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      England, 1854

      In all the time she’d been in the countryside—six months, in fact—Phoebe had not ventured from the cottage grounds. She had been banished, pregnant and ashamed. Isolated from anyone who knew her. Alone, save for the midwife who took her in.

      Her mother and father had only visited once. Mama sobbed at the sight of the child in her arms. Papa could not meet her eyes. The nurse they’d brought to collect the babe had recoiled in horror.

      Cursed, they had cried.

      Her ‘child of shame’ had been marked, her sin displayed for all good people to see.

      Only Mrs. Wickstead—the sensible and steady midwife—understood that baby Ellen’s cleft palate was simply a defect of birth. Nothing sinister. Unpleasant, perhaps, but certainly not biblical.

      To Phoebe, her daughter’s unusual appearance was a blessing, for the wet-nurse refused to nurse her. The family who had originally agreed to adopt her now turned their noses up at a deformed infant.

      Foolish superstitions and backward beliefs gave her three months with her daughter. She would not trade this time together for anything in the world.

      Phoebe pushed open the cottage gate and let it swing wide. The rutted path stretched out before her, farmland on either side. Warm sunshine baked the fields and sparse clumps of trees dotted the horizon. A beautiful day in the height of summer, and for once in her life, Lady Phoebe de Moncy had no idea where to go.

      She walked onward, seeing the countryside of St. Lawrence for the first time since she’d arrived in the sleepy, waterside village. She was thankful she’d worn her wide-brimmed straw bonnet, as it would shield her from both the sun and any prying eyes she might encounter.

      With Ellen fed and napping in her cot, Mrs. Wickstead had chased Phoebe from the cottage.

      “Fresh air and exercise,” the grumbling midwife scolded as she’d forced her into her corset.

      Phoebe knew this outing was not merely a scheme to lose pregnancy weight before reentering society. Mrs. Wickstead was slowly separating mother and babe to prepare them both for the future, yet she wanted nothing more than to cuddle her little one for all the days they had left.

      Sadly, Lady Phoebe learned all too quickly that life did not care what she wanted. Fate was not moved by the whims of an earl’s daughter.

      So she walked because this was St. Lawrence, and there was nothing else to do. Gone were the days of carriage rides through Regent’s Park, afternoon At Homes, dinners, and dancing well past midnight. She had been sent where no one of any consequence would find her.

      Her silk skirts kicked up dust from the lane. She coughed, scaring a bird from the scrubby brush lining the path. Phoebe lifted her eyes to watch it fly.

      The sun sat high. Not a cloud shaded the sky. Phoebe began to perspire, and it took all her willpower not to wipe her face with her sleeve.

      Mama would never forgive her if she stained the pristine white blouse with sweat.

      But Lady Rudham was not there to scold. Phoebe was no longer a schoolgirl—she was a mother in her own right, and put her comfort over her dress allowance any day.

      Ever the rebel, she mopped her forehead with whitework muslin until the delicate fabric came away damp.

      Phoebe strolled through the countryside. To her left and right, fields and pastures rolled toward the saltmarshes of the River Blackwater. Farmhouses sat back from the lane, their barns and gabled rooftops barely visible over the hedgerows.

      Truthfully, St. Lawrence was beautiful. This nugget of England where fishing boats bobbed and livestock surely outnumbered the residents fostered a sense of nostalgia, for nothing was mechanized here. The nearest train station was an hour away. It was secluded, sequestered.

      She and Ellen could build a fine life here, with room to run and romp. Freedom from prying eyes and spiteful London gossip. Perhaps the world would forget about her. Mama and Papa might wash their hands of her, and she would never, ever have to leave.

      She would purchase a fine stone cottage like Mrs. Wickstead’s, and don an apron to do her chores while Ellen tottered about the garden. All the windows would be open to the breeze, curtains fluttering. Everything would be sun-bleached and faded, worn soft by busy hands and time.

      Her mind wandered as she moved along the footpath. She held the hems of her skirts up and quickened her pace. Smiling, Phoebe turned her face into the sun, feeling the summer rays kiss her cheeks. She’d grow freckled, but did not care.

