
        
            
                
            
        

    
	THE VICAR’S DAUGHTER

	BOOK ONE oF the regency romps

	Deborah Simmons

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Copyright © 1995 by Deborah Siegenthal

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

	 

	Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

	 

	Published by Bennett Street Books

	 

	Book Layout © 2016 BookDesignTemplates.com

	 

	Cover Design by Tugboat Design

	 

	The Vicar’s Daughter/Deborah Simmons

	ISBN 978-1-951687-16-8

	 

	 

	
CONTENTS

	 

	CHAPTER ONE

	CHAPTER TWO

	CHAPTER THREE

	CHAPTER FOUR

	CHAPTER FIVE

	CHAPTER SIX

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	CHAPTER NINE

	CHAPTER TEN

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	EPILOGUE

	FROM THE AUTHOR

	BY DEBORAH SIMMONS

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	Wycliffe often said that had he known what awaited him that fateful day, he would never have entered the vicarage. Of course, everyone knew he was lying, and since Maximilian George Broughton Pembridge, 5th Earl of Wycliffe, never lied, his statement was all the more astounding. But then everyone was astonished by what happened...

	It all began simply enough in the early spring of 1816 with an innocent visit to a new property in Sussex that Wycliffe had just inherited from his great-uncle. Compared to the Wycliffe seat, it was a small property, but prosperous. Unfortunately, the modest fifteen-bedroom manor house had not seen improvements in many a year, and Wycliffe knew it would need refurbishing. 

	In his usual, methodical fashion, Wycliffe began assessing the property, determining what repairs were needed and ordering them. He introduced himself to the staff, the tenants, and on this bright March day, the third in a planned week-long stay, he set out to pay a call on the vicar.

	Wycliffe was neither looking forward to the obligation nor dreading it. He simply was performing his duty in his accustomed responsible fashion. His schedule had been painstakingly prepared before he had even left London, and he stuck to it with what some might view as excessive rigidity.

	 Not Wycliffe. He prized order and kept himself running as regularly as the gold engraved watch given to him by his father. With the practiced gesture of habit, Wycliffe removed the piece from his fob pocket and noted the time. Calculating one half hour to be sufficient for his visit, he strode up the flagstone path to the vicarage.

	A small building nestled amongst a stand of ancient oaks and surrounded by thick, high box hedges, the vicarage was a little shabby around the edges. Wycliffe spied some spots on the roof where slates were missing and places in the mellowed stone walls where the mortar had fallen. And he turned a critical eye to the ivy that had been allowed to run wild, climbing up one side of the building until it nearly reached the eaves.

	Wycliffe lifted his gloved hand to knock when the sound of ferocious yapping met him, and a small dog of indiscriminate breeding raced from under the hedgerow toward the front of the house. 

	Assessing the animal in a glance, Wycliffe assured himself that it would not dare to harry him and saw that it was followed by a small boy who scrambled out of the bushes adeptly.

	The dog and its human companion were nearly at Wycliffe's feet before they noticed him. When they did, the child hauled up short, picked up the animal with a grunt, and clutched it to his small chest. 

	“Hello!” The boy shouted over the sounds of the beast, which was still barking rather ferociously for one so small. He grinned brightly to reveal a gaping hole where his top two teeth should be. “Are you the new lord?”

	“I am indeed,” Wycliffe said.

	“Papa’s been expecting you. He is probably in the parlor.” Without pausing, the youngster opened the front door and walked in, motioning for Wycliffe to follow. The dog, seizing his opportunity, bolted from the prison of encircling arms and raced off down the narrow hallway.

	“Patches! Hold up!” the boy cried. Racing off at top speed, he left Wycliffe standing between walls hung with faded green material. Before Wycliffe could decide upon his next move, an even younger child emerged from one of the rooms leading off the hall and gazed up at him solemnly. A girl, this one was wearing an overly large dress and carrying a disgusting-looking piece of material that she gripped rather fiercely. She stuck her thumb into her mouth and stared at him.

	“Is your papa here?” Wycliffe asked.

	Without removing her gaze from him, the child pointed a fat finger, and Wycliffe headed that way. His progress was impeded when the hall veered off into two different directions. He stood at the crossroads, trying to determine where the elusive parlor might lie when he was nearly run down by two shrieking youths chasing each other. 

	“Oh, hello!” one yelled in passing. “Papa is in the parlor!”

	Unaccustomed to such cavalier treatment, Wycliffe felt like wringing their unruly necks, but he turned in the direction from whence they had come. He continued following the hall, which opened onto various small rooms, and decided the vicarage reminded him of nothing so much as a rabbit warren.

	Coming upon an undraped archway, he leaned through to see a pretty little girl setting a dining table with plates. “The parlor?” he asked. Apparently used to total strangers wandering about the house, she showed no alarm but smiled and pointed across the way.

	Finally. Wycliffe stepped over the threadbare carpeting toward his destination, hidden away in the bowels of the building so as to discourage guests, he decided. Only the persistent made it this far, he was certain. He had counted five children. Did they all belong to the vicar?

	He entered the room and frowned in irritation, for Papa was not in the parlor. In fact, Wycliffe thought the room deserted until a noise drew his attention to a sofa in a faded flower pattern from beneath which a female derriere protruded. He cocked his head slightly to one side, the better to observe the gently rounded rump cloaked in a layer of spotted muslin.

