if you have a problem, I’m certain I can find some orderlies who can remove you to a bed farther away from Sergeant Jones,” Ellen said in a kind but firm voice.

“Move me? It’s him they should move!” the man said, clearly highly offended.

“No, it is you who are protesting. If you do not wish to be next to Sergeant Jones, it will be no problem at all to move you.” She stood to call the orderlies.

“I object to such treatment!” Lord Newsbury said. “I am a nobleman. Move the commoner!”

Once again, Sergeant Jones made a move to sit up, but Ellen quickly put her hand back onto his shoulder. She gave him a reassuring smile before turning back to the offensive gentleman. “Lord Newsbury…” she said, combing through her memory for the name.

“What?” the man said warily.

“I’m just trying to think whether I’ve met anyone from your family, perhaps at a society function?” she asked. She had heard the name before, and it wasn’t on good terms if she remembered correctly. She simply couldn’t recall the particulars.

He opened his mouth and then closed it again. “No. No, I don’t believe you would have. We, er, well, that is, my mother doesn’t attend society parties. Not since my sister was launched and—”

“Ah! That’s where I heard the name before! Your sister had, er, an unfortunate encounter with… who was it? The butler? Am I remembering that correctly?”

The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as he turned his eyes away.

“Right. I’m usually not much for gossip, but I do remember that one because it was so very unusual. One hears of young ladies running off with the odd footman but rarely a butler. He was much older than—”

“That’s enough! I understand what you are trying to do, and it’s not going to work! Despite the horrid scandal my sister was involved in, I will not lie next to a servant. I refuse!” the man said angrily.

“Very well,” she said with a shrug. She turned and waved to the two orderlies who were standing by the far wall, taking a much-needed break. The two burly men immediately came over.

“Yes, my lady?” one of them asked as they approached.

“George, I’m afraid Lord Newsbury is not happy with his current location. Could you please find him another?” she asked sweetly.

“Happy to, my lady.” George gave her a short bow and then went to Lord Newsbury’s side. His lordship was sputtering his objections, but George ignored him and scooped him up like a baby. The man screamed his indignation while Matthias, the other orderly, dealt with the falling bed linens.

George turned and strode away with the offensive and offended gentleman, taking him to the far corner of the ward near the drafty window. Ellen thought it fitting but knew he would soon be complaining about that too. Well, she would deal with that later. For now, she turned back to Sergeant Jones.

She sat back down on her little stool and settled her book into her lap. “Now then, Sergeant Jones—”

“You didn’t need to move ’im. I woulda moved,” Sergeant Jones said, giving her a grateful if slightly guilty smile.

“Absolutely not! You are here where it is warm and cozy, and that’s just where you should be. I do hope Lord Newsbury likes a cool breeze.” She gave Sergeant Jones a wink.

“That window leak?” he asked with a slight chuckle.

“You wouldn’t believe! It’s why we only put our problem patients next to it if we can help it.”

He shook his head. “That’s not very charitable,” he warned.

“No, it’s not,” Ellen admitted. “It does work, however. A few nights next to that window and, oddly enough, they find they’ve completely forgotten about whatever got them moved in the first place.”

Mr. Jones laughed. Sadly, it turned into a wince.

“Oh dear, are you in pain?” Ellen asked quickly.

“No… well, yes, but it’s me own fault. I shifted me leg when I laughed. Shouldn’t ha’ done that.”

She turned and noticed blood seeping through the white sheet covering his right leg. She jumped up and moved the sheet away. His leg was bandaged from his thigh all the way down to his ankle, and it was deep red in a couple places. It also looked filthy, as if it hadn’t been changed in much too long.

“Doctor said I was lucky I didn’t lose it. Badly cut up, it is,” Sergeant Jones said. He was up on his elbows, looking down at his leg.

“Which doctor said that?” Ellen asked.

“The one who saw me just before I was put on the boat at Calais.”

Ellen nodded. “And was that the last time this bandage was changed?”

“Er, yes. I think so. Might ’ave been before that, actually. I think they just took a look at it and then shipped me off,” Sergeant Jones said.

Ellen shook her head. “Well, let’s do something about that, shall we?” She gave him a reassuring smile and went off to get the first aid kit and a nurse to help clean his leg.

~*~

As his traveling coach approached Mayfair, Christopher, Viscount Pennyston, pulled up his shirt points as high as they would go and angled his head so only the right side of his face was showing. He was sure he would get used to doing this every time he had to go out into public. On the other hand, it had been nearly a year, and he still wasn’t used to the face that greeted him in his shaving mirror every morning. He still flinched every time he saw what he had become.

