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Dear Readers:

Charles Dickens had no idea what he was starting.

When Dickens sat down to write A Christmas Carol in 1843, he did so because he thought a Christmas story would ease his financial woes. His last book had not done well and his wife was expecting their fifth child.

Dickens worked with an unrelenting passion, and he completed the story in six weeks, but not without a certain amount of revision. For example, Tiny Tim was originally named Tiny Fred.

A Christmas Carol was released a few days before Christmas and was an instant success. And why not?

This is a tale of the true spirit of Christmas. A Christmas Carol has inspired readers for more than a century and a half and was my inspiration for this book.

Charles Dickens and A Christmas Carol are credited with reviving interest in nearly-forgotten traditions and the celebration of Christmas.

It is a grand legacy for a writer. And a great gift for the rest of us.

Merry Christmas.

[image: 1]








Contents


DEAR READERS




DEDICATION







EPIGRAPH






CHAPTER ONE

Affectionately Yours, Lizzie.



CHAPTER TWO

Theres no reason for you to leave, none at


CHAPTER THREE

Holly and ivy, evergreens and all manner of


CHAPTER FOUR

I wondered if you were ever going to return


CHAPTER FIVE

Elizabeth, Lady Langley, slammed open the


CHAPTER SIX
Everything appears in order. Nick scanned

CHAPTER SEVEN
It was a damnably good thing Nick had already

CHAPTER EIGHT
I have never felt so blasted helpless in my

CHAPTER NINE
It is an honor to meet you, my lord. Nick

CHAPTER TEN
I have no idea what Im going to do now,

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Nicholas helped Elizabeth out of the carriage,

CHAPTER TWELVE
The first rays of morning light streamed in the

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Have you spoken to your sister of late?

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Elizabeth swept into the foyer of Nicholass

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
In truth, I am torn. Elizabeth sipped her

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Nick leaned back in the chair behind his desk

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
You look dreadful. Jules eyed her sister over

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Effington House was as festive as ever it was at

EPILOGUE
He had no further intercourse with

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


PRAISE FOR THE BOOKS OF VICTORIA ALEXANDER

BY VICTORIA ALEXANDER

COPYRIGHT

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER







Dedication

This story is dedicated to the memory of Rosemarie and Robert Griffin, who are always in my heart and taught me everything I know about the spirit, the hope and the love that is Christmas.







 
 
 
 


Epigraph




It was a strange figurelike a child: yet not so like a child as like an old man, viewed through some supernatural medium, which gave him the appearance of having receded from the view, and being diminished to a childs proportions. Its hair, which hung about its neck and down its back, was white as if with age; and yet the face had not a wrinkle in it, and the tenderest bloom was on the skin. The arms were very long and muscular; the hands the same, as if its hold were of uncommon strength. Its legs and feet, most delicately formed, were, like those upper members, bare. It wore a tunic of the purest white and round its waist was bound a lustrous belt, the sheen of which was beautiful. It held a branch of fresh green holly in its hand; and, in singular contradiction of that wintry emblem, had its dress trimmed with summer flowers. But the strangest thing about it was, that from the crown of its head there sprung a bright clear jet of light, by which all this was visible; and which was doubtless the occasion of its using, in its duller moments, a great extinguisher for a cap, which it now held under its arm.

Even this, though, when Scrooge looked at it with increasing steadiness, was not its strangest quality. For as its belt sparkled and glittered now in one part and now in another, and what was light one instant, at another time was dark, so the figure itself fluctuated in its distinctness: being now a thing with one arm, now with one leg, now with twenty legs, now a pair of legs without ahead, now a head without a body: of which dissolving parts, no outline would be visible in the dense gloom wherein they melted away. And in the very wonder of this, it would be itself again; distinct and clear as ever.

Are you the Spirit, sir, whose coming was foretold to me? asked Scrooge.

I am! The voice was soft and gentle. Singularly low, as if instead of being so close beside him, it were at a distance.

Who, and what are you? Scrooge demanded.

I am the Ghost of Christmas Past.

Long past? inquired Scrooge: observant of its dwarfish stature.

No. Your past.

A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens, 1843










Chapter 1




Christmas Past

December 1843

Affectionately Yours, Lizzie.

Lady Elizabeth Effington stared at the words shed just written and grimaced. No. Affectionately was entirely too personal, and Lizzie too informal. Hed never called her Lizzie and she doubted hed start now. Indeed, with one significant exception, hed never been anything other than completely proper with her. It was most annoying. She crossed out the line just as she had the previous three attempts.

That was truly wonderful. Behind her, her younger sister, Juliana, sighed with heartfelt satisfaction.

I knew you would like it, Lizzie said absently and stared at the sheet of white velum lying on the desk in front of her in the sitting room she shared with Jules.

 
It was soso Jules thought for a moment. Wonderful.

