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        Spring, 1817

      

      

      Loaf of Life. Elias squinted at the name spelled out in cheerfully crooked letters on a sign above the village bakery. From behind a cracked green door in grave need of paint wafted the odor of spirits — odd for a bakery on a Sunday morning.

      Elias trusted his nose. It, more than the lofty title he’d inherited, had made him rich. His nose had an unerring ability to sniff out distinctions among pepper berries, detect the subtle aroma of his favorite cassia plant, and judge which coffee beans would appeal to pallid English tastes. He had parlayed the gift of his nose into an uncanny ability to predict and inspire the culinary tastes of his countrymen.

      But while Elias had no difficulty detecting the fumes behind the door, he could not imagine why a bakery smelled like a brewery. Perhaps it was simply of a piece with this ramshackle village. The military had taught him that home was wherever a man could spread a pallet, but Elias certainly had no desire to linger in this dilapidated place. With any luck, his time here would be short.

      It was irksome enough that the trip to Worthington — a full two hours from London, even with his coach and four — had been necessary. That his business partner, the late Lord Frederick Worthington, had had the poor judgment to bequeath his share of their business to his spendthrift widow was the one nasty surprise of an otherwise fortuitous partnership.

      Elias tried the bakery’s door handle, but it did not give. Through the window, Elias could see someone moving about. He knocked firmly.

      He could not imagine why Freddy had given his widow his shares, or why the woman’s trustees were so rash as to permit her to control her own finances. Speculation had it that the crusty but shrewd Duke of Sidenham — a reputed hermit who preferred his castle on the cliffs of Cornwall to the refinements of town — had dictated the terms of Freddy’s will as a condition for betrothing his only daughter to a penniless viscount. Now Freddy’s merry widow was fast ruining Elias’s carefully constructed enterprise.

      Elias had called at Worthington Hall and been informed by a painfully withholding butler that her ladyship was not expected for some hours. Hoping to find someone more helpful, he had walked down the hill toward the village. It was mostly deserted, though he’d spied quite a throng of folk milling about the little church on the hill. Elias had no intention of venturing there. Churches made him uncomfortable — no, that was too mild a word. Indeed, he hoped never to set foot in one again.

      And so, he had strolled through the village amid empty shops and shuttered windows until his nose unerringly guided him to this ridiculously named bakery and its pronounced odor.

      Elias tapped his foot impatiently. No one had responded to his knock, so he rapped once more. He had no intention of being put off by a tipsy baker. As he weighed whether to give the door a decisive shove, it suddenly swung open — seemingly of its own accord, for no one stood at the threshold. For an uneasy moment Elias imagined himself back on the Peninsula, every sense alert for ambush. He quickly banished that thought, but was nevertheless wary as he bent slightly to clear the top door frame and entered the shop.

      “No need to pound,” admonished a cheerful voice. “Everyone knows I am here on Sundays. My, you are tall — not that you can help it, of course. Have a petty-patty. Minced veal and cinnamon, though the crust is a bit tough. I fear I worked the dough too long.”

      Smiling, the woman behind the long, wooden worktable indicated a platter of pastries on a small table by the door.

      Elias eyed her suspiciously. The odor of spirits was even more pronounced. The woman must be sheets to the wind.

      A red kerchief covered her hair, peasant-like, though some flour-dusted tendrils had escaped to curl wildly about her cheeks. A large dot of flour covered the tip of her nose. The corners of her blue eyes crinkled as she regarded him in a friendly fashion. He could judge little of her age, though he guessed that the voluminous apron she wore hid a figure thickening with the years. A great deal of flour covered her hands and trailed up to her elbows.

      She was, quite simply, a mess.

      Elias could not abide disorder or disarray. Unkempt women held no appeal for him, though this one might have been presentable enough had she not been pickled and covered in flour. Her bottle-blue eyes held a lively air, and her skin was flushed — from drink he supposed, though perhaps it was due to the energetic fashion in which she was working a thick, shapeless mass on the table with her hands.

