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Author's Note




Dear Reader, 

I always wince when I think back to a blog post I did, along with the first Christmas story I wrote. In it, I said that we’d recognize a lot of familiar Christmas songs from the Regency.

I was, at least partially wrong. You might not, but I would probably recognize songs. Many old Christmas favorites are Victorian or later. But in high school, I was part of our choir madrigal group. Our repertoire ranged from familiar songs like Silent Night (1818), to older and much more obscure songs like The Coventry Carol and In Dulci Jubilo. We were probably the only high school in Wisconsin that kept a roasted and decorated pig’s head in the cafeteria freezer, to be trotted out and “bedecked with gay garland” for the annual Madrigal Dinner. Given alcohol and an opportunity, I can still sing the Boar’s Head Carol with much enthusiasm.

This time holds a special place in my heart, because it was after our annual banquet on December 10 of 1978 that I began dating my madrigal partner. After college, we married. This year, we celebrated our forty-first anniversary.

Christine Merrill



DEDICATION

To Lyle Iverson. A good teacher can change a person’s life, and you changed many.








  
  
 Chapter One




Generva Marsh gave the kitchen a final sweep and sighed in resignation. It was not her job to be keeping her own house. Mrs. Jordan, the housekeeper, would disapprove of her meddling. But Mrs. Jordan was above stairs, transfixed by the wailing and lamentations coming from Gwendolyn’s bedroom. Generva had been more than happy to abdicate that role. The girl had cried nonstop since Sunday, and the sound was preying upon her nerves. 

Perhaps it was wrong to have such a lack of sympathy for one’s only daughter. The ladylike response to the chaos surrounding them was to have a fit of vapors. She should shut herself up in her bed chamber, as Gwen was doing, and turn the whole house upside down. But it was still a damned nuisance. It might be mortifying when one’s gentleman proved himself to be no gentleman at all. But when it happened before the wedding and not after, it was cause for celebration and not tears. It would have been far worse had they married.

It was probably her own, dear, John who had given Generva such an annoyingly sensible attitude. As the wife of a ship’s captain, she’d learned to sail on through adversity and live each day prepared for the worst. When she had lost him, she had cried for a day as if her heart would break. Then she had looked at her two children and dried her tears so she could wipe theirs.

Now she must do so again, for one child, at least. Little Benjamin did not need her help. When he had heard the news he had declared it good riddance, stolen one of the mince pies she’d set aside for the wedding breakfast and disappeared into the yard. Generva frowned. The boy was a terror, but at least he was out of the way. The girl could have one more day, at most, to sulk over the unexpected turn things had taken.

Then she would be ordered to pull herself together, wash her face and prepare to meet the village on Christmas morning. The congregation had been promised a wedding at the end of the service. Instead, the Marshes would be proving a veritable morality play on the dangers of pride and youthful folly. They would be forced to hold their heads high and accept the condolences of the town gossips who smiled behind their hands even as they announced that it was, ‘a terrible, terrible shame, that such a lovely girl was tainted by scandal.’ The old women would cluck like chickens and the young men would look away from them in embarrassment, as though Gwen was something more than an innocent victim of another’s perfidy.

Generva’s hands tightened on the handle of the broom. If John were still alive, he’d have called the fellow out. Men were far more sensible in that way than women. They saw such problems and found a solution. But as the widowed mother of the wronged girl, there was little society would permit her to do, other than wring her hands and bear her share of the disgrace.

“In dulci jubilo...” From the road outside, she heard the sound of a deep voice raised in song.

For a moment, she paused to lean on the broom and listen. John would have declared the fellow to have ‘a fine set of lungs’  and thrown open the door to him and any friends who accompanied him. Then he’d have poured drinks from the hearth and matched them verse for verse with his own fine tenor voice. He’d told her that, for a sailor on land, a good, old-fashioned Christmas wassail was as near to grog and shanties as one could hope.

She smiled for a moment, then glanced at the empty pot beside the kitchen fire. It was a lost tradition in this household. If a widow did not want to incite gossip, she did not open the house to misrule and invite strangers to drink punch in the kitchen. She missed it all the same.

“There was a pig went out to dig, on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day...” The singer had finished his first song and gone on to another. He sang alone, but the carol was suited to a troupe. It had been an age since she had seen mummers in the area, putting on skits and begging door to door. It harked back to an earlier time, when Christmas was little more than a chaotic revel. Right now, she could imagine nothing more pleasant than throwing off the conventions of society and running wild.