Quite, Lizzie murmured and wrote With Sincere Best Wishes, Lady Elizabeth Effington.

No, more than wonderful. I daresay its the best story about Christmasnothe best story about anything I have ever read.

That wasnt right either. With Sincere Best Wishes had an obligatory ring, as if one were writing to an elderly relative one didnt particularly like but was required to be pleasant to nonetheless. Besides, while Lizzie might be too personal, Lady Elizabeth Effington was far and away too formal for her purposes. She slashed a pen stroke through the bothersome phrase.

In point of fact, Jules continued in a tone that sounded far more like a literary critic than a mere girl of sixteen years, I think its quite the best story Mr. Dickens has written. Of those Ive read, of course, but I do think Ive read most of his stories as he is possibly my favorite author. Its not as amusing as Nicholas Nickleby but a far better ending to my mind than The Old Curiosity Shop, although I do so love stories about girls having adventures. Jules paused. Even if Little Nells were rather dreadful.

Yes, well, dying at the end of ones story does tend to make ones adventures a bit less than cheery, Lizzie said under her breath.

With eternal friendship, Elizabeth.

I dislike books that dont end well. Mothers books always end well. This one does too, in a fashion, although it is something of a pity Scrooge did not discover the error of his ways until he was old. He would have had a rather wonderful life if he had married Belle. Dont you think so?

Um hmm.

Friendship was good. Not the least bit improper. And Elizabeth had the right tone. PerhapsLizzie sighed and crossed out her latest effort. Why on earth was this so blasted difficult? All she was trying to do was come up with an appropriate inscription for a book to give as a gift. Still, her words were as important as the book itself. Even more so.

I think my very favorite part though, Jules said slowly, was at the end when Tiny Tim sprouted wings and flew off with Fezziwig and the Ghost of Christmas Past. Dont you agree?

Yes. Of course. I Lizzie jerked her head up, swiveled in her chair, and stared at her sister. What did you say?

I suspected as much. Jules narrowed her eyes suspiciously. You werent listening to a word I said, were you?

I most certainly was. You said Lizzie searched her mind. She did so hate to admit that her sister was right, at least in part. You said you liked A Christmas Carol better than any of Mr. Dickenss other works.

Jules snorted in a most unladylike manner. That was the very least of what I said. She sat upright on the chaise and craned her neck to see around her sister. Whatever are you doing, anyway?

Lizzie shifted to shield the paper on the desk and adopted a casual tone. Nothing of importance really. Just trying to find the right words.

 
Jules raised a brow. For what?

For none of your concern, thats what, Lizzie said firmly.

Is it something for Charles? Jules fluttered her lashes in an exaggerated manner.

Lizzie laughed. No, its not. And even if it was, I wouldnt tell you.

Why not? Indignation sounded in the younger girls voice. Id tell you what I was giving the gentleman who was about to ask for my hand in marriage.

Nonsense, Lizzie said quickly. Charles is not about to ask for my hand.

Jules smirked. Would you care to wager on that?

Lizzie stared at her sister, unease settling in the pit of her stomach. Do you know something I should know?

Perhaps. Jules settled back on the chaise and smiled at her sister in that irritating way younger girls refine for the express purpose of torturing their older sisters. I might know that Charles spoke to Father privately this morning. And I might further know, when Charles came out of Fathers library, he had a look of relief and excitement on his face.

Lizzie waved off her sisters comments. That could mean anything.

Oh, come now, Lizzie. You cant be the least bit surprised by this. Jules studied her sister curiously. For as long as I can remember, everyone in both our families has expected a match between you. I rather thought you expected to marry him as well.

 
Charles is a good man and an excellent match, and any woman would be honored to be his wife. Indeed, it seems to me there are any number of young women wishing to do just that. Lizzie smiled in a noncommittal manner and hoped her comments would satisfy her sister.

I know I would. Charles is wonderful. Jules heaved a heartfelt sigh. Hes so handsome, with the brightest blue eyes and the merriest smile and the most charming manner. Indeed, I fear I have a penchant for men with blond, wavy hair. One is hard-pressed to keep from running ones fingers through it.

Lizzie bit back a grin. You shall have to resist that in the future.

In the future I shall have a merry, blond-haired, blue-eyed man of my own to wed. Jules cast her sister a wicked grin. Then I should be able to run my fingers through his hair all I wish.

I daresay one shouldnt choose a husband on the basis of his hair, Lizzie said wryly.

I dont see why a mans appearance shouldnt be considered as well as the rest of his attributes. I should much rather marry a handsome man than a homely one. Jules drew her brows together. Doesnt Charles remind you of Fred?

Lizzie shook her head. Fred?

Fred. Scrooges nephew. He was terribly happy and jolly and handsome as well, although he hadnt much money.

Charles has a great deal of money.