      “I am seeking someone,” he began, surveying the tiny shop and noting with disdain the pastries she’d mentioned. There was nothing from this untidy woman’s hands he would risk eating. “Perhaps,” he added with little enthusiasm, “you might be of assistance.”

      Frowning, she blew an errant tendril away from her face. It floated back onto her cheek, and she pushed it away with the back of her hand, transferring a good deal of the flour to her hair and kerchief.

      “Possibly,” she said. “I know everyone in Worthington. Most are up at the church now. It is just up that path north of the milliner’s —”

      “I have no desire to visit a church.”

      “I would be there myself,” she said, taking no notice of his words, “except that I have promised these pastries to Mrs. Gregory today. She has her new in-laws visiting and does so want to impress them. Her petty-patties are quite as good as mine, but she would prefer not to have anything else to worry about, what with Mr. Gregory’s temper. Why must some people be so intolerant?”

      As if suddenly recalling his presence, she eyed him in dismay. “Oh, dear. I am gossiping to a perfect stranger. Do forgive me.”

      Elias had no interest in her prattle. He would soon smell like spirits himself if he did not take his leave, and he had no wish to present himself to his new business partner reeking of drink.

      He schooled himself to patience. “Perhaps you can tell me where I might find Lady Harriet Worthington at this hour.”

      She gave him an odd look. “Does she know you, sir?”

      “Surely that cannot be your concern.” Damned if he would open his budget to a tipsy village maid.

      “Very well, then.” Her tone was noticeably cooler and her friendly smile vanished. She returned her attention to the shapeless substance on the table, leaving him standing stiffly in the middle of the small shop. She kneaded the mass lightly, then began to roll it out into a long, thin strip.

      In this manner passed several silent minutes, as she focused entirely on her dough and he stood there awkwardly.

      “Perhaps if I might speak to the proprietor — your master?” he suggested. A man would understand. A matter of business, Elias would explain, and Lady Harriet’s direction would be his instantly, without all this female moodiness.

      Removing her hands from the dough, she wiped them on her apron and raised her blue gaze to his. “I have no master,” she said evenly. “And that is just the way I like it.”

      Elias stared at her. “I do not understand.”

      “’Tis quite simple,” she said. “‘I am my own mistress.”

      He frowned. “Do you mean to say that this is your establishment?”

      “Yes.” Her gaze narrowed. “Though I have found that there are those who disapprove of a woman in such a circumstance. I suspect, sir, that you might be counted in that number.” With a cool glance of dismissal, she picked up a knife and began to cut the dough into small triangles.

      Elias watched, intrigued by the process in spite of himself, as she placed a spoonful of filling from a bowl onto each triangle. Then she folded a thin layer of dough over the top, pinched the edges to seal them, and placed the finished product on a large pan. She repeated the process, seemingly unaware that he was staring at her, until the pan had no more room. Brushing the pastries with a yellowish glaze, she placed the pan into a large oven.

      At that point, she turned to a pail of water, plunged her arms in up to their elbows and scrubbed until they were free of flour. Only after she had dried them with a towel did she remove her kerchief, revealing a gleaming mass of auburn hair.

      Fascinated at the metamorphosis before him, Elias watched silently as she took off her stained apron, hung it on a hook near the worktable, and turned to face him at last. A smattering of flour still adorned her nose, to rather appealing effect, he decided grudgingly, and without that apron he could see that her figure was not in the least coarse. Rather the opposite. She was slender and decades younger than he had assumed. Close to his own age, in fact.

      Crossing her arms, she regarded him with a sharp, clear gaze. He had another realization: She was not at all tipsy.

      “Now, sir,” she said. “You will be good enough to introduce yourself.”

      Stung by her authoritative tone, Elias scowled. “And perhaps you will be good enough to remember your manners, miss.”

      “Indeed, one’s manners should always be remembered,” she agreed. “They should be the same wherever one is, and with whomever one is speaking. Do you not agree?”

      Elias frowned.

      “But I have indeed been remiss,” she continued. “I have not introduced myself. As I said, I am the proprietress of Loaf of Life, a name that reflects my belief that bread is the very companion of the soul.”

