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  Prologue


London 1805 (or a variation thereof) 
Seven Years Earlier
Why was he looking at her? Was he looking at her?
Frowning, Miss Agnes Bottombrook eyed the rakish Lord Wentford from across the ballroom. Couples danced and promenaded between them, now and then blocking her view of the devilishly handsome young lord. Still, as curious as Agnes was, she managed to resist the urge to dance from one foot onto the other in order to keep him in sight.
Was there something in her teeth? Agnes wondered, carefully running her tongue over them as inconspicuously as she could. A rip in her dress? A large wart growing on her nose? What else could it be? After all, there was no reason on earth he should be looking at her.
At the rather ripe age of nine and twenty, Agnes was most likely the oldest unmarried woman in the room that night. Perhaps even in all of England. Widows not included, of course. Even Lord Wentford had to be aware of that, especially considering that he himself had not yet reached her old age. If Agnes was not thoroughly mistaken, the young lord was a few years her junior.
Then why would he be looking at a woman who was as thoroughly on the shelf as anyone ever had been? After all, aside from her advanced age, Agnes could name a few more attributes that would surely not recommend her to a young man like him. Not only did she not possess a dowry, but neither could she be considered a particular beauty nor was she in possession of noteworthy connections; her father was the third son of a baron and her late mother had been a no one as far as society was concerned. In addition, she possessed one of the most unfortunate names to ever reach her ears.
Agnes Bottombrook. Could it get any worse?
As far as popular opinion went, it could get worse for Agnes not only possessed an inconveniently curious mind, but also an equally inconveniently sharp tongue. Two attributes that had never failed to turn any young man’s foolish interest into utter regret.
Not that that had happened more than once or twice.
And not in the past decade.
While Lord Wentford had thus far been oblivious to Agnes’ very existence, Agnes herself had, here and there, taken notice of the young lord. As he was a fine, young gentleman, much sought after by society’s most eligible debutantes, Agnes could not have overlooked him. He was constantly surrounded by young ladies or in the company of other eligible bachelors. 
At first, Agnes had thought him a self-important oaf, like many in his position. However, over time, she had become aware of the intelligent glitter in his moss-green eyes that was generally followed by a rather challenging remark toward an obnoxious peer or a rather witless lady. He possessed the ability to laugh in a way that made his eyes glow with mirth, and Agnes could not deny that she liked the way he often ran his hand through his hair, upsetting his valet’s careful style and turning his chocolate brown curls into a tousled mess. He seemed to be a decent and kind man, and Agnes had to admit that she had come to like him−as far as that was possible when one hadn’t even exchanged a single word with the person in question.
Why was he still looking at her?
Carefully, Agnes cast a glance over her shoulder, certain that there had to be a rare beauty hiding somewhere behind her who had caught Lord Wentford’s attention. Quite inexplicably, however, there was not. When she returned her gaze back to the young man across the room, his bright green eyes seemed to light up and a teasing curl came to his lips.
Agnes drew in a slow breath, willing herself to ignore the foolish little jump her heart performed at the sight of his smile, and urged her mind once more to analyze the situation in a reasonable manner. 
As there was absolutely no sensible reason why Lord Wentford should be looking at her, Agnes surmised that there had to be some kind of hidden agenda. More than once, she’d heard it whispered that young gentlemen entered into wagers with one another, all of which generally ended in a rather humiliating experience for their target. Had she become such a target?
As another gentleman addressed Lord Wentford, his attention momentarily ventured away from hers. However, only a few heartbeats later, it returned, accompanied by that same teasing smile that had curled up his lips before. Those in his presence began to follow his gaze, and a frown came to their faces when they took notice of Agnes.
Gritting her teeth, Agnes held her head high as she saw their confusion for they could not understand in the least why on earth Lord Wentford should be looking at her. Agnes knew only too well how that felt. Why on earth was he looking at her? Her of all people? An old spinster with nothing to recommend her.
As the minutes ticked by, more and more guests began to take notice, glancing back and forth between them, probably wondering the same thing. How could they not? 
Determined not to be intimidated as well as annoyed with herself for misjudging Lord Wentford’s character, Agnes met his gaze straight on, her brows rising in challenge. If he meant to fool her, he would come to regret this day!
Lord Wentford drew in a slow, somewhat shuddering breath as though somehow, altogether inexplicably he found himself flung off balance by…her?
A moment later, he did something rather unheard off.
With his gaze still firmly fixed on Agnes, Lord Wentford set one foot in front of the other, leaving behind a circle of confused peers with irritatingly haughty looks on their faces.
Agnes froze in shock. Oh, dear God, he was coming toward her! 
Swallowing the sudden lump in her throat, Agnes willed herself to remain where she was. If indeed he sought to intimidate her, she would not make it easy for him. No, she would not cower or run. She would stand and fight.
Her stomach plummeted, and her palms became sweaty. This could only end in a disaster!
Unable to look away, Agnes watched him as he slowly made his way across the ballroom. Still, her mind would not cease, offering suggestions it should long since have discarded. After all, how could he have spotted something in her teeth from across the room?
