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            Chapter One

          

          1818, ESSEX, ENGLAND.

        

      

    

    
      The rain drizzled down the back of Anna Winter’s neck as she squelched through the mud, collecting more clumps on her old boots. Blinking away the drips from the sodden brim of her bonnet, she left her basket of kitchen herbs on the stone path, meaning to rinse off her boots before she went back into the house. Heaving a sigh, she stepped through the prickly gorse and under the withy branches, making her way to the waist-deep stream that rushed through the vicarage’s back garden.

      Although she would miss this place of solitude when she left for London, being in the city would not change her life. She would still be the unwed older sister, trying to remain unconcerned while society judged her by her father’s misdeeds.

      Stepping out onto the old, twisted log, she grabbed an overhanging branch for balance as she dipped her first boot into the stream. The clay soil on the leather dissolved instantly. She changed feet, cleansing the second. Time drifted by while her weary gaze followed the current. She could have stayed watching the water forever, but the cook wanted the herbs for this evening’s dishes, not the next.

      As she reluctantly turned, a fishing line flickered past her face. She flinched and discovered that her skirts had been caught by a hook. Needing to use two hands to untangle herself, she let go of the branch. Her feet slipped. She overcompensated and landed with a long shriek and a splash that drenched her face.

      The icy water dragged her skirts against her legs. While her skin began to numb with cold, she pulled the line to find the hook, but a tug forced her to step closer to the middle of the stream. “Who’s there?” she called in a cross voice. “Jeremy? Is that you? Oh, you dratted fiend. Come and set me loose. You have caught me on your hook.”

      A momentary silence, and then she heard a deep, considered voice. “Forgive me, please. It’s the first time I have caught a talking fish.”

      “Idiot. Come and help me. I’m freezing to death.” She dragged up her hem to inspect the hook, but her numb fingers wouldn’t cooperate. Hoping not to freeze to death while awaiting him, she squinted her eyes to follow the fishing line, which shimmied up into a group of three trees. The canopy hid the top half of the Honorable Jeremy Hastings, the Earl of Delmore’s younger brother. Finally, she spotted his old leather boots, scruffy and loose at the top, crunching out of the overgrowth.

      Then Calder John, the Earl of Delmore, moved out of the thicket. Her eyes widened. The man she had always called my lord to his face, or the earl when speaking of him to others, stood staring at her. She thought she had been speaking to Jeremy, his brother. Her face loosened, and she quickly closed her mouth. The dastardly rake whose normal habitat ranged from the gambling dens in London to the establishments respectable citizens mentioned in whispers not meant for maidens’ ears, despite said maidens straining to hear, was the last man she imagined would be fishing in this ghastly weather.

      “Now, let me see whom have I caught here?” Lord Delmore’s tone was the usual—disinterested. His face was the same—undeniably attractive.

      The breath she’d been holding whooshed out of her lungs. She had never been more embarrassed in her life, and never more determined not to let her feelings show. Her gaze flickered to the front of his perfectly starched shirt. “One of the poor, sad, untitled I fear.”

      He stared from his rod to her. “And a pretty one at that.”

      She heaved a breath. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Here I am above the knees in freezing water, and you want to start a flirtation.”

      For a moment he appeared puzzled. “Surely there is no better time than when you are at my mercy?” he answered in an affronted voice.

      After shooting him an exasperated glare, she lifted her soggy skirts higher than she should to show the hook of his line. Her under-petticoat clung to her legs. Although she tried again to remove the hook, her fingers had grown too stiff with cold to cooperate.

      “You’ll never remove it that way.” To give him credit, he did sound mildly interested in her plight.

      “If you imagine I’m about to rip my skirt for your entertainment, you are very much mistaken.”

      His eyebrows lifted.

      She offered him a ferocious glare, understandably annoyed, her mood exacerbated by seeing the amusement on his strikingly handsome face. The Earl had always been too physically blessed for his own good, or so had muttered the ladies in the village of Danbury when they heard about his latest exploits. For the past seven years, since he had inherited his title, he had been fodder for gossip.

      Anna herself hadn’t been above gazing at his attractive person during the few times she had been inside Delmore House, on the rare occasion he had also been there. He seemed to have spent his most recent years anywhere other than gracing his country estate. “You, my lord, are a monster. No gentleman worth his sable-lined cloak would stand by while a lady stood in a freezing stream trying unsuccessfully to free herself from his lure.”