      Companion of the soul? The woman was obviously an extremist of some sort, Elias decided. He opened his mouth to reply, but she startled him by coming around the table and facing him squarely.

      “Bread, sir, is not just flour and leavening,” she said. “It symbolizes the very essence of life. People must have a little leavening, or they turn into fossils.”

      She smiled. “I am Harriet Worthington, though I do not have the pleasure” — her emphasis of the word suggested the opposite of its meaning — “of knowing your name.”

      Elias stared at her. “Lady Worthington?”

      “I am called Lady Harriet, as I was before my marriage. Since my husband is no longer living, I no longer use his name. I suppose you will think that eccentric.”

      He could think of no response, nor did she give him time.

      “Now you really must introduce yourself, sir, and quickly state your business. I have petty-patties in the oven.”

      “I am Elias Westwood,” he managed. “Freddy’s business partner.”

      She tilted her head and eyed him assessingly. “Ah, Lord Westwood. The man who has sent me so many letters of late.”

      “Which you did not answer,” Elias pointed out.

      “I never reply to people who purport to tell me what is best for me.” She gave him a considering look. “I believe that one must always keep an open mind, my lord. The man who wrote those letters is as closed as any book.”

      “I beg your pardon,” Elias said, taken aback.

      She moved to the little table near the door and picked up the plate of pastries. “Have a petty-patty,” she said. “Perhaps it will improve your symptoms.”

      “Symptoms?” He frowned.

      “A bilious nature can often be soothed by honest food,” she said. “Unless, of course, it is a permanent condition.”

      Though her tone was bland enough, Elias had little trouble detecting her disapproval. To cover his discomposure, he quickly took a pastry and popped it into his mouth, scarcely looking at the thing.

      Instantly, a heady mixture of veal seasoned with cinnamon sent an intriguing aroma into his nostrils. A fascinating combination of familiar and exotic hit his palate, and it was no overstatement to say that it propelled his senses into a paroxysm of pleasure. The crust, robust enough to stand up to the meat but delicate and tender as fine French pastry, seemed to melt in his mouth. The meat itself had layer upon layer of bred-to-the-bone flavor that bespoke hours over a smoky fire made with aged wood. The smoke was of mysterious origin — not pine or oak but something distinctly fruity. Mulberry, perhaps. Yes, that was it. The firewood had come from a mulberry tree.

      Heaven had not seen meat pies like these. Elias had no words. Indeed, he could only sigh in deep, unadorned delight.

      “Is everything satisfactory?” Her tone held a hint of amusement, and he hurriedly swallowed. It took another moment for him to recover from that incomparable morsel. His gaze went greedily to the platter, where several other pies languished. Elias forced his attention back to her and cleared his throat.

      “Yes,” he managed. “Quite…delicious.”

      She eyed him steadily. “Perhaps you would care to state the reason for your visit.”

      It was an effort not to turn toward the platter once more. “Yes,” he said.

      She waited, but Elias found himself quite unable to think of any words beyond the superlatives that meat pie had summoned.

      Her gaze shifted to the oven, then back to him. “You may come for tea this afternoon, my lord,” she said briskly. “I have work to do.” She turned away.

      It took Elias a moment to realize he was being dismissed. He took a deep, steadying breath. Perhaps that was best. After all, the village bakery was scarcely the place to conduct his business. A customer might walk in at any moment.

      That sudden realization underscored the strangeness of the situation. A duke’s daughter was working in a shop like a common serving girl. Odd business, this. Once more, the heady odor of spirits assailed his nostrils.

      “Just exactly what sort of establishment do you run, madam?”

      She regarded him with a faint air of puzzlement. “I do not understand.”

      “The place smells like a brewery,” Elias pointed out.

      “’Tis the barm.” At his blank expression, she added, “The yeast. I regret that you find it offensive.”

      “Yeast?”

