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        Can a gentleman be too charming? The ladies of Upper Upton think so.

      

        

      
        And it’s almost Leap Day, when a man who refuses a lady’s proposal of marriage must offer a forfeit.

      

        

      
        When the single ladies of the village conspire to teach their charmer a lesson that might bankrupt him, the town’s loveliest young widow steps up to warn him.

      

        

      
        His secrets and hers make them a perfect match—and she’s the lady he wants. But she won’t accept his proposal, not even to rescue him.

      

        

      
        As Leap Day approaches, the clock is ticking. Can he convince her in time to say yes to his offer and take a leap into love?
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      London,
      25 December, 1818

      The glowing fog of the short December morning shed a weak light through the dormer windows as Ameline wiped scurf and fluids from the small raging body in front of her. The kicks, the startled, tight breaths, the vacant screams, made her blink back tears. The little one’s panic was too much like his mother’s, too fresh, too stark. Between Baxter and Mrs. Crawford, they’d managed to bring out the child and the afterbirth. God only knew how.

      She forced her fingers to the familiar work, cleaning, comforting, counting fingers and toes, and the moments until the wet nurse arrived.

      And then she’d move on to a familiar task, made unfamiliar—cleaning the new mother.

      The newly deceased mother. Despite all their efforts, Miss Smith’s breathing had just stopped.

      Ameline held the baby close and wiped tears with the back of her hand. She’d spent the last frantic moments praying as she hadn’t prayed since she’d watched Virgil’s sister fade after her last bleeding.

      Baxter’s two fingers came away from the young woman’s neck, and Mrs. Crawford put down the wrist she was pressing. They moved aside and conferred in low, somber tones, while the maid, Aggie, stood pressed to the wall, tears streaming.

      Death in childbirth was common enough, but Ameline had never yet lost one of her new mothers. She’d never dealt with this part.

      At least the poor babe had survived, yet this little boy would grow up never knowing the woman who’d given him life.

      Impulsively, she settled the child onto his mother’s chest and his crying paused.

      Miss Smith’s eyes fluttered and she drew in a sharp breath.

      “She’s alive,” Aggie shouted.

      

      From The Marquess and the Midwife, Chapter 12
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      Village of Upper Upton

      26 February, 1820

      When the Ladies Society for the Improvement of Village Life gathered, discussions could drag on.

      Mrs. Myra Smith stood at a distance, watching the exhalation of so much talk fog the air in the unheated assembly rooms of the Royal George Inn. From her station near the door, she kept an eye on the boy who’d marched off to the far end of the room, away from the ladies.

      The Society’s grandiose title always made Myra smile. Stuffy-sounding though it might be, the Ladies’ Society did have a valuable purpose. Village life could be dull, and didn’t she know that well.

      It could also be closed-minded, a trap Myra was always dodging. She was here today representing Longview, the nearby children’s home that had brought so many interesting characters to Upper Upton—the teachers, ladies of questionable background like herself, and the children, London’s outcasts, who’d found shelter, and training, and love there.

      Longview had been generously endowed by the Lords Cathmore, Hackwell, and Wallingford, much as their lordships had endowed this whole village, trying to make the residents of Longview more palatable to the good citizens of Upper Upton. Even this inn had been thoroughly modernized and expanded. And their lordships had plucked the handsome innkeeper from among their former military comrades.

      Thoughts of the man reminded her, she and Barty should be on their way. “The room is quite adequate to your needs,” Myra said. “The children and I shall certainly see to—”

      The door to the assembly rooms whooshed open, silencing her.

      A wide smile flashed her way, and she caught her breath. “Mr. Grant,” she said with a clipped curtsy, remembering what she was dealing with.

      True to his nature, Alexander Grant turned that handsome gaze on the other three ladies and bowed all around. “Such loveliness brightens the dreary aspects of this day.”

      His grin widened, and his dark hair sparkled in the light from a tall window. The cold February rain had dampened his coats and breeches and ruddied his cheeks under the dark stubble. Warmth rose in Myra. She shook herself, searching for words.

      She need not have bothered.

      “A thorough cleaning of these rooms is in order.” Miss Eleanor Gurnwood, the new vicar’s spinster sister, was nothing if not direct. Myra rather liked her, though she was careful to steer clear of the good woman’s questioning. “Did you not have them cleaned after the last Assembly, Mr. Grant?” Miss Gurnwood turned her gaze back to the ladies. “When did the village last assemble here?”

      “It was last spring.” Miss Charity Putnam moved her round little body closer and peered up at the innkeeper beseechingly.

      If she wasn’t careful, the girl would turn those charms on the wrong man.

      “Was it not, Mr. Grant?” She batted her lashes.

      “Charity,” the third woman cautioned.

      Miss Sally Fitzhugh and Miss Putnam were good friends—and where a marriageable man was concerned, also firm rivals. But while Miss Putnam always had a hop in her step, Miss Fitzhugh tended to sail along at a funereal pace, weighed down by her innate glumness.

      Now, Miss Fitzhugh sent Mr. Grant a tremulous smile, a sure sign she was up to no good. “We had smaller gatherings at the church hall. I fear the failure to tidy up here was with us ladies, Miss Gurnwood. And of course, the late vicar’s illness and last year Mr. Grant’s unfortunate loss—”

      “Yes, yes, well,” he said, swiping a hand through his curls, scattering droplets.

      Drat, but it was raining again. She and Barty would have a damp walk home.

      His smile turned on Myra and steam rose around her. “If you’ll but send me young Barty,” he waved a hand at the boy who still stood at the far end of the room, shifting from foot to foot, “and some of your other children, Mrs. Smith, we’ll have it all put to rights, and some coin for their labors.”

      “That is just what we are discussing,” Miss Gurnwood said.