      She felt young, alive, and adventurous.

      Up ahead, she reached a bend in the road. The lane veered away from a copse of trees where a narrow, reedy brook snaked through the pasture. There, in the dappled shade, strawberries grew wild. Phoebe could smell their ripe sweetness from the dusty place where she stood.

      Whether the heat had gone to her head, or she truly was rebellious to her core, Lady Phoebe de Moncy, disgraced daughter of the Earl of Rudham, couldn’t resist the fragrant pull of those red berries drooping on the vine.

      She stepped off the path.

      Crisp grass crunched beneath her feet. Her skirts skimmed over the blades, which tickled her stockinged calves as she clambered through the field. Grasshoppers flitted. Little gnats danced in the heady air.

      Phoebe sank to her bottom in the shady, overgrown grass and plucked a ripe strawberry. Oh, it had been ages since she indulged! Not since girlhood had she been allowed to ransack the kitchen gardens or pick through the hothouse.

      She filled her belly with miniature berries. Feeling full and rather hot, Phoebe untied the ribbon from her straw sunbonnet. She fanned herself with the brim, glancing around for the sound of footsteps or the clip of a cart moving along the nearby lane.

      She hadn’t encountered another soul since leaving the cottage. Surely, no one would come upon her now, with her head bare and lips stained from plundered fruit.

      Mrs. Wickstead had told her not to return until Ellen needed feeding…

      Phoebe lifted her silk skirts. She bared her ankles, her calves. She loosened her garters to let her stockings droop.

      The debutante daughter of the Earl of Rudham—beautiful, graceful, and much admired by all who knew her—would never have dared. Yet Phoebe was no longer that starry-eyed girl. She tucked up her hems and stripped off her stockings.

      Grinning, she dipped one toe in the brook. The water was cool, clear, and as unspoiled as the countryside around her.

      She waded in, splashing and laughing at her own boldness. When she grew soggy and tired, Lady Phoebe stretched out on the grassy bank and fell asleep.

      She dreamed of Ellen’s darling, lopsided smile…and strawberries.
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      There were benefits to hiding out in the country. With the rest of the Cherrill clan occupied in London, there was no one to scold or bother him. He could keep hours that pleased him, sleep late and take his meals in his dressing gown—to say nothing of the larders and wine cellars that typically went neglected in his family’s absence.

      Lord Douglas Cherrill preferred the life of a country bachelor, and as long as he avoided his mother and her marital scheming, he was in no danger of the leg-shackle.

      Yes, there were many benefits to hiding out in the countryside, and passing a summer afternoon strolling down a country lane without a care in the world was one of them.

      He walked, hands in his trouser pockets, a whistle on his lips. How could anyone wish to be in London, sipping tea with scandalmongers and choking on soot? Such a fine day was meant to be spent outdoors. Douglas scuffed a rock with the toe of his boot, sending it skipping.

      Kick. Scuff. Skip.

      Kick. Scuff. Skip.

      He knew the lanes of St. Lawrence by heart. Their neatly trimmed hedgerows, the pastures and fields. Ahead sat the Doggett’s farm, tenants since his grandfather’s day. Beyond that, their neighbor, a widow who expected a call from the dowager duchess whenever Her Grace was in residence.

      Local color unlike anywhere else. Simple, quiet folk. Hard-working farmers and loyal tenants. God-fearing, honest, and joyful—Lord, but they were joyful! The good people of St. Lawrence loved their fêtes and country dances. He recalled the party they’d thrown when he came of age.

      Four years later, his head still reeled from the memory of the food, and drink, and pretty village maidens.

      Douglas grinned at the thought and kicked his rock further down the path. It rolled across the rutted road and disappeared into the grass along the side.

      He glanced up at the sun, which sat hot and high in the cloudless sky. Douglas knew there was a shady clump of trees just around the bend, where a brook bordered the estate, and had been the scene of much boyhood mischief. It was a fitting place to read a letter from his brother, Leopold, who had been the butt of many pranks and brotherly bullying. All in good fun, of course…

      Since he had nothing else to do, he might as well pass the heat of the day with his coat off and his legs in the water.