      “I grow my own. In those tubs of ale.” She pointed to several dozen large crockery jars, lined neatly along one side of the bakery near the door. “I see that you disapprove. Surely you are not one of Dr. Dauglish’s disciples?”

      “Who?”

      “Dr. Dauglish — a pious soul who has set himself up as an expert on baking. He contends that the unfermented loaf is more wholesome, that fermentation indicates decay and corruption. I gather you have not read his treatises?”

      A corrupt loaf of bread. Treatises. This conversation was verging on the ridiculous.

      “Madam, I could not care less whether your bread is drunk or sober,” Elias declared. “I wish only to settle the business matters between us.”

      “In that case, come for dinner instead. I keep country hours while in Worthington, so you will wish to be early.”

      “The invitation was for tea,” he pointed out uncharitably.

      “Yes, but now I think dinner is best.” She opened the oven door, her attention on the steaming meat pies inside. Elias could not help but inhale deeply, savoring the wondrous aroma.

      “A man deserves a decent meal now and then,” she added. “I sense that your meals have been inadequate. Perhaps that is the source of your biliousness.”

      Elias knew he must remove himself from this madhouse before his temper got the best of him. He turned toward the door.

      “Good day, my lord,” she called after him.

      He could not resist a quick look over his shoulder, and saw that her attention was once more on the oven. Furtively, he plucked another pie from the platter near the door and tucked it into his pocket.

      It was done quickly, with no one the wiser — he thought.

      But the sound of her soft laughter followed him out into the street.
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        * * *

      

      Harriet put the finishing touches on her toilette. Her maid, Heavenly, shook her head in disapproval. “If you ask me, them that want to soften up a man ought to pretty the package a bit.”

      “I will not cater to that man’s twisted notions of proper female behavior — or appearance,” Harriet declared. Indeed, she was quite satisfied with her reflection in the mirror. Her hair, normally as unruly as a basket of yarn the cats had got into, was pulled severely off her face and rolled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She had deliberately chosen one of her severest dinner gowns, a high-necked black bombazine with long sleeves. She was ready to do battle.

      Lord Westwood’s sudden visit had been a most unwelcome surprise. For months she had ignored his letters and their increasingly strident tone. She had thought him safely tucked away on one of those Caribbean islands Freddy had spoken about, and the last thing she had expected was to find him in her shop this morning.

      “You don’t look like yourself, Miss Harriet,” Heavenly insisted. “And when a woman don’t look like herself, she don’t act like herself. And when she don’t act like herself, she —”

      “Spare me your lectures, Heavenly. I am perfectly myself. Why, who else would I be?” Harriet laughed, though in truth she was a little nervous. Lord Westwood had not been at all as she had expected.

      She had imagined a man who wrote such disapproving letters to be a prissy sort, small and bespectacled, balding and pinch-mouthed. But Lord Westwood was large — he’d had to stoop to enter her shop — and much younger than she had envisioned. Indeed, his vigorous appearance put him in the very prime of life. His sun-burnished skin suggested he spent many of his days outdoors, though she could not imagine a man of his hauteur lowering himself to physical labor, even in the service of tending his precious spice plants. Perhaps slaves performed the real work. Alas, she had heard that many of the plantation owners had slaves, despite the reforms forged by Mr. Wilberforce and others.

      Lord Westwood looked to be the type of man to use another human being in such a despicable fashion. His eyes, more black than blue, bespoke a censorious, unforgiving nature. Did the man never smile? She doubted that arrogant mouth was capable of mirth. Indeed, Lord Westwood looked to be the very opposite of Freddy, who had certainly enjoyed a good laugh. Had he been laughing, she wondered, when he collapsed and died in the arms of Lady Forth?

      “Hand me that shawl, Heavenly, if you please.”

      “Miss Harriet, you need a shawl like you need another loaf of bread. Any more fabric on those shoulders and you’ll suffocate.”

      Harriet ignored the warning, as she had been ignoring Heavenly’s axioms for the majority of her twenty-five years. The shawl gave her something to hold onto, a bit of extra security. For the thought of entertaining Lord Westwood for dinner had, as the day wore on, brought misgivings.