      “After digesting your impressions of my character, I find your words mildly astonishing. The ladies I know rarely try to free themselves from my lure.” Nevertheless, he hunkered down on the bank and began trying to toe off a boot.

      “Though why you would bother removing those old boots is a mystery to me,” she said, trying to copy his aplomb. At this stage, she didn’t dare drop her gaze, for fear of him assuming he had her measure. Merely standing so close to him had made her breath hard to catch, but keeping her eyes steady on his caused a certain amount of tension in her neck. Finally, she blinked, desperate not to lose her self possession. “Those boots saw better days twenty years ago.”

      “I’m sure my brother wouldn’t keep his boots for more than five years. I think you must be prone to exaggeration.” His tone remained cool, but his beautiful bright blue eyes taking in her every facial feature was almost more than any well-brought up lady could bear without blushing or stuttering.

      She doubted he had glanced at her for as long in her entire life. Usually, he inclined his head to her or forgot her name. “You need to cut the line to free me from this hook.”

      “Do you own a penknife?” His suspiciously appealing gaze caught and held hers. He breathed out audibly. Finally giving up the attempt to remove his boots, he took a long step down into the stream.

      She was pleased to see the water flood into the top of his first boot. He watched, offering the second with an air of great suffering. “I realized that if I took off Jeremy’s boots, I would have to stand on the stones,” he said in an unapologetic voice, dragging himself through the water as he moved toward her. “Bearing in mind, I doubt the discomfort would be worth the effort.”

      “How you have managed to take your place in polite society is a mystery to me.” She raised her chin.

      “Society isn’t as polite as you might imagine.” Standing too close to her, he examined the place where his hook had snagged her gown. “As I thought. I’ll have to sacrifice the best line I’ve used in years.” Pushing his hand into the pocket of his buckskins, he heaved a groan. “Only the best fishermen come armed with pocketknives.”

      She noted his dark fringe of thick eyelashes, her belly in a knot of reluctant envy. “And you are saying you don’t have one?”

      “Unfortunately, I am an exceptional angler. I have a pocketknife, the unfortunate part being I will now have to sacrifice my line for your gown.”

      That he now wore a deliberately arrogant expression almost undid her. He was playing with her, and she didn’t mind a bit. The tickle of amusement she’d been repressing threatened to burst into a smile. Holding herself together for one last effort, she managed to shrug. “Oh, never mind. I’ll haul myself out of the stream and I’ll trail your fishing line behind me to the house, where I will find my sewing scissors and cut a hole in my second-best day gown. Then, bearing in mind your noble offer to make a sacrifice, I shall also make one and return your fishing pole and your line to you, intact. Would you mind waiting here for half an hour while I do so?” She held her breath.

      He offered her a reproving gaze. “That task, miss, should take you no longer than five minutes.”

      “I’m very much afraid I shall need to change out of my wet clothes before I return.” Laughter bubbling up inside her, she offered him a limpid smile. Her legs had turned to frozen batons, yet his ridiculous badinage held her spellbound.

      He cut the line and pushed the end of his fishing hook through. “You know, if your bonnet didn’t droop over your face, a man might see who you are.”

      Her face stilled. Naturally, she had expected him to know who she was, or she wouldn’t have spoken familiarly to him. Trying to hide her utter embarrassment, she said, “When wet, my bonnet has a mind of its own.”

      “Your bonnet needs to be disciplined. Will you allow me?”

      “No.” She twisted to the side.

      “In that case, I must guess who you are. Since you cannot walk to Danbury and back in half an hour, therefore you came from the vicarage. You are either a very nosy parishioner or a relative of the vicar.”

      Her gaze dropped. She should have remembered that Anna Winters had always been invisible to his family. “Thank you, my lord, for freeing me from your hook at the great expense of your line. I won’t need any further help.”

      “Are you planning to drag yourself out of the stream?” He sounded as if he would happily watch.

      “I wish you would go away.” She turned into the current.

      “My upbringing compels me to get you to dry land. When I have, I’ll leave.”

      She imagined him behind her, pushing while she scrambled gracelessly onto the bank, and she couldn’t think of anything less dignified. She faced him, using one numb wrist to move back her bonnet, hoping that when he saw her entire face, the recognition of the vicar’s stepdaughter would encourage him to act like a gentleman.