      Douglas followed his pet rock off the lane. His boots sank into the field as he tramped through the grass. Exactly as he remembered, a copse of trees stood a few yards away offering shade for sheep and cattle, and duke’s sons, too.

      The Bradwell brook gurgled as it cut its way through the field. Douglas walked alongside it until he reached the place where strawberries grew. Though they were little, the berries were red and ripe. He bent to pluck one and popped it into his mouth.

      Satisfied, Douglas stripped off his linen jacket. He tossed it aside as he sank down to rest against a tree trunk. He nibbled a wild strawberry, and then licked his fingers clean.

      He retrieved Leo’s letter and began to scan the pages.

      A smile crept upon his face. His younger brother asked for money—he’d overextended his credit and his quarterly allowance would not cover it. No doubt he’d asked Edward and decided to press his luck elsewhere.

      Unlike their eldest brother, Douglas remembered what it was like to be a fun-loving university student. There were rounds to buy, suppers, sport. Girls. He’d enclose a donation to the Youngest Cherrill Fund in his reply.

      The remainder of the letter told of family squabbles and Augusta’s latest failures as a debutante. It seemed his sister could not snag a husband. With Margaret—the ‘doggy duchess’—now heading the clan, it was easy for a giddy, graceless girl to become overshadowed.

      Each member of the Cherrill family had their own duties and concerns, their selfish little dramas. Douglas looked forward to news, yet he was glad to be far away from that mad circus.

      He fished through the vines for another wild strawberry. As he did, juices dribbled onto the letter in his lap. Leopold’s words grew spattered and sticky. The dark ink began to smear.

      Cursing, Douglas crumpled the letter and lobbed it. The heavy stationery sailed over the water, missing its mark by a wide margin.

      It landed in the long grass with a thwack.

      “Oof!” a voice called from the bank.

      Lord Douglas was not alone.

      He had come to St. Lawrence for solitude. He wanted to eat, and drink, and sleep, and please himself. Only Leo knew his whereabouts, and his little brother could keep a secret—so who spied on him from the opposite side of the brook?

      “You there,” he said, “show yourself.”

      Grass swayed where the spy shifted, but they did not move from their hiding place.

      Douglas wished he had another letter so he could hit them again. He searched the shady strawberry patch for anything worth throwing…and struck upon a brilliant idea.

      “This is private property.” He spoke to distract the sneak while carefully plucking a handful of berries. “Part of the Bradwell estate. I warn you, trespassers shall be shot.”

      Gripping a wild strawberry between his thumb and index finger, Douglas whipped the little red bullet at the offender. It cut through the grass to strike his target, who cried out in shock.

      “There’s plenty more where that came from,” he taunted, popping off one or two more to prove he meant business.

      The spy was probably a lad from the village, stripped bare for a midday swim. Or a pair of shy lovers caught in a roll in the berries. Either way, no true threat to anybody.

      But damned fun to torment.

      One more well-aimed strawberry flushed out the offender. A blonde head lifted above the long grass. He could see her pink cheeks and stained lips from across the brook.

      It was a lady—and a pretty one at that.

      He expected her to cry, to pout or beg forgiveness. He expected her to run, but Douglas never expected the pretty, fair-haired maiden from across the brook to snatch a berry from her lap, haul back with barely a thought to aiming, and hit him squarely between the eyes.

      The strawberry popped off his brow, leaving Lord Douglas Cherrill stung, stunned, and utterly besotted.
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      Long grass and soft earth proved a comfortable mattress. With her toes still dripping with cool water, Phoebe could not help but drift in and out of slumber. The sun was so warm, the day so lazy, and—though she would never admit it—caring for an infant was tiresome work.

      Exhausting work, actually.