	The dictates of polite society called for him to make his presence known, and Wycliffe was nothing if not well-mannered. However, some streak of wickedness, heretofore buried beneath his staid exterior, made him disregard the rules to which he normally adhered and approach the pleasing vision. Beneath it were a pair of small feet encased in well-worn, low-heeled kid shoes and attached to extremely shapely ankles encased in white stockings.

	“Oh, help me, will you?” requested the form. 

	Wycliffe was entertaining various responses to that plea when his intriguing musings were interrupted by the appearance of one of the female's pale hands thrusting a tiny kitten toward him. 

	Dropping to the floor, Wycliffe took the proffered animal, though it mewled and wiggled in a frightened manner. Another was then handed to him, and he accepted it, too, although he wondered what he would do if she presented him with any more. These two filled his hands and he had no intention of letting them ruin his green superfine coat or his elegant striped waistcoat with their sharp little claws.

	Luckily, he did not have to confront this problem, for with a delightful bit of squirming, the luscious derriere backed toward him. A head emerged from underneath the sofa, and he was met with a lovely young woman cradling two kittens of her own. 

	Wycliffe noticed her hair first, a startling, thick mass of pale honey that surrounded her face like a cloud. Then he saw green eyes, the color of spring, staring at him from a strikingly beautiful face. Her mouth was drawn up surprise, but he could tell her pink lips were lush.

	Wycliffe was not one to marvel over a woman's charms. In truth, he usually paid them little heed, having a great deal of contempt for the mindlessness of female pursuits. He had a mistress to see to his needs, and although he must take a wife someday, it was not something that he contemplated with any relish. All of which made his reaction to this particular female even more astonishing.

	For a moment they simply sat there eyeing each other, she back on her heels and Wycliffe bent on one knee, until she finally reacted. “Oh!” she said softly, releasing her grip on the two kittens she held. They immediately leapt for the safety of the sofa, while she frantically began to rise. In her haste, she knocked into a push cart that sat nearby.

	Wycliffe was reaching for her, to steady her, or else he might have seen the tray of jelly tarts that balanced on the edge of the cart. As it was, he noticed them only after a wet sensation seeped through to his skin, signaling that they had been deposited in his lap. With extreme distaste, he looked down to watch a pastry slide onto the floor, leaving his formerly immaculate buff breeches dripping with dark blue ooze.

	“Oh, dear!” the young woman cried, her clear eyes wide with shock at the sight of his legs dripping jelly. She grabbed for a napkin, and an entirely different sensation crept through Wycliffe as he felt a warm hand on his thigh. 

	With no little amazement, he watched as the chit actually tried to wipe the mess from his breeches. Although he suspected that her gentle massaging was only aggravating the stain, he gave himself over to the feel of her fingers stroking him through the thin layer of doeskin.

	Holding his breath, Wycliffe kept a firm grip on his felines while the lovely creature muttered her apologies and rubbed him in sweet, anxious movements. He hoped that his beauty had not noticed the bulge that appeared between his legs. It was all he could do not to lean forward just a little so that her fingers might accidently brush against it.

	Wycliffe found it daunting that this young woman barely out of the schoolroom could move him so strongly that he felt like taking her right on the parlor floor. Looking down at that unusual cloud of hair positioned right above his lap, he imagined easing her back onto the carpet and running his hands up those slender ankles to that luscious derriere... 

	He was just wondering how long he should let her continue in her delightful but inappropriate ministrations when a noise broke into his lusty thoughts. Glancing up, he saw what appeared to be the vicar, standing in the doorway, at last. 

	“Ah, you have met our dear Charlotte,” he said. The man apparently saw nothing unsuitable in the sight of his daughter positioned between the thighs of a stranger, which led Wycliffe to wonder whether he had stumbled into a brothel, not a vicarage.

	“Oh, Papa!” The aforementioned Charlotte moaned. “Look what I've done.” She glanced up at Wycliffe, saw that he was still clutching the kittens, and gasped anew. “Oh, goodness! Let me take those.” 

	She put aside the napkin and grabbed the animals, which immediately dug their little claws into her bodice, and Wycliffe discovered that her rather drab gown was stretched extremely tightly across a chest that could only be described as lush. 

	With difficulty, Wycliffe tore his gaze from the sight and took her hand to help her rise. He regretted his gloves, and, like some besotted fool, he held her fingers just a bit longer than necessary. Annoyed with himself, he straightened, only to become aware of his breeches. They clung to him, moist with the fragrance of ripe berries.

	Wycliffe took a deep breath. It was time to get himself under control. Dropping her hand rather abruptly, he tried to think pious thoughts about the vicar's daughter.

	“I have made a mess all over him,” Charlotte said, all innocent consternation.

	“It is quite all right, I assure you,” Wycliffe replied smoothly. In fact, I rather enjoyed it. “It was an accident, after all. I am sorry that you lost the other two felines you struggled so hard to recover.” His words must have reminded her of her previous position, for she colored from her neck to the top of her head, where small strands of yellow hair curled about her temple delightfully.

	That hair. It really was rather amazing, compared to the short tresses and elaborate coiffures poplar in London. Wycliffe had to admit he had never seen anything like it. It billowed about her, so curly as to be unrestrainable. Unrestrainable. Wycliffe decided he liked that description and then mentally shook himself. Really, he must be getting old and cork-brained.

	Her father, a slender man with nondescript brown hair, wore spectacles and a distracted look, but smiled in a friendly manner. “I am sure his lordship can cope with a minor spill. You are Lord Wycliffe, are you not?” he asked.