And then he stood before her, his moss-green eyes even more brilliant up close as they studied her face with what seemed like honest interest. A gentle smile hung on his lips as he inclined his head to her. “Good evening.”
Returning his greeting, Agnes decided that attack was the best form of defense. “Do I have something in my teeth?”
A confused frown drew down Lord Wentford’s brows. “Not that I’m aware of,” he replied, a touch of humor in his voice.
“Did someone spill a drink on my dress?” Agnes continued undeterred. “Or is there a rip in my hem?”
Grinning, Lord Wentford leaned toward her, his green eyes sparkling with mischief. “Are we speaking the same language?” he asked almost conspiratorially. “Or is this some kind of code I should be familiar with?”
Unable not to, Agnes laughed, but quickly turned it into a snort, rolling her eyes at the young lord for good measure.
His eyes narrowed as he watched her. “You’re upset with me,” he concluded as his gaze studied her further. “Or at least you’re trying to be? Do tell, what did I do to deserve this?”
More than anything, Agnes wanted to cross her arms in front of her and glare him into oblivion. Still, that would have been poor manners and, so far, she had merely asked him rather unconventional questions. No need to cross that line…yet. “You looked at me,” she finally said, wondering if honesty would disarm him.
It did. However, not in the way she would have expected.
Laughter spilled from his lips, reaching his eyes and lighting them in a way that Agnes had trouble maintaining her own scowl. “You’re upset because I looked at you?”
Agnes nodded. “There’s no sensible reason why you would. Therefore, you must have some ulterior motive which, in turn, suggests a devious mind, and I’d rather not associate with devious minds.”
Fine. Now, they’d crossed the line to poor manners and possibly veiled insults. Surely, he would take his leave now.
“Is no one allowed to look at you?” Lord Wentford asked, equally undeterred. “Or does that rule only pertain to me?”
Agnes rolled her eyes. “What is it that you want?”
The look on his face sobered and, for a long moment, he simply looked at her. “I want to dance with you,” he finally said, holding out his hand to her.
Dimly, Agnes was aware of the whispers and stares directed at them as she all but stared at his hand. Then her gaze ventured upward until her eyes met his. Her heart almost leapt out of her chest as she saw the deep wish for her to accept him shine on his face. Could she have been utterly mistaken about his motives? Or was he simply a good actor?
Reasoning that it would be unwise to snub a man like Lord Wentford in front of society at large, Agnes slid her hand into his. “As you wish.”
Instantly, his fingers curled around hers possessively as though he feared she would change her mind and retrieve her hand. Another smile lit up his face, wicked, and yet, deeply endearing, a smile that spoke of shared secrets and a deeper knowledge of one another than Agnes had ever known.
Feeling herself completely overwhelmed, Agnes inhaled a deep breath when his hand held hers tighter than expected, pulling her toward him before he led her onto the dance floor. 
“As you seem to have a shockingly low opinion of me,” he whispered, leaning closer, “I want to assure you that I won’t bite, step on your feet or intend to otherwise harm you.”
At the teasing humor in his voice, Agnes could not help but chuckle. “Is that so?” she asked as they stood up together and the music began to play. “And is your word to be trusted?”
His brows narrowed in mock indignation. “You wound me, Miss—”
Agnes smiled triumphantly. “Now, you wound me as it seems you do not even know my name.”
Lord Wentford chuckled. “Would you care to enlighten me, Miss…?”
“Agnes Bottombrook,” Agnes supplied with a roll of her eyes as his own widened in surprise. “I’m aware that it is a most unfortunate name.”
He grinned. “That it is,” he agreed honestly.
Agnes’ gaze narrowed. “I admit that although everyone agrees that it is, no one has ever done so openly. I applaud you, my lord, for your honesty.” Following his lead, Agnes belatedly realized that her annoyance with Lord Wentford had all but evaporated and that she was—in all honesty—enjoying herself immensely. How inconvenient!
“What?” he asked all of a sudden, guiding her steps down the ballroom. “Your face just darkened. What happened? Did I upset you by looking at you again? Or should I have let you lead?”
Sighing at the grin on his face, Agnes shook her head. “You’re a tease, my lord. I’m not certain I like it.”
Lord Wentford chuckled. “Oh, but you love it. Otherwise, I have no doubt you would have already told me so outright.” His gaze sought hers, a desire to know her shining in its green depth. “Allow me to ask, why do you think there is no sensible reason for anyone to look at you?”
Swallowing, Agnes forced a chuckle into her voice. “Because…I’m old, and you’re not.”
Lord Wentford’s eyes narrowed in contemplation. “I must say you have a strange way of looking at things.”
Agnes laughed. “I beg your pardon, my lord, but it was not I who made the rules.”
“Rules?”