      She needed this nap, and did not appreciate some great lummox clomping through the field, disturbing her rest. Phoebe shifted and tried to find a way back into her dream—the one where gentlemen were honest and decent, and Ellen would never face an orphanage. In her dreams, life was perfect and the strawberries were always ripe.

      “Mmm…” she mumbled, throwing her arm over her eyes to block the sun. She could practically taste the berries on her lips.

      Oh! Wouldn’t that lumbering fool be quiet? She wanted her dream, her perfect life, even if she knew it was never meant to be.

      As Phoebe began to drift off, something fluttered through the air. A bird, perhaps. Or a beetle. A grasshopper. She opened her eyes, intending to shoo it away.

      It was not a bird, nor even a grasshopper. A crumpled ball of…stationery…smacked her in the face. The impact jolted her awake.

      “Oof!” she exclaimed, batting at it. What sort of person threw paper into a perfectly good strawberry patch? Yes, the birds and rabbits might use the material for their nests, but the act seemed so careless. So neglectful.

      Lady Phoebe sat up—and then she remembered what she was and where she was, for she was barefoot and trespassing. She had no right to be here in the first place, let alone lazing about with her skirt hems rucked up.

      She emerged from the grass to face the fool. He sat with his back propped against a tree trunk in little but his shirtsleeves. He had stripped off his jacket and loosened his cravat. He wore the broad-brimmed country hat of a gentleman.

      But he was no gentleman.

      Gentlemen did not shout at strangers from across the brook. They did not threaten to shoot one or bring charges of trespassing. They most certainly did not pelt one with strawberries and stationery.

      Phoebe poked her head out to make her presence known.

      The last of his berry-bullets landed in her lap. Well! The daughter of the Earl of Rudham was not to be humiliated. She had once faced her father’s fury and her mother’s disappointment. Telling them of her sin had taken courage. Birthing a baby had taken strength.

      One laughing fool in a wild strawberry patch was no match for her.

      Phoebe snatched the berry from her lap and whipped it at his grinning face. She struck him straight-on. Dead between the eyes.

      “Hulloa!” He rubbed the pulp-stained welt. “Ever fancied playing cricket?”

      She blinked across the brook at him. Surely, she’d misheard. “What?”

      “Cricket. You know—” The man raised his arm to make a bowling motion in the air.

      She knew the sport, though they both knew that women never played. It simply wasn’t done. “I’ve been told that I am exceptional at Battledore.”

      He grinned. “I can believe it. You’ve one hell of an arm.”

      Many gentlemen had complimented her fair looks or her fine clothes, but no one had ever praised her athleticism—though she had bested more than one summer houseguest with a battledore and shuttlecock.

      “Let that be a warning to you, sir. My aim is as good as my arm, should you toss any more strawberries my way.” She popped one into her mouth. It tasted so delicious that she rooted through the grass for another.

      “You risk running out of ammunition, madam.”

      She couldn’t help but smile. “Nature will provide more. We’ve only to wait a little while…if you don’t mind.”

      The man nibbled a few berries of his own. “You are an awfully insistent trespasser, expecting me to await my own assault.”

      “Is this your strawberry patch, sir? Your brook and field?”

      He answered with his mouth full, “It belongs to my family.”

      “And what family might that be?”

      “The Cherrill family, if you must know.”

      Phoebe searched her brain, as the name seemed familiar to her. Perhaps she had heard it mentioned in the village or muttered under Mrs. Wickstead’s breath.

      Or glorified ‘round a London ballroom.

      “Not that Cherrill family, certainly!”

      “The very same.” He stretched out across the grass as if he hadn’t a care in the world—which was likely the truth for one related to the Duke of St. Lawrence.

      She recalled His Grace’s tall form and handsome face. Like any young debutante, she had once blushed and giggled at the sight of such an extraordinary fellow. Lady Phoebe had danced with him once and knew his sister, Lady Augusta.

      In fact, a Cherrill might recognize her. No one in society could know what happened to her, or where she’d gone.

      Her heart began to drum in her chest. “How exactly are you related to His Grace?”

      “You’re not merely insistent,” he said, smugly. “Nosey, too.”