	“Most assuredly.”

	“I am John Trowbridge. We heard you were up at the Great House, and we were hoping for a visit from you.”

	Charlotte looked from her father to the tall, dark stranger with no little amazement. This was Lord Wycliffe? Although they had been expecting him, she found it difficult to believe that the devastatingly handsome man before her was the earl. He did not look at all as his reputation had painted him.

	Ever since Mr. Broughton’s death, they had heard more than their share about Wycliffe. When Wycliffe gets here, he'll set things aright, they were told. And the staff up at the Great House were all aflutter, the maids telling one another, You had best shape up, my girl, or Wycliffe will set you out upon your ear. 

	By all accounts, the man was intelligent, exacting, and efficient. He was to have the estate running smoothly right away. And the rumors of the improvements planned for the Great House were such that he must be swimming in money, and yet, he supposedly was the sort who knew where each penny was going—and where it had been.

	Consequently, Charlotte had expected someone stuffy and stodgy and old, but this man did not look as if he had seen thirty. And he was so handsome. He was, without a doubt, the most attractive man she ever seen. 

	Of course, Charlotte had to admit that her experience with men was limited to the population of Upper Bidwell and its surrounding area. And among the farmers, shopkeepers, retired military men, and gentry from neighboring towns, there were none like him. 

	The cut and fabric of his clothes bespoke wealth far beyond the reach of the local residents, and he held himself with a certain elegance, an air that suggested he was accustomed to having his wishes obeyed—and promptly. It leant him a quality that was alluring in itself, but there was more. Mercy, was there more...

	His arresting face featured dark, arched brows over great brown eyes, a decent nose, and lips that were full enough to make Charlotte suppress a shiver, though she was not quite sure why. His hair was dark brown, and he kept it long, clipped back at the nape of his neck in an unusual fashion. The only thing that appeared in accord with his reputation was the assessing look he had about him as if nothing missed his shrewd gaze.      

	One of the kittens climbed up upon her shoulder, digging its tiny talons into her, and Charlotte realized she probably had been staring. She looked away in time to see Carrie rush headlong into the room.

	“Did you find them?” Carrie asked breathlessly. Carrie was always breathless.

	“I have two,” Charlotte said, handing her younger sister the kittens. “The other two will have to wait.”  She dared not glance toward Lord Wycliffe, for she already could feel the blush seep into her cheeks at the memory of her earlier position. What he must think of her?

	“Shall I see if I can nab them?” The earl's request, in a deep, soothing voice, took Charlotte by surprise. She eyed him in question, but he appeared absolutely serious. This dashing, beautiful man was willing to crawl under the sofa for a kitten. Charlotte's heart jumped up and turned over in her chest.

	“No, thank you, my lord,” Charlotte said, quelling Carrie's protest. “They will come out when they grow hungry. They were frightened by Patches. He must have gotten into the house somehow. The dog,” she explained.

	“We have met,” Wycliffe said, his lips curving slightly, and Charlotte's heart leapt again and flopped around like a landed fish. Oh, dear, this was dreadful! If she were going to let the first attractive, titled gentlemen she met turn her inside out, how would she ever get on in London?

	“I had better take this tray away.” Charlotte put what was left of the tarts back where they belonged, but a stray glance led her to Wycliffe's wet breeches. Had she actually put her hands there, on his muscular thigh? Charlotte knew it was impossible for her to blush any deeper, so she ducked her head as best she could.

	“It was very nice to meet you, my lord,” she said. “I hope you have a lovely stay.”

	Stay. The words were on Wycliffe's lips, but he called them back, knowing full well he had no business gawking at the young woman. He told himself that in but a few days he would be back in London, where there were scores of females, from demi-reps to ton wives, who would enjoy his attentions. But they were not the vicar's daughter.

	“You will rejoin us, won't you?” Wycliffe heard himself speaking and could not quite believe it. He was not prone to impulsive statements, and he was not the sort to trail after some female like a drooling pup. He frowned.

	In response, the young woman looked startled, dismayed... reluctant? Wycliffe was a little stunned by that. Although he did not consider himself vain, he knew that there were very few females who were not attracted to him. But that was in Town, not in an obscure part of Sussex. 

	He reminded himself that he was dealing with a vicar's daughter, a sheltered innocent who had the good sense to be wary of a titled gentleman showing too much interest in her. Perhaps he should try harder. He gave her a charming smile. She returned it, looked decidedly flustered, and fled.

	Wycliffe did not allow his eyes to follow her from the room, but turned back to the vicar. “You have seven children, Mr. Trowbridge?”

	“Eight,” the vicar said. “Please sit down. I fear we have become a little lax in our manners here, my lord.” 

	Mindful of the pets underneath the sofa and the unsteady look of it, Wycliffe took a well-mended armchair. The vicar sat opposite him and beamed proudly. “You cannot have met Sarah, the eldest. She married this past winter and lives in the village now. But you saw the others?”

	“Here and there,” Wycliffe said dryly.

	The vicar chuckled. “They are a hoydenish lot, as well I know, with a tendency to run wild. They miss Libby's firm, but gentle hand,” he said, his smile drooping. “Their mother died giving birth to little Jenny.”

	“I am sorry,” Wycliffe said.

	“So am I, my lord. So am I,” the vicar said.

