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      Richard Foote, Duke of Alconbury winced at the crash ringing from the nursery above his friend’s study and reflexively ducked his head. “You didn’t consider the noise your darling hellions could produce when you chose this room as your sanctuary, I take it.”

      Ephraim Willoughby, Viscount Camborne, who sat in a chair near the fire, set down his newspaper and chuckled. “The children weren’t born when we moved here, but now I understand why Father’s room was in the other wing. Our Sammy has become much more active since the weather turned cool. They’ve been rather quiet today, though.”

      Shaking his head, Richard returned to gazing out the window overlooking the frozen kitchen garden. A young woman wearing a drab gray gown, unadorned black cloak and equally plain bonnet paced back and forth in one corner. There was nothing about her to hold his attention, but he continued to watch. She looked like a servant who was afraid to face the housekeeper’s stern scowl.

      Suddenly she turned, shielding her eyes from the ray of sunlight breaking through the clouds, and looked directly at him. Recognition dawned as he took in the heart-shaped face of the viscountess’ sister, Miss Milly Hudson. He hadn’t seen her in more than a year, when they were at the small gathering of family and close friends following her fiancé’s funeral. The harsh color of her half-mourning garb washed away any bloom in her features, leaving her wan. Such a pity, given the striking beauty she was. The Christmas season was clearly still difficult for her to face without Tobias.

      “Well, at least she won’t spend it alone,” Richard muttered aloud.

      “Who won’t spend what alone?” Ephraim asked.

      “What?” Richard walked back to the seat he’d vacated a short time ago. “I didn’t realize I’d spoken aloud. Milly is in the garden. She appeared sad. I thought it kind of Arnetta to invite her here so she’s not alone over the holidays.”

      “Sad? I wouldn’t use that word to describe Milly. She came to keep Arnetta company during her confinement with Billie. Milly is in charge of the holiday festivities, and my housekeeper is none too pleased,” Ephraim added with a laugh.

      “Isn’t Arnetta the one who would be displeased? It’s her household.”

      Ephraim shrugged, setting the newspaper on the small table beside him. “Arnetta was more than happy to relinquish the duties this year. She isn’t fully recovered from Billie’s birth, and since Sammy and Ann are now old enough to participate, she wants us to take part in all the traditions her family celebrates.”

      “All the traditions? What does that mean? Am I going to wish I’d decided to delay my arrival until Christmas Eve?”

      “I’m not quite certain, to be honest. Milly and Arnetta have many more customs than we are used to, I’ll wager. It should be interesting, at least.”

      Richard’s lips twisted to one side as he considered what lay ahead for him over the next few weeks. As he had no family of his own, he didn’t normally celebrate the holidays, much less the entire month before Christmas. But his estate didn’t need him there; his steward performed his job competently and enjoyed giving out the Boxing Day gifts. While he’d never admit to loneliness, Richard appreciated that Ephraim and Arnetta—Arnetta, most especially, enjoyed having him stay with them. “I hope the ladies don’t expect me to participate in anything more than eating mince and pies. Those other traditions are for children.”

      “Arnetta would understand, but I’ll let you tell Milly. She assumes everyone is as excited about the holiday as she is.”

      A thud shook the ceiling, followed by a small child’s laughter. The noise was so loud Richard fully expected to find plaster covering his sleeves. “Have you invited the entire village to play in your nursery? What are they doing up there?”

      “Using up their endless energy, I imagine. You should go upstairs and visit with them. They’ve missed you.”

      “Perhaps later, if it’s not too cold, I can join them in the park so they can run.” The idea of being in a closed room with those wild urchins was more intimidating than staring down an angry bull. “It’s apparent they don’t require my company to enjoy themselves.”

      Laughing, Ephraim leaned back in his chair. “You are afraid of them. I never would have guessed it.”

      “I am not afraid. I prefer ‘astutely cautious.’ I know Arnetta has them well trained enough to be civilized when guests are present, but they’re still too young to be trusted in their native habitat.”

      “You aren’t a guest, you are family,” Ephraim argued. “We’ve known each other since we were mere lads.”