      Oh, she would hold her own — she had done so with men for years in her salons and the lively debate they fostered. What bothered her was the prospect of spending an evening in Lord Westwood’s forbidding company unrelieved by the distraction of others. Guests were as necessary to a meal as yeast to bread. Harriet rarely dined alone, and never alone with a man.

      “I wish I had invited Squire Gibbs. Or the Tanksleys,” she said.

      “Squire would spend the evening trying to get that mill away from you, and Mrs. Tanksley would go on and on again about why you should marry her son,” Heavenly muttered.

      “Well, I do not intend to sell the mill, and I certainly do not intend to marry again, so that is that,” Harriet declared, rising.

      She swept down the grand staircase that had been one of Freddy’s proudest accomplishments. He had ordered the pink marble from Italy and the gold from Africa. Craftsmen from Ireland had applied the gilt to the mahogany railing carved by Thomas Sutterly, one of the country’s foremost wood-carvers. Harriet had never seen anything half as grand, even in her father’s house. Personally, she thought the carvings of naked cherubs twining up the banister a bit much. But she had always believed in tolerance. If tolerating her husband’s eccentricities had sometimes been challenging, she had nevertheless managed to do so. She suspected her dedication to that principle would face yet another test in Lord Westwood.

      Downstairs, Harriet checked the table arrangements, though it was unnecessary — Horace always followed her instructions to the letter. Her quick trip into the kitchen was likewise unnecessary, as Celestial had everything well in hand. Heavenly and Celestial had been employed in her father’s household for as long as she could remember and had joined her staff upon her marriage to Freddy — though perhaps “joined” was the wrong word for two such strong-willed women. In truth, they had invaded it, giving Horace, Freddy’s butler, fits. Freddy had been appalled by the easy familiarity Harriet enjoyed with the twins, but then Freddy had been a bit of a snob, albeit a good-natured one.

      Lord Westwood had more than a touch of the snob in him. The man’s nose looked positively regal, and it was clear he viewed himself as superior to the rest of the world. He carried himself like the wealthy nabob he was — stiff and forbidding, encased in rather prickly armor. No doubt he lived like a king, with all the trappings his riches could provide.

      Wealth, Harriet had found, meant very little in the overall scheme of things. Her father was as rich as Croesus, but her enormous dowry had been woefully unable to purchase wedded bliss. Freddy had piddled away most of her funds on his gilt banisters and gilded women. She had been surprised as anyone to find herself part owner of a West Indies spice business, but what did any of it matter? Money was not the measure of a man — or woman.

      Unfortunately, she was doomed to spend an evening with Lord Westwood discussing that very subject, for the man’s letters had been rife with talk of profits, loss, capital, investments. Apparently he intended for her to consult him on every business move. The more Harriet thought about it, the more she resented the intrusion upon her time that this evening would mean.

      But when Horace ushered Lord Westwood into the drawing room, her resentment faded as she took in his appearance. His height, so noticeable in her tiny shop, ensured that he would dominate any room, large or small. The black superfine tailcoat fit his broad shoulders with nary a hint of padding. His white breeches hugged his well-formed calves like a second skin. A cravat, tied in an unfamiliar but restrained style, framed his chin and set off his dark features to gleaming perfection. His tousled black hair graced his high forehead with natural ease and with none of the dandy’s conceit or artificiality. Perhaps the flour had clouded her vision earlier, for she had certainly failed to take note of his considerable physical attributes. Then again, a man’s measure was not decided by the package in which it was wrapped, however appealing that might be, Harriet reminded herself sternly.

      He smiled politely, revealing a slight indentation in one cheek — could that be a dimple? Harriet was forced to concede that without a disapproving look upon his features, Lord Westwood was devastatingly handsome.

      She steeled herself against that unexpected smile. No doubt he intended to charm her into signing over Freddy’s part of the business. Well, he would soon learn that she was no easy mark.

      “Good evening, Lady Harriet.”