So much the better. I think its far easier to be happy and merry if one has money than if one doesnt. Jules thought for a moment. Although the Cratchits had no money and they seemed happy enough. Except for Tiny Tim, of course. But then he didnt die after all, thanks to Scrooge. Or at least thats what Mr. Dickens implies. Her brow furrowed. Do you think Mr. Dickens was trying to tell us that if you have enough money you can change your fate so that you wont die young and horribly?

Dont be absurd. He didnt mean anything of the sort. Lizzie scoffed. He was obviously saying that charity and generosity of spirit can make a huge difference in the lives of those who have little. Indeed, I think the moral to the story is that we should all do what we can to help the less fortunate and not just at Christmastime but the whole year through.

Probably, although I do wish you hadnt said that. The younger girl wrinkled her nose. I quite liked the story just as it was without concern as to morals or lessons.

Morals and lessons are good for your character.

My character has had quite enough, thank you. Between Mother and Grandmother and all the aunts, someone is always trying to tell me something that is good for my character. Or my mind, for that matter.

Perhaps thats an indication that your character and your mind need improvement, Lizzie said primly.

I would scarcely comment about the need to improve ones character or ones mind if I were you.

 
Juliana Effington, how can you say such a thing? Lizzie gasped in mock dismay and clasped her hand to her throat. There is absolutely nothing wrong with my character or my mind. I am intelligent and well-read, honest and forthright, and my moral standards are beyond reproach.

Jules eyed her sister wryly. Then it must be exceedingly difficult to fool the entire world, as you, among all the varied and assorted Effington and Shelton cousins, are considered perhaps the merriest and the most frivolous.

Indeed it is. I work very hard at it. Lizzie nodded solemnly, then met her sisters gaze, and both girls burst into laughter. Lizzie sobered and sighed. In truth, Jules, I learned long ago that in this world a woman, as opposed to a man, is judged far more on her appearance than her intelligence, and men quite prefer a frivolous nature to a serious one. Someday, when I am old and long married, I fully intend to allow my mind free rein and explore all sorts of fascinating interests.

I do hope I live long enough to see that. Jules thought for a moment. Still, I doubt that Charles would object. I daresay you could do almost anything and Charles wouldnt mind in the least.

He is a wonderful man, Lizzie murmured.

Indeed he is. Aside from the dozens of blond-haired, blue-eyed children you shall have

Dozens? Lizzie raised a brow.

Well, perhaps not dozens, but several. Jules shrugged. You and he are well suited. Everyone has always said so. Why, I believe you and Charles are fated to marry.

 
Everyone has always said so. Lizzie echoed her sisters words.

She too had always assumed she would marry Charles. Had, in fact, loved him in a fashion since childhood.

Charles Langley was heir to a sizable fortune and respectable title. His family had long been friends with her own. Indeed, Charles was one of her older brother Jonathons closest friends. He would make an excellent husband and father, and no girl could ask for more. Why, he was quite simply wonderful.

But his eyes werent dark and smoldering. And his demeanor wasnt overly serious and somber. And when he stole a kiss in the shadows at a party, it was quite nice, but it didnt curl her toes and snatch her breath from her lungs and make something deep inside her melt with a heretofore unknown yearning.

Do you know who reminds me of Scrooge? Jules said thoughtfully. Nicholas Collingsworth.

Nicholas? Lizzie drew her brows together in a forbidding manner and ignored the way her heart skipped a beat at the mere mention of his name. What a terrible thing to say! Hes not the least bit like Scrooge. Hes kind and generous and

Hes stiff and proper and far too serious and somber and not at all fun, Jules said firmly. Why, his only redeeming quality is that he is so devilishly handsome.

Jules!

Jules continued without pause. And I dont care what you think, he reminds me very much of Scrooge in his younger days. I dont know why Jonathon and Charles consider him such a good friend. They havent the least bit in common.

They have been friends for years, and it is lucky for him that he has friends who are not so critical as you, Lizzie snapped. You must not forget, his life has not been as pleasant as ours.

Yes, yes, I know, hes an orphan and all that, Jules muttered, sinking deeper into the chaise. Obviously my character needs more work. Still, if the man would simply smile now and again

He does smile now and again, Lizzie said more to herself than to her sister. And it was a smile made all the more wonderful for its rarity.

Nicholas Collingsworth had entered their circle of acquaintances more than a decade or so ago after the death of his parents. The orphaned boy had come to live with his bachelor uncle, the Earl of Thornecroft, who, in turn, was a longtime friend of Lizzies parents, the Duke and Duchess of Roxborough. Jonathon and Charles had immediately accepted the young man as one of their own, and the trio had been inseparable in their youth, attending the same schools and spending holidays variously at one of their respective families estates or another. Nicholas was somewhat more reserved than the other boys, and Lizzie had paid this friend of her brothers, as shed paid all her brothers friends, scant attention. He, like Charles, was simply always present and, unlike Charles, of no real significance.

