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      Escape to another time and place just long enough for a lunch or coffee break with this third volume of short stories from Jude Knight. Second-chance love, young love, motherly love, unrequited love, love at first kiss, and more.
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      Please note: this book is written in British English, with British spelling. If you are accustomed to American spelling, you might find that some words look odd. As someone raised with British spelling, I sympathise. I get that all the time.
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      The Unseen Uncle

      Her marriage in name only to an elderly duke had been organised by a mysterious uncle, and had saved Persephone from being sold off by her reprobate of a father. As a young widow, will she finally meet her rescuer?

      All Good Things Come

      A building site is no place to be living with five children, two of them babies. Mia Redepenning also faces miserable weather, Christmas without her husband, and no idea when he will be home. But the crisis that arrives on her doorstep is a ready distraction.

      Making Memories

      When Ben found out Abigail was with child, he declared that they needed a marriage license, and rode off to Norwich. That had been months ago. Some said he had fled. Others feared he was dead. Abbie faces the censure of the village alone.

      Shipboard Romances Never Last

      Had it not been for the shipwreck, Lady Felicity Belvoir would never have met Lieutenant Justin Weatherall. But meet they did, and they fell in love. Such an uneven match would not do, said the Earl of Hythe, Felicity’s brother. Justin left, but he never forgot.

      The Duke She Kissed

      Threatened with being thrown out to fend for herself, Lauren agrees to burgle the duke’s office. Unfortunately, the duke is in it. The duke doesn’t expect that two glasses of brandy will set his unannounced visitor on her ear, nor does he intend to be charmed by her.

      Better Late than Never

      Amber Williamson rescued herself from a fortune-hunter who wouldn’t take no for an answer. She has no desire to rescue herself from the gentleman who finds the cow byre in which she has taken refuge. But he might need rescuing from her.

      An Angry Goose Plays Cupid

      It is hard for a rake to convince the spinster on whom he has set his heart that he has reformed his ways, especially when a misunderstanding has ensured she will not tolerate his company. Until a pair of nesting geese drive them into a summer house and keep them there.

      The Return of Unseemly Revelry

      The death of the husband who bullied her means the end of his reign—and the dismissal of his spies. However, it is not until months later that his widow dares to change his rules—the rules she has lived by for more than thirty years. The decision to celebrate Christmas was only the start.

      The Tardy Groom

      Everything is ready for the wedding tomorrow, except that the groom went away for a few days and has been missing for three weeks. As Victoria sits glaring at the white gown her mother chose, there is a tap on her window. Can Edmund explain his absence? And can she believe his explanation?
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      The dowager turned twenty-one on the day her husband died. Nobody had noticed her birthday at the time, focused as they were on the death of His Grace. She barely noticed herself, because she was already missing him, and wondering how she would go on without him.

      “You will grieve for me, Persephone,” he had said the previous evening, when he was still able to talk a little, though it took nearly ten minutes by the clock on the mantle before he had finished what he wanted to say. “I know your kind heart. Understand I am happy to die. I am old, my dear, and I am ready to join the rest of my family. You will be safe now. Live, Persephone Simchester, Duchess of Ryde. Find joy, and live.”

      All said in broken phrases with long pauses. The last was so long she thought he had finished, but minutes later, he struggled to say more. “Do me one last favour. Wait here until my heir arrives and help him to adjust. Make no permanent decisions until you speak to him. Will you do that? For me? And Persephone, ask him about the unseen uncle.”

      The mysterious unseen uncle. What did His Grace’s heir know about the man who had changed her life? But His Grace had asked, so she had given her promise and then he had lapsed into unconsciousness. Before the dawn came, he was gone.

      Persephone guessed that nobody knew about her birthday until a few days later, when the will was read and her father demanded she return to his home, because she was still a minor. And a very wealthy widow, which made her much more attractive to her father than when she had been merely his daughter.

      “I am twenty-one,” she said, “and His Grace has made it possible for me to never return to your home again, Father.” And the lawyers agreed. One of them suggested that her father had lost all authority over her as soon as she made her wedding vows, but the others said it was an interesting legal debate. One that, fortunately, His Grace had made moot by surviving until the early hours of his wife’s birthday.