      “I meant only to make conversation…and learn to whom I am speaking.”

      “Does it matter?” His tone was light, but the question was earnest.

      She owed him an honest answer. “Perhaps.”

      “Lord Douglas Cherrill, at your service. The duke is my brother.”

      “Oh Good Lord!” Phoebe nearly leaped up then and there. She nearly ran for the road. The Duke of St. Lawrence’s brother would know her name, if not her face. He could ruin her.

      Lord Douglas sat upright. “What’s the matter?”

      “I…er…nothing, my lord. I am merely awed by your presence. As you can imagine, I’ve never been in the company of such an exalted gentleman. A Cherrill! Imagine that!” She groped through the long grass for her stockings and shoes. For her hat to shield her reddening face.

      Oh! Where were her stockings? She found one, and then, at last, its mate—but she couldn’t possibly put them on in his presence. He would see her feet. Her bare legs!

      He watched her fumble and flush from across the brook. “You don’t talk like a country miss, and I’ve never seen you ‘round here before. In fact, I’d place your accent somewhere closer to…Mayfair.”

      At that, Phoebe really did leap.

      With her hands filled with stockings, shoes, and bonnet, she lost her balance on the soft earth. She flailed, pitching backward, unable to stop herself from tripping over her skirts.

      Lady Phoebe de Moncy tumbled into the brook.

      She landed flat on her bottom in the shallow, reedy water.
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      Douglas watched her scramble. He reached for her when she fell, but was too far away to help. Skirts billowed. Petticoats flashed—as did bare, pink feet and soft, shapely calves—as she tripped into the brook.

      “Oh!”

      A fitting comeuppance for this Mayfair lady posing as a gawping country girl. There were no ladies like her in St. Lawrence—he would have noticed.

      Her clothes were fine, her manners elegant. As pretty as she’d looked nibbling strawberries, she belonged in a ballroom, waltzing in a gentleman’s arms.

      “Oh!” she cried again, tangled up in skirts and stockings. Mud slurped and sucked as she struggled to drag her sodden self from the water. “Help me out!”

      Her hand searched for his. Douglas remained out of reach. “Who are you?”

      “What?” Blonde hair plastered to her face as pins fell free.

      “I shall help you, but first, you must come clean—so to speak.” She was awfully muddied. And wet. “What is your name and where are you from?”

      She dropped her hand to wipe the hair from her face. The pause gave her time to think. “I cannot tell you. I am sorry.”

      “Are you in danger?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then what’s the harm?” He leaned further through the reeds. “I told you my name when the entire point of my being here was to get away from everything. So, come on, out with it.”

      At last, she reached for him. “I am called Phoebe. Can that not be enough?”

      Phoebe was certainly no name for a St. Lawrence girl, which strengthened his suspicions that she was an aristocrat in hiding. It took one to know one.

      Douglas grabbed her hand and shook it heartily. “How do you do, Phoebe?”

      She laughed as he hauled her out of the brook. Waterlogged petticoats and voluminous silk skirts weighed her down, and he was almost embarrassed at the struggle, for he had to put his back into it.

      Phoebe clambered onto the bank. She collapsed, breathless and dripping beside him. “I am obliged, my lord.”

      “Please, call me Doug.”

      She smiled at him. “Don’t you wish to enjoy the trappings of your lofty station in life?”

      “Not today.” He smiled. Sometimes, being a duke’s son came as more trouble than it was worth. Always the bowing, and curtseying, and ‘My Lord’. Always ladies too eager to flirt, or fellows too quick with their hands out for an introduction.

      He wanted none of it from her.

      “You’ve got your arm and your aim, madam, but we must improve on your footwork.”

      She shot him a warning glance. Apparently, the lady took her athleticism seriously. “You shocked me, that is all. I assure you I am far more graceful when firmly planted on steady ground.”

      Douglas laughed. “Aren’t we all?”

      Her furrowed brow smoothed. She might have taken her athleticism seriously, but she was a good sport, quick with a laugh and a smile even when he was teasing her.