“Do not pretend to be ignorant of society’s unwritten rules,” Agnes replied, a sharper tone to her voice than she would have hoped. “Ask anyone, there is nothing about me that would recommend me to you, therefore—”
Suddenly, he pulled her close, his green eyes seeking hers. “Then they’re wrong,” he all but growled, a defensive tone in his voice that stole Agnes’ breath.
Blinking, she stared at him. “You cannot be sincere,” Agnes whispered, hoping to convince herself as much as him. “You’re dancing with me because of a bet, a wager or—”
“I’m dancing with you because I want to,” he replied, the look in his eyes determined as he held on to her, “and anyone who cannot see that must be blind, deaf and dumb because everything you do and say recommends you.”
Agnes stared at him as though he had struck her. Her knees had turned to water, and she allowed him to pull her off the dance floor with no resistance at all.
“Here, drink this,” Lord Wentford said, handing her a refreshment. “You look pale.”
Sipping her drink, Agnes tried her best to regain her composure, annoyed with herself that he had managed to upend her balance so easily. “Falsities do that.”
“Falsities?” he demanded, a touch of anger in his voice as he stepped in front of her. Then he sighed as though understanding had suddenly found him. “Believe what you will,” he said as the teasing grin returned to his face, “but consider yourself warned that any resistance on your part will only strengthen my resolve.”
“Your resolve? To do what?”
“To marry you.”
Unable to prevent it, Agnes felt her jaw drop. “Y-you must be insane,” she stammered, staring at him as though he had just declared his intention to travel to the moon. “A man like you does not marry a woman like me.”
That annoying chuckle once more rumbled in his throat as he leaned closer, his gaze lit up with challenge. “He does if he knows what’s good for him,” Lord Wentford whispered. “Come on, Nessa, take a leap of faith with me.”
“Nessa?”
“Do you not like it?”
Agnes swallowed as her head spun rather loosely on her shoulders. “I did not say that.”
“Well, then what is your answer?”
“My answer? I…” Shaking her head, Agnes took a step back. “You cannot be serious, my lord, and I refuse to be made a fool of.”
Not allowing her to step away, Lord Wentford followed in her wake. “Call me Grant and, yes, I’ve never been more serious in my life.”
“I don’t believe you.”
His gaze lit up with mischief. “Care to make a wager?”






  
  Chapter one
The Wrong Wife


Wentford Park, 1812 
Seven Years Later
Sinking into his customary seat at the head of the table, Grant Barrett, Earl of Wentford, glanced at his young wife.
About a year ago, Grant had met Lady Eugenie at a societal ball. She was the daughter of an impoverished earl, who had just lost her brother to the war in France. Her father had died within three months of losing his son, leaving his young daughter utterly alone in the world. And so, with a guardian seeking to rid himself of her as soon as possible, she had entered society in need of a husband.
In truth, they’d been the perfect match as Grant had found himself in need of a wife—at least as far as his mother was concerned. Still, as much as his heart still mourned the loss of his darling wife, Grant could not deny that his mother had had a point.
Milly needed a mother.
Milly deserved a mother.
At only three years of age, his daughter Amelia had suffered the most awful tragedy that could befall a child. She had lost her mother to a horrible accident.
For weeks, Milly had cried herself to sleep, calling for Nessa in-between heartbreaking sobs and wails. Only exhaustion had managed to close her eyes in those early days after the accident. Grant’s heart had been in agony to see her thus, and never in his life had he felt more helpless than in those moments.
Almost three years had passed since then, and Milly had learned to laugh again as her memories of her mother had slowly dimmed.
The thought that Milly was slowly, day by day, forgetting the woman who had brought her into this world, the woman who had held her and nursed her and loved her with every fiber of her being, brought renewed pain to Grant’s heart. But he did not wish Milly to remain sad.
And so he had finally agreed to marry again.
Not to love again.
But to move on.
“Why does the sun set so late in summer?” Milly asked as she tried her best to butter her toast, her little hand clenched around the knife. “I never see the stars anymore. Grandpa, why can I not see the stars in summer?”
Smiling at his granddaughter, Maynard Bottombrook set down his teacup. “Well, that has to do with the earth’s axis, my dear. You see…” And he launched into a scientific explanation that brought a deep frown to Milly’s young forehead.
Grant smiled at them.
From the first, Grant had been fond of Nessa’s father, a man who cared for nothing in life besides his darling daughter and his love for science. As her mother had died in childbirth, Nessa had insisted that her father come live with them after she had finally agreed to his seventeenth marriage proposal. Or had it been his eighteenth? No, it had been his seventeenth proposal.
Grant rubbed his temple, wondering if one day he would lose all those beloved memories of Nessa as well.
“She hungers for knowledge, does she not?” Eugenie remarked as she glanced at him from under her long lashes, a shy smile playing on her lips. “Her curiosity knows no bounds.”
Grant nodded. “Just like her mother,” he replied, delighting in each and every little resemblance between mother and daughter. In a small way, it was as though Nessa were still here.
“It is never good when girls are too knowledgeable,” Grant’s mother cut in, a dark frown on her face as she regarded her granddaughter with a hint of apprehension. “There are other, more appropriate pastimes she ought to concern herself with.”