Three years ago, Nicholas and his uncle had gone off on a Grand Tour, not simply of Europe but of the entire world. Theyd returned four months ago. The earl was unchanged by their travels, as friendly and jolly as ever, if a shade older in appearance, but Nicholas was not at all as shed remembered.

The boy shed paid no heed to had become a man she could not put out of her thoughts.

He was strong and handsome and even mysterious, with a jaw chiseled by determination and a look in his dark eyes of purpose and resolve. He seemed to stand apart from the rest of them, in truth from the rest of life really, as if he were an observer rather than a participant and was indeed as somber and serious as Jules had claimed. But it was a sobriety born of desire and ambition. She had never known anyone with the ambition of Nicholas Collingsworth.

He was the only heir to his uncles wealth and title and had no need for more, yet he was set on making his own fortune. Jonathon had told her it was a point of honor and pride. Nicholas wanted to atone for the failures of his father, who had also sought to make his own fortune but had been trusting and nave and unsuccessful in every venture hed attempted.

From the very moment Lizzie had laid eyes upon Nicholas again, shed been intrigued and curious. Soon after his return to London, she had made it a point to come upon him alone on the terrace at some now-forgotten event. For the first time in their years of acquaintanceship theyd spoken of matters not relating to friends or the weather or other polite utterances. Her well-practiced flirtatious banter had faded under the assault of his steady, assessing gaze, and shed found herself asking about his travels and confessing her envy at what he as a man could do and would do and she could not.

Hed talked of lands as yet unexplored and endless possibilities and his own awe at the carefree nature of her family and their obvious affection for one another. Shed spoken of wishes and desires and the curiosities life might hold. Hed responded in kind with his own hopes and dreams and his determination to make his mark on the world beyond what he would achieve by virtue of who he was rather than what he was.

Hed spoken to her as he might have to her brother or his friends. As if she were not pretty and frivolous and lighthearted but rather intelligent and competent and of an interest beyond her blond hair and green eyes and dowry. No man had ever spoken to her like that before.

But then she had never known a man like Nicholas Collingsworth before.

It had been the beginning of these odd feelings for him that now churned within her and the start of a friendship that was odder yet. More and more shed found herself seeking him out, and shed fancied hed sought her out as well, for a continuation of their private discussions about their lives and their futures, their opinions and reflections. And more, theyd spoken of art and music and even politics and the state of the world. And the wonders it might hold.

Their conversations in the presence of others had remained of little significance. They would dance together, on occasion, no more or less often than she would dance with any other young man. And if hed held her during a waltz a shade tighter than the others or murmured polite, proper phrases with an underlying meaning only she could understand, no one had known it save Lizzie and Nicholas.

Nothing improper or personal or untoward at all had passed between them in public. Nothing anyone could raise an eyebrow at, nothing even the most ardent gossip could speak about in hushed, smug tones. But her gaze would meet his across a room and her heart would leap in her throat, and shed known, with a certainty that had come from somewhere deep inside, that what shed been feeling had been shared.

Until finally, inevitably perhaps, they had met privately at some gathering or another and their voices had faltered. For the first time theyd been awkward and ill at ease, as if what had been silently growing between them had sprung now full blown. There had been a hundred things, a thousand things shed wanted to say. A thousand things shed wanted to hear in return, yet the words would not come for her or for him. Shed turned to leave and brushed against him, and his gaze had met and meshed with hers in an endless instant of recognition and desire and even, perhaps, love.

Then shed been in his arms and his lips had crushed hers in a kiss that had stolen her breath and her heart. A kiss she had never imagined possible save in her dreams. A kiss that lingered in her soul.

 
It had lasted forever and no time at all. When theyd parted hed looked as shocked as she and as moved. Hed muttered a polite apology. Shed waved it off with an awkward laugh. And theyd pretended it hadnt happened and had gone on as before save they did not meet privately again. But she could not forget his kiss or the look in his eyes or the tremulous feelings hed aroused within her.

Hes leaving London, you know, Jules said with a casual shrug, as if Nicholas Collingsworths leaving was of no importance whatsoever.

So I have heard. Lizzies tone was as casual as her sisters, belying the urgency that Nicholass plans triggered within her. Jonathon said hes sailing tomorrow. For America, I believe.

Well, I for one shant miss him, although I daresay hell be here tonight. I cant imagine anyone missing the Effington Christmas Ball.

It would be most impolite of him. And disastrous to Lizzies plans. She had to know if what she felt about him was real or imagined. Simply a momentary lapse in judgment, and nothing at all serious, or lasting and important. And if her feelings were real, did he feel the same?

I cant wait for tonight. Excitement sparkled in Juless eyes. This will be the very first Effington Christmas Ball that I wont have to watch in secret.

For as long as Lizzie could remember, the younger Effington children and their cousins had watched the Christmas ball festivities from a hiding place in an unused balcony overlooking the ballroom. Although to say they watched in secret was not entirely accurate, since every year, promptly when the clock struck ten, whatever governess was in residence at the time would fetch them and send them off to bed.

