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December 16, 1805 

On the outskirts of Dover, England

Irritated. Edward Lord Chevers was irritated, as was the skin beneath his nose, an unwelcome side effect of this blasted head cold. Being sick always put him in a sour mood. Today was no exception. Dwelling on the inconveniences of not having his own carriage only worsened his temper. He’d loaned his post chaise to the newlyweds, and just missed the mail coach, which was another reason for his poor temper. It was unlike him to be tardy; his sister often teased him about being unfashionably punctual. This morning Viscount Chevers’ vaulted reputation slipped. His swollen head made him slow and now he would pay for his sluggishness. Edward despised traveling by public conveyance, where one had to consort with commoners. 

“Thank you.” He took the hot toddy the landlady offered. Raising the tankard to her, he murmured, “Much obliged.”

“Poor thing,” she said, shaking her head and tutting. 

Viscount Chevers gave the landlady a rueful smile. Admittedly, he had been quite careless in catching this cold. He closed his eyes and drank deeply, savoring the soothing warmth of the whisky and honey toddy.

“Good?”

He nodded.

The landlady clucked then bustled away.

As he considered the sticky problem of proud in-laws, Edward frowned. He had loaned his post chaise to his sister and brother-in-law, Fiona and Michael, for their bridal trip to Scotland. He wondered if he should buy them a new carriage. Unless Edward was mistaken in Michael’s character, he didn’t think his brother-in-law would welcome the largesse. Surely, though, it would be acceptable to augment Fiona’s dowry? Marrying for love was all well and good for his sister, but a carriage was awfully convenient nowadays.  

The landlady rushed to the kitchen, her heavy skirts swirling as she ferried pewter plates and earthen mugs from the kitchen. For a moment, Edward envied her energy, missing his usual vigor.

A fellow patron at the posting inn caught his attention. She wasn’t flashy. She wore a bonnet and a high-necked gown of navy wool. Her outfit was perfectly acceptable for any upper servant, such as governess. He glanced at her bare hands, noting she wore no wedding ring. Edward watched her, swallowing another sip of the warm toddy. 

The landlady presented the governess with a sandwich. “Here you go, dearie. A hearty ham sandwich for you.”

“Why, thank you so much! It looks simply delicious.”

Edward blinked. 

The woman’s smile dazzled. Its impact wasn’t felt just by him, either, for he noticed the landlady’s own countenance brightened in response. The customer’s ordinary features brilliantly transformed with her smile. Her eyes glowed, as if her soul were lit from within by a hearth’s friendly fire, and his body stirred in response. It had been nearly six months since he’d felt the slightest attraction toward a female. Edward almost failed to recognize the sensation of being drawn to another. 

Lady Penelope was to be blamed for his recent disinterest in women. She had impressed Edward as ideal when they first met. Penelope possessed every quality Edward thought essential in his future viscountess, except constancy. 

The stage coach’s trumpet sounded, heralding its arrival. Edward left a coin on the tabletop then joined the throng of travelers who surged into the muddy yard of the posting inn. The drizzling rain forced Edward to pull his collar up. 

The idea of re-wooing Lady Penelope was fast losing its appeal, and Edward’s enthusiasm waned. Perhaps it was the weather. Perhaps it was this melancholy mood brought upon by being ill. Whatever the reason, Edward had taken the past six months since Lady Penelope broke off their engagement to reassess the wisdom of his list. It never occurred to him to list ‘constancy’ as a viscountess’s attribute, yet clearly that had been necessary. In what other ways, he wondered, had he been remiss in his requirements? 

Now he wished he had ignored Maylene’s encouragement to reconcile with Lady Penelope. Edward might have remained home, safe and dry and miserable in his bed.

Long strides carried him across the muck in a hurry. He reached the coach and opened the door for his fellow passengers, motioning them aboard. The attractive female from the inn stood at his elbow, stepping sprightly.

“Thank you!” With her bright eyes and wide smile, joyful gratitude radiated from her as she hitched her skirts and ascended the steps. 

All at once, Edward was filled with dread. He did not want to travel in close quarters with this woman. She was the first female who had intrigued him in months, and it was a deucedly uncomfortable feeling now when he was on the cusp of renewing his addresses to Lady Penelope. There could not be a worst time for him to succumb to a stranger’s beaming smile. 