	John Trowbridge was a kind man, and if Wycliffe was any judge, a good parson who genuinely served his flock, which was not always the case. Wycliffe tried to keep these points in mind as they discussed financial matters and the man began to exasperate him. 

	For it soon became apparent that Mr. Trowbridge had a deal more heart than sense. He had no head for books, no grasp of the vicarage expenses, and little interest in worldly matters of any sort. He was just the sort with whom Wycliffe had no patience whatsoever.

	“Perhaps one of the children could help you with these matters,” Wycliffe suggested in desperation.

	The vicar sighed. “Sarah managed things for years, bless her, but she has her husband's business to concern her now. I cannot expect her to mind my affairs as well.”

	“And Charlotte?” Wycliffe asked. A pleasant name, but far too plain for the dazzler with the amazing hair.

	Trowbridge shook his head with a smile. “Alas, Charlotte has little talent for such things.” 

	Wycliffe felt his estimation of the girl drop a notch, and yet, he could have sworn that those lovely green eyes brimmed with intelligence.

	“She is the beauty of the family, our Charlotte,” Trowbridge said, as if that was all anyone expected of her. “And she will not be with us long, either.”

	Wycliffe felt his blood rush to his head. Was the girl ill? 

	“She soon is to have a Season,” Trowbridge said, his sly grin giving the first hint of worldly pleasure.

	Wycliffe's life fluids dropped back into place, leaving him a bit dizzy. Of course, the chit was not going to die. She was simply going to be married off. “A London Season?” Wycliffe asked, with some disbelief.

	“Yes,” Trowbridge said, grinning even more widely. “She has so much of her mother's beauty and more,” he said, shaking his head fondly. “She deserves it.”

	Wycliffe found himself surprised and annoyed by the news and surprised at his annoyance. Every young woman aspired to a London Season, the epitome of the social whirl, even drab country girls. 

	But Charlotte was not drab, and somehow he did not care for the idea of her loose among Town society. It called to mind the tossing of a bone to a pack of eager, hungry dogs—hungry, male dogs.

	“Who will sponsor her?” Wycliffe asked, a little more testily than he intended.

	“A cousin of mine, Miss Augusta Thurgood.”

	Wycliffe had never heard of the woman. He cocked his head to one side and considered the vicar. “Charlotte will need clothes and money for fal-lals and tickets to sundry entertainments. Are you certain you can afford it all?” 

	Trowbridge smiled, apparently undaunted by the personal question. “Yes. I have a nest egg put by for this.”

	Wycliffe suspected that the money the vicar had put by was his life savings and that it was not going to be tossed away simply to please his daughter. It was an investment. Charlotte was going to London to find herself a suitable husband with income enough not only to support her, but to aid her family.

	Why did that rankle? Wycliffe knew that even though it resembled procurement, that was the way advantageous matches were obtained. He could tell from the glow of affection in Trowbridge's eye that the vicar would not marry Charlotte to someone she did not want. But could either the young woman or her father be counted on to choose someone suitable?

	Wycliffe contemplated all the eligible bachelors he knew, and the review did nothing to ease his misgivings. He would not consider a one of them for Charlotte. But she would not be aiming for his circle. A comfortable merchant or military man or a third or fourth son was the best she could hope to attract, despite her beauty.

	Of course, Wycliffe was not familiar with everyone. There had to be plenty of kind, decent, reasonably wealthy young men available. “You must be sure to give me the direction of your cousin,” Wycliffe said. “I shall deem it my duty to have a look in on your daughter.” 

	“Thank you, my lord,” Trowbridge said, beaming. “How good of you. From all that we heard about you, we knew that the fortunes of our small corner of the world were going to improve. I cannot tell you how it heartens me to know that you have taken her under your wing.”

	Wycliffe was hard-pressed to keep from guffawing over that one. As if he had any wings under which to take anything, let alone a succulent morsel like Charlotte Trowbridge. The vicar was even more blind to worldliness than Wycliffe had thought.

	The object of their discussion appeared in the doorway, and Wycliffe allowed himself a careless glance at her, which turned into something more lingering. She had tried to restrain her hair by pinning it up, but it was untamable. Already tiny daffodil curls were escaping, and he was certain it was only a matter of time before it all fell, billowing around her like frothy yellow cream.

	If she cut it extremely short, curled it about her face, and wore hats or caps she probably would be able to get by in Lon-don, but Wycliffe was horrified at the thought of taking scissors to that amazing mass of hair. He wondered how it would feel in his hands. It looked soft and fuzzy as the kittens' fur. He crossed his legs uncomfortably. He was becoming a doddering idiot.

	The vicar stood. “Charlotte! Imagine your luck. His lordship says he will keep an eye on you in London. You have relieved my mind no end, my lord. Although my cousin is a dear woman, one worries, especially about one's precious daughter.”

	Charlotte did not appear to be relieved by the news, and, in fact, looked rather alarmed. Wycliffe smiled at her, trying his best to reassure her. But she seemed flustered, though she did an admirable job of smiling back at him.

	“You will stay for dinner, won't you, my lord?” the vicar asked.

	Wycliffe pulled out his watch and glanced at the time, surprised to find that the half hour allotted for his visit had come and gone unnoticed. However, it was not late enough to eat. The vicarage gave new meaning to the term “country hours,” Wycliffe thought as he prepared to give his apologies.