She forced the thought to the back of her mind. Someone must keep a cool head while they weathered the current disaster. It would be her, since she could not count on her daughter, her son or her servants to behave in a rational manner. She had no time or money to spare for seasonal beggars. Nor did she have the patience. The wedding feast she had been preparing for nearly a month would go to charity. Surely that was enough of a holiday offering. When the housekeeper came to get her, if that woman could tear herself away from the drama upstairs to answer the door, Generva would plead a megrim and tell her to send the caroler away.

She heard the distant sound of the knocker at the front of the house and waited for the inevitable. But then, the song began again, growing louder as the singer rounded the corner of the house. “There was a crow went out to sow...” She saw the shadow of a large body passing the window and there was a pounding on the back door.

She turned away, so that he might not know she had seen him. Damn the man and his industrious animals. She began to sweep again with more vigor. Perhaps he would think her deaf and move on to the next house.

Behind her, she felt the rush of cold air at the opening of the kitchen door. “Hallo! Is anyone there? I knocked at the front, but there was no answer. Is there a drink for a humble traveler who bears good news?”

She sighed. Was no one in this house tending to their posts? Was everything to be left to her? She turned back to the short hall that led to the back door and found it full of man.

Perhaps there was a better way to describe it, but she could not think of one. The gentleman standing by the door was tall and broad shouldered, and seemed to occupy all of the available space. What was not full of his body was crowded with the sheer force of his personality. The voice that had called out had not simply spoken, it had boomed. It had not been particularly loud, but deep and resonant. There was none of the awkwardness in his step of a man uncomfortable in unfamiliar surroundings. He approached as if he owned the room.

And it appeared that he could afford to do so. She had expected some beggar in a tattered mask. But the cost of this man’s coat, with its perfect tailoring and shiny brass buttons, was probably near to the annual rent of her cottage. His boots were equal to a second year. Slowly, she raised her eyes to look into his.

They were the blue of moonlit snow, bright and clear, but not cold, or even cool. They sparkled like the first drop of water on thawing ice. Perhaps it was his smile that brought the beginning of spring. It was soft and warm, seeming to light his whole person, making him seem young for his years, as though the silver in his black hair would melt away like hoarfrost. His face was as well formed as his body: high cheeks, even planes, strong chin and a nose that was regally straight but without the disdainful flare of nostrils that some rich men had when entering a simple house such as hers.

She was gawping at him and embarrassing herself. At five and thirty, she should be past the point of noticing the finer points of the male physique. She had two children to tend to and no time to spend on daydreams. But she’d have to have been blind not to admire the fine-looking man who stood before her. Despite the fact that he had come, uninvited, into her home, at the sight of him she curtsied politely. And judging by the heat in her cheeks, she was blushing.

He noticed and responded with a knowing grin, stomping the ice from his boots and swinging his arms to force warmth to his hands. “My dear, you are a sight for travel-weary eyes.” He spoke slowly and clearly, as though he suspected that she had not just ignored his knock, but truly could not hear. “The roads are nothing but ruts from here to Oxford. I abandoned my carriage, stuck in the mud, and rode the rest of the way myself. But by God, I am here on time.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew a paper, and slammed it down on the kitchen table. “Go find Mr. Marsh and tell him that the day is saved! The special license has arrived. The wedding will go on as planned. Then get me a cup of mulled wine, or whatever passes for a holiday drink in these parts. I am frozen to the bone.” He dropped down into the best chair by the fire and removed his boots so that he might warm his feet.

For a moment, all about Generva seemed to freeze, as well. She could not decide what made her the most angry. Was it the demand for wine? To be mistaken for a servant in her own home? Or that the assumption came from this particularly attractive man? In the end, she decided it was the license that most bothered her.

It was a pity. Until that moment, she had been managing to contain her emotions on the subject quite well. But to have the thing appear when she was holding a weapon...








  
  
 Chapter Two




“What the devil?” It was all the Duke of Montford could manage to get out before the broom hit him a second time. He raised an arm to take the majority of the force, but the bristles still slapped sharply against the back of his head. The blow was surprisingly strong coming from such a petite woman. 

“Take your license back to your master and tell him what he can do with it,” she said, raising the broom again.

It was the last straw, a strangely appropriate metaphor given the instrument that struck him. “I have no master other than the Regent.” He turned, stood and grabbed the broom handle on the next downswing. “Now find Mr. Marsh. I must speak with him.”

“I am Mrs. Marsh,” she said in a glacial tone, not releasing her hold on the other end of the broom. “State your business, sir.”