      He had always been kind to her, since her wedding day, when she was delivered—white, shaking and terrified—into his custody. The wedding had been arranged by an uncle of hers, her father had told her, rubbing his hands together in glee at the prospect of a duke as a son-in-law. And she would obey or be beaten every day until she did.

      Persephone had married the duke, and had discovered she had exchanged a prison for a paradise. He had set her fears to rest that first day, explaining that the marriage was true and valid by English law, but he would never seek to exercise his conjugal rights.

      “I am very old, dear wife. I was an old man when you were born. Even if I was capable of consummating the marriage, which for dignity’s sake I do not care to put to the test, all nature rebels at the thought of such a mismatch. But I shall keep you safe from your despicable father, and one day, you shall be free of us both and can live your own life and make your own choices.”

      With that future in mind, His Grace had set out to educate his ignorant little duchess, whose governesses had been the first servants to be dismissed when Father’s finances were at low tide, and the last to be hired during his brief and erratic spells of prosperity.

      Persephone had learned to run a household and an estate. She had gained a working knowledge of the British system of government and modern political issues. She had studied dancing, the pianoforte, geography, history, and French. She had taken up painting, and dabbled in a dozen other interests, all of them encouraged by His Grace, who began each evening by asking his wife, “And what have you learned today, my dear?”

      Once, she had asked the duke why he had married her. “I am grateful, Your Grace. You have made me very happy, and my only regret is I have no way to repay you. But I do wonder how it came about, when I had never even heard of you until Father told me I was to marry you.”

      He was silent for so long she feared she had offended him, though he had never before derided her for a question, however naive or improper.

      She was about to apologise when he had said, “A relative of your mother’s told me about you, my dear. I owed the gentleman a considerable favour, so I looked into your situation and was unhappy about your father’s treatment of you. Indeed, he was about to sell you into marriage with one of his dissolute friends.”

      He had shaken his head and grimaced. “I had to act. I did act and I have been richly rewarded, Persephone. You have brightened up an old man’s life. I never expected my twilight years to be so pleasant. You say you regret having no way to repay me? You may put that regret to rest, for you have repaid me over and over, until the debt is entirely on my side.”

      After that, he had demanded the chess board, for he was teaching her to play, and they had not spoken of the matter again. But Persephone had wondered—still wondered—about this uncle, whom she was certain she had never seen. Her father was estranged from his family. Her mother had died when Persephone was very young, and Persephone knew nothing about that side of the family either.

      So, who was the unseen uncle who had rearranged her life to such excellent effect? She had tried asking her father when he came begging a few weeks after the lawyers had stopped his attempt to take her back under his control.

      “I have no idea,” he said. “The man wrote me a letter. Must be one of your mother’s people, for I have no brothers. But I did right by you, girl, marrying you to the duke, and now it is your turn to do right by me.”

      He wanted a loan, of course. A gift, in truth, for if Persephone had been silly enough to give him money, he would never have paid it back.

      “No, Father. I do not have access to such large amounts of money. And if I ask my trustees for it, they will refuse me.”

      He suggested she lie about the purpose, claiming a new gown or some such, and when she still refused, he demanded some of the valuable items lying around the house. Pawned, he said, they would fetch a tidy sum.

      “They belong to the new duke, Father. You may not have them,” said Persephone.

      After that, Father lost his temper and Persephone had to ask the footmen who were in attendance to remove him from the house.

      She had not seen him since, though she heard of him soon enough, for the trustees and the lawyer came visiting, to ask if she had given him her note of hand, authorising him to run up bills and gambling debts all over town.

      At their advice, Father was quietly prosecuted, discreetly sentenced to transportation, and inconspicuously shipped off to Australia.

      And good riddance, His Grace would have said.

      He had been one of only three stains on the pure delight of her lovely new life, and knowing he could never return to England and would never bother her again was wonderfully freeing.