	When in the country he dined every night exactly at seven o'clock. He had approved the week's menus after consultation with the cook at Casterleigh and knew that tonight he would have filet of beef in wine and fresh trout among his courses. He could not imagine the poor vicar offering him anything as tempting. Considering the state and size of the household, Wycliffe pictured watery soup and brown bread.

	He decided later that his mistake was in looking at Charlotte. She was awaiting his answer with an air of expectancy that one simply did not see in Town, and it did something to him. 

	“Yes,” Wycliffe said. “I would be delighted to join you.” Outwardly he smiled; inwardly he cringed. Was someone else using his voice? He never accepted last-minute invitations. His schedule was planned days in advance and down to the tiniest detail.

	Accompanying the vicar into the dining room with as much equanimity as he could muster, Wycliffe told himself that the change would do him good. His acquaintances always complained that he was too set in his ways, to the point of being obsessed with his own clock. 

	An unplanned evening was just what he needed, Wycliffe thought. As his gaze followed the back of a blond head, where tendrils of hair were escaping their pins, he decided that dining with the vicar’s family would be… stimulating.

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	Stimulating, hell. It was bedlam.

	Unaccustomed to children, Wycliffe found the sound of so many eating and talking at once to be nearly unbearable. In his set, anyone under age was relegated to the nursery or public school. They were rarely seen and never heard.

	Not so here. The family was all in attendance, and the vicar did little to quiet them all. Presiding over the din with a vague smile, John Trowbridge seemed content to listen to the smallest boy play his spoon against his cup incessantly while the two youths argued in increasingly louder voices.

	Wycliffe had never seen such disorder. Expecting Charlotte to act like the children's mother, he was a bit surprised that she did not until he remembered there was an older daughter who was married now. Perhaps she had been the one to rein in the family's high spirits. 

	Charlotte, much to his disappointment,  was either too young or simply too fun-loving to discipline the group. Wycliffe leaned toward the latter, for when Kit banged on the table and sent his fork flying into the air, she muffled a giggle instead of reprimanding him.

	Shocking, Wycliffe told himself. Then why did he envy the secret smile she shared with the boy? Charlotte seemed to be avoiding his gaze, and Wycliffe found he did not care for it at all. 

	To make matters worse, they had seated him at the opposite end of the table from the vicar, effectively preventing any civilized conversation. And Charlotte, rather than being by his side where he wanted her, was situated far too distant for his taste.

	This, Wycliffe decided, was what he got for succumbing to the charms of a pretty young woman. He was surrounded by small children whom he did not even know by name until sometime during the first course when the vicar remembered to introduce them all. Sorting them out by age in his mind, Wycliffe tallied them from eldest to youngest as Jane, James, Thomas, Carrie, Kit, and Jenny. He put them all to memory, although they seemed to have a hard time addressing him correctly.

	“This is Lord Wycliffe,” the vicar said. “He owns the Great House now.”

	“Do you?” Thomas asked, intrigued. Thin and brown-haired, he looked much like his papa.

	“You must call him my lord,” James, an older version of Thomas, corrected with a superior air.

	“I will not!” Thomas protested. He obviously had no intention of doing anything his brother told him to do.

	“Dicky says you are richer than a nabob and are going to make the place into a palace,” Kit said.

	“Kit!” Jane, who was seated beside the boy, scolded him. Although younger than Charlotte, she looked far more serious, perhaps because of her spectacles and the dull-colored locks that were pulled back neatly from her face. “It is not polite to repeat gossip. And you must call him my lord,” she said under her breath.

	“My lord,” Kit repeated, eying daggers at his sister.

	“My lord,” said Jenny.

	“He is not your lord,” Kit argued. “He's a lord, an earl.”

	“My lord,” Jenny repeated stubbornly.

	Although not prone to megrims, Wycliffe felt a headache coming on. 

	“My lord,” Jenny said, pushing her plate his way. He looked at her blankly.

	“She wants you to cut up her meat for her,” Kit explained, grinning toothlessly. After Wycliffe dutifully carved up small pieces for the child, he eyed his blond beauty. Although he tried not to frown at her, silently he blamed her for this torment. 

	When he caught her watching him, however, his mood lifted, as if by magic. The odd combination of shyness and openness in her green gaze affected him in a way he did not recognize. How long had it been since he had seen that? 

	Wycliffe shook himself mentally and reminded himself that he saw young women like her all the time. Marriage-minded mamas were always thrusting them at him. Despite his orderly ways, or perhaps because of them, he was considered quite a catch. 

	Wycliffe dutifully danced once with all of them, be they pretty, plain, or ugly, and never gave them another glance. Why should he feel any differently about this one?

	Perhaps it was the surroundings. He was not at Almack's, where the fashionable met to dance and arrange marriages, but in a cramped room in the rabbit warren of the vicarage. The freshness of Charlotte’s background added to her charm, Wycliffe decided. His interest in her was a passing thing that he likened to viewing the local architecture or studying the flora and fauna. It would disappear soon enough when he was back in London.

	Meanwhile, dinner was an ordeal to be gotten through. The vicarage did boast at least one servant, Wycliffe was relieved to see. Although she appeared hardly old enough to do the job, the rather plain, plump girl smiled happily as if pleased to be part of this menagerie. The food itself was simple country fare and not too bad, thankfully.

	Wycliffe was trying to follow a lengthy story about the dog Patches, as told by Kit, when the littlest one, Jenny, announced she was finished.