Two other gentlemen embarked then all three men settled into their seats. The men removed their hats and brushed the wet from the brims. Edward combed his fingers through his hair, sweeping the stubborn hank into place which tended to droop over his forehead. 

As surreptitiously as possible, he studied the governess. She displayed no feminine wiles, offered no coy looks. Evidently, she had no idea how appealing she was. She possessed a confident air, as if she were capable of tackling any task, but she carried herself without arrogance or haughtiness. Sitting opposite her, Edward marveled how she cast a cloak of serenity upon the others. Her secret, he supposed, rested in her brilliant, assured smile. It was both enchanting and calming simultaneously.

Under guise of studying the dreary landscape, he questioned himself. After a thorough search of his memory, Edward realized Lady Penelope’s smile had never affected him so. As Edward recalled her smile, it had been a basic motion, the lifting of the ends of her lips. There was no spontaneity or exuberance in Penelope’s smile. It was a mechanical reaction which engendered no emotion in others because it lacked the core, essential quality of inner happiness. 

He frowned, dismayed that he had never before considered the matter. Edward did not wish his wife to live in his pocket, but he did not wish, either, to marry a person who was fundamentally unhappy. 

These thoughts annoyed him. 

Edward had already proposed once to Lady Penelope, and would do so again. George and Maylene Stockton expected it, as did Lady Penelope. Edward did not doubt that Maylene had told Penelope to expect his arrival and renewal. It did not signify if his erstwhile fiancée had a joyless smile. He had not written ‘lovely smile’ on his list, so it must not have mattered then, and it should not matter now.

Naturally, Fiona had teased him about his Attributes for My Viscountess. She declared the list a waste of time and parchment. He ignored her criticism, judging that younger sisters could not possibly understand the importance in ensuring the title. 

“Hello,” said a fellow passenger.

Edward glanced up, taken out of his surly introspection. 

“I’m Orin Dudley. Secretary to Mr. Barnsby.” 

Mr. Dudley carried a satchel and wore spectacles, which seemed to be obligatory for clerks. The man’s coat was tidy and well made. Mr. Dudley appeared to be the kind of man upon whom England relied. A steady, respectable sort.  

One thing Edward did not relish today was conversing with others. His head cold was monstrously annoying, so he made a sparse, civil nod in Mr. Dudley’s direction.  

The other passengers murmured polite greetings to the secretary. 

Rather timidly, the other male passenger said, “I’m Nathanial Thornway, painter.” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his narrow throat, as if the act of introducing himself had made him nervous. 

Edward’s eyes narrowed on the painter. Thornway had the lean, hungry look about him that William Shakespeare warned not to trust. The man caught Edward’s intent gaze then shifted his elsewhere. Thornway squirmed in his seat, as if he knew the viscount had inspected him and found him wanting. 

Mr. Dudley shook the artist’s hand, showing a friendly openness that Edward could not. None of the passengers shook Edward’s hand, for which he was grateful. At least his illness would keep his fellow passengers at a distance. Mayhap traveling by public conveyance wouldn’t be so troublesome. 

Glancing at the female, he saw she had dimples.  This was another confounding annoyance on an already full plate. Dimples were absolutely charming, and anyone who said otherwise was simply mad. He smothered his sound of exasperation, feeling beleaguered. Why today, of all days, did he meet this lovely vision? He didn’t want to be drawn to this confident, beaming woman. My God, Penelope all awaited his imminent proposal. 

She unfolded a lap rug, murmured a greeting, and stated her name was Miss Rutherford. Properly withholding her first name, she managed to convey an aura of stout respectability. 

Miss Rutherford went on to add, “I teach at an academy outside Dover, Miss Laing’s School for Daughters of Gentlemen.” 

Not a governess, but Edward’s guess wasn’t far from the mark. Schoolteachers were on a rung above governesses on the ladder of Women Not to Trifle With. 

Gazing upon the misty, rolling hills of Kent, he silently urged the coach to greater speed. Lady Penelope awaited him at the Stocktons. They would enjoy the house party amongst their friends and reconcile. This sudden anticipation for Miss Rutherford’s sunshiny smile would dissolve as soon as he left this carriage, Edward predicted. Instead, he should be looking forward to reuniting with the earl’s daughter and his friends.  