I still cant believe Mother is allowing you to attend. She did not allow me to attend until I had come out in society, and you wont do that until spring.

But I am nearly seventeen and Mother is not tied down by antiquated conventions. She is a modern woman, Jules said loftily, then grinned. In truth, though, I think I simply wore her down.

I know the rest of us have certainly been worn down, Lizzie said wryly.

Juless campaign to be allowed to attend the grand party had begun in earnest two years earlier, when Lizzie, at age seventeen, had been allowed to attend her first Christmas ball. Juless unending assault on her mother was a subject of great amusement in the household, if a bit trying.

Besides, LizzieJules leapt to her feet and twirled about the roomits Christmas and anything is possible at Christmas. Anything at all.

I do hope so, Lizzie murmured.

Jules stopped abruptly and stared. Whatever is the matter with you? Youve been exceedingly quiet and even thoughtful in recent days. Not at all like your usual self. One would think you had a world of troubles on your mind.

Not at all, Lizzie said firmly. Why, what on earth could possibly trouble the frivolous Lizzie Effington? She forced her brightest smile. And youre right, it is Christmastime, and anything is indeed possible at Christmas. Now, shouldnt you be getting ready for tonight?

I most certainly should. Jules nodded and headed toward the door to her room. I have a scant six hours, and as this is my first Christmas ball, my first ball ever, I want to look my best. Better than my best. I want to look, she tossed her head and cast her sister a wicked look over her shoulder that was far more adult than was seemly for a girl her age, better than you.

Lizzie raised a brow and bit back a grin. Oh?

You may well be the Effington everyone considers the most fun, but I fully intend to be the one most sought after. Jules grinned, then sobered. This will be a night I shall remember always, Lizzie. Im certain of it. She nodded, turned, and swept from the room.

Lizzie laughed. When Jules set her mind on something, there was no stopping her. If she was indeed determined to become the belle of London, she would succeed. Lizzie had no doubt that Jules would do whatever she wished to do in this life.

As for Lizzies own life, she had never once doubted where she was headed and what would become of her. She couldnt remember ever being confused or uncertain.

Until Nicholas.

Now, she wasnt certain she knew either her own mind or her heart. She loved Charles. She always had. There wasnt a question at all about that. But did she love Nicholas as well? Was it even possible to love two men at the same time? One who warmed you with the comfort of his presence and the other who made you tremble at the mere sound of his voice?

She had to find out, and tonight would be her only chance. Before Charles asked for her hand. Before Nicholas left London, left her life, possibly forever.

Lizzie turned to the paper on the desk, thought for a moment, then penned a few lines. She sat back and studied them. Personal, but not too personal. Affectionate, but not overly so. One could read her words in any number of ways depending on the readers own feelings. Yes, it would do.

She pulled open a drawer and drew out the book she had purchased. Shed been lucky to find one still available. The bookseller had said they could well be sold out entirely before Christmas. She opened the small volume, drew a deep breath, then carefully wrote the decided-upon lines on the flyleaf and waited for the ink to dry.

It was the perfect Christmas gift for a man she might or might not love. A man who might or might not love her. The perfect gift for an old family friend about to embark on endless travels or someone who might well be very much more than a friend.

She closed the book gently and studied the red cloth cover with the words A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens emblazoned in gilt and encircled by a gold wreath.

Jules was right.

One way or another, this would most certainly be a night to remember.

 










Chapter 2




Theres no reason for you to leave, none at all. Frederick, the Earl of Thornecroft, sat in his favorite chair in his favorite room at Thornecroft House, sipping his favorite brandy with his favorite and ever-present cigar in his hand, and glared at his favorite, indeed his only, nephew. Youll have my money and my title as well when Im gone.

Ah, but the key there, Uncle, is that you should have to die first, Nicholas Collingsworth said mildly, prowling the perimeter of the Thornecroft library in a manner even more restless than usual. And I am far and away too fond of you to wish that.

Thats something, at any rate, Frederick muttered. Still, I can well provide you with whatever you desire in life, and glad to do it.

 
You have provided for me since the day my parents died. Its past time I provided for myself.

Youre just like your father, you know.

Thank you. Nick flashed the older man a grin. For a moment, uncle and nephew fell silent, each with his own memories: one of a cherished younger brother, the other of a beloved father taken far too soon. Still, I hope we are not too much alike.

His uncle considered him thoughtfully, as if comparing father to son in his own mind. James was a good man, but he had no head for business.

He was a dreamer, Nick said absently, stepping around a precarious tower of books stacked unsteadily on the floor. The untidy appearance of the library was a constant source of dismay for Mrs. Smithers, the housekeeper. While the room was officially forbidden territory for Mrs. Smithers and her staff of maids, Frederick and Nick knew full well she managed a bit of clandestine cleaning nonetheless. He refused to see past the dream of an endeavor to the reality.