      “Lord Westwood,” she acknowledged, suddenly feeling stiff and unfashionable in her black bombazine. He bowed formally and, at her gesture, seated himself in the chair next to hers. Horace poured out sherry and discreetly left the room.

      Harriet decided not to mince words. “You should know at the outset, my lord, that I have no intention of selling my part of the business to you. Nor do I intend to consult you on decisions I make regarding my investments.”

      The polite smile faded from his face. They regarded each other for a long moment.

      “How is it, madam,” he said finally, “that you possess such an extraordinary amount of freedom in the matter?”

      The assumptions behind his question irritated her. “This is the second time today, sir, that I appear to have shocked you by being my own mistress,” she said, unable to keep the annoyance from her voice.

      Even to her own ears, the words sounded shrill. “I beg your pardon,” she added quickly. “I have rather strong opinions on certain matters, but it is not my wish to inflict them on you, especially since our acquaintance is of such short duration.” Feeling excessively awkward, Harriet fell silent.

      Lord Westwood’s brow furrowed. He did not immediately respond.

      She was making a muddle of things, Harriet realized. She took a deep breath. “As to your question, Freddy’s estate came to me without preconditions, although my father remains a trustee. For whatever reason, after controlling me for half a lifetime, he has allowed me to do as I wish.” The reason, she suspected, was so he would not have to be bothered with her.

      “Lord Worthington had no heir?” the earl asked.

      “No. It is a worthless title, at all events.” She hesitated. Lord Westwood was her business partner, so perhaps it was best to be forthright. “My father took care of Freddy’s debts before our marriage.”

      “Your father is a generous man,” he observed in a noncommittal tone.

      “There was a price for his generosity.” With her father, there was always a price. “Though Freddy had no immediate heirs, my father preferred not to take the chance that his investment would be squandered. He dissolved the entail.”

      He regarded her in surprise. “An Act of Parliament?”

      “My father is a powerful man. It was not difficult.”

      “I see.”

      Harriet wondered what he thought of such a tale of money and manipulation. She was fortunate to have free rein over her own affairs, though it galled that she owed that very freedom to her father. Men were always trying to arrange things, never troubling themselves to ask whether their machinations were welcome.

      Lord Westwood was studying her. “The business has lost a great deal of money since Freddy’s death,” he said.

      Now they were at the reason for his visit. “That is regrettable,” Harriet replied. When he did not answer, she eyed him curiously. “Surely you do not hold me to blame.”

      There was a pause. “I do.”

      “What? Why, that is silly. I have done nothing.”

      “That,” the earl said, “is precisely the problem.”

      Harriet frowned. “The loss of a few pounds could not have seriously altered your finances.”

      “Thirty thousand.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Thirty thousand,” he repeated. “The decisions I have been unable to implement because of your refusal to respond to my instructions have resulted in the loss of thirty thousand pounds since November last. A king’s ransom, madam. It also appears you have sold some of the stock and availed yourself of a significant sum of cash. Ten thousand pounds, to be precise.”

      Harriet was surprised. It was rather a formidable sum. She had not kept track, for such things did not concern her.

      “It was my part of the business to do with as I wished, my lord,” she said. “At all events, I have put the proceeds to good use.”

      “And what might that be?” His gaze was hard.

      Was he trying to intimidate her? “Necessary improvements,” she replied crisply.

      “Please explain.” A clear command.

      “It is quite simple,” she said, trying to keep the edge from her voice. “I sold some stock to pay for the Whitmires’ wheat crop, which was devastated by the rains last year. Now they can plant winter wheat, which many think is a superior grain and —” She broke off. Lord Westwood’s expression had darkened considerably.

      “You sold stock in Westwood Imports to pay for a neighbor’s wheat crop?”

      “There was also Mrs. Gibson’s cow, which died suddenly last month,” Harriet said. “A family cannot subsist without a cow,” she added defiantly.

      “A cow,” he echoed.

      “It cannot have escaped your notice, my lord, that the village is in need of repair. Its fortunes have fallen over the last few years, and there is much to be done. And it does bear the Worthington name, a remnant of a time when Freddy’s family owned much of the land. I have a responsibility here.”