His mother had too. Every. Single. Time she’d seen him. Sometimes, he would catch the shudder; sometimes, it was simply her widened, fearful eyes which quickly changed to an expression of sorrow. Sometimes, she just couldn’t help herself and would press a fist to her mouth and mumble, “My beautiful boy. Oh, my poor, sweet beautiful boy.”

After a year, it had been too much. He couldn’t stand it any longer.

His father had simply stopped joining them for dinner whenever he knew Christopher would be there. He couldn’t even look at his first-born son anymore. He stayed locked up in his study or kept to his horse, riding around his estate—anything to avoid him. If they happened to end up in the same room, Lord Hershell spoke only of Samuel, Christopher’s younger brother. Christopher didn’t begrudge his brother; he’d always been their father’s favorite.

Never in his life would Christopher have thought to be happy to receive a letter telling him Freddie Jones had been injured and was on his way to London. He opened the letter once again, skimming through the now-familiar words.

“It is with deepest regret that I write to inform you that Freddie has been injured,” Lord Percival had written. He’d been a good friend, taking Freddie on as his own batman when Christopher had been injured. Clearly, though, Freddie had somehow been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Christopher didn’t know the details yet or how badly his old friend had been injured, but he’d find out.

Yes, he’d find Freddie and do everything he could for the man. Never had Christopher felt closer to a servant than he had with Freddie. He’d been a combination of father and best friend to a young officer, despite the fact there couldn’t have been more than ten years age difference between the men. He’d taken care of Christopher through so much for the past five years.

Freddie had wanted to come home with him when Christopher had been injured, but the army hadn’t allowed it. Instead, they’d insisted the man find another officer to work for. Christopher knew Percy would take good care of him, but somehow, poor Freddie had gotten injured.

Christopher’s thoughts were pulled away as his coach slowed and then came to a stop. He peeked out the window. Ah, Pennyston House, London home of Lord and Lady Hershell. It had never really been a home to Christopher. He’d only stayed here a few times when he’d been in school and for a brief time just before he’d joined the army, but it would be his for now.

The door opened just as he was scrunching down in his never-ending effort to hide his face.

The butler bowed low as Christopher came through the door. He winced when he saw all the servants were lined up in the hall to greet him. Why hadn’t he thought of this before he’d come? What an idiot he was!

“Welcome to Pennyston House, my lord,” the butler intoned. The man hadn’t yet looked up.

Christopher was doing what he could to only show the good side of his face, but it wasn’t always possible.

The housekeeper to his left let out a little whimper as she bobbed her curtsy, but quickly slapped a hand over her mouth.

At the same time, the butler, standing directly in front of him, lifted his eyes to Christopher’s face, and he, too, gasped in horror. He quickly got hold of himself, however, and cleared his throat. “I am Thompkins, my lord, and this is Mrs. Wright. We will be happy to serve you during your stay. May I introduce the rest of the staff to you?”

“I don’t know if that’s a good—” Christopher started. He reconsidered his words even as he spoke. Why hadn’t his mother sent word of his disfigurement when she’d informed the staff he was coming? Christopher supposed it was because she couldn’t even look at the still-pink scar that covered half his face, pulling and folding his cheek into an unnatural shape. In all likelihood, she couldn’t bring herself to write about it. Well, he supposed he might as well get this over with. He turned toward the footmen and maids waiting to greet him.

Eyes widened as they took in his visage, but it was the scream and subsequent fainting of a maid that had him ducking and turning his left cheek to his shoulder once again. His chest constricted in anger—not for the poor maid but for himself, for life, for circumstances, for bad luck. Whatever you wanted to call it that had led to his disfigurement.
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He had to say something. He had to power through this, didn’t he? No, damn it, he didn’t. They would just have to manage, somehow.

“I will be in my room,” he said, keeping his eyes firmly on the floor in front of him. He strode forward, taking the stairs two at a time.

“My lord, my lord, we’ve put you in the master’s suite,” he could hear the housekeeper calling after him.

He made a sharp left turn and opened the door to what had been his father’s rooms. It made sense to put him in here. He was no longer a child, and it wasn’t as if his father would be coming to visit.

The room was large with two navy blue chairs placed in front of the fire. The counterpane on the enormous tester-bed matched the chairs. It was lacking a canopy, and for that, Christopher was grateful. He’d always felt claustrophobic in an enclosed bed. This one was high and open. He liked it.

