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CHAPTER ONE








England, 1859


Sir Desmond Hannington’s father had sent him away, first to university and then to London, so that he might grow to be a gentleman. Young Desmond had spent too much time among the tenantry; riding, fishing, swimming, and mischief-making with the local children of Westwycke.


According to his father, such common companionships would only complicate matters in the future, for two men could never be friends when the rent-roll came due.


Thankfully, Desmond had never bought into that outdated, feudal manner of thinking. Now that Father was dead—and the earth had settled and the grave marker had been placed upon the old squire’s plot—the heir to Westwycke felt ready to return.


He loved the village of his youth and treasured this solitary late-December stroll through the frozen countryside. With the manor at his back, Desmond sallied forth wearing his Sunday best to attend his first church service since Father’s funeral.


Today, he would set the rest of his life into motion. A fellow was due a Christmas miracle or two, was he not?


Desmond’s boots clipped as he crossed the arched stone bridge leading from the manor to the village. Ahead lay Westwycke in all its frost-silvered glory, and it seemed as though the place hadn’t changed in the decade he’d been gone. He knew the haphazard row of half-timbered cottages overlooking the public well-pump. He recognized the schoolhouse, the post office, the White Hart pub, and all the narrow shopfronts lining the High Street.


He veered toward the parish church, for its warped and slanting bell tower still proved a beacon above the treetops. Villagers gathered by the lych-gate. Congregants queued about the yard, shivering in their pressed frocks and brushed felt hats as they slowly filed into the sanctuary.


Desmond smoothed his own frock coat and tall hat as he joined their ranks. Most everyone knew him on sight, for he had romped with many of their children as a lad, or—in the case of some neighbors—his playfellows had grown up, married, and now had little ones of their own.


He greeted them all with a smile, a handshake, and perhaps a shy glance because he wasn’t in mourning anymore. He’d cast off the black and fully intended to celebrate the Christmas season.


Was it wrong to make merry when one’s father lay interred only a few paces away?


Sir Desmond Hannington felt no ill will toward the man who’d sired him, though no one in Westwycke could blame him for icing the late squire out. Father had stolen Desmond’s joy and wasted ten years of his life—to say nothing of the second innocent heart caught in the old man’s scheming.


The first order of business, now that he was free, was to right that wrong.


“Desmond!” a voice called, causing every head to swivel. He swore the entire churchyard shifted in his direction. “Sir Desmond!”


He turned to find a familiar figure bearing down upon him. Desmond pulled his chilly, gloved hand from within his coat pocket and offered it out to his boyhood friend. “Why, Cedric Manton!”


They pumped palms for a moment, and he marveled at the change in Cedric. The man’s grinning face was lined from age, his body bulked by work. Even his brown hair was shot with grey. Lord, he must be thirty by now!


What was it about Westwycke that, while its buildings and traditions stayed the same, the inhabitants had grown seasoned by the passing of time?


Cedric Manton continued to smile. Although the queue for the church had moved forward without them, Desmond supposed the Sunday service would wait for the vicar’s son.


“You cannot know how good it is to see you, Des! We’ve all been waiting for you.” Cedric kept a firm grip on his gloved hand, as if he feared letting his friend go. “I’m sorry for the loss of your father, but we knew you’d return once the old squire was laid to rest. I heard you’ve got plans to stay permanently. I am glad! You don’t know how glad.” He laughed, stunned. “We’ve missed you.”


Desmond couldn’t help but blush. He’d never known his childhood playmate to be so effusive with his praise. In the old days, Cedric had let his fists do the talking, and Desmond had borne the brunt of many of those conversations.


“Come on, Des,” the man said, never letting him get a word in edgewise, “Let’s find our seats. You can meet my missus. Can you believe that, old man? I’ve got a wife and three little ones now.”


Of course, if Cedric Manton were in the churchyard, there was a chance the rest of his family was in attendance, as well. That would mean…


Desmond faltered at the sanctuary threshold. If not for Cedric hauling him forward, practically dragging him through the doorway, he might’ve grown chicken-hearted. 


The parish church of Westwycke was modest, but well-loved. Rows of scuffed pews flanked the central nave, leading to an altar and a pulpit, and a choir gallery at the rear. It was a refuge of carved stone, soft wood, and the musty scent of eight hundred years of worshippers who’d gathered beneath its leaking roof.


