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      Shamed into spinsterhood by a fall from grace years earlier, Eleanor Gurnwood has found a home for herself in the tiny village of Upper Upton, and a quirky, sometimes annoying family in the villagers she’s been serving as her vicar-brother’s minion. Now, with his rising career, she’s faced with a choice: succumb to his pressure to keep house for him elsewhere or stay on in genteel poverty with her new “family”.

      For now, she has only one goal in sight: to make this year’s Christmas service beautiful for the parishioners of St. Tancred’s—until the Christmas eve when a man from her past rides in on a white horse.

      Major Sir Bramwell Huxley, late of his Majesty’s 95th Foot, has ventured on one last mission, a quest for a Christmas miracle: finding the lady he abandoned before leaving for Waterloo. With the help of the villagers of Upper Upton and a bit of Christmas magic, can Bramwell convince Eleanor to take a chance on love again?

      Flowers for his Lady is a heartwarming tale of redemption, forgiveness, and the power of love to heal even the deepest wounds.

      

      
        
        Previously published in the Bluestocking Belles Christmas Collection, 2022.
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      23 DECEMBER, 1820

      The helpers had departed St. Tancred’s hours ago when the wet snow falling showed a determination to stick, as the last few December snowfalls had not done. Besides, some of the members of the Ladies’ Society for the Improvement of Village Life had meals to prepare. Those with servants had children to tend to and husbands who would worry about their safe arrival.

      Even the new curate, Mr. Godwin, had left, polite and pleased, after a cursory visit in the late afternoon. He and his wife—a lovely woman due to give birth soon—would serve the people of Upper Upton far better than…

      With a steadying breath, Miss Eleanor Gurnwood shook off what would be an uncharitable thought.

      She had stayed on in the peaceful solitude to finish arranging great urns of winter greens and holly, despairing of their broken organ, and the promised flowers from the Brockton Manor greenhouse.

      Never mind. This would be a lovely Christmas at St. Tancred’s, or at least better than last year’s celebration when her brother’s cheeseparing meddling had decimated the ranks of her helpful ladies.

      He’d left weeks ago, and the ladies had come back.

      No one waited at home for her but Millie, her landlord, Galt Wyman’s housekeeper. Millie would be ready with her usual meat pie and cabbage mash keeping warm near the hearth. And despite that it was the sabbath, old Galt would be at the Royal George, himself pie-eyed, and cabbage-mashed after too many pints.

      The stained glass of the windows, depicting the medieval martyrdom of St. Tancred and his siblings obscured the view, but outside, the winter night glowed with the sort of soft light that comes with a snowfall. She hoped the weather wouldn’t spoil the plans for tomorrow night’s Christmas Eve Carol service, or the Christmas morning liturgy, or the children’s party Christmas afternoon at the Longview Children’s Home.

      She bent close to the lantern and reached for her watch, remembered she’d sold it to get through the quarter, and sighed. Next year her small trust would be her own to manage and draw from.

      The remaining lit candle told her it was likely past seven. Well then, she’d best go rescue Galt before he stumbled his way to the church to fetch her. But first…

      Three layers of skirts cushioned her knees against the cold marble as she bent her head and gripped her gloved hands together. Lord, give me wisdom, guide my path; for pity’s sake, send an angel, send someone, to show me the way.

      Tears sprang and she blinked them back. And cleanse me of this nauseating self-pity.

      It was, after all, her own fault. She’d loved impetuously, with the natural consequence of losing emphatically.

      And she wouldn’t trade that one experience of love—of loving—for all the rubies in India. Pity herself, she might, and battle the hurt that had followed, but it seemed St. Paul was right—for the love had never quite gone away.

      Besides, she wasn’t entirely alone. There were good people here in the village of Upper Upton. Her landlord, for one, and his housekeeper. And the innkeeper and his wife. And the matrons and teachers and the young residents of the nearby Longview Children’s Home.

      She had friends, though those ties were still tenuous. She had hopes of a position at Longview. She also had her brother, who loved her in his own overbearing way.

      If only he could display more charity.

      What really was so terrible about what she’d done? It had been reckless, and foolish, and so wonderful that she pulled out the memory sometimes and savored it. She, destined to spinsterhood, had been loved.

      In the end, she’d suffered no more than a wound to her heart and endless hours of tiresome lectures. She felt certain that God had forgiven her. So why did his servant, Reverend Matthew Gurnwood, keep reminding her of that one lapse from propriety?

      A man’s rumbling voice and the creaking of door hinges accompanied a blast of cold air that blew out the candle’s flame.

      Blasted Galt. “Please close the door and spare me a moment,” she called over her shoulder, “and I’ll add a prayer that God in his goodness may spare you the consequences of tonight’s imbibing.”

      “I fear more than a prayer is needed for this fellow, madam.”

      A frisson of awareness shivered up her spine. The deep, gruff voice caressing her wasn’t Galt’s. Or Matthew’s. Or Mr. Godwin’s. And it was no angel’s voice.

      Memories flooded her with yearning—hopeless yearning for something her pride would balk at receiving. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him.

      “Courage,” she muttered.

      Another blast of cold air swirled around her. She scrambled to her feet, snatched up her heavy mantle and the lantern, and hurried down the aisle.
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        * * *

      

      Well at least the old man he’d unearthed from the snow was, apparently, no vagrant.

      Major Sir Bramwell Huxley steadied the wispy-haired fellow, a hand clamped to each wiry shoulder while the only light approached like a bobbing specter.