There was bumping followed by a thump as his trunk was brought into the adjoining dressing room. A knock on the door was followed by an intrepid footman—well, not overly brave—the man still kept his eyes lowered even as he stepped into the room.

“My lord, can I get you anything? Refreshments? Warm water for bathing?” the man asked.

“Yes. I want a decanter of brandy and…” Could he stomach some food just now? He supposed he should. “A tray of cold meat and bread.”

The footman bowed and started to retreat, but Christopher stopped him.

“I also need a portable desk with ink, pens, and paper. I’m sure there must be one somewhere?” He had no idea what his father had kept in this house or where.

“That would be in the bottom drawer of the shaving table, my lord.” The footman came farther into the room, skirting a wide berth around where Christopher stood, to reach the table in question. He opened the bottom drawer to reveal the lap desk Christopher wanted before retreating quickly to the dressing room door.

“Thank you. I’ll have messages to be delivered within an hour or so,” Christopher told him.

The man bowed slightly in acknowledgement.

“You might as well look,” Christopher said with a sigh. “Look and get used to it.”

The man slowly lifted his gaze to rest on Christopher’s hideous face. He could see the footman swallow hard as he took it in.

“Is it… is it…”

“A war injury. Caught by a saber,” Christopher explained.

The man nodded, now unable to look away. It was the same thing every time. Christopher gritted his teeth. Would he ever get used to this?

“What is your name?” Christopher asked, working hard to keep his voice gentle and not allow his own pain to show through.

“Er… Peter, my lord.”

Christopher nodded. “Peter. I’m going to need help dressing and what-not. I don’t have my own man.”

“Er, shaving, my lord?” Peter asked hesitantly.

“No!” It came out too harshly. Christopher moderated his voice. “No. I shall shave myself, thank you.”

The man looked relieved. “I would be honored, my lord, to assist you.”

“Good. Thank you. That will be all for now,” Christopher said, dismissing the man.

Hopefully, after seeing his face, the fellow wouldn’t forget to bring him his luncheon. God knew he needed a drink.

~*~

It took Christopher a few hours, and three footman running all over London to each of the veteran’s hospitals, to locate his former batman. Finally, word came back in the form of a triumphant Peter that he was at St. Camillus. Christopher recalled his coach immediately.

“May I help you?” a friendly attendant asked the minute Christopher had entered the dilapidated building. If not for the large, hastily painted sign outside the door, he would never have guessed this building could have been occupied, let alone was a hospital.

“Yes,” he said, turning toward her. He paused as she took a step back, her eyes widening in surprise. She quickly pulled herself together; he had to give her that much. “I am looking for a man named Freddie Jones, Sergeant Frederick Jones.”

She nodded. “Let me check to see if he is here. There are a number of—”

“He is. My footman was just here to inquire,” Christopher said, stopping her.

“Oh, yes. Here he is,” she said, scanning through a list she had handy. “Right this way.”

He followed her into the ward, which looked to have once been various rooms combined into one. Pillars stood at odd intervals, probably where there had once been walls or doorways.

She paused at a bed about two-thirds down the room. “Sergeant Jones, you have a visitor.”

Freddie sat up on his elbows. His hair was mussed, and he seemed to be wearing nothing but a shirt. He gave Christopher a big smile. “Major! Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!”

Christopher laughed “Probably a sight that would make your eyes sore, more like.” He reached out a hand and shook Freddie’s. He found a small stool next to the bed and settled himself onto it.

Freddie squinted at him. “Hmm… I don’t seem to have done such a good job sewing you up, did I?” He frowned and shook his head sadly.

“What do you mean? You saved my life,” Christopher protested.

“Might have. But I ruined yer handsome visage in the process.”

“I’m alive thanks to you, and for that, I will be eternally grateful. Now, tell me what trouble you’ve managed to get yourself into.”

Freddie pulled himself up to a sitting position and then eased back against his pillow. Christopher reached out and adjusted it for him. “Thank ye.” He then launched into a tale only Freddie could tell, complete with such embellishments as the coin-sized gold buttons on “them Frenchies’ uniforms” and the shouts in “that strange talk o’ theirs.”

He had Christopher shaking his head and laughing—laughing! He hadn’t laughed in nearly a year.

“Blazes, Freddie, it is so good to be with you again,” he said, looking fondly at his old friend. “But you still haven’t told me how you were wounded.”

“Oh, that. Pfff… Caught a stray bullet in me leg, that’s all. Got lodged in the bone or somethin’ like that. They threatened to lob me leg off, but some kind soul suggested sending me here instead.”