Grant knew well that his mother had never warmed to Nessa, and she openly portrayed her disregard for the influence Nessa’s father had on her granddaughter. “I see nothing wrong in indulging her curiosity,” Grant replied as he met his mother’s narrowed gaze. “It brings her joy, and I do not believe there is any reason good enough to keep it from her.”
After an angry pause, his mother turned her disapproving glare to Brighton, Wentford Park’s butler, who had just appeared beside her, a letter upon a silver tray resting upon his hand. “For you, my lady.”
Sighing, Grant looked at his young wife. “Please, do not be discouraged by my mother’s words,” he told her, seeing a hint of nervousness in her pale gray eyes. “I am aware of your dedicated care for my daughter and your encouragement that she follow her passions, and I wholeheartedly agree.” He glanced at his mother, her lips thinning as she read the letter in her hand. “My mother’s opinions can be a bit harsh at times, but I do believe she means well.” He smiled at Eugenie. “We simply happen to disagree.”
“Yes, my lord,” his wife replied, a gentle smile on her face as she nodded. “I very much enjoy Mr. Bottombrook’s teachings myself. His knowledge is comprehensive.” A soft chuckle left her lips. “Hardly a day goes by that I do not learn something new.”
Grant nodded. “I’m glad to hear it.”
“That foul-mouthed woman!” Grant’s mother exclaimed, daggers flying from her eyes as her hands clenched around the parchment. “Always bragging about her grandsons.”
As his mother’s moods were nothing unusual, only Eugenie flinched at the dowager countess’ outburst while Maynard and Milly continued to converse animatedly. “Is it Aunt Theodora?” Grant asked, annoyed with the competitive notions between his mother and his aunt, the wife of his father’s younger brother. “Why do you even open her letters if they upset you so?”
Lifting her gaze, his mother glared at him. “I would still know what she wrote as she knows only one topic.”
Grant sighed, wondering why his mother was so obsessed with the idea of an heir. Deep down, Grant had always suspected that his mother’s urgings for him to marry again had not solely stemmed from her concern for Milly. For years now, Aunt Theodora had been parading her three grandsons in front of her sister-in-law, hinting that once Grant passed on, the title would fall to her own son and would then be passed on through his line to her eldest grandson.
Of course, Grant’s mother was outraged. It was a constant source of animosity between the two women.
“Before long, I’ll have a grandson of my own,” she spat as her eyes slid over Eugenie, something dark lurking in their depths, “and then I’ll be the one to triumph over her.”
Blushing slightly, Eugenie shifted in her seat before she determinedly focused her gaze on her stepdaughter across the table. A safe haven compared to the raging storm that rested in the dowager’s eyes.
Grant heaved a low sigh, knowing that nothing he said on the matter would make the slightest bit of difference. Still, a small, spiteful part of him could not help but hope that should Eugenie ever find herself with child, she would have a daughter and not a son.
It certainly would serve his mother right!
Sighing, Grant sat back in his chair, glancing at the small circle of family around him. Indeed, he had good reason to consider himself a fortunate man. And yet, there was a part of him that would always and forever hold on to the thought of Nessa, wondering what life would be like if they had never lost her.






  
  Chapter two
False Hope


Sitting in his study, head bent over a particularly exhausting ledger, Grant looked up when a knock came on the door. Expecting his daughter, he set aside the quill. “Please, come in.” 
To his surprise, it was not Milly, but Maynard who entered. 
The old man’s face looked a bit flushed, and his otherwise pale eyes shone in a deep blue that day. His gray hair stood on end as though he had tried to pull it out by the roots, and he held a piece of parchment clutched in his trembling hands.
Jumping to his feet, Grant rounded the large desk. “Maynard, are you all right? Is something wrong?” Taking his father-in-law by the elbow, Grant urged him to sit in one of the armchairs facing his desk before offering a glass of water. “Did you receive bad news?” Grant inquired, wondering about the letter in the old man’s hand.
Gulping down the offered water like a man dying of thirst, Maynard shook his head before a mean coughing fit turned his face dark red. “No, not bad, my boy,” he wheezed, trying his best to draw a calm breath. “Not bad at all.”
Although his mother disapproved, Grant had always loved the affectionate familiarity that had so easily come to him and Nessa as well as her father. To them, family meant more than reputation and standing. To them, family meant love and affection.
“Then what has you so upset?” Grant demanded, knowing that the loss of his father-in-law would hit him hard. “I do believe you need to rest.”
Maynard shook his head vehemently, and to Grant’s surprise, a deep smile began to form on the old man’s face. Not since Nessa had been alive had Grant seen such utter joy on Maynard’s face. “It is good news, I tell you. And I came to you the moment my legs would allow me.” An amused chuckled flew from his lips. “I admit I had to sit down upon reading this as my knees shook so hard I felt I surely would fall.”
Grant frowned, a dark suspicion forming in his mind. “What is it?”