And you are far more practical? It was as much a statement as a question.

Indeed I am, Nick said, deftly skirting a pile of correspondence and unread manuscripts. Uncle Frederick had a secret passion for all manner of scientific and scholarly pursuits, especially those of a historic nature. While few of his social acquaintances knew of this more serious aspect of his characterindeed, he was better known for his pursuit of women than for anything elsein certain amateur academic circles, he was considered something of an expert on the flora and fauna of ancient Egypt.

With more desire as well, Frederick said under his breath.

It was not a new thought for the older man, and Nick had accepted the truth of it a long time ago.

As the second son of the Earl of Thornecroft, James Collingsworth, Nicks father, had been heir to nothing beyond the family name and had always seemed to have few aspirations beyond that. No one had been more surprised than his brother to learn of Jamess determination to make his own fortune independent of his family. His quest had taken him, and his wife, away from England to America. Unfortunately, Jamess desire had not coincided with either his ability or his nature. His disposition had been more suited, as Nicks mothers had, to a life of frivolity and gaiety. His had not at all been the kind of temperament needed to succeed in anything of a financial nature save the inheritance of great wealth. Even then, Nick had often wondered, after hed come to live with his uncle, whether the family coffers would have been sorely depletedindeed, would have survived at allhad his father been the oldest son.

Still, James had been a good man with a kind heart and generous spirit. Nicks memories of his parents were shaded by laughter and love. And if their lives had been built on credit and the financial support of his uncle, as a child Nick had only been vaguely aware of his fathers failures. And as none of them had seemed important to his parents, why should they have seemed important to him?

It was only after their deaths in a flu epidemic that Nick had learned of the extent of his fathers incompetence. Knowledge gained not from his uncle, who Nick suspected would defend and protect his younger brother to his own dying day, but from Jamess own words in long saved letters to Frederick and various papers and files and notes of indebtedness.

Nick was determined to succeed where his father had failed and, in doing so, redeem him, even if Nick realized the irony of such a pursuit. No one would have found more amusement in the idea of Nick following his fathers path in the pursuit of Jamess redemption than James himself.

Its that American influence no doubt. Frederick glared at his nephew. All that land of opportunity business. The absurd notion that a man can become whatever he wishes if he works hard enough. I thought Id managed to overcome the ill effects of those years you lived in America, but theyve ruined you, my boy. Damn egalitarian nonsense.

Nick laughed and pulled a volume from the shelves, more from a need to do something with his hands than the desire to read anything whatsoever. You dont believe that. Any of it.

I bloody well believe some of it, Frederick snapped, then sighed. I believe you should stay here and learn what you must of necessity learn to be the next Earl of Thornecroft.

You have already taught me well. Indeed, I am more than prepared to take on the responsibilities of your title and wealth when the time comes. He caught his uncles gaze. A time, I might point out, that will be very far from now.

Yes, yes. Frederick waved off Nicks comment. You wish me to live forever.

Youve barely passed forty-eight years of age and, I daresay, you have a good many years left in you. Nick flipped open the book, glanced at the title page: The British Flora; or, Genera and Species of British Plants: Arranged after the Reformed Sexual System; and Illustrated by Numerous Tables, and Dissections by Robert John Thorton, M.D. and grimaced. Of course, stuff like this may damn well kill you from sheer boredom alone.

Frederick ignored him. Youre not behaving at all as a proper Englishman and heir to a long-established and respectable title should behave.

And a proper Englishman heir to a long-established and respectable title would stay here? Nick paged through the book idly. Squandering your wealth while waiting for your demise?

Its not uncommon, Frederick said under his breath.

Then I fear indeed I am not a proper Englishman. Besides, Uncle, you would hate that. He snapped the book closed, then met his uncles gaze. I have heard your comments, rather scathing I might add, about men who do nothing more with their lives than count the days until their fathers passing. You have no tolerance or patience for such wastrels. He aimed the book at the older man. And you would be damnably disappointed in me if I chose that path.

 
One of the blackest days in a mans life is when his son, or in your case the child hes always thought of as a son, throws his own words back in his face, Frederick said grimly. You have principles and honor, my boy. I have obviously done something right in raising you to this point. To my eternal regret.

I shall miss you too, Uncle. Nick laughed, then sobered. I do admit it is difficult to leave you here alone.

Then stay.

Uncle.

Very well. Abandon me. Toss me to the wolves of loneliness and despair. Frederick heaved an overly theatrical sigh.

I daresay you will not be entirely alone. Nick bit back a grin and replaced the volume on the shelf.

Not entirely. The corners of Fredericks mouth rose in an altogether wicked manner. There is an actress at Drury Lane who does not seem especially adverse to men of my years. Or my wealth.