      “Thank you again for pulling me out, and for the strawberries—I did not think anyone would notice or care.”

      “Oh, I don’t care,” he explained. “We are not greedy on the Bradwell estate. My late father taught us to be neighborly. You are welcome to sit in our berry patch whenever you like.”

      “Do you come here often?”

      “Not usually, though I’ve forgotten how lovely this spot is. My brothers and I used to bathe here. This shady brook brings back happy memories.”

      “I cannot imagine anywhere better to pass an afternoon. I think I shall take you up on your offer. Perhaps we shall meet here again.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      She blushed. “I really cannot say when. You see, my time is not my own.”

      Damn obligations. There seemed to be so many of them. Folk seemed so busy all the time. Could no one spare a moment?

      “You will find the pace of life much slower in St. Lawrence. You may even discover you’ve time to spare.”

      He’d been gone from Bradwell long enough, and was eager to reply to his brother’s letter. Leopold’s creditors needed to be dealt with before the next post, for even the younger Cherrills honored their debts. As much as he relished this brief pause in an otherwise uneventful day, duty called.

      “I shan’t keep you, though it has been a pleasure.” He stood and dusted off his trousers. “Would you mind returning my letter? It landed in the grass behind you.”

      She waded to search for his crumpled stationery, and then tossed it effortlessly over the brook. He caught the make-shift ball in his outstretched hands.

      Douglas collected his hat and jacket, and then bowed to her. He would have to leave first, or else she would be forced to walk barefooted. She was a lady, after all. She’d be mortified to show him her naked feet.

      Tossing his jacket over his shoulder, he bid her ‘good afternoon’ and started off through the field, stepping high through the long grass.

      “Lord Douglas—Doug!” she called.

      He turned back to her, brows raised.

      “I enjoyed meeting you today. I…I believe we understand one another.” She looked a picture sitting in the shade, hair loose, skirts damp. Feet bare. Muslin blouse stained with berries. “We do understand one another, do we not?”

      Douglas understood all too well what she was asking. He would keep her secret—her name—and she would tell no one where he’d been hiding. And if they were to meet again some sunny afternoon, that would remain a secret, as well.

      “You have my word.”

      She smiled, and he tipped his hat. It was a long walk back to Bradwell, but the sun and his spirits were high.
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      Her skirts grew heavy with mud and dust. She had rinsed her feet in the brook before donning her stockings and shoes, but no amount of washing and wringing could salvage her sodden hems. Phoebe held them up as she reached the cottage gate.

      Ahead lay the stone cottage, though she rarely saw it from a distance. She paused to study the small windows and tall, gabled roof. The single, slanting brick chimney. Sun-bleached nappies flapped on a line that was strung up across the garden.

      Wickstead Cottage had been her home for the past six months. She could hardly fathom life beyond these unkempt, overgrown hedgerows.

      She had become a mother here. Gained a piece of her true self. Although it was miles away from the London ballrooms of her youth—physically, emotionally—Lady Phoebe de Moncy felt as if she belonged in this quiet, earthy place.

      Phoebe let the gate slam closed. She approached the cottage, slipping off her dusty shoes at the threshold. Once inside, she peeled off her stockings and set the pair aside.

      She would collect them later. For now, a more pressing matter called to her.

      Baby Ellen cried in her cot. The sound of her child hungry and distressed made her breasts ache. She had never been away from the babe for this long.

      At the sound of footsteps on the flagstone floor, Mrs. Wickstead emerged from the kitchen, wiping her wet hands on her apron front. “There you are, milady. Just in time.”

      Phoebe lifted the fussy child, pressing a kiss to her head. “How long has she been crying?”

      “Been napping all afternoon, as she ought.” The elderly woman cast a glance toward her lodger’s filthy hems. “While you’ve been traipsing through the hayfields, by the look of you.”

      “I cooled off by the brook.”

      “It is a fair walk to the Bradwell brook and back, especially for a London lady. Did you have any trouble?”