They stood for a moment, gazes locked. “And I am the Duke of Montford. I have come with the special license for my nephew’s wedding.” He did not add, ‘And put down the broom.’ With the mention of his title, it should not have been necessary.

“You are not,” she said, with such conviction that he almost doubted his own identity. She kept a firm grip on her end of the handle. “The duke is estranged from his nephew and was not expected here.”

Montford winced. It was perfectly true. But to hear it spoken as common knowledge was still painful. “What better time than at a Christmas wedding to mend the relationship between myself and my heir?” It was one thing to maintain a cordial distance from young Tom and quite another to ignore his marriage. The boy was a blockhead for choosing to marry in the country at such an inappropriate time of year, of course. But when had he been anything but a blockhead? “He asked for help with the license. I obliged. Now I have come to meet the girl who will be the next duchess and give my good wishes.” If she was anything like her mother, she was comely enough. He must hope that she was better tempered.

“The next duchess?” Mrs. Marsh smiled with incredulity. “Then you will not be looking in this house, Your Grace. There will be no wedding. Now put on your boots and be on your way.” She released the broom and pointed a dire hand at the license. “And throw that thing into the fire.”

“I beg your pardon, madam.” He tugged on the broom again and delivered the words with the faintest hint of warning to remind her that this was no way to treat a peer.

“You heard me, unless you are as deaf as your nephew is dishonorable. Throw that thing into the fire and leave my house this instant.”

“I most certainly will not.” He grabbed the broom and threw it aside. “I went to some trouble procuring it to allow for the Christmas Day wedding your daughter desired.”

“Well, you can unprocure it. It is not needed. Take it to London, or take it to the devil for all I care. But it and you are not welcome in this house.”

What had Tom done now? When he had realized that he was likely to die childless, Montford had informed the young man of his future and offered advice and guidance. In response, his heir had announced that he was of age and past the point where he need seek approval of his decisions. He would do just as he pleased, now, and at such time as the title fell to him.

It was just what Montford feared most. He calmed himself, for there was no reason to fan the flames. “Please, madam, enlighten me. Was there an estrangement of some kind that might still be mended?”

To this, she did nothing but laugh. “Estrangement? No, why should there be? Everything was as right as rain until the third reading of the banns. There was a disturbance in the church. An objection,” she said with a dark look.

“Who could possibly object, if I did not?” he said, equally surprised.

“You nephew’s wife seemed to think she had the right,” Mrs. Marsh replied, wiping her hands upon her apron as though she had touched something distasteful. “His Scottish wife. His pregnant Scottish wife. If you wish to meet your next duchess, I suggest you go to Aberdeen.”

The duke dropped the broom and sat down in the chair, for the moment as overwhelmed as the housewife.

She stood over him, clearly unwilling to give way. “We will have to return to that church on Christmas morning for services. There will be no wedding, of course. Just shame and embarrassment, and the gossip from the congregation. We are already the talk of the High Street. It is likely to get much worse as more people learn of it.” She waved an arm around the house. “Here am I with the larders full of dainties, a wedding cake already baked and a daughter locked in her room who will not stop weeping.”

It was worse than he could have imagined. He would not reject a Scottish bride, or a child born barely to the right side of the blanket. But he could not allow the title to fall to a man who would flirt with bigamy as a solution to an awkward first marriage. “And I suppose your daughter is compromised,” he said gloomily.

“How dare you, Your Grace.” Mrs. Marsh grabbed for the broom again, and he snatched it out of her reach. “Perhaps things are different in London, where chaperones are easily duped. But I know better than to allow my only daughter to be alone in the company of a gentleman, no matter how august his family connections. I did not permit so much as a kiss to pass between them.”

He held up the hand that did not already hold a broom. “My apologies, my dear Mrs. Marsh. My statement has more to do with my knowledge of my heir than your lovely daughter. The boy is a moron in most things, but can be sly when it is least convenient. I find it hard to believe that he did not at least attempt...”

“Of course he attempted,” she said with a frown. “But I am a very light sleeper.” She looked significantly at the broom in his hand and smiled as though reliving a fond and violent memory.

“Very well, then.” He sighed with relief. “All is not lost.”

“So you say,” she said with a huff. “The truth will not matter, when everything is said and done. Gentlemen of good family are unlikely to take my word for her virtue. What mother would not lie if she felt her daughter’s happiness was at stake? They will assume the worst. No man will want her now that she is notorious.”

She was right, of course. It was a disaster for the Marsh family and a black mark on his own. A greater calamity lay ahead. Since he would be dead when his nephew took the coronet, there would be no way he could clean up the future messes that were made, as he would with this.