Take care, Uncle, that you do not fall into bad habits. Nick laughed and continued his aimless circle of the room. He would miss his uncle, and leaving him was far more difficult than Nick had anticipated. But now that he had decided to leave, it seemed pointless to linger any longer than necessary.

One could say my habits could scarcely be worse than they are now. Frederick puffed at his cigar and blew a perfect ring of blue smoke into the air.

 
One could definitely say that if one was of a particularly narrow-minded nature.

Those not bothered with such a nature would note only that Lord Thornecroft was a wealthy, unmarried gentleman with a taste for fine wine and good cigars and lovely ladies.

Perhaps its the young lady who should be warned.

Perhaps. Nick grinned.

They could well joke about Fredericks amusements and how the rest of the world might view them, but he had been as responsible and good a parent as anyone could ever ask. From the day Nick had walked into his life, Frederick had been more father than uncle to the boy.

I do regret leaving you alone, you know, but its your own fault. You should have family around you, children of your own, a loving wife.

Frederick chuckled. I dont think this particular lady is overly interested in marriage and family.

Probably not. Nick paused to choose his words with care. He was to leave tomorrow, and in spite of the thirteen years spent living with this kind and warm-spirited gentleman, a man who had very much taken the place of his father and done so with grace and affection, there were still things left unsaid between them.

Why did you never marry? Nicks tone was casual, as if neither the question nor the answer was of any significance.

Fredericks voice was as unconcerned as the younger mans. Marriage has never especially appealed to me. Shackling yourself to one woman for life and all that. Never found the right woman worth sacrificing my freedom for, I suppose.

Except my mother, Nick said quietly.

Fredericks brow rose slightly in surprise. You know about that, do you?

Nick nodded. Hed known for years the story of how his mother had been betrothed to his uncle but had instead run off with his uncles younger brother. Frederick had never said a word, nor had he ever said anything implying that either Nicks father or mother were anything other than honorable. Indeed, given his uncles obvious affection toward his parents, learning the truth had come as something of a shock for Nick.

I forgave them, you know. Rather quickly, if I recall. There was no need for them to leave England. Certainly, I was angry at the time. Its bloody hard to be tossed aside for your younger brother. But I cared too much for your mother not to want to see her happy, and I dearly loved your father. I realized they were meant for one another, and she would not have been truly content with me. I wonder, even now, if I would have been happy with her as well. Our marriage might well have been an enormous mistake for all three of us. Regardless

He heaved a sigh at the memories. I wrote to him, to them, over and over urging them to return home, but your father had that damnable notion of making his fortune in his head and refused to so much as consider giving it up. He was always certain the next venture, the next speculation, the next investment would be the right one. He and your mother were as stubborn as their son.

Thank you, Uncle, Nicholas said with a wry smile.

I had enough then to take care of us all, as I have enough now to take care of you.

Uncle. A warning sounded in Nicholass voice.

Damn it all, boy. A scowl furrowed Fredericks forehead, and he studied his nephew. I thought traveling the world would settle you down. Make you see that your duty and responsibility lie here in England. Indeed, I thought I had fairly well convinced you somewhere along Calcutta, I think, or perhaps it was in Cairo, to abandon this whole idea.

It was Casablanca, Uncle, Nick said mildly. And it was a momentary aberration. I decided upon this course for my life years ago.

Still, when we returned to London, I was confident you had decided to stay. Yet in the months since our return Frederick paused and stared for a long moment.

Yes? Nick turned toward his uncle. He knew that look and was not particularly fond of it.

Frederick shook his head, his words slow and measured. I simply find the method in which history chooses to repeat itself exceedingly odd.

Nick raised a brow. You expect me to fail then? As my father did?

On the contrary. Fredericks gaze was steady and level, as if he could see right through his nephew. Knew, in fact, his very thoughts. I expect you to own the world by the time you return.

Fine words, Uncle, but I recognize the look in your eye. You have come to some sort of realization.

Sometimes one fails to see what is right under ones very nose, Frederick murmured.

Sometimes ones elders are as obtuse as a stone. Nicks tone was sharp, and he adopted a lighter note. Come now, what are you thinking?

Frederick flicked an ash at the saucer provided for that purpose, ignoring the fact that he missed it entirely, then narrowed his eyes and gazed at the younger man. Your father left England to seek his fortune.

Nick crossed his arms over his chest. As I am doing.

And failed.

As I shall not. Nicks voice was as firm as his conviction. You shall not see a repeat of history in that respect.

James left as much because of a woman, your mother, as any desire to make his own way in the world.

There you have it, Uncle. Unease twisted Nicks stomach, belying the cool smile he forced to his face. I am not repeating my fathers history, as I am not running off with my brothers fiance. Although, I confess, I too have an actress

Frederick gazed at him silently.

Very well, then. Nick rolled his gaze toward the ceiling. Its most distressing to admit, but there is no lady in my life at the moment. None whatsoever.