      He examined her features until she had to put her whole mind into an effort not to blush.

      “How are you normally described? Beautiful? Elegant? I’m sure I don’t know, but that lovely mouth of yours needs my expert attention.” He stepped into her, resting his palms on her hips. This brought her up against a male body. His heart pounded against hers, causing her breath to catch. Although she suspected he was inebriated, he smelled like a rain drenched forest, fresh and clean. His warm breath tickled her cheek.

      She watched his thick eyelashes lower, fascinated while his mouth slowly descended. He lifted his head and glanced at her face. Apparently, he read her expression as hopeful as she felt. Angling his head, he gently took her mouth. She tried to remember that she was a lady and mustn’t respond, but with his soft lips covering hers, the last thing she wanted to do was to discourage him. To have someone hold her in his arms was a treat she wouldn’t instantly forgo.

      When he raised his head, she couldn’t think of a word to say. She meant to push him away but needy wretch that she was, she buried her hands beneath the collar of his wool coat instead, raising her face again to his, inviting him to toy with her emotions as long as he wished. His mouth began to play with hers, somehow encouraging her to part her lips. His tongue tasted her top and then her bottom lip while her skin heated like a furnace. The whole time she knew she shouldn’t do this with him, but she might never have another opportunity to be carefully kissed by an experienced rake. Every woman should have this chance at least once in her life.

      She reached up and brushed his chin. The slight rasp against the freezing pad of her fingertip brought her to her senses. This man, attractively disreputable as he was, shouldn’t be tempting her this way. She shouldn’t be colluding. While she thought about shifting her palms to his muscular chest and pushing her needy body away, he lifted his mouth. “You’re the Winter’s girl.” He had the grace to sound a little husky. Apparently, he didn’t notice her inexperience.

      “I am indeed. And now I’m another lady of your acquaintance who has made no attempt to free myself from your lure.” Her voice came out with a slight waver.

      His gaze caught and held hers. He offered a cynical smile. “I’m an earl, you see. My lures have worth.” After neatly stepping back and around her, he scooped his body one-handed up onto the bank on the Beeby side. “Give me your hand and I’ll help you out. It’s the least I can do now you’ve paid my toll.”

      She waded over to him, probably the least attractive woman he had spoken to in years, and held out her hand, blessing him for leaving her with a spark of dignity. If he hadn’t recognized her and stopped the kiss, she could have made a fool of herself over a cad she had been warned about. Then again, while she always smiled and nodded, she rarely took advice.

      His hand balanced her while she hiked gracelessly out of the stream. Water flowed off the hem of her gown, which clung to her ankles. Her boots squelched as she landed on both feet beside him. “Thank you, my lord. That was a very nice kiss.”

      “I see I can’t impress you, Miss Winters. You’ve had better, I presume.” He gazed at her long enough to make her swallow.

      She lifted an uncaring shoulder. “None quite as wet.”

      “I should apologize for treating you like a kitchen maid but I’m very much afraid the kiss was worth the ruin of Jeremy’s boots.” The intense green of his eyes glinted.

      “False flattery will get you nowhere, my lord. Even a kitchen maid would expect to be compared favorably with Jeremy’s old boots.”

      Finally, his lips twitched with humor. “Why have we never spoken before?”

      She smiled politely, knowing she couldn’t stand here dripping wet with a foolish lightness in her heart. Without answering, she turned and left, keeping her posture while she dripped half the river to the back door of the vicarage.
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        * * *

      

      Delmore squelched back to the manor house with two good-sized fish in his basket and a frown on his face. Had he recognized the person in the stream as his brother’s friend, he would have helped her out and gone on his way. He had promised himself not to become involved with another woman during his rustication. However, apparently he couldn’t resist females with willful tongues who spoke with impatient familiarity.

      Few women conversed with him without simpering or fluttering. If he had realized who she was before he had been tempted to take a reprehensible but somehow imperative kiss, he might be a little more at ease with himself now. He entered the house by the study door, mulling about the interesting Miss Winters who had, despite his mother’s disapproval, befriended his brother many years ago.

      His long-suffering valet had clearly been watching him from the upstairs window, for he stood awaiting him with a towel in his hands. He ran his critical gaze over Delmore’s boots. “Did my lord enjoy his swim?”

      “I could have done without the dousing but as you see, I chose the right boots to ruin.”