      “My point exactly—they can’t be trusted around me. As I said, I’ll visit with them out of doors.”

      A tap came from the doorway followed by a sweet voice. “Am I interrupting?” Milly asked.

      “Come in.” Ephraim motioned for her to join them. “Richard just arrived, and we were catching up on news.”

      “It’s good to see you again, Your Grace,” Milly said. “You’ve arrived just in time for stir up.”

      Whatever that was, it could explain all the noise in the nursery. Those children were definitely stirred up. “Stir up?” Richard asked as he rose to greet her.

      “Of course. We must stir up the plum puddings today so they may age properly before Christmas.”

      She wanted him to help bake plum puddings? He’d grown up with a staff to cook his meals. He failed to see how he could contribute, nor did the idea sound intriguing. “Ah, well then, I’m sure the cook will be busy this afternoon.”

      She stood beside the desk, her smile growing, one hip cocked to the side in a casual stance. With her cloak and bonnet removed, she looked slightly less severe, although her ashy brown hair styled in its simple twist did nothing to soften her features. She’d been pretty once, before the light left her eyes. “But we all must stir the pudding at least once, for luck.”

      “For luck?” Ephraim beat him to the question.

      “Yes, luck for the entire household.” She met Richard’s gaze. “We wouldn’t wish anything bad to happen to Ephraim and Arnetta’s family, would we?”

      Richard shifted uncomfortably, growing warm under her scrutiny. She would have him cast as the Christmas villain for his lack of cooking skills, would she? But he wasn’t going to play her game. “Of course not. I fail to see how my not stirring the pudding would bring bad luck. My parents’ cook managed well without me all these years.”

      “It’s tradition. Every year on the Sunday before Advent, the vicar reads the Book of Common Prayer. ‘Stir up, O Lord, we beseech thee⁠—‘”

      Ephraim cleared his throat. “We know the passage, Milly. No need to recite it for us.”

      A flattering shade of peach crept over Milly’s cheeks. She studied them as if they spoke a foreign language. “Didn’t your families have Christmas traditions?”

      Pushed by a sudden, inexplicable need to defend his family, Richard responded. “Naturally. We went to church that morning and had a special supper with roast goose and yes, plum pudding for dessert. And not once did the cook require our assistance in the preparation of any of it.”

      She walked toward him, her head tilted to one side as she studied his face. “That’s all? You don’t do anything more to celebrate?”

      “Well, we exchanged gifts. And Mother gave out baskets to our neighbors on St. Stephen’s Day,” Richard said.

      “I imagine she also saw that the greenery had been gathered to place about her home, and supervised any other decorating. This is my favorite time of year. I love the way the house smells when it’s filled with evergreen branches.”

      She was correct. Before his parents died, when he arrived home a day or two before Christmas the work had already been done. And the house had had a crisp, fresh scent to it, now that he thought about it. He hadn’t paid much attention to that while growing up. And he hadn’t been home for Christmas in the three years since his parents died in a carriage accident. He spent as little time as possible there.

      Milly turned to Ephraim. “Perhaps you two will find a suitable Yule log.”

      Ephraim held up a hand and shook his head. “I have no objection to greens, but even the kitchen hearth isn’t big enough for an entire tree. I say no Yule log.”

      “But it brings so much good luck,” she argued. “You must spread the ashes in the fields for the crops and put some in the well to be certain the water stays safe.”

      Richard hadn’t realized she held to such superstitions. He wasn’t aware there were so many superstitions around Christmastide. “Do you truly believe in luck? And that it can be manipulated by such pagan rituals?”

      Her smile faded, revealing hollows in her cheeks he hadn’t noticed before. Her chin lifted slightly in a very stubborn set. “I’m not a simpleton, nor a pagan. I don’t believe stirring the Christmas pudding for luck means I may run barefoot in the rain without my cloak. The gods wouldn’t really punish us for not burning the Yule log. But so many things in life are left to chance. Who does it hurt to continue the traditions? If we lose them, we lose some of the richness of our lives.”

      “Children do enjoy the little rituals,” Ephraim said. “I have fond memories of the season when we were young. Receiving gifts on St. Nicholas Day awakened the anticipation of more to come.”