      The second stain was her grief over the loss of His Grace. He had been her mentor, her benefactor, and her main companion. Her friend, in fact, despite the difference in their ages. She missed him, though her sorrow was mitigated by the knowledge that he was sick, tired, in pain, and ready to die.

      His first wife, his three sons, his only daughter, and his single grandchild had all predeceased him, as had his brother, two nephews and a great nephew. He had often spoken of seeing them again on the other side of death.

      She was a wealthy widow, and her youth meant that many in Society thought they could take advantage of her. They soon learned that His Grace had prepared her well. She did not suffer fools, she insisted on respect, and she soon earned it. The rakes and the fortune hunters learned to stay clear of her, but she was gathered into a group of like-minded ladies—wealthy, intelligent, competent, and curious about the world.

      After the past few quiet years, she enjoyed the company.

      Her life was not all the quiet socialising suitable for a widow. The duke’s will had left her in charge of the dukedom’s many interests until such time as the new duke returned to take up his responsibilities. She would have done it even if her promise did not bind her. She enjoyed the work.

      His Grace had trained her himself, and she had no difficulties with his stewards, his lawyers, his secretaries and his senior domestic staff, all of whom were accustomed to answering to her in His Grace’s stead.

      Whether the new duke would likewise be pleased with her, she had no idea. If he was or if he wasn’t, she would have to hand over to him, of course, and leave the ducal properties. She might be the old duke’s widow and a dowager, but she was still only twenty-one, and by all accounts, the duke’s heir—his great nephew—was not quite thirty years of age.

      He was in the army, and had been away at war with Napoleon for the past twelve years. Unusual for a duke’s heir, but he had not always been the heir. A series of tragedies had emptied the places in the line of succession between him and his grandfather’s brother, and for the past four years he had been the next in line.

      Now the war was over, he should soon be home. And that was the third and remaining stain on her otherwise delightful life. His Grace had ensured that her life would be safe and comfortable, but would it be satisfying?

      It was foolish to hope the new duke would allow her to live in the dower house and continue to serve the estate and its people. Besides, he would marry, and—beyond a doubt—his new wife would have something to say about a young female steward.

      Nothing could be decided until the man arrived home, so she lived in a constant state of unease, which she did her best to hide.

      And then, suddenly, he was there. Or, rather, two men on horses were there. Both in well-worn uniforms. Both tired and grimy with travel. Both carrying their own saddle bags after the grooms had taken their horses.

      Persephone happened to be coming up from the rose garden, where she had been admiring the blooms and picking a few, too. She wondered at the two men who looked as if they should be entering by one of the lesser doors, and then caught sight of the leader’s epaulettes.

      Stars and crowns, so a major at the least. A colonel, perhaps, and if so, surely the new duke. Tall, grim, handsome, polite, far too thin. These observations she made at a glance, and then he noticed her approaching with her basket, whipped off his hat, and bowed.

      “Do I have the honour of address Her Grace the Duchess of Ryde?” His voice was husky and deep.

      Persephone ignored the shiver it sent through her and curtseyed. “You do, Your Grace. I take it you are the duke, sir? May I be the first to welcome you to Ryde Hall?”
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      Leo was doing his best not to show how stunned he was. When he had first met Persephone, she had been eleven—an anxious, skinny, unprepossessing child, but appealing in some way he could not quite define. Even then, he had detected signs she would grow up to be attractive, perhaps even pretty.

      He had been recovering from an injury, one of three patients in the home of a physician who had had good results saving limbs that other doctors condemned to removal. Once he was recovered enough from the necessary surgery, he used to wheel his invalid’s chair to a clearing in the woods where he could attempt to walk without being observed.

      An overhanging branch of a tree on the edge of the clearing had proved to be the refuge of the little girl next door. He became aware of her after several days, but had not reacted. She had not troubled him, so he would not upset her.

      Then came the day when an awkward stumble had stranded him on the ground, writhing, lost in a haze of pain until he felt soft little hands patting his shoulder in comfort. “What may I do for you, sir?” the girl had asked.