He stretched out his legs, tilted his hat, and feigned sleep. His mind wandered back to the day Lady Penelope accepted his proposal. He had thought their future well-settled. She was well-born, attractive, and traveled in the same circles he did. As his viscountess, Lady Penelope would give him a well-bred, well-behaved heir. They would lead a comfortable life.

Fiona did not care for Lady Penelope, but agreed Edward was not a romantic soul. He was too practical, she accused, before she quizzed whether Penelope touched his heart? Good God, what a brat Fiona was and so he had told her. What mattered, he had snapped at his sister, was that Lady Penelope would make a good viscountess. 

Fiona promptly agreed, making a nonchalant wave. “By all means, marry her then.” 

Edward was determined to do just that.

Dabbing his nose, he glared at the rain-drenched countryside, re-playing the scene which ended his weeklong engagement. Lady Penelope had come to him, sobbing she’d mistaken her heart and loved Andrew Markham instead. When she asked to be released from their betrothal, he had done so and wished her happy. Then he withdrew from London society, returned home, and depleted the Asbury wine cellar. He had not left his estate until today, having received George’s letter with Maylene’s postscript urging him to attend their house party. Maylene wrote that Lady Penelope requested he specifically be invited to the Stocktons, and she was no longer betrothed to Markham.  

He started, becoming belatedly aware that something was expected of him. Looking about the coach’s interior, he discovered his fellow passengers gazing at him, awaiting a reply.

“Edward Chevers,” he said, intentionally omitting his surname for his title. It was an impulsive decision spurred by a desire to avoid toadeaters. 

An uncomfortable silence followed before the woman began conversing with the clerk. 

Beneath hooded lids, Edward observed Miss Rutherford more closely. Her hair was the shade of honey, her eyes a startling green. Quietly, she sat, fiddling with the button of her cotton gloves, fastening then unfastening it, toying with the loop. 

Such an innocent. 

“Do you travel to London for business, Mr. Dudley?” Miss Rutherford asked the secretary.

“No, only going so far as Maidstone, ma’am. My employer sent me to inspect some warehouses in Dover. Now that I’ve sent the report, I plan to meet my wife and take her to Ramsgate for the holidays.”

“That sounds lovely.” She gave him a warm smile.

The secretary leaned toward her, like a flower’s petals strained toward the sun. He was as receptive to the schoolteacher’s charm as the landlady. 

Edward smothered his snicker with a cough. “Excuse me.” 

Miss Rutherford’s wide-eyed gaze fell upon him. Somehow she knew his cough wasn’t genuine, and he realized she had seen through his small deception. Her lips curved, but the dimples did not accompany the smile. If he hadn’t already known he was in trouble, her lifted brow confirmed it. It was a gentle rebuke, forcing him to repeat his words more sincerely.

With a broad smile, she accepted his apology.  

“And you, Mr. Thornway? Are you traveling to London, as well? I’m going to visit my brother’s family there.”

Edward studied the artist to see what kind of reaction Miss Rutherford evoked within him. Would she bowl him over, too? He was willing to wager not, that as an artist the man would be more cerebral and not prone to—

“Yes,” stammered the blushing man. 

Good God! Edward tapped the purse he’d stuffed in his waistcoat pocket, glad he hadn’t laid the wager. By simply smiling, this woman’s charm captivated males and females, alike. His brows met as he tried to ferret out this mystery, for he’d never seen anything like it. What was it about the schoolteacher? Somehow she drew people to her like a magnet. How had this charismatic young woman remained a spinster? Why she wasn’t surrounded by a bevy of suitors mystified Edward. She was quite lovely when she smiled, particularly when those dimples appeared.

Miss Rutherford reached across her lap to pat the brim of Mr. Thornway’s hat, which he spun in nervousness. 

“It’s a very fine hat, sir, but I feel sure you won’t wish to mar the pelt.” She then gave the artist a sidelong glance, full of humor.

Mr. Thornway blinked, uncertain how to respond to her teasing. A grin broke over his face, erasing the lines of tension which had been there. The pair chuckled in good humor with each other. An indulgent smile curved Mr. Dudley’s mouth, but Edward held himself apart, not wishing to lower his guard. 

Diffidently, Mr. Thornway said, “The Royal Academy has asked me to provide a series of lectures.”

“Really? That’s quite impressive, good sir. What’s the topic?”

“Lighting techniques through use of oils.”