	“All gone,” she said. Then she slipped from her chair, came over to Wycliffe, and proceeded to climb onto his lap. As the two older boys were engaged in another argument, moderated by Charlotte, no one even noticed. No one, that is, except Wycliffe.

	He could not remember ever holding a child, and it was decidedly odd. He gave up all efforts to eat and sat back in his seat, so that she could rest her head comfortably against his chest. What little hair she possessed wafted about her cheeks in soft, blond ringlets, and Wycliffe wondered if it would grow to imitate her sister's wild mane.

	Although he hesitated to imagine what filth was transferring itself from the rag in her hand to his impeccable clothing, he allowed her to drape it over his front. She gazed up at him with wide, trusting blue eyes, stuck her thumb in her mouth, and promptly fell asleep with one little hand gripping both the offending blanket and the edge of his waistcoat. She smelled warm and sweet, like tarts and kittens, and Wycliffe put an arm around her, just to make certain she would not fall.

	When he glanced up, Charlotte's eyes were upon him, glowing with a new intensity that thoroughly distracted him. She had the oddest expression upon her face, as if she were seeing him for the very first time, but when he met her gaze, she blushed and looked away. He wondered what she had been thinking.

	Charlotte was thinking about him.

	Although seemingly engrossed in the dispute between James and Thomas, Charlotte's attention never strayed too far from their guest, and when she saw Jenny approach him, she cringed. Fully expecting a man of the earl's stature to discourage the little girl, Charlotte blinked in astonishment when he cradled Jenny against his chest.

	She stared, and at that instant, Charlotte's heart melted, spreading warmth and sweetness to every part of her. A simple, inevitable knowledge seeped through her. Here was the man she wanted to marry.      

	Was this how it happened? One suddenly just knew? This morning had been like any other, and yet now she was certain she had found her husband, the supposedly cold and calculating Lord Wycliffe, the same man who was gently holding her three-year-old sister on his lap.

	Elated as she was, Charlotte felt dumbfounded. How was she to bring this marriage about? No one ever really had told her. They all expected her to win a proposal because of her face, but she knew there had to be more to it than sitting around looking pretty. She had imagined that during her Season she would learn just how it was done, and yet she was not to leave for Town until... He planned to look in on her in London. That remembered piece of information made Charlotte giddy.

	She was well aware of her father's tendency to misinterpret things to reflect his own hopes, yet Wycliffe had not denied his intention to visit her in Town. The time that Charlotte had looked forward to all her life became even more beguiling. A Season in London with Wycliffe. It was the stuff of dreams.

	Stealing another glance at him, Charlotte marveled at his handsome features and the smooth, clean lines of his hair. If only she could have hair like that, Charlotte thought enviously, instead of her own fly-away mop. It was pulled back from his face, showing a hairline that was boldly defined, unlike her father's receding one.

	She wondered how those dark strands would look released from their thong. She had seen some of the laborers with dirty locks hanging to their shoulders, but Wycliffe's were clean, shining, and altogether attractive. She pictured them flowing about his face and down his back, smooth to the touch...

	The warmth that had trickled through her now started heating up her insides, just like a pot put on to boil. Charlotte made a strangled sound, covered it with a cough, and dared not look at Wycliffe any more.

	Were such contemplations sinful? She had never been tempted by the pleasures of the body, as her father referred to them, although she had been very curious as to what they involved.

	When she was younger, she had even sought out kisses from the local boys in an effort to discover what all the fuss was about. She had begun early by once paying a visiting cousin to kiss her and then had moved on to just about every boy in the neighborhood until Sarah caught her and called her behavior most unseemly. 

	Sarah swore that if she did not stop immediately she would surely come to a bad end like Lizzy Beaton, who lived in a hovel at the end of the village and suffered from the pox. One look at Lizzy's haggard face had put an end to Charlotte's experimentation right then.

	And, in truth, she had never really found out what was so appealing about kissing. She had been on the receiving end of wet, slobbery ones, nervous ones, hard ones, and quick pecks. The only one she had even liked was given her by an older youth traveling with a fair, and he had ruined it by sticking his tongue out in the midst of it.

	That memory receded to be replaced by a vision of kissing Wycliffe, an experience Charlotte imagined would be quite different from all her previous encounters. She thought of those generous lips upon hers, of his tongue touching her, and she was not repulsed but thrilled by the notion. Abruptly, she fanned herself with her napkin and looked anywhere except at the earl. 

	Wycliffe sat back in his chair, oddly relaxed, considering the din around him. How the child on his chest could sleep was beyond him, but she probably was used to it. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his beauty fan herself with her napkin. Hot, was she? 

	Then he watched her pink tongue dart out and wet her lips, and his groin immediately leapt to life. Mindful of the child on his lap, he glanced away and tried to concentrate on what James and Thomas were fighting about now. But deuced if his thoughts didn't keep returning to their older sister...

	A banging sounded in the hallway, and he soon heard a female voice calling out. “Hello! Are we interrupting dinner?” 

	“Sarah!” The middle girls erupted from their seats without another word, and far from scolding them, the vicar smiled indulgently as they raced off, apparently to greet the clan's eldest member.

	“We have a guest! Wait until you see him,” the younger girl said breathlessly from somewhere behind Wycliffe.

	“Hush! He'll hear you,” Jane said.

	Wycliffe could not help it. His lips twitching, he glanced at Charlotte and was pleased to see her green eyes meet his own. They sparkled with amusement, while her luscious pink mouth slowly curved into the most beautiful smile he had ever seen. And it was all for him.