“Thank goodness!” Christopher exclaimed.

“The surgeon here thinks the bullet can be left where it is, and my leg will just heal around it.”

“That’s excellent! I am very happy to hear this,” Christopher said with relief. He’d hate for his friend to be one of so many soldiers who’d lost a limb to this damned war, making it nearly impossible for them to find gainful employment. Not that Freddie would ever want for work, not while Christopher had a say in the matter. “And are they treating you well here? Should I look into having you removed elsewhere? I have to admit, I don’t know which hospital might be best.”

“No, no, Major. They’re very good to me here. Too good, perhaps.”

“I don’t think that could be possible, but I’m glad to hear you’re comfortable.”

“Absolutely,” he said, clearly suppressing a yawn.

Christopher immediately stood up. “I should be going. I’ve tired you out.”

“Oh, no, no,” the man protested weakly.

Christopher just chuckled and said, “I’ll return again in a day or so to see how you’re doing.” He turned away before Freddie could object again and walked straight into a dark-haired woman in the act of pouring something into a glass. He grabbed the glass before she could drop it. “I do beg your pardon.”

“Oh, I’m sorry!” she said at the same time. She looked up at him. He could feel all of his muscles tense, readying for her gasp of horror, her fearful eyes. Strangely, neither one came. Oh, there was the slight widening of her eyes, but oddly they immediately crinkled into a smile.

A smile! For him!

“How clumsy of me,” she said with a little laugh. “I should know better than to pour medicine and walk at the same time.

“Major, this is Lady Moreton, what’s been so good to me here,” Freddie said from his bed.

“How do you do?” Christopher said, giving her a slight bow.

“Milady, this here’s Lord Major Pennyston,” Freddie finished the introduction.

“I am pleased to meet you,” she said, giving him a slight curtsy. “Sergeant Jones mentioned earlier that he hoped you might find him here. I don’t think he expected you to do so quite so soon. You must have been on the lookout for him for some days.”

“Er, no, actually. I just got into Town today. My men were able to locate Freddie much more quickly than even I anticipated.”

“How wonderful. You must be relieved to know that he’s here safe and sound.”

“Yes. That explains it,” he said half to himself, as he now understood her lack of reaction to his face. “Freddie warned you?”

“Warned me?” she asked with an adorable little tilt of her head.

“About…” He indicated his scar.

“Oh, no! He said nothing, only that he expected you to find him before too long.” She said nothing further, leaving him to wonder how she could not be affected by the sight of him. The only explanation he could come up with was that she volunteered in a hospital for wounded soldiers. She had to be used to gruesome sights by now. Those beautiful pale green eyes of hers had probably seen much more than any lovely, refined young lady should.

“That wouldn’t be laudanum for me, now, would it?” Freddie asked, making Christopher suddenly realize that he’d been staring at this beautiful, incredible woman for too long—and she’d been simply smiling back at him.

She jumped slightly at Freddie’s voice, gave an embarrassed little giggle, and took the glass to Freddie. “Yes, as a matter of fact, it is. I’m just giving you the smallest dose to keep the pain away. Is that all right?”

“Fine with me. Not a big fan of pain, personally,” Freddie said with a wink.

Lady Moreton chuckled and handed him the glass, which he dutifully emptied.

Christopher felt the strangest desire to stay and speak with this ministering angel, but she probably had work to do. He would come back another day.

~April 11~

Stting in her drawing room, Ellen carefully wove her needle through the fine cotton in her hand, but it wasn’t her embroidery that she was seeing. No, it was that face, that smile, those intelligent, sparkling brown eyes; it was Lord Major Pennyston. Never had a man that handsome paid as much attention to her as he did in those few minutes at the hospital. Of course she was smitten!

How silly could she get?

Her heart had been racing and her mind had gone completely blank when she’d bumped into him. How could she have reacted any other way?

How long had it been since a man had looked at her like that? She gave a little snort of laughter—never! Not even Richard had ever looked at her that way, but then she and her husband had been childhood friends. She couldn’t expect someone she’d grown up with to look at her like she’d lit a fire inside of him.

That thought sent a rush of tingles through her. Lord Pennyston had looked at her with heat, hadn’t he? But maybe that was just the way he looked at every woman. Maybe he was a flirt. With looks like his, she wouldn’t be surprised. His intense brown eyes, straight blond hair that slipped down his forehead making her itch to brush it back, a strong chin and aquiline nose—he was like a Greek god come to life. Even with a nasty scar completely distorting the left side of his face, he probably had women hanging off his sleeve. Probably because of the scar. He was most likely a war hero. And there was no doubt that no female eyes would be able to tear themselves away from that man in a uniform. Why—

A commotion in the foyer suddenly jolted Ellen out of her silly daydream.