He and Cedric took a pew near the pulpit. Mrs. Manton—Cedric’s mother—was already seated there, along with her three squirming grandchildren. Though the woman had always been kind to Desmond, and sympathetic for the boyhood loss of his own dear Mama, she greeted him with a wary eye.


He couldn’t blame her. Had he not played a part in ruining her daughter’s life?


The vicar entered, dressed in simple vestments over his usual black garb. If Desmond expected a fire-and-brimstone sermon, he sat disappointed. The Reverend Manton spoke of love and kindness, compassion, and the spirit of forgiveness during this festive celebration of their Savior’s birth.


Desmond breathed a sigh of relief. He relaxed in his pew as he inspected the sanctuary, searching for the only person whose love and forgiveness mattered to him.


He spied Fiona Manton seated with a group of ladies in the west gallery choir, an old-fashioned country tradition that he was relieved to see still thriving. She was the vicar’s daughter, and once Desmond’s dearest friend, though she had been married and widowed since he’d been gone.


She looked smaller than he remembered, thinner about the face, though perhaps it was due to the wide bonnet she wore covering her rich, brown hair. A few wayward strands curled from beneath the straw brim, and he recalled her as a girl running barefoot with her hair a-tangle.


It struck him that he didn’t know who she was anymore.


‘Forgive me,’ he longed to whisper.


‘I’m sorry,’ he tried to say.


‘I love you, Fiona.’


Desmond feared the words came ten years too late.










CHAPTER TWO








It was the day she’d dreamed of, and the moment she’d always feared—Sir Desmond Hannington had returned to Westwycke.


Fiona sensed his presence in the sanctuary before his tall, dark figure stepped into view. He was impeccably clothed in a brushed beaver top hat, frock coat, silk waistcoat, and cravat. He’d never dressed so finely as a boy, preferring breeks and gaiters, muddy boots and knit caps. She supposed he’d assembled his wardrobe in London, where such fussy haberdashery was the fashion.


The gloss of Mayfair set him apart among the farmers, tenants, laborers, and neighbors with whom he shared his pew. Fiona’s own mother sat stiffly and awkwardly beside the man whose bottom she’d swatted many times in his boisterous youth.


Sir Desmond was the squire now. Master from the western hills to the river, the packhorse bridge to the High Street, and every acre of surrounding countryside. He was a rich man who’d returned to lord over them, just as his father had intended.


Fiona’s traitorous heart beat in double-time. Her palms began to perspire, and she all but squirmed in her seat as she waited for him to notice her. Outwardly, she appeared placid—she’d perfected the art of looking ‘put-together’—but in her mind, she was sixteen and in love with him all over again.


The Desmond she’d known had grown up and gone off to school. He’d built a life in London and made a name for himself in the political sphere. Fiona had read about him in the paper and tried her best to be happy for the man who’d broken her heart.


A village-educated vicar’s daughter was no match for Sir Edgar Hannington’s boy. The old squire had made certain that everyone in Westwycke knew of his displeasure. He’d gone so far as to send Desmond away, to separate them forever, until Fiona had no choice but to marry.


She could not have risked being a burden to her family, with Papa’s humble living stretched to the limits of his pocketbook. Convinced he would never return for her, she’d given up hope of marrying Desmond, and had done her duty as a practical girl of modest means—she’d married a soldier who could support and protect her.


Lieutenant Rannelly, her husband, fought and eventually died in the Crimean War. She’d received one letter, written in a nurse’s hand, explaining that he’d been wounded. Next, came the news of his death.


It had been a hard, lonely widowhood, but Westwycke had been her refuge. Returning home, Fiona found solace and purpose among her neighbors, and had sung in the west gallery choir of her father’s church with a view toward the front pew, where the old squire always sat scowling.


Today, it was Desmond seated in his father’s place, looking pensive and shy. The years had been kind to him, for he was still youthful and handsome.


Trimmed, dark hair fell into a neat sweep, and she wondered whether he still bore that notch above his eyebrow—a faded scar from a childhood brawl when her brother, Cedric, had struck him. They’d all made up, of course. Years later, no one could recall what started it.


They had been bosom friends. Now they were strangers.


When the service ended, Fiona descended from the gallery to help her mother and Muriel with the children. She felt glad to be useful to her family, and took great joy in being a treasured aunt to her nieces and nephew. With baby Sophy joining the Manton clan, her presence was needed more than ever.