      Leo had caught back an angry retort she did not deserve and managed to gentle his voice. “I shall be better in a moment,” he had told her. “You can go back to your tree.”

      “I shall stay until you are back in your chair,” she had retorted, and continued to sit beside him, patting his shoulder, until he had managed to struggle back onto one leg, the other being temporarily unable to take even the small amount of weight he’d worked up to.

      Then she had pushed the chair close enough for him to sit in it, without making a fuss, and without being asked. “You are a treasure amongst females,” he’d told her, and from then on, whenever they happened to be in the clearing at the same time, they always greeted one another. As his months of healing dragged on, they had become friends, despite the eight-year gap in their ages.

      Poor little Persephone. Her father was a brute. Fortunately seldom home, but unfortunately a drunkard and a gambler. She was being raised by neglectful servants, and he dreaded to think of the future before her.

      Ten years on, she was living a future far beyond the one he had feared. Also, she was beautiful, and that was quite unexpected. Clearly confident too, which he had also not expected, though he should have. The former duke, in his letters to Leo, had explained he had taught her how to run the duchy, and had sung praises of her competence.

      The two qualities were complications in the former duke’s plan—for such a lovely lady must have a plethora of other options.

      “And this is…?” she said, looking past him to Sergeant Bolitho.

      “My sarg… My servant, Your Grace. Bolitho, make your bow to Her Grace.”

      The duchess gifted the man with a smile that nearly felled both men. Their often dirty and frequently silent war had been short on beautiful clean sweet-smelling women who smiled at their disreputable selves.

      “Sergeant Bolitho, follow us this one time. I shall introduce you to His Grace’s butler, and he shall show you His Grace’s chambers and your own.” She turned that devastating smile on Leo. “I daresay both you and the sergeant would like a bath and something to eat, not necessarily in that order.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Leo managed to say through a suddenly dry throat, and he and the sergeant followed her into the house.

      In remarkably short order, he was lounging in hot water up to his chin, with his knees showing as two pink islands in a sea of white foam. The dressing room around him echoed the bedchamber to which it was attached and the sitting room beyond that. Spacious, elegant but comfortable, clean and lovely.

      He wondered briefly whether Bolitho was being looked after. But of course he was. Leo had not seen much of the house—the massive and imposing entrance hall, the staircase, ditto, the passage to the ducal chambers. But everything—and everyone—he had seen was well cared for.

      Surfaces gleamed, glass in lamps and vases sparkled, vases of fresh flowers softened the view and perfumed the air. Leo wasn’t looking for signs of shabbiness, but certainly nothing had drawn his attention, even though he saw many items that—by their style—must have been centuries old.

      Leo was trained to notice anything that was out of place for any reason, and everything he’d seen so far in this house fitted the image of an upper-class home that had been in a single family for hundreds of years.

      Persephone must be responsible. Leo had visited twice before, once a decade ago on his way to rejoin his ship after being stranded on land by the injury to his leg, and once four years ago, when his service to the Crown brought him briefly to London. He’d ridden out to Ryde Hall to ask a favour of his great uncle. The place had been different then. Austere and formal, but shabby around the edges.

      Leo already knew from his great uncle’s letters that Persephone had been good for the place. Now he saw the evidence with his own eyes.

      And he was going to go to sleep in this bath if he did not get out of it. Quite apart from the problems it might present for Persephone to have to deal with a duke who drowned in his bath on his first day at Ryde Hall, he wanted to know what would happen next!

      Half an hour later, with the help of a footman—for Bolitho had not yet put in an appearance—he was dressed in another shabby set of clothes, these more appropriate to civilian life. The kind of life in which one was a poorly paid clerk or perhaps a penurious curate.

      Leo had used them to give that impression more times than he could count. New clothes were essential, but he hadn’t yet had time to attend to that matter. Getting back to Ryde Hall and to Persephone had been his first order of business after reporting to his superior at the Foreign Office.

      His former superior. A duke could not be a spy, apparently.