      It was dark as the Paris catacombs and just as cold in the church. He’d found the drunken sot sprawled in the lane and half carried him here, the nearest place of refuge.

      “I thankee, sir,” the fellow croaked in his thick local accent. “Slipped I did, is all. Ellie, you ought to be home. What fool notion is’t to hang about here until the snow’s as high as a pig’s udder.”

      The shrouded figure arrived, and a feminine scoff came from under the drooping hood. “The same point might be made, Galt, about hanging about too long at the Royal George.”

      Bram’s senses alerted, and he ticked through the incoming facts, sorting them.

      That had been no country accent. The fellow was no gentleman, yet he’d called the woman by a first name. He sensed a youngish woman under that heavy wrap, tall and slim. Could she be the fellow’s more refined daughter? Or a much younger wife? Surely not a saucy maid, nor the resident vicar’s misses. And…

      “Would this be the Royal George run by Alexander Grant?” Bram asked.

      The woman visibly stiffened.

      “The very one,” the man said. “And a fine ale he serves too. ’S’not but a few paces from here. Let me buy you a pint fer yer troubles.”

      “Be off with you both then and make sure the church door is shut.” The woman slid around them, her skirts brushing his leg, and a faint scent of lilacs raised the hair on the back of his neck.

      Ellie. Could she be Eleanor? His Eleanor?

      “I’ll let Millie know you’ll sleep at the inn, Galt,” she called over her shoulder.

      “Can’t do that,” the old man said. “Lest I make a bench me bed. Full up, he is. Folks heading to a house party at Lord Cathmore’s stopped for the snow.”

      Lord Cathmore’s party had been Bram’s excuse for dodging a gathering of distant relatives and traveling to Sussex at Christmas. His excuse, but not his true reason.

      “Why, we’ll bring him home with us,” the old man said. “Why not? Took you in, didn’t I, Ellie? Got an extra bed. Room for the horse out back too.” He straightened, the charitable impulse seeming to sober him, and turned for the door.

      With a sigh, the woman dipped her chin, the heavy hood shielding her face. If he could just get a peek. He followed them out, his fingers itching to yank back the wool and have a glimpse.

      Tied to an iron fence rail, his horse shuddered and sent him a baleful look.

      “Fine feller he be,” the old man said, and Bram chuckled, wondering if he meant the horse or himself.

      “On my honor, I’ll do you no harm,” Bram said, “and since the inn’s full, I’ll take you up on the offer of hospitality. Allow me.” He set his hand over the lady’s where she was holding the door pull.

      A current shot through him and she snatched her hand away as if she’d been burned as well. She glanced up, mouth agape and quickly turned away.

      That moment’s shadowed glance made him certain—almost—and he barely managed a breath to ask, “Shall we lock it?”

      She shook her head. “The curate will see to it later.”

      He pulled the heavy door shut and followed her. Quick stepping was his Eleanor, despite the wet snow swirling around her plenteous skirts. She’d not been dressed so abundantly the last time they met.

      Memories of that night stirred him, and in a few long strides he outpaced her and reached the horse. The old man was already there, stroking the white nose.

      “Let me put you up on my horse, Miss, er…”
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        * * *

      

      He wanted an introduction, did he?

      “Take my arm, Galt,” she said. “You, sir, may mount and follow us.”

      “I most certainly will not ride while a lady walks.” He cupped his hands. “And if you won’t ride, miss, well, up you go, Mr. Galt.”

      Tugging her wrap tighter, she trudged on, eyes on the treacherous path ahead. That one glimpse, dark though it was, had revealed an iron jaw formed by generations of breeding, the hook of a powerful nose, and lips that could soften in the sweetest of kisses.

      Swallowing a rising heat, she sensed him joining her, the reins swallowed up in one of his gloved hands. The heat of his big body swept through her, and his scent washed over her, a mixture of horse, his particular shaving soap, and the indefinable and not unpleasant musk that was his alone.

      He was flesh and blood and all male. What was she to do?

      She straightened her spine. The past was the past. He with his white horse was no knight come to seek her out. The promises he’d made—the promises they’d both made—had gone awry. Matthew had interfered, no doubt, but so had the Crown, and she couldn’t begrudge a man who’d sworn his service there. It wasn’t that he hadn’t cared for her, but that duty had called more strongly.

      He’d gone away, and now he was passing through the village. He hadn’t come seeking her… yet, here they were, and the air around them all but vibrated with his curiosity.

      She would face this squarely, head-on, with her dignity intact. “Yes,” she said quietly, “It is I.”

      His free hand sought hers and, flummoxed again, she allowed it to be captured, holding her breath for an apology or explanation or—God help her—a sweet word. Or something.

      And he said nothing.

      
      Millie greeted them at the back door of the cottage, her dark eyes flashing fire. “Mind my clean floor. And who’ve you brought home this time, Galt Wyman. Who is this fellow, Ellie?”

      A bounder of gigantic proportions, she wanted to say, but Galt spoke first.

      “Picked me up out of the snow, he did, old woman, and a woman with eyes in her head can see he’s quality. Lay the table for one more. And the bed in the spare room. Clean sheets. Come through, sir, come through,” he said, beckoning.

      Eleanor stepped into the room and pushed back her hood. She fixed her gaze on the visitor and felt the heat of his hazel eyes. His light brown hair needed a trim, and the sight of his bristly whiskers, a shade darker, sent a shiver through her, remembering…

      Swallowing a surge of lust, she steadied herself. “Perhaps introductions first, Galt?”
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        * * *

      

      Dark hair spilled out over Eleanor’s forehead and cheeks
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