	For one long moment, Wycliffe basked in the glow of that grin before Charlotte turned away, claimed by one of her siblings. He found it strangely affecting, as if he had been granted an intimacy Charlotte allowed only to her relatives. But he definitely did not feel brotherly.

	A whispering and bustling announced that Sarah was entering the room, and Wycliffe watched as she moved over to her father and kissed his cheek. A large man, presumably her husband, followed close behind her with an armful of parcels and stared curiously at Wycliffe.

	“Ah, Sarah and Alf,” the vicar said, beaming proudly. “What a nice surprise.”

	“I hope we are not intruding,” Sarah said. She did not look at all like Charlotte, with her mousy hair, rather plain features, and heavy, dark brows.

	“Not at all,” Trowbridge protested. “Pull up some chairs and join us for dessert. I believe Molly has some wonderful pastries prepared. Oh, and you must meet our guest, Lord Wycliffe, the new owner of the Great House.”

	Wycliffe did not feel slighted by the vicar's afterthought introduction. Oddly enough, it made him seem a part of this big, unruly family. “I would stand, but...” he said, motioning with his free hand toward the bundle on his chest.

	“Oh! Let me put her to bed,” Sarah said with a startled frown. Wycliffe knew a moment's disappointment when she reached toward the sleeping child. He was not sure if he liked the eldest daughter. He suspected she was a deal too serious, then caught himself. Since when did he find anyone too serious?

	Something about Sussex made him as queer as Dick's hatband, Wycliffe decided as he gave up his charge to the authoritative Sarah. The child hardly stirred as Sarah lifted her into capable arms, and Wycliffe sat up straighter in a position more befitting his dignity.

	Sarah's husband, a strapping young man with a plain but friendly countenance, pulled up a chair near him, and Wycliffe looked forward to a conversation with another adult. But his relief at the prospect was short-lived.

	“This is Alf Smith, Sarah's husband,” Charlotte said.

	“Pleased to meet you, my lord,” Alf said.

	Those were the only words he spoke.

	Alf Smith nodded at his wife when she returned and then plunged into the pastry set before him as though it demanded his complete attention. Sarah sat by Charlotte, and Wycliffe heard the older one complain, affectionately. “Look at him. You would never know that he just put away several meat pies and a loaf of bread. The man takes in food like a furnace needs firing,” she said proudly.

	Wycliffe gathered that Alf's display of gluttony was looked upon with favor in this part of the country, or perhaps only by Sarah, for Charlotte, though smiling, did not look impressed. He hoped he need not display such eating habits to win his beauty.

	Win her? He definitely was going around the bend. Perhaps it was the pathetic excuse for claret that Trowbridge was serving him. It made him light-headed. The girl was a vicar's daughter, nothing more, nothing less, and good for an evening's mild diversion. 

	To prove it to himself, he sent a calculating glance her way, but it settled upon the curve of her pink lips as she gifted one of the boys with her warm smile. Delicious, he thought before dropping his gaze for the briefest of moments to where her bodice stretched tightly across breasts straining to be released. Oh, to release them...

	“My lord!” James' insistent call brought him from the contemplation of Charlotte, and he was drawn into a discussion of horseflesh with the youngster, precipitating many an argument with the boy's brother Thomas.

	After eating three portions of pastry, Alf seemed momentarily sated, and Wycliffe felt able to stand up beside him without fear of losing a digit to the fellow's wolfish appetite. They all moved into the parlor then, and in the process, Wycliffe was able to maneuver himself beside the object of his attentions.

	“No!”

	“Yes!

	“It is not the same!”

	“Yes, it is!”

	The voices of James and Thomas preceded them as they made their way across the hallway. “Do they ever agree upon anything?” Wycliffe asked, leaning close.

	Charlotte smiled. Oh, what a smile. Full, smooth lips revealed straight white teeth... She, in turn, leaned toward him, and Wycliffe was emboldened to bend nearer. 

	“Papa has forbidden any fisticuffs and ordered them to work out their disagreements with civilized discussion,” she whispered. Her green eyes glittered with laughter, and he could tell she did not share her father's opinion.

	“An all-out brawl might be preferable to this incessant squabbling,” Wycliffe said.

	“My thoughts exactly, my lord,” she said, her mouth twitching at the corner. Again, that shared bit of humor made him feel a bond with her that was pleasing, unique, and rather unsettling.

	When they reached the parlor, the youngest ones were sprawled upon the floor, already playing at checkers. Sarah and her husband had taken the settee, and the older children the chairs, leaving Wycliffe and his beauty the sofa. Although the arrangement suited him well enough, he eyed the ancient piece critically, wondered if it would support his weight, and hoped that no felines were underneath it.

	Wycliffe eased himself down slowly. It felt sturdy. He let out a breath and answered Sarah's polite questions about the Great House. Her husband, having finally filled his stomach, abandoned all sense of obligation and promptly fell asleep, his arm on the settee behind her and his head back. 

	As everyone appeared to ignore it, Wycliffe assumed that this was normal behavior for Alf. He suppressed any desire to laugh at the absurd, but charming household.

	For a time, he simply watched the tableaux unfold about him while Sarah talked about her day at the shop. And looking out over the room filled with children, Wycliffe felt an odd sense of unity. For the first time in his life he actually thought about his own offspring.