Maynard’s eyes glowed. “I found her,” he whispered almost reverently. “I found her.”
Grant could barely keep the groan from slipping from his lips as his traitorous heart leapt with hope. He ought to know better than that. Seating himself on the side of his desk, he looked down at his father-in-law. “Maynard, please, we’ve talked about this. You cannot truly believe that—”
“But I do!” the old man insisted as his hand tightened around the parchment. “It is her! I know it!”
Grant sighed.
In the past three years, Maynard had come to him more than once with a letter—no doubt similar to this one—stating that a strange, young woman had one day walked into a village, keeping to herself and not mingling with the locals. No one knew her. No one knew where she had come from.
Each and every time, Maynard had felt certain that it was Nessa.
Three years ago, Nessa had been on her way to call on her cousin after receiving a distressing letter, begging her to visit. As far as Grant had been able to find out, the horses had shied at a strange noise and bolted as they’d crossed over a narrow bridge. The coachman had been thrown off the riding block and lost consciousness upon hitting the ground. Later, they’d found the carriage far downstream near the Thames estuary, but with no sign of Nessa.
For months, they’d combed the countryside on both sides of the stream, spoken to fishermen in the area and searched far and wide for her. But nothing had ever turned up. Nothing but false hope.
Due to his scientific interest, Maynard had always had a wide circle of friends in all parts of England with whom he conversed regularly about any new developments in the areas of astronomy, geology and meteorology. Upon Nessa’s disappearance—as he insisted on calling it—he had written hundreds of letters to anyone he’d ever met, inquiring after his daughter and asking them to inform him should anyone ever stumble upon her.
In consequence, many letters had found their way to Wentford Park. Letters that had led nowhere. Letters that spoke of women who were not Nessa.
Grant had hoped that Maynard had finally come to accept that his daughter was gone as it had been over a year now since he had last approached Grant with a letter. Maynard’s health was not the best, and Grant feared for his father-in-law. Grant’s own heart had barely survived these moments of false hope, and he could not bear to see Nessa’s father crumble to the ground yet again once he would inevitably learn that it was not his daughter after all.
“This letter,” Maynard stated, lifting the fist that clutched the crumpled parchment, “is from a friend who recently traveled north. He writes that he heard of a woman in an abbey, who’s lost her memory.” Maynard swallowed. “According to his description, it could be Nessa.”
Fighting his own desire to believe his father-in-law’s words, Grant placed a comforting hand on Maynard’s shoulder. “I know you want it to be her. I do as well. But we cannot go on, hoping that she will one day walk back into our lives. It is not good for any of us.” Grant swallowed, knowing how close he had come to losing his mind and succumbing to his grief. Only because of Milly had he found a way to say goodbye to his past life and look to the future.
Sad eyes looked back into Grant’s. “I understand that you cannot hope as I do,” Maynard whispered, understanding ringing in his voice. “Believe me, I do. I lost my wife as well, and it nearly killed me.” Tears came to the old man’s eyes. “But this is my child,” he said, his voice nearly choked. “I cannot stop. I cannot give up. Not ever.” Gritting his teeth, he staggered to his feet, fighting for composure. “I understand your position. Please, also understand mine.”
Hanging his head, Grant nodded. Deep down, he had always known that no power on this earth but death alone would ever be able to stop his father-in-law. “Of course, I do. I don’t want you to think that I—”
Maynard’s wrinkled hand grasped Grant’s arm. “Not for a moment did I doubt your love for her,” he assured him. “Not for a moment.”
Grant nodded, gritting his teeth against the tears that lingered…even after three years.
Maynard sighed heavily as he patted Grant’s arm. “I’ll be leaving in the morning. Would you—?”
“No,” Grant replied, rising to his feet. “I’ll go.”
“But—”
“You’re in no shape to undertake such a journey,” Grant insisted, urging his father-in-law back into the vacated armchair. “Nessa would not want you to put yourself at risk. I’ll go.”
Sinking back down, Maynard nodded. “If you insist.”
“I do.” Rounding his desk, Grant rang the bell and waited for Brighton to appear. “I’ll be traveling up north tomorrow morning. Please have a bag packed and instruct Darby to ready the coach.”
Bowing, Brighton left the room to do as he was asked.
Turning to his father-in-law, Grant smiled when he saw the old man’s breath come a little easier. Still, he could not stop himself from thinking about what would await him upon his return. How would Maynard react to having his hopes disappointed yet again? Would his heart survive? Or would Grant lose him as well? And what would the loss of her grandfather do to Milly?
Gritting his teeth, Grant vowed to instruct Brighton upon his return to intercept all letters arriving for Maynard. He would do whatever he had to in order to protect his father-in-law from himself.






  
  Chapter three
The Moment of Truth


The sun shone warm on her back, and the cool, fresh ground under her fingers provided a soothing contrast, grounding Martha to the here and now. Kneeling in the vegetable patch, she pulled out small weeds and thus ensured that the green world around her would flourish, bearing fruit to sustain the abbey and its inhabitants. It was something to do. Something Martha knew how to do. 