      “My lord’s judgment is impeccable, as always.” Pickering, as dour as he was meticulous, inclined his head and offered the towel. Delmore wiped down his buckskins, back and front, and moved to the desk chair, where he sat while Pickering removed the sodden boots.

      “I can’t guarantee the resurrection of these, my lord.” Pickering disdainfully held the left boot between his thumb and his forefinger.

      “Do your best. I don’t want to be forced to buy Jeremy new boots in exchange for the use of his old ones.” Delmore accepted the embroidered slippers placed on his feet, and followed Pickering to his dressing room upstairs, where he changed into fresh breeches, a clean shirt, and a waistcoat. Concentrating on his reflection in the mirror, he tied the simplest knot in the Corinthian’s handbook, the trone d’amour, and pulled on a pair of his own shining boots.

      Pickering nodded his approval. “Lady Hastings said to tell you we eat early during winter.”

      “A subtle reminder from my esteemed parent for me not to expect dissolute city ways. Or an even more subtle message about the length of time since I was last here.”

      “As to that, my lord, I don’t know. Presumably, you will dress for dinner?” Pickering’s haughty eyebrows lifted in query. A former footman, he enjoyed his elevated position, which he had held since Delmore had settled in London six years previously at the age of twenty-three.

      “Not formally until our guests arrive, Pickering. I prefer our comfortable country ways while we are here.”

      Accepting the change to his usual routine with a dissatisfied blink, Pickering took Delmore’s discarded jacket and his soaked buckskins over one arm and left the room. The valet’s posture showed Delmore that, yet again, he had lowered himself in his servant’s esteem.

      Pickering had barely tolerated Delmore’s last mistress who, merely a week ago, had stormed into Delmore’s townhouse and grabbed armloads of his clothes to toss out onto the streets. Having caught her out with another man, Delmore had earned her undying fury by dismissing her before she could leave him. Pickering had clicked his tongue, but his expression had lightened. He had been less pleased when he heard Delmore planned to rusticate, but Delmore didn’t care to see his newest green jacket currently being worn by a chimney sweep. Pickering had disdained that jacket from the start, being made, he said, of inferior cloth.

      Now suitably attired, in Pickering’s opinion, in a blue superfine merino jacket, Delmore wandered down to the library. This morning, he had asked his agent to present the running costs of Hastings’ House to him. Reading through the list had caused his head to ache. Although he let the gossips assume he had left town because of his ex-mistress’s tantrums, the truth was he needed to adjust his expenses. For reasons unknown, his income had gradually been diminishing.

      During the time he had diverted his mind by watching the bobbing of his fishing line in the stream, he had reconciled himself to looking into the management of his estates. His late father’s system apparently worked no longer. A holding as large as his ought to be hauling in money. Delmore never had cause to question the decisions of his steward and likely wouldn’t, but if he couldn’t find the money to live the lifestyle he expected, he would need to sell off land, or so his man of business had suggested.

      “There you are.” His brother, Jeremy, stood in the doorway, his tall hat in his hands, his light chestnut hair neatly brushed. The lad had the Hastings’ height and muscled build, and their mother’s careful smile.

      Delmore shut his folder. “I would be flattered to think you may have been searching for me, but you have neatly put me in my place. I have been here in full sight for at least an hour. Have you spent a pleasant day?”

      “I’ll say.” Jeremy grinned, stripping off his gloves, which he dropped into his hat. “I won ten guineas. Temple said I couldn’t vault onto his horse three times in a row without being bucked off. The nag is as docile as a cow. The only person the horse dispenses with is Temple.”

      “I’m pleased to see you don’t waste your days in trivialities,” Delmore said drily. “I met your friend, Miss Winters, down by the stream.”

      “The border?”

      “If that’s what you call the place where the vicar’s boundary ends.”

      “We do, but we don’t meet there anymore. After she made her debut, she expected me to call on her.”

      “She has a sister, does she not?”

      “Jonquil Beeby. A stepsister. She’s grown into a pretty little thing. You wouldn’t recognize her.”

      Delmore shrugged. “I’ve never seen her other than in church, hidden under a hat.”

      “My friends are making knuckleheads of themselves over her. Fools. It’s not as if she has been reborn.”

      “I rather think that happens to young ladies at a certain age. Do your friends make knuckleheads of themselves about Miss Winters?”