“What do you mean, you don’t remember me? Where is my brother? Where is Lord Seaford? Lady Seaford? Honestly, is no one here?” a woman’s voice carried throughout the house.

Ellen looked over at her companion, Mrs. Perbury. The lady never said a word or did anything but sew and read. If words ever came from her mouth, it was to comment on the weather. She leant Ellen some respectability, but honestly that was all she did.

Ellen put down her embroidery and went to see what was going on.

“I am sorry, madam, but you cannot simply—no, no!” the harried young butler said, trying to stop a man from carrying an enormous steamer trunk into the house. “You cannot simply march in here demanding—”

“Don’t you dare tell me what I can and cannot do! Who the hell are you, anyway? Where is Seaford?” A woman with bright red hair streaked with silver tried to get past the man as he ineffectively put his arms out in an attempt to stop her. She simply stopped and glared at him until he lowered his arm.

“May I help you?” Ellen said, watching these odd proceedings as she came down the stairs.

“Who the hell… oh wait, you’re not Ellen, are you? Little Ellen who was always hanging about?” the woman asked, coming forward and looking up at her.

“I am Lady Moreton,” Ellen acknowledged. The woman looked vaguely familiar. Her hair… those eyes… They were identical to her husband’s. “Aunt Amelia?”

“Yes! Finally, someone remembers me,” the woman said with some relief. A large smile blossomed on her face. “Thank goodness! But where is Richard? And my brother?” Her smile faltered. “Wait… did you say you were Lady Moreton, Richard’s wife?”


Chapter Three
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“Yes. I’m so sorry,” she told Aunt Amelia. “Your brother died three years ago. Did you not receive my letter? It was… Well, we’ll discuss this all over a cup of tea, but first you must want to get settled in. When did you arrive?”

“If Seaford is gone, why are you not Lady Seaford?” the woman asked.

Ellen could only shake her head. She was about to reiterate that they would discuss everything when the woman realized that Ellen had asked a question.

“Why, I’ve only arrived just now! I stepped off the boat not an hour ago,” Aunt Amelia said. “And then I was confronted with this idiot who wouldn’t let me into my own home!” she said, turning to glare at the poor butler.

“MacAlister was just doing his job, Aunt. He is new, though, and unfamiliar with most of the family. You can’t blame him, truly,” Ellen said, giving the butler a reassuring smile. “Mr. MacAlister, please see that my aunt’s things are brought up to the pink room, and tell—”

“The pink room, God no! Can’t stand pink, and if it’s the one I think you mean, it’s all fluffy and frilly. Absolutely not! Put me in the blue bedroom,” Aunt Amelia said.

“We no longer have a blue bedroom. The pink room isn’t the same as you remember it, I assure you. It’s actually more gray than pink. I think you’ll like it. Come up and I’ll show you,” Ellen said, holding out an arm to direct her husband’s aunt up the stairs.

The room was on the second floor and overlooked the street, but at least there were no frills to offend the lady. Ellen opened the door to the room and was greeted by a rush of cool air. “Ugh! Someone has left this window open. We’ll get the fire started, and it will warm up in a trice,” she said, closing the offending window with a snap.

“Oh, no, I like the cold,” Aunt Amelia said, coming over and opening the window again. She turned and surveyed the room. The walls were pink, but of a dusty color. The counterpane and pillows were gray with nary a frill nor touch of lace to be seen. It was actually rather a masculine-looking room. Ellen had never been fond of it, but she’d didn’t have the nerve to change anything.

Aunt Amelia took a turn around, inspecting the wardrobe and dressing table. She then turned and gave Ellen a nod. “You’re right. I like it.”

“Excellent. The maid should be up in a moment to light the fire—”

“No need. As I say, I like it cold. Just a bit of water with which to freshen up,” the woman said, dropping down on the bed to test its softness. She wiggled her bottom. “Bed’s a little soft, but I’m sure we can do something about that.”

“Very good. I shall see you in the drawing room.” She closed the door behind her and went down to see that the housekeeper was appraised of the arrival. Although, she had no doubt at all that everyone in the house knew and quite likely the neighbors as well.

When Ellen returned to the drawing room, Mrs. Perbury glanced up from her sewing. “Is everything all right?” she asked in an unusual show of interest.