	Naturally, he was expected to marry and produce an heir. It was his duty, but Wycliffe felt in no hurry about the matter. He had scheduled it, as he did all the things in his life. Marriage sometime in his thirtieth year, he had planned, which meant he did not even have to begin searching for his bride for another year. At eight and twenty, he was content to let the subject lie, and he certainly had not contemplated his issue.

	And yet... As he watched the faces of the Trowbridge youngsters, the interchanges between their diverse personalities intrigued him. There were arguments, but there was also loyalty and respect and great affection here. Wycliffe suddenly thought of producing children, plural. 

	Although large families were the norm, in his there had been only himself. His mother, having done her duty, swore that she would carry no more infants. She had her priorities, and pregnancy made her ill and fat and unable to entertain.

	Wycliffe stifled the surprising surge of bitterness that welled up at the thought of his lonely childhood. Instead, he tried to imagine the family apartments at Wycliffe Place filled with laughing, mischievous youths. It was an interesting image, not the least because in his mind, the girls all had fly-away blond curls.

	“Oh, Charlotte, I have a book for you from Mr. Lovett. He stopped in today and wanted me to lend it to you,” Sarah said, drawing Wycliffe's attention. Digging into her parcels, she produced a slim volume for her sister.

	“What is it?” Wycliffe asked. To his surprise, Charlotte refused to look at him. Evidencing a reluctance to show it to him, she laid the book down beside her skirt, so that it was hidden from his view.

	“Just a bit of light reading,” Charlotte said in a strained tone.

	“Ah,” Wycliffe said, smiling. “The newest Gothic novel perhaps? Is it The Mysterious Abbey or The Travails of Trevlyne?

	Seemingly provoked, Charlotte sent him a disgusted scowl, which Wycliffe found endearing. But now he was truly puzzled. He knew many a female who read novels, but few who took such umbrage at being discovered. What was she hiding?

	Although he could have reached across her lap and retrieved the mysterious item, courtesy demanded that he not, so he only leaned back with a questioning gaze. Charlotte responded with a frown that projected both annoyance and dread. Then, emitting a sigh that was nothing short of exasperated, she handed him the volume.

	Wycliffe glanced at the title and felt a start of surprise. The Plays of Sophocles? For a moment, he suspected that she knew of his own regard for classical literature, but what could she hope to gain by pretending interest in such things?

	He opened the book and, to his astonishment, found it written in the original Greek. A jolt of excitement leapt through him. He cocked his head to one side and trained his gaze on the lovely face beside him. “You read Greek?” he asked, a little more sharply than he intended.

	Charlotte lifted her chin as if she were defending a secret vice. “Yes, I do. Papa tutors all his children well, I will have you know, whether they are sons or daughters.” Her green eyes blazed with challenge, as if she expected him to argue her right to the knowledge.

	“And you are interested in the work of Sophocles?” Wycliffe asked. Although he kept his features schooled, he suspected that his taut voice betrayed his emotion. Was there truly a woman alive who cared about the intricacies of his study?

	“Yes,” Charlotte said, unflinching. “I recently read Euripides on the death of Menoeceus, which fueled my interest in Antigone.” She appeared to be angry now, her pale cheeks flushing most becomingly.

	Wycliffe felt like grabbing her by the arms and kissing her soundly on the mouth. But for their audience, he might have. Instead, he grinned. “I am considered something of a scholar myself,” he said. “I have an extensive library at Wycliffe Place, my family seat, and would be happy to lend you any works that you are seeking.”

	Charlotte blinked at him, blond lashes fluttering over her spring eyes as if she had scarcely heard him aright. He realized that she was astonished by his reaction. Did she think he would frown upon her for being a bluestocking? He was not a fashionable idiot who held contempt for anyone with a mind for study. He had only admiration for intelligent women.

	“Oh, no,” groaned Carrie. “Not another one! We shall hear nothing but babbling about ancient legends all evening. Papa, you simply must not allow it.”

	“Carrie!” Sarah scolded.

	“But he sounds just like Charlotte, wild about all those old stories,” Carrie said. She put her hands over her ears dramatically. “I shall not listen!”

	“I fear it is my fault, my lord,” the vicar said, grinning sheepishly. “I did enjoy my classical history, and I tried to pass it on to the children. But so far, Charlotte seems to be the only one to share my interest.”

	Wycliffe looked at his beauty with new eyes. And he had thought her dim because she had no head for accounts! She was anything but dim. She was everything... Wycliffe shook himself mentally. He was letting himself be carried away. 

	So the chit read Greek and shared his particular affection for mythology. She still was a simple vicar's daughter, a country girl barely out of the schoolroom, no matter how intense her instruction. Still...

	“Papa, it is too late to talk about studies,” James complained.

	“Yes,” Thomas agreed. Wycliffe was so stunned to find the two youths in accord that he stared at them, and they took immediate advantage of his attention. “Tell us about London, my lord. Have you ever seen a boxing match?”

	“Are you a member of the Four in Hand Club?” James cut in.

	“I expect that your horses are the finest, are they not?” asked Thomas.

	“Yes, yes, and yes,” Wycliffe answered with a smile. Swallowing a bit of regret at not being able to talk solely with his beauty, he sat back and entertained the boys with such tales of Town life as were suitable for the vicarage parlor.

	Although he tried to keep his attention upon the youths, every so often he became aware of a green gaze upon him. Stretching out a booted foot, Wycliffe glanced down at the hands Charlotte held together in her lap. 
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