It was not fair. He thought of the row of graves in the family cemetery, two large and two small. He had vowed that there would be no third attempt to get a son of his own.

Now it seemed there was no choice.

When he spoke, it was slowly and with some care. “I cannot mend a broken heart. But I think there is a solution that will solve all other problems to your satisfaction. If you would do me the honor of allowing me to pay court to your daughter, I will make an offer and marry her myself, assuming she is agreeable to it.”








  
  
 Chapter Three




Generva sat on the bench opposite him and tried to catch her breath. His strange announcement took the air from her lungs as effectively as a blow from the broom. When she could gather her wits sufficiently to respond, she said, “You cannot be serious.” 

The duke gave her another thoughtful look. “I do not see why not.”

“You have not even met the girl, for one thing.” While it would solve the problem of Gwen’s reputation, total strangers did not simply step in and offer, as if they were helping the girl over a stile on the walk to church.

“But I am acquainted with her mother,” he said, smiling reasonably. “A very limited acquaintance, perhaps.”

She shook her head, suddenly embarrassed. “Striking you with a broom is hardly a proper introduction.”

“Then allow me.” He stood and bowed to her. “I am Thomas Kanner, Duke of Montford.” He smiled again. “There are other, lesser titles, of course. I’d have given one to young Tom on the occasion of his marriage. Your daughter would have been Lady Kanner.” The smile tightened. “But under the circumstances, I think not.”

“But if she marries you, she will be...” Generva’s breath caught in her lungs again.

“The Duchess of Montford.” He was helping again. She imagined his arm at her elbow, lifting her over the stile.

“Duchess of Montford,” she repeated. It was a coup. Everything that a mother could wish for her daughter. Why was she not instantly happy at the thought?

“Now that we are likely to be family, I see no reason that you might not call me Thomas, Mrs. Marsh.”

There was one very obvious reason. She could not dare call him Thomas because he was the Duke of Montford. She was just getting used to the fact that she would call him His Grace. She had never met a duke, nor had she expected to. When Tom Kanner had begun to pay court on Gwen, he had made it clear that his most important relative was both distant and disapproving. They communicated in writing, if at all. When the Marshes finally saw the great man, it was likely to be at his funeral, after Tom had taken the title for himself.

Now here he was in her kitchen, with a broom straw still stuck in his hair from the assault she had waged on his person.

“Mrs. Marsh?” he said, leaning a little closer to her. He waved a hand in front of her eyes, as though attempting to wake her from a trance.

“You may call me Generva,” she said weakly.

“That is a lovely name,” he replied. “As is—” he shot a surreptitious glance at the special license on the table “—Gwendolyn.”

She started. A license. “You would need to go back to London for another license. Or wait the three weeks to have the banns read...”

“We could simply use this one.” He pushed the paper towards her. “My nephew and I share a name.” He glanced at the paper. “My title is not on the license, of course. But there is some space left on the line. I will take up a quill, wedge it in the gap and sign properly at the bottom. Then the wedding can go on, just as planned.”

“That could not be legal,” Generva said with a frown.

“If propriety concerns you, I will sleep at the inn until such a time as we can travel down to London and procure another license. We will marry again, quietly, in the new year.”

“At the Fox’s Tail? Oh, dear Lord, no, Your Grace. That would not do.”

He gave her a surprised look. “I assure you, madam, I am not so high and mighty that I cannot take a room there, with the rest of the common travelers.

“Fleas,” she said, in an embarrassed whisper. “We locals call the place the Dog’s Hind Leg. You can spot the guests in the street by the way they scratch.”

“Thank you for your warning, Generva.”

Her given name was probably meant as a reminder that they were to be on friendly terms.

“You”re welcome, Thomas.” His name escaped her lips as a hoarse croak. “And you are welcome here. You will take the best bed in the house for the duration of your stay.” That was her bed, she supposed. She could share with Gwendolyn, which was probably the best. She would be there as chaperone.

Not that a chaperone was likely needed when the potential groom had such good manners and the bride to be could not stop crying over another man.

“Certainly not.” The duke’s voice cut through the wool in her head. “You are thinking of displacing yourself, are you not? I will not hear of that. Any place will do. A rug by the fire, perhaps—”

The conversation was interrupted by the creaking of the pantry door and the appearance of a single grubby hand, fumbling for another of the pies on the table.