      “She doesn’t encourage them, though she said she likes to keep them onside because she needs dancing partners now and then.”

      Delmore repressed a smile. Miss Winters would say that. “Apparently the social life here is rather more interesting than I recall as a youngster.”

      “You’re no more than four years older than I. Stop trying to make yourself out as a wise old elder. I imagine even you would enjoy yourself at the local assemblies.”

      Delmore cast his gaze back onto his accounts. “I rarely attend society functions.”

      “Everyone here goes. If you don’t, you’ll be deemed snobbish. Mother attends to gossip with her acquaintances. She will expect you to be there, too. So will our aunt when she arrives tomorrow.”

      “Ah. The Carringtons. I almost forgot. I shall attend to keep Sir Walter company around the punch bowl.”

      “Ha. You are imagining brandy punch, are you? I can tell you now that at best you will be standing around a fruit bowl. Not your taste at all.” After this timely reminder and a grin, Jeremy left.

      Delmore rubbed his hand over the back of his neck, wondering if Miss Anna Winters attended the assemblies. Meeting her again could be rather interesting.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ll never believe what Papa just told me.”

      “What did he tell you, Jonquil?” After changing into a dry gown, Anna had made her way to the morning room to catch up with her mending. She patiently rested the old pillowcase on her lap as Jonquil Beeby, her nineteen-year-old stepsister, the vicar’s daughter, her blue eyes wide and her cheeks dimpled with an expectant smile, sat beside her on the faded sofa.

      As a child, Jonquil had been a plump and fearless tattletale. During the past two years, she had grown quite tolerable. “I’m to make my debut in town after Christmas. Your mama wrote to her sister, Lady Prescott, who said I could stay with her.”

      Anna nodded. “Lady Prescott is a dear. She sent me the orange beaded reticule when I came out.” The reticule was still the prettiest thing she owned, but living in a country vicarage didn’t call for extravagant frivolities.

      “And that’s not all.” Jonquil’s expression resembled the kitchen cats when she spotted a spilled puddle of milk. “You are to be my companion.”

      Anna clicked her tongue with faked disapproval. “I don’t know how I will spare the time.”

      Jonquil looked aghast. “Anna, you must. I won’t be able to manage without you.”

      Anna patted Jonquil’s hand. “Although I know you would, I would be delighted to be your companion.” These were not exactly the words she had used when the matter had been put tentatively to her a week ago, but she had now resigned herself to watching society from the sidelines. Fortunately, Mama had been hiding scraps of material away for years. She and Anna would manage to put together a respectable wardrobe for her. The vicar’s money had to be spent on Jonquil, whose beautiful face should help find her a well-to-do suitor. She might attract a purse larger than any held by a local lad, most of whom had joined her merry band of swains. Her birth was certainly respectable, unlike Anna’s, which was the bane of her existence. “A come-out is a wonderful opportunity for you, Jonquil.”

      Jonquil’s pretty blue eyes sparkled. Today she wore a gown of heavy cotton in a mid shade of brown, and a cream woolen shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. The ringlets she had ragged last night drooped from a floral tie at the back of her head. “Lord Delmore is expected home soon. I think your mama wants to hide me out of the way while he is here. If she packs me off, she assumes he will avoid him spotting me and throwing out his lures.”

      Anna’s cheeks warmed. “Fortunately, the dastardly man is otherwise engaged, by all accounts.” Although she had always enjoyed a good gossip about the man who had scandalized London since he had inherited his father’s estates seven years ago, now that he had kissed her, she could hardly prose on about the type of women with whom he normally consorted.

      “Jeremy Hastings tells you all the town gossip. He never says anything shocking to me.” The corners of her mouth expressing her dissatisfaction, Jonquil picked through Anna’s embroidery silks and left them even more tangled.

      “You must remember that he sees you as my little sister. I doubt he has noticed that you have grown up.” Though, as Anna recalled, only the other day Jeremy had mentioned how Jonquil had blossomed, but pretty little buds interested him no more than they interested his disreputable brother. “I wonder why the earl has decided to rusticate here at this time of the year?”

      “He’s probably under the hatches.”

      Anna laughed. “Where do you pick up this disgraceful language?”

      “You forget. I have suitors who say all manner of things while they are competing to hold my cloak or trying to kiss me.” Jonquil elevated her nose, a smug smile on her face.