      Milly folded her arms across her chest and stretched to her full, yet insignificant, height. “Well, we are about to gather in the kitchen for stir up. Your children expect you to join us.”

      With that, she left. Richard watched her glide through the doorway, and he chuckled. “When did she become such a harridan? She’d have the Iron Duke quaking in his boots.”

      Rising, Ephraim laughed. “She never yells. She simply makes one feel guilty if one dares to disregard her wishes.”

      “We’d better hurry, then.” Richard followed the viscount below stairs, the sound of happy voices and laughter growing louder as they neared the kitchen.

      Arnetta and the children already waited there, gathered at a long table. Two-year-old Ann knelt on a bench, eyeing the ingredients with wonder while newborn Billie slept in his mother’s arm. The pinkish circles below Arnetta’s eyes spoke of her lack of sleep.

      Four-year-old Sammy tugged on his aunt Milly’s skirts. “Can I put the silver in the puddings?”

      “We shall ask Cook if she’ll allow it. She’s not happy when we get in her way.”

      “I shan’t get in her way, I promise. I’ll drop the threepence in and jump away like this.” Sammy sprang into the air to demonstrate.

      Milly squeezed his shoulders and pressed her cheek to the top of his head, her features glowing, a soft chuckle escaping her smiling lips. “I don’t believe we’ll need to go to that extreme. Simply stepping aside should do.”

      From his position at the end of the long, rough table farthest from the fire, Richard observed the others. The cook’s assistant pulled the dark turnspit chain at the hearth, rotating a large joint of meat on the spit over the flames. The footmen in their olive green livery gazed about with bored, vacant stares but they stood at attention in a corner in front of the large hutch. The butler kept glancing at the doorway as if he judged his chances of making an escape.

      On the table were several enormous bowls filled with brown, speckled batter. Milly picked up the wooden spoon sitting nearby. “Let’s begin. Arnetta, do you want to recite the blessing?”

      Sammy climbed onto a stool and peered into the bowl. “I know it. Mama taught me. ‘Stir up, we b’seech thee, O Lord, the wills of thy faithful people; that they, plenshusly bringing forth the fruit of good works, may of thee be plenshusly rewarded.’”

      Milly and the others chuckled at his earnest recitation. “Very well done, Sammy, thank you. You may be the first to stir. Don’t forget to make a wish.” She lifted Sammy closer to the bowl to take his turn.

      Ephraim and Arnetta stirred and stepped out of the way. Richard stepped forward and reached for the spoon.

      “Don’t forget to make a wish,” Milly repeated, her raised brow daring him to argue.

      As he took the spoon, certain she wouldn’t know whether he wished or not, he noted the slight shadows beneath her eyes, and the lack of sparkle within. All his bravado left him, his stubborn insistence in only making the minimal effort to keep the peace. He sighed. What would it cost him to make a wish? He barely needed to think on it. I wish for Milly to be truly happy again. He ran the spoon around the bowl.

      When they proceeded through the servants one by one and the last one had a turn, Arnetta thanked them all. “Shall we have some biscuits in the nursery?” she asked the children.

      Sammy and two-year-old Ann clapped and cheered. “Yes please.”

      “Come have biscuits,” Sammy pleaded, tugging on Richard’s hand.

      “I must read some papers I brought with me,” he replied, although he squeezed the boy’s fingers with fondness.

      Ephraim picked up Ann and walked toward the hallway. “Surely you can have one biscuit and a glass of milk,” he called over his shoulder to Richard.

      Richard sighed. He didn’t care for sweets, and liked milk even less. “Very well. One biscuit before work.”

      As they left the kitchen, Milly spoke to Mrs. Avery. “Biscuits are more appealing than adding the coins to the batter, it would seem. Here are the threepence for you to add. I leave you to your work.”

      “Thank you, miss,” Mrs. Avery said, her relief evident in her tone.

      Richard trudged up the stairs at the slow speed of the four-year-old boy. All that pomp for ten minutes’ worth of batter stirring. What other rituals did Milly have in store over the next few weeks? He might regret agreeing to spend the entire month in the viscount’s household.
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