Generva was on her feet in a moment to seize the boy by the wrist to haul him into the room. “Your Grace, may I introduce my other child, Benjamin Marsh.” She gave one quick glance to his face, relieved that there were not too many smudges upon it, and gave a half-hearted swipe with her fingers to straighten his hair, before turning him to face their guest. “Benjamin, offer your greetings to His Grace the Duke of Montford.” When Benjamin seemed frozen in place, she pushed gently on his back to encourage the bow.

The duke gave him a somber look. “I have been sent by the Regent to look into the local theft of mince pies.”

The boy shot a horrified look to the crumbling crust in his hand.

Then the duke laughed heartily and stepped forward to take the cleaner of the two small hands. “I am sorry, I could not resist.” He glanced down at Benjamin. “I am Tom Kanner’s uncle, come for the wedding.” He glanced at Generva. “I will happily displace this boy from his bed. I suspect he deserves a night on the floor for something he has done recently.”

“Fair enough.” Generva smiled back. “Benjamin, go prepare your room for a guest.”

When the boy had taken the back stairs to the first floor, they were alone again. She felt the room growing more somber by the minute as the enormity of what was occurring came home to her. To hide her confusion, she prepared the drink that the duke had requested, setting a mug of brandy and hot water on the table beside his hand. “Now, about your kind offer...”

He gave her a sad smile. “That was almost delivered in a tone of refusal, Mrs. Marsh.”

She thought for a moment and poured a drink for herself, returning to the bench opposite. “What kind of a mother would I be to accept for her with no thought at all?” She would be a very sensible one. She could not think of a better answer to the dilemma. But somehow, she could not manage the heartfelt thanks he deserved. Instead, she whispered, “You would do that for her? You would marry a girl you had never seen to save her from disgrace?”

“It is not solely for her,” the duke said with a sigh. “With each passing year, it grows more apparent that I cannot trust my title and holdings to the man who will inherit them. As much as it goes against my wishes to marry again, I must attempt it.” At last, she noticed the little lines of strain around the smile and the creases at the corners of his eyes that had not all been caused by mirth.

“You do not wish to marry, Your Grace?” When speaking for her daughter, it would be easier to respect his title and not foster this closeness that seemed to grow so quickly between them. “Then why do it? And to a stranger?” She was tempted to add that the girl he was planning to wed was much younger than he was and hardly old enough to know her own mind on the subject of love and matrimony. But she had been younger still when she had married John. He had been a good fifteen years her senior and she had been most happy in the union.

Her prospective son-in-law was nearly the same age as her husband had been and staring mournfully into his cup. “I have been married twice before, Generva. Each time I have taken the time to know my bride and her family. If the matches were not the love stories of an age, I can assure you that they were sweet enough to satisfy.” He took a drink. “I did not plan to lose a wife to childbirth. It hurt even more the second time.” He took another sip, his smile totally gone. “There is a limit to what the human heart can endure, Mrs. Marsh. I had no desire to tempt fate a third time. But it seems, if only for the sake of Montford’s future tenants, I must do something.”

How had she not noticed what was hidden behind his earlier smiles? She knew that sorrow, for she carried it with her. It had been five years since the horrible letter arrived, explaining that she would never see her beloved again. It was like an old scar that still ached. She could not help herself, but reached out and covered the duke’s hand with her own.

The moment she touched him, she wished that she had not. If things went as they were planning, it would not be her place to comfort him, it would be Gwendolyn’s.

He did not seem to notice, clasping her hand in gratitude. There was a deep sigh, then his smile returned. “If something must be done, it is probably better that it is done quickly. And I would prefer a girl who is strong and healthy to one who is lovely but delicate. Perhaps mutual gratitude and respect will be a more enduring foundation than the tender emotions of my youth.”

She wanted to argue that his youth was not yet gone, any more than hers was. They were not children anymore, but she had seen first fatherhood come to older men than Montford. And there were several women her age in the village still carrying babes in their bellies or their arms.

There was a strange burning in her throat as she swallowed the words of comfort. It was probably deserved indigestion from taking brandy so early in the day. Anything else—jealousy or regret, for example—would be most unworthy of her. He might be old enough to start again. But in the years that she had been alone, no gentlemen had shown interest, nor did she expect a change in her circumstances. She must learn to accept that that part of her life was over.

But Gwen’s life was just beginning. Generva would not be upset. She was grateful, just as a good mother should be. Now she must tell him so. “That is very generous of you,” she said, trying to look as happy as she should by the offer. “I cannot speak for Gwendolyn, of course. But I give you my permission to speak to her on the subject. Your room will be the one at the head of the stairs. Please, go and refresh yourself. I will tell my daughter the good news.”
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