      The footman who had assisted him was happy to be his guide to the family parlour, where Her Grace was apparently awaiting him. It was time to tell her who he was, and what he had been hoping for the past—oh, two years at least, having fallen half in love with the duchess through her husband’s letters, and having tumbled the rest of the way on meeting her this afternoon.

      “Your Grace,” they greeted one another, simultaneously.

      “Perhaps you would be good enough to call me Leo, as you used to, Persephone,” he suggested. “We cannot be Your Gracing one another all the time.”

      Persephone’s brow furrowed. “As I used to? Leo? The injured soldier at Bainsworth Park?”

      He bowed in acknowledgement. “The same.” That was one of his revelations done and over.

      “What a strange coincidence,” she said. And she crinkled her brow still further as she thought about it. “It is not a coincidence,” she decided, “but I cannot see how it all fits together. Unless—Leo, are you the Unseen Uncle, by any chance?”

      She needed to explain that remark to him, but once he understood that her father and the former duke had ascribed her arranged marriage variously to a mysterious uncle or an unknown relative of her mother’s, he had to admit that he was, indeed, the person who had involved his great uncle in her affairs.

      “I was briefly back in London to report to the War Office when, in a certain club just outside of Mayfair—to be brutally honest, Persephone—I heard your father promise you to a disgusting old reprobate in payment of a gambling debt. As it happens, the old b…” he edited his language—she was, after all, a lady. “The old sinner wanted the money more than a frightened girl still in the schoolroom, so he sold me your uncle’s vowels.”

      “Oh, thank you,” said Persephone. “How good of you.”

      “It wasn’t enough,” he said. “Your father would have tried again next time he was in over his head, and next time, I would not be there to stop him. So, I visited my great uncle the duke, and asked him to keep an eye on you. He came up with the idea of arranging a marriage—in name only, he said. He promised to keep you safe until you were twenty-one.” Or until I returned and could wed you myself.

      “My goodness,” said Persephone. “I have often wondered about the Unseen Uncle, but I never guessed it was you. Indeed, I did not know you were my Leo. His Grace always referred to you as Caerleon Simchester.”

      “Your Leo?” Leo liked the sound of that, and said so.

      Persephone blushed. “I was a lonely eleven-year-old child. Of course, I fell in love with the first man who was kind to me. Do not regard it, Leo.”

      “I would like to regard it. I was a few years behind you, I’m afraid. I fell in love with the idea of you through my great uncle’s letters. Do you enjoy being a duchess, Persephone? Do you think, after you get to know me again, you might wish to be my duchess.”

      The very young dowager regarded him gravely. “It is possible,” she told him. “If we are both of the same mind after we get to know one another. I must say, Leo, that I am very glad you are not actually my uncle!”

      “So am I, Persephone,” he said. “So am I.”

      

      THE END

      

      The idea for this story came from a game I play during online book parties. (Yes, those are a thing—follow me on Facebook if you want to try them out.)

      I’ve written a few stories based on these prompts. This one was “The Dowager, the Duke, and the Unknown Uncle.”
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      Sometimes, waiting is the hardest task of all.

      The weather was gloomy and so was Mia. The roof in Dan’s tiny porch bedroom had sprung a leak in the night, right over the bed, so that Dan’s bedding was soaked, and so were the clothes he’d left lying on the end of the bed. He’d come inside dripping wet and cursing like the sailors he’d spent so much time with on his father’s ship. Susie was cutting a tooth, so Mia had already been up when he appeared, and he swallowed his foul language mid-word and apologised.

      Once he’d retrieved some clothes from his trunk and changed by the kitchen fire, she made him a bed on the sofa in the parlour and left him to go back to sleep. Which meant that walking to soothe Susie was confined to the bedroom, where the bed and Susie’s cot took up most of the available floor space.

      Marsha and Ada had slept through, thank goodness, but no one could have guessed that from the way they sniped at one another over breakfast. On and on, with Ada insisting their Papa would be home today and Marsha pointing out the weather would make it impossible to cross the inlet from Southampton.

      “Papa promised he would be home by Christmas if he could,” Ada insisted. “And he couldn’t so it will be today. For otherwise he won’t be home until next year!”
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