At least something.
Martha. Was that her name?
Ever since she’d come to Granville Abbey, it had been. Sister Anne had chosen it for her not two days after she had first woken at the monastery. Fishermen had pulled her from the sea, near drowned, and brought her to the nearby abbey.
That had been three years ago.
Three years since her life had begun. Before that, only a black void filled Martha’s heart and mind. No matter how hard she tried, she could not recall her life before. Not even her own name.
In the beginning, she’d still had hope that with time her memory would return. Today, Martha no longer harbored such hopes, and with each passing day, she wondered what she ought to do. What would become of her? Ought she to remain in the abbey forever? If not, what other choice did she have?
After all, she knew not a single person outside the abbey. Certainly, there were a few acquaintances from her trips into the village, but nothing more. People tended to hold back when one did not—or could not—share one’s own story. Not intentionally as Martha had met many kind people. Still, it always remained an imbalance. Her life simply weighed less, and she did not know how to change that.
In the past three years, no one had come forth to claim her as his wife, daughter or mother. No one knew her, and Martha had long since given up hope that anyone would ever come to find her.
Until an elderly gentleman had traveled through the village a fortnight ago.
Martha drew in a deep breath as she remembered the night he had come to the abbey, inquiring after her. He had not looked familiar, and neither had she to him as he himself had never met her. However, he had spoken of a friend who was looking for his daughter, a daughter who had been washed away in a river three years ago. Could that woman be her?
Martha had been utterly overwhelmed by the thought that there might be someone out there looking for her after all. She had barely heard a word after the man’s initial explanation of why he had sought her out. All her thoughts had focused on the man who might be her father, the man who had been looking for her for three years. Warmth had filled her heart at the thought that, after believing herself alone in the world, there was someone who cared enough to not give up.
Even after three years.
Tears had come to her eyes, and she had not known what to make of them. If her father had walked across the abbey’s threshold with his friend, would she have recognized him? Or would he have been a stranger to her? What would it do to him to find his daughter after three years only to be faced with the fact that she had no memory of who he was?
Sitting back on her heels, Martha tried to calm herself. But her hands continued to tremble. Not even the otherwise calming routine of tending to the vegetable patch managed to chase away the uncertainty that had claimed her anew. What would happen now?
Their visitor had promised to write to his friend, informing him of his discovery. Would her father—if indeed she was the daughter he sought—come to see her? Martha wondered for a bare second before she realized that she already knew the answer beyond the shadow of a doubt. After all, what father would search for his child for three years and then not respond to such a letter?
Before long, he would come, and then…?
Then Martha would receive her answer. Was she truly Agnes Bottombrook, Maynard Bottombrook’s daughter? Her nose crinkled involuntarily at the name! Or would she forever remain Martha, a woman without a past?
“Martha!”
Turning toward Sister Anne’s voice, Martha rose to her feet, brushing her dirt-stained hands on her apron. “Yes, is something the matter?” Belatedly, she took note of the rosy flush on the woman’s face who had become a dear friend to her. “Is something wrong? Are you ill?”
A wide smile came to Sister Anne’s face. “He’s here,” she whispered reverently, grasping Martha’s hands. Her eyes shone with hope and joy as she looked at Martha, her hands squeezing hers lightly. “He’s here.”
Martha swallowed. “My father?” Perhaps. “I mean Mr. Bottombrook.”
“No, I do not believe it is him,” Sister Anne replied hastily, her own hands trembling as well. “He looked much too young to be your father. I’m sorry I cannot tell you more, but the abbess bade me fetch you with haste. Come, please.”
Martha felt her knees grow weak, and she had to draw a lungful of air before her feet stumbled forward. Quickly, she washed her hands in a bucket filled with water from the well and untied her apron, folding it neatly before setting it down.
“Are you afraid?” Sister Anne asked, watching her carefully.
Inhaling a deep breath, Martha clasped her hands together. Would they never stop trembling? “I’m not certain. I don’t know how I feel. I don’t know what to hope for.”
With a smile, Sister Anne stepped toward her. “I only caught a glimpse of him, but he looked like a kind and decent man. He seemed hesitant as though he didn’t dare believe. But there was a spark of hope in his eyes that he couldn’t quite smother. I do believe he cares for you deeply.”
“If, indeed, I am the woman he is looking for,” Martha threw in as her head began to spin. “And if I am, then he is about to find out that I have no notion of who he is. And if I am not, then his hopes will once again be disappointed.”
“As will yours.”
Martha simply looked at her friend, still unable to say what it was she was hoping for. What if this man was to return her to a life she had run from? 
Every now and then, the thought had entered Martha’s mind that she had left her old life behind for a reason. That her mind did not remember because, deep down, a part of her knew that it was for the best. That she ought to start over and not look back.
“Come,” Sister Anne urged, grasping Martha’s hand. “You will forever regret it if you do not meet him.”