“How marvelous! You’ve studied Turner, no doubt?” 

The artist clapped his hands in delight. “Most assuredly. You know his works?”

Even Mr. Dudley, the secretary, had heard of that famous painter. The trio chattered, excited to have found an interesting topic to discuss. Edward sat quietly, occasionally glancing from Miss Rutherford’s animated countenance to the scenery. Within a couple of miles, the secretary nodded to his fellow passengers before settling against the squabs and closing his eyes. Edward envied the man, afraid if he tilted his head it would flood his runny nose.

The once-shy artist, now that he had the female’s attention, prattled on about his paintings. Miss Rutherford listened to Mr. Thornway, flattering the man with her undivided attention.   

Edward blew his nose then stuffed his handkerchief into his pocket. If he were alone, he would massage his cheeks to alleviate the stuffiness. He refrained. 

Feeling the weight of Miss Rutherford’s gaze upon him, Edward turned to her and lifted his brows. 

Flinging up her index finger, she paused the artist’s conversation. With a concerned look, she leaned toward Edward. 

“Forgive me for saying so, but you really shouldn’t be travelling, sir. Perhaps at the next inn, I could fetch a warming brick for you?” Belatedly, she remembered her lap rug and offered it for his use.  

Edward was speechless. 

“I am not an infirm old woman,” he said caustically. I will not need a warming brick. Nor do I require your rug.” 

His words had no effect. She half-stood and draped the blanket over his lap while he gaped. 

“Your cold will only worsen if you don’t heed it,” she advised as she tucked the ends around his waist. Gently, she scolded, “You wouldn’t wish to be ill during the holidays, would you?” 

Edward floundered, unused to being disobeyed. His testiness soared as he said, “Please, miss, this is unseemly.”

Wide, green eyes blinked. At the precise moment his breath caught at her loveliness, the stage coach gave a violent lurch. The bench beneath him dipped and pitched backward. Miss Rutherford stumbled into his arms and he held her tightly against his body. The most imperative thing in his life was to keep her safe. Tucking her head into his chest, he formed a protective cage around her.

Shouts rang out. The horses whinnied. The coachman swore. Noises blended until he could no longer identify them.

A strange sense of unreality descended upon him. This moment of turmoil lengthened in endurance. At the same time sounds became indistinct, he noted Miss Rutherford’s soft cheek burrowed into his neck. She smelled sweet, and for reasons he would never know, he pressed a swift kiss on top of her bonnet. 

Just as time slowed in that instant, it leapt in the next. Miss Rutherford, pale and dismayed, scrambled from his embrace. Her movements reminded him of a scurrying crab. He watched her lips move, but her words were muffled, indistinct.  

He moaned, feeling a stinging cut on the back of his head. His hand went to the spot and came away smeared in blood. Dumbly, he stared at his crimson fingers. 

“I seem to have cut my head,” he announced to nobody in particular with great disbelief.

“Mr. Chevers? Mr. Chevers?”

Oddly fascinated by the way Miss Rutherford’s mouth moved, he stared at her, not moving. Why did it sound as if she were speaking from the distant end of a tunnel?

Groans and pants emanated from Mr. Dudley, who rose from the tilted floor.  

Edward gave a short, mirthless laugh. 

A gust of wind signaled the door had opened. Mr. Thornway crawled out then reached inside to assist Miss Rutherford.

“He’s been injured,” she told the artist, causing Edward to wonder to whom she referred. “Do take care of him.”

Edward felt decidedly woozy, and his nose felt even stuffier.  

“Mr. Chevers?” It was Mr. Dudley who spoke, motioning Edward to precede him from the wreckage. 

He exited the vehicle by nearly toppling through the opening, mumbling, “Blast.” 

Too late he remembered the lady’s presence and glanced toward Miss Rutherford, but his apology died on his lips. 

Her face was wreathed in a beaming smile, as if she were pleased. Interpreting his puzzlement, she said, “At least you are speaking intelligibly now. You’ll do.”

She propped her shoulder beneath his arm pit as did Mr. Dudley on his other side. 

Despite his feeble protests, they walked him to the edge of the road and sat him upon a log, which was sheltered by trees. Afraid his knees would buckle if he had to walk any further, he tried to shake off this alarming lassitude. The drizzle felt blessedly cool, and he lifted his face to it.   
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