      No one had ever competed for Anna, and the only man who had tried to kiss her had succeeded. “It will do you the world of good to meet other young men. I find I am in perfect accord with your papa.”

      Jonquil picked at her fingernails. “Do you suppose Jeremy will go up to town too?”

      “He usually leaves for the season,” Anna said placidly. “And he’ll have the added pleasure of being able to introduce you to better connected young men than you meet here.”

      “Do you think he will?”

      “Of course. He is the most obliging gentleman of my acquaintance.”

      “And he is also very handsome.” Jonquil glanced at her entwined fingers. “I expect we will be choosing new gowns very soon. You will help me, won’t you? You always dress so smartly yourself.”

      Smiling wryly, Anna accepted the compliment, rolling the new hem for the worn pillowcase. Anyone who didn’t have an allowance for gowns but had to suffice on whatever her mother could scrape together from her father’s deceased estate needed taste, and skill with the needle. Jonquil’s father, Horace Beeby, not a wealthy man, had a great objection to supporting his stepdaughter. He thought Anna’s own father should, but her own father had most inconsiderately died without knowing her mother would be delivered a child not more than seven months after his funeral. In any case, the waster hadn’t put away a penny. According to mama, they had lived on her tiny income, which these days she shared with her second husband.

      However, making a new wardrobe out of nothing would be a reasonable way to pass her time in the winter months. No one knew better than Anna how far a pound could be stretched. She slipped her needle in and out, already planning how to resurrect an old ball gown of her mothers for herself.

      “Papa wasn’t quite certain your aunt would be able to manage us.” Jonquil giggled. “As if either of us doesn’t know how to behave.”

      Fortunately, she didn’t glance at Anna, who would not have been able to meet her gaze. In theory, she knew how to behave. She simply hadn’t put her knowledge into practice today.
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      Delmore had barely finished his shave in the morning when the grating of wheels on the loose stones of the carriage-sweep caused him to pause and turn his head.

      In response, Pickering glanced out the dressing-room window as he wiped Delmore’s blade clean. “Sir Walter and Lady Carrington have arrived in a very fine coach and four.” When the valet spoke about the aristocracy, his nostrils had a tendency to pinch. “Shall your lordship wear the black jacket today?”

      “Indeed.” Delmore used his fingers to comb back the annoying lock of hair that invariably fell onto his forehead. “My Aunt Carrington must have arisen before dawn to be here at this hour.”

      “No doubt she and Sir Walter stayed overnight at a nearby inn.” The valet folded the razor, which he placed into the leather case. He handed a white cravat to Delmore and held the mirror, angling the reflection toward Delmore’s face.

      Delmore tied his cravat and progressively lowered his chin until the folds sat in place. With the help of Pickering, he donned his jacket.

      Pickering stood back and ran his gaze up and down Delmore. “You do me credit; indeed you do.” Lips pursing, he carefully replaced the shaving kit into the top drawer of the rosewood chest that sat at the end of Delmore’s four-poster bed.

      “I’m flattered, Pickering,” Delmore said, gently. “But I would prefer to be complimented about my deeds rather than the fit of my jacket. You must admire the fact that I am able to walk upright when drunk and I never insult anyone who shoots better than I.”

      Pickering heaved a long-suffering sigh. “If you don’t mind me saying so, my lord, you handle your drink like a gentleman, and I have never seen you as much as fumble with a pistol even while you are cleaning them. And the whole world knows about your prowess in the boxing ring.”

      The whole world, in Pickering’s mind, being the precincts of London. Delmore took the compliment with his usual cynical smile. Clearly, country living bored Pickering, and he thought he could flatter his way back to the city. Delmore buttoned his coat. “Now that you have set me up with your compliments, I’ll wander down and welcome my aunt, a task that could well give me quite an amount of pleasure.”

      Having suffered the past two nights of early dinners, each course served with watery sauce, barely three or four removes, and a poor selection of wine, Delmore proceeded down the main stairs to the wide hallway where he saw his aunt being kissed by his mother. He offered his hand to Sir Walter, a tall man with an imposing belly and graying hair combed across his head to hide his bald patch. To compensate, his gray side-whiskers grew past his jaw.

      “I must apologize for the unseemly hour of our arrival.” Sir Walter wrung Delmore’s hand. “We stayed the night at the Smugglers’ Retreat, aptly named, my boy, for we found a very smooth little port.”