      “And why Mrs. Smith was, er, gracious enough to take time away from her…employment…and join us,” Miss Putnam added.

      “Excellent.” He beamed again at Myra, and she fought the melting inside her.

      Her hands curled into fists. This man was a sure test for a woman like herself, one that she would withstand. And dash it all, she must be cordial. For all she knew, he was only a flirt. No one had shared stories of him despoiling women or dallying with maidens, not even after his wife’s death the year before. His good looks and charm would pay off soon enough, and he’d find a new wife who would fill his bed and risk death in childbirth for the pleasures there.

      She shook off her rattlebrained response to his flummery. It was best to remember the price of flirting that went too far.

      “You ladies will be happy to know I’ve just come from an auction near Crawley. I’ve some plain worsted you might like for the children, Mrs. Smith, and some very fine muslins and silks that all of you might like. With Lady Cathmore, Lady Hackwell and Lady Wallingford bringing guests to the assembly, our local ladies will want to shine.”

      Charity Putnam clapped her hands, squealed, and began to chatter.

      Myra chewed on her lip. In a few short weeks, the village of Upper Upton would hold an Easter week assembly in these rooms attached to the grandly-named Royal George, the town’s only inn. The mourning for the old King George would be ended, as well as Lent, that period of solemn penance. The patronesses of Longview were bringing guests, hoping to inspire more charity.

      Whether she herself would attend the assembly to supervise the older children helping there was entirely in question. Yet she would dearly love a new dress, something pretty and stylish. She would dearly love to dance and flirt, perhaps even tease back with the handsome Alexander Grant, as Miss Putnam was doing.

      But Miss Putnam had pointed out the truth. Myra was a mere employee of Longview, and grateful for it. There’d be no Easter rising to end her period of penance.

      She smoothed a hand over her pelisse and rubbed at a hole in her glove.

      “Shall I deliver the worsted, then, Mrs. Smith? I shall give a good price.”

      Heat shot to her cheeks. “I’m afraid I was woolgathering,” she said. “I’ll ask the headmistress about it, and we shall send a note.”

      He bowed all around again and departed.

      Miss Putnam grabbed Miss Fitzhugh’s hands and hopped a few steps of a jig. “I shall claim a dance with that handsome man.”

      “He’s an inveterate flirt,” Miss Fitzhugh said, “as are you, Charity.”

      “You must have a care,” Miss Gurnwood said.

      “Over a dance with an eligible widower?” Miss Putnam exclaimed. “Pish-posh. Tell me you would not like to dance with him yourself, Miss Gurnwood.”

      The vicar’s sister smiled, and then laughed, as did Miss Fitzhugh.

      Myra forced a chuckle and eyed Barty. The ladies had forgot his presence, and he’d turned his back on them, seeming transfixed by something on the other side of the window.

      But Barty was thirteen, and Myra had no doubt he was listening intently.

      She cleared her throat and tried to catch Miss Gurnwood’s eye.

      “He is Scottish gentry, I hear,” Miss Fitzhugh said.

      “A friend to Lord Cathmore and Lord Hackwell,” said Miss Putnam. “And they are patrons of the children’s home. What have Lady Cathmore and Lady Hackwell said about Alexander Grant, Mrs. Smith?”

      “Naught that I’ve heard,” Myra said. “We do not…”

      We do not share tales. The patronesses of Longview never shared tales, their own pasts being also a bit murky.

      “Mrs. Smith doesn’t gossip,” said Miss Gurnwood. “Nor should you, Charity Putnam.” She softened the words with a smile. “And we are not alone.” She inclined her head toward the boy.

      Myra roused herself. “Barty.” She beckoned the boy who zigzagged across the dusty floor and came to stand in front of her.

      “We’ve not settled on a plan,” Miss Gurnwood said.

      Myra swallowed a sigh and patted the boy’s shoulder. “Go see to the donkey, the cart, and our packages. I’ll be right along.”

      Barty scooted off with a flap of the door. It didn’t close all the way, and she wondered if he was on the other side listening.

      “To be sure.” Miss Putnam tightened her bonnet strings under her plump chin. “Well Miss Gurnwood and Mrs. Smith neither of you were here last spring, nor did you meet Mrs. Grant. I’m not speaking out of turn to say that never was a woman less inclined to—”

      “Charity…” Miss Gurnwood cautioned.

      “She was mope-about,” Miss Fitzhugh said. “For months on end, we heard. He had to put her old aunt to tend to the boy and often the taproom.”

      “We were never so surprised as when she turned up with child.”

      “Charity.” Miss Gurnwood sighed and shook her head. “But that explains it. I have seen that a persistent malaise in a man or woman can tax a spouse severely. I imagine part of his good nature comes from having the pall lifted and some stability restored to his routine.”

      “Oh, he’s always been jolly.”

      “A convivial flatterer.”

      “An eligible, handsome man, in need of a wife and a mother. His boy is a handful, but they say the baby girl is a sweet one,” Miss Putnam said.

      “If he but manages the inn properly, instead of floating about dabbling into speculative trading in goods, he can hire a nurse to look after the children.” Miss Fitzhugh eyed Myra. “One of your older girls would do, Mrs. Smith. What Mr. Grant needs is a nursery maid to manage the children, and a wife who can take a stout hand with the inn staff. And I’ve always been good at supervising servants.”

      “If he were to choose you, Sally. But remember, he smiles at all of us without pity.”

      “He does make a lady think he’s interested, even some of the older widows.”

      “And he needs a wife. There are so few eligible men in this valley, and none so handsome. It is not fair for him to not marry. We shall have to bring him to heel for one of us.”

      Miss Fitzhugh’s chin shot up, and she snapped her fingers. “Charity. This is a Leap Year.”
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