“Yes. My husband’s aunt has just arrived unannounced, that’s all,” Ellen said, resuming her seat.

The lady nodded once and didn’t say another word.

Ellen had just figured out where she was in her embroidery when Aunt Amelia strode into the room.

“I feel so much better,” she announced. She had changed from her traveling clothes to a gown of navy blue which moved oddly, but Ellen couldn’t figure out why without staring rudely.

“I’m so glad. Tea should be up in a moment. Are you hungry? Would you care for something more substantial than biscuits?” Ellen asked, setting aside her sewing.

“No, no. I’m fine. I’ve eaten, thank you.” Aunt Amelia waved her to stay where she was and seated herself on the sofa across from Ellen’s chair.

“So, where is that no good… oh. You said Dicky has died?” A frown pulled Aunt Amelia’s eyebrows down over her bright blue eyes.

“If you mean your brother, yes, I’m afraid he did. His heart… right after we received word that Richard had been killed in battle,” Ellen said gently. It still hurt even when she said it. It had been three years, and it still hurt.

Amelia shook her head sadly. “How awful. I am sorry—for both of them. What of Caroline? I suppose she’s gone too—such a frail thing.”

“Actually, no. She’s at Seaford. I asked her to come to Town with me, but she didn’t think she would be able to manage the excitement,” Ellen said. “I have Mrs. Perbury here to act as my companion.” She nodded toward the quiet older lady who didn’t even lift her eyes at the mention of her name.

“Huh! Deaf is she?” Amelia asked, leaning forward to look at the woman closely.

“No. Just very quiet.”

“Oh.” Amelia sat back in her chair as the maid arrived with tea.

“And your husband? Mr. Rutledge?” Ellen asked after the maid had gone again.

“Dead, nearly a year now. Just keeled over one day right in the middle of negotiations with a tribal leader. They tried to do something for him—good people, the Ottawa. But, well, his time had come, as they said.”

“I am so sorry.” Ellen handed Amelia a cup of tea.

“Yes, so was I. I had to finish the negotiations myself and then make it back to Boston entirely on my own. They sent one brave with me as far as Syracuse, but I had to travel the rest of the way alone. Thank goodness it was summer! If it had been winter, I wouldn’t have made it, that’s for certain.”

“My goodness, you traveled… how many miles all on your own?”

“Nearly a thousand. Took weeks,” Amelia said before taking a sip of her tea.

“A… a… thousand miles? All on your own?” Ellen couldn’t believe it.

“Well, no. Not entirely on my own. I had Gideon with me. He’s a very useful fellow. Good at hunting, although he can’t cook worth a damn. He can pitch a tent well enough and fetch water. I was so sorry to leave him behind in Boston. Left him with some friends, though. He’ll work well for them,” Amelia said, reaching for a biscuit. “Still, it wasn’t the same as having my Abraham with me.”

“No, I’m certain you miss him very much. I still miss Richard, and it’s been three years,” Ellen admitted.

“You two weren’t married very long, though, were you? I seem to remember something hasty. Don’t have a child, do you?” she asked, looking around as if one would spring from behind the sofa or something.

Ellen laughed. “No. No children. Our marriage was hastened because Richard had bought a commission and was heading to the continent to meet up with his regiment. He was killed in his very first skirmish,” she added quietly. She shook off her melancholy and gave Amelia a smile. “But we’d been close ever since we were children, so it was more like losing a friend than a husband.”

Amelia nodded. “That hurts too.”

“So, now you are back?” Ellen asked.

“Yes! I’ve got some sort of inheritance here. I remember Dicky wrote ages ago when our father died and told me of it, but I didn’t save the letter. I thought I’d collect the money and then return to Boston. I don’t have much there, but I’ve got friends which is more than I have here.”

“Well, you have family here,” Ellen pointed out.

Amelia smiled. “Not really. Caroline and I never hit it off. Dicky is dead. Richard too—not that I knew him all that well. I left with Rutledge for America when Richard was still in short pants. I only visited that one time, what was it? Ten years ago?”

Ellen smiled and nodded. “Something like that. I think I was about eleven or twelve. I hardly remember it,” she lied.

In fact, she remembered it very well. She’d been staying at the Seaford’s home, helping to take care of Richard’s mother who’d always been sickly. Her own parents had left her behind as they always did when they went to Town for the season. The Seafords had taken her in, allowing her to stay with them, so she wouldn’t be alone. Lady Seaford had always had a soft heart
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