I know you better than anyone in this world, and I daresay no one else has noticed, but I have seen the way you look at her, Frederick said quietly.

I have no idea what youre talking about. Nick met his uncles gaze directly. Or whom youre referring to.

You do not lie well, boy. Frederick chuckled. You have never been able to lie to me.

Their gazes locked for a long moment. Frederick was right. Even when Nick had been a child, the older man had seen right through whatever tale the boy had concocted. And when his uncles knowing brown eyes had fastened on Nick then, as they did now, confession had poured from his very soul.

If youre speaking of Elizabeth Effington, I look at her the way any man looks at a beautiful woman. Nick turned to peruse a shelf of books and clasped his hand behind his back. It scarcely matters. She is to marry my best friend.

They are not betrothed.

Yet. Nick shrugged. They will be. Before this Christmas has passed, Charles has vowed to ask for her hand.

I wondered why you were so intent upon leaving before Christmas.

It seems best. Nick glanced at his uncle over his shoulder. I will confess, I am intrigued by her, even enchanted. But each minute spent in her presence is a temptation I am hard-pressed to resist. The best way to deal with temptation is to remove itor, in this instance, remove myself from the temptation.

Frederick considered him in silence.

You neednt stare at me like that, Uncle. Elizabeth is a charming, lovely creature. You cannot fault me for wanting her. But Charles is my closest friend, and she Frustration surged through him, and he laughed it away. This is what was meant to be. For as long as Ive known him, Charles has planned to wed Elizabeth. Jonathon expects it, as does everyone in both their families. He shook his head. Charles is a far better match for her than I in temperament and heritage and all those other things that are taken into account when entering a marriage. Besides, he has loved her always, and I

Frederick raised a brow. Have loved her nearly as long?

Nearly.

Love? Dont be absurd. Nick snorted in amused disdain, as if the very concept of his loving Elizabeth Effington at all, let alone for much of his life, were ridiculous.

But he had.

Shed been a child when theyd first met and he barely a few years older. Shed ignored him, of course, and hed ignored her equally well. Jonathon and Charles had become his friends and constant companions. In spite of that, between the years of school and travel, his path had crossed hers infrequently. And while shed paid him no particular notice when it had, and he, in the way of his male friends, had not deigned to pay her heed, he had always been all too aware of her presence. Of the spark of gaiety in her lovely blue eyes and the joy that echoed in the ring of her laughter.

Yes, he had loved her nearly always.

And what of Elizabeth? Frederick said slowly. Does she care for you?

Of course not. She loves Charles. She always has. She Nick shook his head. I cant imagine that she has any affection for me at all.

Nick didnt know of her feelings, not really. Did a scant handful of conversations that had begun innocently enough and ended with his revealing things he had never told a soul, thoughts and dreams he hadnt realized hed had until hed gazed into her lovely face and heard her own candid responses indicate affection on her part? Did the fact that inevitably when he glanced at her across a room, her gaze would meet his again and again, as if she were looking for him just as he was looking for her, signify a longing that matched his own? And was the shock in her eyes after hed dared to kiss her maidenly outrage or a silent admission that shed been as shaken by the moment as he?

It scarcely mattered.

I daresay if she has any feeling for me whatsoever, they are perhaps those of confusion. He chose his words carefully. I have not always been as circumspect with her as I have wished. But she is young, and a bit of confusion regarding her feelings in response to the unwarranted attentions of another man, any man, is to be expected.

Confusion brought by his glance and his kiss and a yearning he knew full well he could keep from his face but feared it did indeed show in his eyes.

Frederick snorted. You are scarcely much older than she.

Three years, Uncle. Nick set his jaw firmly. There is a great deal of difference between a man of two and twenty and a woman who is barely nineteen.

Ah, yes, what was I thinking? Frederick puffed his cigar in the methodical manner that signified serious thought on the older mans part. Nick braced himself. This discussion was obviously far from over.

Then you have not spoken to her of your feelings?

I have no feelings for her.

His uncle ignored him. Dont you think you should? Speak to her, that is.

Nick grit his teeth. No, as I have said repeatedly, I have no feelings for her.

Frederick pressed on. But if she feels the same it would be the height of fool

Damn it all, Frederick, I am not my father. Nick glared at his uncle. I will not fail where he failed, and I will not steal the love of another mans life from him. A man who has been as close to me as any brother.

You would deny Elizabeth the happiness your mother found with your father?

No! Nick raked his hand through his hair. I will ensure her happiness. I will guarantee it by leaving her free to be happy with Charles.

 
And what of your happiness?

Achieving my ambitions will make me happy. Nick turned on his heel and paced across the room, ignoring a question in the back of his mind.

Was he trying to convince his uncle or himself?

And who knows what may happen in the future. I may find not only my fortune but a wife in America. He pulled up short and cast his uncle a wicked grin. Or I may live all my days as you have, with an
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