      “None at all.” Phoebe no longer considered herself such a delicate creature. She glanced around the cramped sitting room at the utilitarian table and chairs, the basket of wood by the stove—which she had collected herself. To the ash pan, and oil lamps, and sagging wooden shutters. She may have been born an earl’s daughter, but this was her life now. “I found it invigorating after such a long confinement.”

      “As I said, ‘fresh air and exercise’. Your father won’t have you returning to society plump and pale. He made his wishes known well enough, milady. It was time you got out.”

      Baby Ellen cooed and fussed in her arms. Phoebe cuddled her little one, holding her tightly to her breast. Despite Lord Rudham’s instructions, mother and daughter would not be returning to London.

      If Lady Phoebe de Moncy left Wickstead Cottage, she’d do it on her own terms.

      She turned to offer the hooks and eyes at her back. “Help me free, please. These clothes are wet, and Ellen is hungry.”

      Mrs. Wickstead began to undress her. She peeled off her strawberry-stained blouse and dirty skirts until Phoebe stood in the sitting room wearing nothing but her sodden underclothes. It had taken the two of them three straining attempts to lace her into her corset, but only a moment to strip her free.

      Phoebe took a deep breath as she settled into an armchair to nurse her child. “I met a man today.”

      Mrs. Wickstead gathered her discarded clothing. “Meeting a man was what got you into trouble in the first place.”

      “That was different. This man does not know I am the daughter of Lord Rudham—nor would he care.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because he is brother to the Duke of St. Lawrence.”

      The old woman looked up. “Lord Douglas? I heard he might be in residence, the handsome devil.”

      Douglas Cherrill was handsome, in a comfortable, country-minded sort of way. She recalled his dark hair ruffled by the breeze and laughing eyes as he hauled her from the brook. He was so strong and sure. So unlike the man who had seduced her.

      Phoebe shifted Ellen in her arms. Due to the child’s cleft palate, nursing proved a challenge. Special care had to be taken to hold the babe upright and ensure a proper latch, and even now there were times when Ellen struggled.

      “He is rather good-looking, and not at all intent on seduction. In fact, he accused me of trespassing.”

      “That doesn’t sound like His Lordship. He is such an amiable gentleman,” Mrs. Wickstead said as she hauled Phoebe’s dirty laundry through the room. “I remember when he was just a lad. How he would ride through the countryside on his papa’s lap.”

      “He’s no lad now.” She’d have bruises from being pelted with strawberries. He’d prove an admirable partner in Battledore, for once. “And he was only joking about trespassing. He invited me onto the Bradwell estate anytime. I thought I might pick wild berries for our tea.”

      The midwife called through the open doorway, “What a treat!”

      Phoebe smiled. She’d grown fond of the old woman these past few months. Yes, Mrs. Wickstead had been a hard taskmaster, but she was kind and wise—one had to be to welcome troubled girls into one’s home.

      If strawberry tarts and jam made the old woman smile, Phoebe would pick enough berries to last a year. It was the least she could do to repay the woman who helped bring Ellen into the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      The following day, Douglas paused at the bend in the lane. He had gone out of his way to return to the Bradwell brook.

      Indeed, there were plenty of pretty places within the estate grounds—the tidy formal gardens, the rambling rose garden, the arbor, the lily pond, the lawn—but hope rather than exercise drew him from home.

      Hope that she would be there in the strawberry patch, unable to stay away.

      He watched her stoop to pick the wild berries. A wide, straw bonnet hid her blonde barley curls and shaded her face from the sun. She wore striped muslin skirts and a whitework blouse tied at the neck with a ribbon. Fine clothes for a country miss.

      Phoebe was soft and fair, fashionable in looks and industrious at her task. Her woven basket nearly overflowed with ripe, red berries. She popped one into her mouth, humming ‘The College Hornpipe’ as she chewed.

      Douglas almost hated to interrupt such a pretty sight, yet he tipped his hat and called out, “I didn’t think I’d see you so soon.”

      She looked up, cheeks full of berries. “I did not think I would see you so soon, either. I hope you don’t mind, but I wanted something with my tea.”