She could not shirk her commitment simply because Sir Desmond Hannington stood in conversation with Cedric. Brave Fiona gathered her skirts and edged into the aisle, ready to take the hand of Joe or Annie and escort the little ones home to the vicarage.


Desmond turned to face her, blocking the way. After ten years of estrangement, they stood toe-to-toe in the sanctuary of the parish church with the village congregated around them.


Suddenly, the air felt heavy and stale in her lungs. She choked on every word she’d longed to say to him and railed against the happiness that had been denied her. How dare he idle among the pews with her family when they ought to have been at the altar, hand-in-hand, with Papa officiating!


A decade apart had changed nothing, as far as she was concerned. She still wanted him, and that realization sent Fiona reeling.


Thankfully, Cedric took her by the waist in brotherly bonhomie, saying, “Des! You remember Fiona, though she is called Mrs. Rannelly now.”


“Yes, of course.” Desmond nodded in solemn propriety.


She was a widow, an invisible woman, neither wife nor matron. Though she wore no black crepe or bombazine, her life’s misfortune had been made plain to him.


But hadn’t he lost someone, as well?


“My condolences on your father’s passing,” Fiona said. “I wanted to speak to you at the funeral, but…” What was there to say? She had not mourned Sir Edgar Hannington’s death.


Desmond blinked down at her, his dark brows pinched. “I confess those days were a blur. I expected my father to die, but I had no idea my feelings on the matter would be so complicated. Even now, I feel as if they belonged to someone else entirely.”


“Grief can do that to a person.” Truly, she understood. She had pined for her first love for ten years, and just when she’d dared to move forward, her husband had been killed. “But you’re alright now? Those dark clouds are beginning to part, aren’t they?”


She hated to imagine him suffering.


“I’ve had time to come to terms with my new position in life.”


Still, it couldn’t be easy leaving behind his political ambitions, his flat in London, and all his smart friends to settle down in sleepy Westwycke where folk lined the lanes to admire a neighbor’s new horse.


Fiona hadn’t believed her ears when Papa told her of Sir Desmond’s intentions. “You’re home for good, then?”


“It is my duty to care for Westwycke.” His eyes softened as he added, “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”


Despite his years away, he had not abandoned his obligations. He hadn’t given up on his neighbors or outgrown his boyhood friends from the village. Perhaps there was some secret part of Desmond’s heart that treasured what he’d once shared with her.


After all, he still bore that small scar above his eyebrow from when he was fourteen and she was twelve, and Cedric had punched him for holding her hand during the May Day fête. Everyone else might’ve forgotten the history of that tiny mark, but not Fiona.


As if sharing her thoughts, Desmond lifted his hand to touch the scar, tracing his gloved fingertips along the faded notch as though it were precious to him.


It seemed he, too, had never forgotten.










CHAPTER THREE








Cedric Manton held his sister by the waist as he slung his arm over Desmond’s shoulders, all but drawing the couple together. They stood in the sanctuary, a step or two away from the altar, surrounded by folk who’d known them since childhood. The implication couldn’t have been more obvious.


“Come and have luncheon with us,” Cedric offered. “It’s been too long since you’ve broken bread at the vicarage, Des. It will be like old times!”


Fiona—Mrs. Rannelly, for he must call her that—blanched at the suggestion. She retreated from their tidy trio as if she dreaded Desmond’s presence at her table. As if the thought of sharing a meal with him ruined her appetite.


“Alas,” said Desmond, “I’m already claimed for luncheon.” The rest of the Manton clan appeared so disappointed that he felt the need to explain, “I’ve been invited to dine with John Stubbs, my estate agent, and his wife. Sadly, I’ve discovered that my father wasn’t a compassionate landlord and had become something of a miser in his final years. The Stubbses have been underpaid and unappreciated for some time now, and I intend to rectify that.”


One must begin as one intended to go on. Sir Desmond Hannington aspired to be a benevolent and attentive squire. He would pay a fair wage and invest in village improvements. He would live, work, and—Lord willing—raise his family among the good people of Westwycke.


He’d been honored to accept Mr. Stubbs’ invitation, though he was sorry to decline Cedric’s company. Sunday luncheons at the vicarage were treasured memories of his youth, and Desmond would’ve chained himself to the lych-gate if it meant one more moment by Fiona’s side.


She seemed to soften at his words. She stood with her nieces and nephew, her mother, brother, and sister-in-law. At twenty-six years of age, her beauty was evident, though her clothing was staid and plain. She dressed nothing like the elegant women with whom he’d partnered in London.