      Lady Carrington grabbed Delmore’s shoulders and kissed him soundly on each cheek. “He insisted on bringing along a dozen for you, too. Coals to Newport, I would say. Country life suits you, my dear nephew. Or is it leaving the other matter in town?” She examined his expression.

      “We don’t discuss the other matter in my mother’s presence.” He glanced sideways at his unreadable mother, who never mentioned his dalliances, and still refused to acknowledge the existence of his father’s mistresses, two of who had bourn him a child.

      “I expect he has already forgotten the other matter,” his mother said, raising her eyebrows at her taller sister, whose mid-brown hair color she shared. Both had bluish eyes, and both dressed a la mode. Each lady had expensive tastes and wore long-sleeved gowns, the dowager Lady Delmore in stripes of blue and red embellished with two flounces on the hem. A warm cashmere shawl covered her shoulders. Lady Carrington wore dark burgundy. Both had been renowned beauties and had married well, despite being the daughters of a mere baron. “Have you not, Delmore?”

      “Forgotten what?”

      “That’s the way.” Sir Walter gave him an encouraging clap on the shoulder that would send the average male staggering across a room.

      Delmore barely moved, having braced himself to Sir Walter’s hearty tap. As it happened, the other matter, that of his tempestuous mistress, had barely crossed his mind in the two days he had been in the country. Money matters absorbed him, and he mulled about Miss Winters more than he would have liked. He should not have taken liberties with a woman who spoke like an educated lady. He blamed the heavy ale he had consumed instead of breakfast for a misbehavior he certainly didn’t intend to repeat.

      “Are you planning on raiding my library again?” he asked the older man. Delmore’s father had gathered together a fine collection of eastern erotica, which had caused Delmore many sweaty nights at the age of sixteen. These days, his jaded tastes leaned more toward one woman for a single night, to which his former mistress had objected, his latest woman being unknown to her. Since Delmore had been drunk, the woman had also been unknown to him too, until he had tupped her. Afterward, he discovered she was married to an acquaintance.

      “Perhaps.” Sir Walter tapped the side of his nose and grinned, managing to look mischievous and knowing at the same time.

      The housekeeper and two maids entered the hall and grabbed up various small leather-strapped bags. His mother escorted her sister upstairs while Sir Walter pondered over the placement of the rattling crate of bottles, currently held by a waiting footman wearing yellowing cravat lace. “Do you have entertainments planned for our stay?” he asked Delmore.

      “I’m sure my mother has. We’ll find out soon enough. I’ll have these bottles cellared,” Delmore said to the footman.

      Jeremy wandered into the hall, dressed in buckskins and tall boots. His shirt points reached to his chin and his hair had been neatly brushed back. Perhaps his starching was less than perfect, but he hadn’t adopted a particularly careless style today. “Uncle. Good to see you. You and my aunt will keep Mother busy.”

      “And then she won’t notice what you’re up to?” Sir Walter’s hearty face creased with amusement.

      Jeremy gave a short laugh. “It’s dashed boring here. Nothing to do, other than a few functions with the local beauties.”

      “You have beauties here?” Sir Walter’s eyebrows lifted.

      “I suspect you would see more in London,” Jeremy said with a conscious smile, “but no one could discount Miss Winters and Miss Beeby. Miss Winters was the daughter of Richard Winters. Her mother married our vicar, Mr. Beeby.”

      “Ah, yes. Richard Winters. Bad luck, him dying that way. His wife was a beauty, as I recall. He snapped her up during her first season. Is Miss Winters as lovely as her mother?”

      Jeremy’s sudden blink expressed his feelings about being asked to assess the looks of Mrs. Beeby. He glanced at Delmore for help before accepting he would be offered nothing but a shrug. “Her mother is in her forties. I can’t say I have ever noticed, but Anna is a good sort of woman, the type a chap can share a joke with. Her stepsister Jonquil is all the go at the moment.”

      “Perhaps we will have the pleasure of seeing them both this visit.”

      Jeremy expressed his doubt by clamping his lips. “As a rule, my mother doesn’t socialize with the family. She is no more than polite to Mrs. Beeby, and Beeby himself is a bore of a man. Always wanting to improve people with some sort of biblical text or other.”

      “You sound as if you spend hours by the man’s side.” Delmore’s gaze followed the crate of port down the passage, wondering if he should have grabbed a bottle for his study where he had resigned himself to spending the next couple of dreary hours.