Martha nodded and followed Sister Anne back inside. They crossed a large hall and then followed a corridor down toward the abbess’ study. After knocking softly, Sister Anne opened the old oak door and pulled Martha into the room.
A young man—likely younger than her—stood by the window, his back toward the door, his chocolate brown hair smoothed back into place after it had no doubt been ruffled in a nervous fit. Who was he? Martha wondered. Could he be her brother? Had their father sent him?
The moment of truth was upon her, and she all but held her breath as he turned around upon her entry.
As though not daring to look, the stranger turned slowly—agonizingly so—giving Martha the opportunity to glimpse the strain that hung on his handsome face, the tension that rested in his broad shoulders as well as the spark of hope that lingered in those moss-green eyes.
The moment those eyes fell on her, they widened in utter shock and the man stumbled backwards until he collided with the cabinet holding the abbey’s ledgers.
The abbess shot to her feet, concern etched deep in her gray eyes, while Sister Anne drew in a sharp breath before clasping her hand over her mouth, her own eyes as round as plates.
All the while, Martha simply stood there, watching the stranger as his jaw dropped, as he blinked his lids rapidly trying to see clearly, as his mouth opened…and one word slipped out. One word full of disbelief, doubt, and yet, hope. “Nessa?”
He drew in a shuddering breath before a large smile suddenly claimed his face. “Nessa,” he stammered, his voice hoarse and almost choked, “it…it is you.” His eyes remained fixed on her face as he started toward her as though he feared she would disappear if he dared look away.
“Hello,” Martha mumbled, unable not to look at him. She was overwhelmed by the intensity of his gaze. As much as she had hoped that her memory would return in a blinding flash, it was not so. The black void remained, and she knew not this stranger who rushed toward her with such devotion and longing in his eyes that it stole the breath from her lungs.
Never before had anyone looked at her like this.
“Nessa,” he whispered as he closed the distance between them, his moss-green eyes locked on to hers, and drew her into his arms.
Martha felt as though she vanished in his embrace, his strong arms holding her to him as though he wished to never let her go. He felt warm and alive, his heart beating wildly in his chest as his hands brushed down her arms and over her back before they traveled upward and into her hair.
Overwhelmed by this sudden contact, Martha knew not what to do or say, and so she stood in his arms and let him do as he wished.
Then he pulled back, gently cupping her face, and looked down at her as his eyes found hers once more, searching, asking, savoring. His thumb brushed over her cheek, tenderly and with such care that Martha felt herself begin to tremble with unexpected longing. Why, oh why could she not remember this man?
Still, in the next instant, panic seized her when his gaze dropped from hers and touched her lips. As though he could not bear the distance between them any longer, he pulled her closer and lowered his head to hers.
Martha drew in a sharp breath and barely managed to lift her hands in defense before his lips brushed against hers. “Don’t!” she exclaimed, jerking her head back as her eyes widened and she stared up at him in shock. “Please, I don’t even know who you are!”






  
  Chapter four
The Measurements of a Life


In one short moment—barely the blink of an eye—Grant’s world was turned upside down. 
After three awful years of mourning his wife, of reminding himself that she was lost to him for good, of forcing himself to move on, here she was, alive and well. 
And still, he feared he was hallucinating, dreaming, fantasizing. What if he allowed himself to believe only to have her snatched from his grasp?
Gritting his teeth, Grant doubted he would survive suffering her loss a second time. No, before he could allow himself to truly believe that she had returned to him, he needed…he needed to…
His hands tightened on her, feeling the familiar warmth of her body. Her hazel eyes were wide and watchful, dark with confusion. And yet, Grant saw an old spark lurking beneath the surface. A spark that spoke of a strong and daring mind as well as a brave and loving heart. Was this truly his wife? His Nessa?
He skimmed a thumb over her cheek and felt her tremble in his arms as his heart beat wildly in his chest with fear and hope alike. He was not hallucinating, was he? This was not a dream.
Joy claimed Grant’s heart, and the longing of three years came pouring out of him. His gaze dropped lower, and before he knew what he was doing, his head bent down to claim a kiss.
To claim her.
To convince himself that she was truly here.
In his arms.
Alive and well.
“Don’t!”
That one word cut through him like a knife, and Grant froze as she pulled back, fear etched in her eyes. “Please, I don’t even know who you are!”
Blinking, Grant stared at her. He saw her eyes widen. He saw the way she tried to lean back, to free herself from his embrace. He saw her confusion, her fear…but he couldn’t release her.
He couldn’t. What if she vanished into thin air? He couldn’t. He had to hold on to her.
Out of the corner of his eye, Grant saw someone move, and then the short, rather dainty frame of the abbess appeared beside him. “My lord, I understand that this is a difficult situation,” she said in a tone that held compassion, but also rang with authority, “but I must insist that you release her.” Gently, she placed a hand on his arm, urging him to do as she’d ordered. “She does not remember you, and what you’re doing frightens her. Release her, and we may talk.”