      He stepped through the long grass to approach her. She had fairly picked the patch bare. “Of course not. As you said yesterday, nature will provide plenty, if we’re patient.”

      Douglas smiled, and she smiled in return. Her lips were stained pink—as were her cheeks. He scooped a handful of berries from her basket and tasted them. “Live hereabouts?”

      “Not far,” she said, bending to search through the vines. She purposefully dodged his gaze, as if she couldn’t meet his eyes.

      “Cannot be too far, if you’ve walked to pick strawberries for your tea.”

      At that, she looked up from her task. “Have you never had a craving, sir, that could not be satisfied any other way? Is it so outlandish that a strong and healthy woman might walk a mile or more, if she pleases?”

      Most women he knew would send a servant to pick or purchase whatever her heart desired. Some women would not have crossed the pavement to pluck a pretty flower, much less haul a basket of strawberries for a mile in the summer sun.

      She had a stubborn streak, this one.

      Lord Douglas Cherrill liked stubborn women. He raised his hands in defeat. “A woman may do anything she pleases—at least on the Bradwell estate. In fact, I’ve an entire orchard ripe for picking, should you fancy plums.”

      Phoebe laughed. “I do like plums.”

      “I’ll bring you a bushel then, next time.”

      He hoped there would be a next time, because she was easy company. He could pass the time of day with such a lovely lady. A man could pass a lifetime with her, happily, were he the marrying sort.

      Douglas sank down into the long grass and wiped his brow. The shady bank proved a perfect spot to wait out the heat of midday. He fished his silver flask from his coat pocket, unscrewed the lid, and took a hearty pull.

      He offered it out to her, but she turned up her nose at it. “I do not take whiskey.”

      “Who said anything about whiskey, madam?” It was far too hot for drink, even if he was a man of idle leisure. A younger son could stay drunk, as folk expected little from the one who dodged the coronet.

      Laughing, Douglas offered once again. “It is water.”

      “Oh.” She took it. Phoebe gingerly tipped the silver flask to her lips and drank two or three swallows of fresh, cool water before handing it back. “Thank you.”

      “It is not my habit to make ladies drunk, you know. I’ve no need to take advantage.”

      She flushed, as if she truly had expected something untoward. “I…I know that, my lord.”

      Truth be told, he did not hold it against her. Ladies were brought up to be distrustful of men. Some spent their entire maidenhood without ever being alone with one until their wedding night.

      While he pondered this, Phoebe settled into the grass beside him. Her striped skirts flared out, but she tucked them neatly away and smoothed any creases in the costly muslin.

      She took a deep breath before admitting, “The berries are a gift for my landlady. We plan to bake them into tarts, and she is to teach me to make jam with the rest.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. A Mayfair lady with an interest in jam-making? His sister, Lady Augusta, though a bright and boisterous girl, likely gave little thought to the treats on her tea trolley. Jam, and cakes, and tarts simply appeared at will. How they got there was inconsequential.

      “Is cookery a hobby of yours?”

      She shook her head. “I aim to be independent. I must learn to feed myself.”

      “Then, forgive me, but you should learn to make bread and stew. A good roast wouldn’t go amiss.”

      “I’ve learned to bake breads and puddings. I can wash up and launder.” She held out her hands for his inspection. Although they were soft and pale—far more accustomed to kid gloves and rose water manicures—her fingertips were now blistered from work and chapped by hot water.

      She was no debutante playing at poverty. Something had happened to alter the direction of her life, and she was deadly serious. Perhaps she had run away from home or left an unkind husband. She was of a marriageable age. He wagered only a year or two over twenty. Perhaps she feared becoming a spinster, and struck-out on her own rather than resign her youth to the shelf.

      No, Phoebe was far too brilliant to be a wallflower.

      He recognized a ‘diamond of the first water’ when he saw one. Were they to ever encounter one another in a ballroom or drawing room, Phoebe would be the sort of woman his mother might point out to him—an ideal bride for a Cherrill.
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