Fiona’s one indulgence had always been bonnets, he recalled, and she wore her fashionable straw capote tied with a wide, silk bow. She fussed with it as she regarded him from beneath the brim.


“Mrs. Stubbs is generous-hearted,” she said, “always volunteering for village projects. Mr. Stubbs fancies his pipe and a pint, so you should meet him at the pub, if you wish to keep on his good side.”


Desmond oughtn’t to be surprised at her shrewd observations, for Fiona Manton had been a clever child growing up. She should have been the one destined for higher education, while he should’ve remained at home to learn how to be useful to his tenants.


Of course, he’d done his best for Westwycke from his office in London, but he was eager to get his hands dirty and his boots on the ground, as it were.


“You’re dangerous, Mrs. Rannelly,” he joked. “Do you know everyone’s secrets?”


She shrugged her slim shoulders. “They are my neighbors. I help Mrs. Stubbs with the annual Christmas pageant, and everybody knows the worst gossips gather at the White Hart after the workday is done. If one wishes to know the secrets of the village, one need only pass by the church hall or the pub.”


He laughed at that, though her logic was sound. Father had underestimated her as Desmond’s prospective bride, for Fiona would’ve been the ideal lady of the manor—mindful, dutiful, and plucky. She was a local girl who’d bathed beneath the old stone bridge, assisted with the sowing and gathering of the harvest each season, and cared for the less-privileged inhabitants of the countryside.


No wonder Lieutenant Rannelly had snatched her up. She’d made a fearless soldier’s wife.


The Reverend Manton emerged from the vestry, having divested himself of his vicar’s robes. He wore the same dark garb and dog-collar as Desmond remembered, and urged the straggling congregants from the nave, for he’d preached a good sermon today and had earned his joint of beef.


Thankfully, the vicarage was but a short walk from the churchyard, and not so far out of Desmond’s way that he couldn’t chat a while longer with Fiona.


“I’ll walk with you, if you like,” he suggested.


With a nod, they passed over the church’s threshold and stepped out into the brisk December air. He was grateful to the Mantons for their meticulous care of the grounds, and while Desmond gave his own father’s burial plot a wide berth, the claggy, leaf-strewn path meandering between the gravestones formed a pleasant track.


“I regret that I cannot stay for luncheon,” he admitted. How he longed to sit with Fiona at the Manton family table, cozy and crowded, yet more comfortable than the manor’s gracious dining hall! “But, honestly, a long wander from the church to the Stubbs’ cottage will do me good. I need to regain my bearings.”


“Nothing’s much changed in Westwycke,” answered Fiona. She tipped her bonnet to smile at him. “I imagine you could find your way blindfolded.”


The couple strolled together, falling a step behind the others. If the rest of their party noticed this growing distance, no one—not even Cedric—bothered to slow down.


Desmond and Fiona were left to their leisure.


At the lych-gate, she asked him, “Earlier, you mentioned your duty to care for Westwycke. What are your plans now you’re here?”


He was happy to talk to her of the future. In fact, he felt eager to do so. Even if she never wished to be his wife, the village was Fiona’s home, and he wanted it to prosper. He wanted her to thrive.


“There is to be a new roof on the church,” he said, though being the vicar’s daughter and thus privy to all the local gossip, she must’ve known as much. “Work begins tomorrow.”


She nodded, though her lips were downturned. “Awfully close to Christmas…”


Desmond had considered that fact, but had ultimately chosen practicality over religious observation. The weather could deteriorate in an instant, piling on snow, sleet, or rain atop the rotten timbers, bringing the roof down upon the worshippers’ heads. “I am sure the men will be glad for the wages. Some improvements could even be made at the vicarage whilst we’ve got the laborers.”


Her mouth bloomed into a smile at the prospect. “A new wing, perhaps, so that I might have a space of my own.”


She might’ve had a home of her own, had her life turned out differently. Desmond knew the vicarage as well as he’d known his London flat. He’d played upstairs as a lad, and had once climbed the gutter spout to Fiona’s bedchamber before being sent away. She surely resented sharing her room with Cedric’s growing brood.


If anyone were responsible for her circumstances, it was he. “It must be difficult living with your parents after having your independence for so long. I am sorry to hear about your husband. I’m told he was killed fighting in the Crimea.”