      “Not if I can avoid him. I’m off to call on them with a bundle of magazines my mother has finished with. The ladies like to keep up to date with the latest fashions, you know. You are welcome to come with me, Delmore, if you like.”

      “Perhaps not.” Delmore glanced at Sir Walter. “My uncle would see me as a very poor host if I toddled off to visit a couple of beauties before he was settled in as our guest.”

      “Quite right too.” Jeremy ignored the subtle hint about him staying at home. Apparently, he considered both young ladies to be more attractive than Sir Walter. “As for that, I wouldn’t want you cutting me out, though there’s probably no likelihood of that—they’re too respectable for you.” Placing his hat carefully on his head, he nodded at the waiting footman who held the front door open for him.

      “Is that my reputation? Do I only mix with disreputable people?” Delmore widened his eyes and offered a faint smile to his amused uncle.

      Sir Walter scratched behind his ear. “I’ve heard you dropped five thousand on the card tables last month. Can you afford that?”

      “I thought I could, but it seems I was misinformed. I may have to sell my grays to make up for the shortfall.”

      “Word got out. Not a good thing. Before you know, everyone will be dunning you.”

      At this stage, few were calling in Delmore’s debts and he still had the money to keep afloat. Barely. Some of the smaller tradesmen had been paid, but he knew he had to cut down on his spending. A month in the country would keep him out of trouble until he could regroup. He changed the subject. “Damn you for arriving so early. The very idea that my brother is visiting two beauties while I am forced to entertain two people I like very much is lowering.” He managed a dour smile.

      Sir Walter gave him another of his encouraging taps. “Though, I doubt that a couple of provincial beauties would turn your head. La Gloriosa, though. Shame, that. I heard your red brocade waistcoat was last seen on a pig.”

      Delmore shook his head. “According to La Gloriosa, the pig looked more dashing in it than I did.”

      Sir Walter slapped a thigh. “You have to admit...”

      “I do.” Delmore finally laughed. “It’s the sort of show she likes, and in the end I’m well rid of the dramatics and the expense. Now, I wonder if you have any advice for me about investing in the funds.”
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        * * *

      

      Anna used a roll of string to tie the edges of the muslin scrap around the last of the Christmas pudding mixture. She and Cook had prepared twenty that morning, using the dried fruits that various parishioners had been donating all year. The very poorest families would receive at least one luxury during the coming week.

      “Done,” she said, satisfied. This year, the mix seemed tastier than usual. She nibbled at a scrap of raw dough drying on her thumb. The spices smelled delicious, making her nose twitch. Cook had packed the others in the bottom of her biggest pan. She added steaming water as Anna watched, rubbing her hands to remove the last of the hardening mixture.

      “Miss Anna?” Her mother’s maid, Morag, who had been with her since her first marriage to Anna’s father, stood in the doorway. Her thick grey eyebrows sat in a severe line, and over the years the sides of her mouth had turned down to show her pessimism. A word of praise from her was akin to winning the silver spoon at the Danbury picnic races. “Mr. Hastings has come to call. He is awaiting you in the morning room.”

      “Thank you, Morag.” Anna wiped her hands on her apron, which she subsequently removed. Jeremy wouldn’t care if she had flour on her face. Nonetheless, she had the idea that attention to detail might compensate for her lack of fashionable gowns and inspected her reflection in the window. After brushing down her skirts and running a hand over her hair, she hurried to the morning room. The small fire in the grate heated only half the area.

      Jeremy, looking dashing in a high cravat and a dark blue coat, stood as she entered. “I brought these magazines over from my mother.”

      “How kind. Please thank Lady Delmore for us.” She put the pile on a table beneath the window, pushing aside a vase painted with daisies.

      “Delmore arrived unexpectedly yesterday. Rot his black soul. Now Toddie and Temple will do the race from the town square to the main road without me.”

      “Oh, no. How devastating for you.”

      “Well, it is.” He frowned in reproof. “I was bound to win and now one of those numbskulls will have a chance. Naturally, you wouldn’t understand. You don’t have a curricle, but what are we fellows supposed to do to pass the time in the country?”

      “May I suggest smuggling? We are quite close to the sea. No? Perhaps you could take up highway robbery.”

      He grinned. “That was Temple’s suggestion. Toddie thought we could have a shooting
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