Gritting his teeth, Grant willed his arms to comply. Slowly, his muscles relaxed, and he could see Nessa’s relief when she was finally able to flee his embrace. Her feet carried her backwards until her back collided with the door, and she reached for the young nun who had entered with her.
Taking a deep breath, Grant ran his hands through his hair, reminding himself of what he already knew. As much as he wished it were not true, Grant knew that she did not remember him. He had known even before he had set foot in the abbey. After all, the letter Maynard had received had informed them thusly.
Still, Grant had never truly expected to find her here. Not once had he contemplated what it would mean to see his wife in the woman who had lost her memory. The moment he had turned and found her standing only a few paces away, her chest rising and falling with each life-giving breath, everything had fallen from him.
“I apologize,” he mumbled, willing himself to remain calm, to remember how overwhelming all this surely had to be for her. For Nessa.
She was alive!
“I understand,” the abbess said, her feet firmly planted on the floor between him and Nessa, ready to intervene at a moment’s notice. “You said you received a letter, informing you that she was here. However, the man who came here spoke of a Mr. Bottombrook, suggesting that he could be Martha’s father.”
Grant frowned. “Martha?”
The abbess looked at his wife. “That is the name she’s been known by for the past three years.” A smirk came to her wrinkled face. “We had to call her something, didn’t we?”
“Of course,” Grant agreed, trying his best to wrap his mind around everything he had learned in the past few minutes. “I’m sorry I frightened you,” he told Nessa gently, meaning every word as he looked at her with all the sincerity he possessed. “I admit I never truly believed I would find you here, and then…” He drew in a long breath. “Seeing you came as quite a shock.”
Still as white as a sheet, his wife looked at him, her eyes searching his face as though she, too, wished her memories would return and make everything simple. “I understand,” she whispered as she took a step forward, away from the safety of the young nun’s embrace and toward him. “I wish I could remember you, but…”
“It’s all right,” Grant replied, delighting in the tentative smile that briefly flashed across her beautiful face. “What’s important is that you’re alive…and well.” He shook his head as another moment of disbelief claimed him. “You’re alive.”
“I am,” she confirmed, the ghost of a smile reclaiming her lips. “But who am I? Am I not Mr. Bottombrook’s daughter? Agnes Bottombrook?” Her nose crinkled in dislike.
Grant laughed. “You never liked your name.” He took a step toward her when he saw her smile deepen. “That’s why I called you Nessa.”
“Nessa,” she whispered, nodding her head in appreciation. “It does sound better.” Her eyes remained on his, a question in them. “So, I have a father?”
Grant nodded, explaining how he had insisted on traveling north instead of her father due to the man’s failing health. “He never believed you were gone,” Grant admitted, realizing that he had failed his wife after all. He should never have given up hope. He should never have stopped looking. “He kept searching, and he was right to do so.”
Nessa exhaled slowly, her hands trembling as her mind absorbed all that he had said. "My father is unwell?" she asked, her hazel eyes searching his face as they had so many times before.
Grant nodded. "These past few years have been…" He sighed, shaking his head as the memory of their loss engulfed him once more. "They've been hard on him, always drifting back and forth between hope and fear. It weakened him."
Tears misted her eyes. "Will he…?" She swallowed, and her jaw trembled ever so slightly. "How bad…?"
Looking into her eyes, Grant smiled at his wife. "Do not worry," he told her. "Your father is a stubborn, old man. He will not leave you now that he's finally found you. One look at you will give him more strength than any remedy his doctor has urged him to take."
Blinking back the tears that lingered, Nessa exhaled the breath she'd been holding before the ghost of a smile danced across her lovely face.
"He'll be overjoyed to see you," Grant told her, wanting her to know—even if she did not remember them—that she was loved. "As am I."
Nessa swallowed. “And you are?”
Grant took a steadying breath. “I’m your husband.” She, too, drew in a shuddering breath. “My name is Grant Barrett, Earl of Wentford, and you’re my countess. You’re my Nessa.”
“Countess?” she whispered, and her eyes widened as she held his gaze. 
Grant nodded. “We were married nearly seven years ago.” With each word he spoke, Grant could see her growing paler as her mind found no memory of the events he spoke. “We have a daughter,” he said carefully, not wishing to upset her, but believing with all his heart that he should not wait.
Her face froze before her bottom lip began to tremble and large tears rolled down her cheeks. “A daughter?”
“Milly,” Grant replied, wondering if his daughter would still recognize her own mother. “Lady Amelia Barrett. She is six years old now.”
"Six years." The words left Nessa's lips on a gust of air and, for a moment, it seemed she would stagger backwards from the blow she'd just received. Her lids blinked rapidly as her eyes drifted around the room like pieces of driftwood tossed about on the open sea.
Seeing his wife in such distress, Grant fought the urge to run to her and draw her into his arms for he knew that his attempt at comfort would only upset her more. And so he remained where he was, desperately trying to find the right words. "She has your eyes," he finally said, a soft smile playing on his lips at the thought of his precious child. "They shine with warmth and kindness
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