      “I see,” he said.

      “The mill needed to be rebuilt,” Harriet continued. “Squire did not keep it up, and Freddy had done no repairs after winning it from him in a card game. People depend upon the mill. But before the mill could be useful, we had to tear down the old dam, which was diverting the water power and flooding an old pasture. The Reeds needed water to irrigate their fields, so we built a new dam, and everyone is quite happy now. Especially the Smythes, who owned the old swampy pasture. Now they can use it for grazing land. Of course they did not have any grazing animals until —”

      “You bought them a herd of sheep.”

      Harriet beamed. “How did you know?”

      Lord Westwood exhaled slowly. For a moment he did not speak. “Lady Harriet,” he said finally, in a constricted tone, “I am certain that your neighbors are grateful for your assistance. But you have succeeded in severely depleting the assets of a business which I founded, which bears my name and which until last year was extremely profitable, without consulting me. I cannot imagine that you think that is fair.”

      She frowned. “When you put it that way, my lord, perhaps not. But perhaps you had too much money to begin with.”

      He eyed her incredulously.

      “The business never did Freddy any good, if you must know,” Harriet explained. “He had a most unfortunate gambling habit and frittered away his money on unhealthy pursuits. In fact, I believe the business hastened his death.”

      “Whatever pursuits in which your husband was engaged,” Lord Westwood responded, “it is hardly fair to take your anger at him out on my business —”

      “Oh, I am not angry,” Harriet assured him. “Not at all. Freddy was entitled to do as he wished. But he could not handle wealth, and I believe it shortened his life.”

      “I see. So you decided to give the wealth away.”

      “It may please you to paint me as a spendthrift, my lord, but the truth is I have used the money for greater good. Reapportioned it, one might say, for a better purpose. As is my right, I believe.”

      Lord Westwood rose. He wore an odd expression. A rigid one, she thought.

      “I thank you for the sherry, but I cannot stay for dinner,” he said. “To be quite frank, madam, I am having great difficulty controlling my temper. It is a character flaw, to be sure, but there it is, nevertheless. We will continue this discussion on another occasion.”

      Harriet regarded him regretfully. “Oh, dear,” she said. “And I had Celestial prepare broiled salmon with caper sauce.”

      “Caper sauce?”

      “I find it marries quite beautifully with the raspberry vinegar-marinated asparagus, though one might be forgiven for assuming that the pungent flavors would do battle. They do not, I assure you.”

      The earl set his glass of sherry on the table. “I suppose you cook the life out of it.”

      “The asparagus? Oh, no, my lord. We steam it slightly just until the color sharpens. Then we plunge the stalks into cold water to stop the cooking. They are quite crisp and more than hold their own with my crusty French rolls. Did I mention the buttered prawns? We dress them with plenty of garlic so they do not fade away amid the other dishes. I like food that makes one sit up and take notice.”

      Lord Westwood squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. “I am sure it is delicious, and I regret ruining your dinner, but I have learned over the years that my temper is not to be trifled with. I am afraid I must —”

      “Trifle? Oh, dear.” Harriet rose quickly. “We were to have a trifle for dessert — ’tis my own creation, something of an international dish. Prime English custard layered over a cake soaked in Madeira wine, overspread with candied fruits from Italy. I finish it with ice cream flavored by Turkish apricots. But since you are not staying for dinner, I must tell Celestial not to unmold the ice cream, else it will be ruined. Please excuse me.”

      She moved toward the door.

      Lord Westwood cleared his throat. “Lady Harriet.” His voice sounded strained.

      “Do not worry,” she assured him, waving a dismissive hand. “I am not in the least offended by your premature departure. I have a most open mind about masculine behavior. But that is neither here nor there. Good evening, my lord.”

      “It is just —” He broke off.

      She turned. “Yes?”

      “I would be loath to...” He hesitated.

      Harriet smiled encouragingly.

      “To ruin your trifle,” he finished.

      Harriet frowned. “Does that mean you wish to stay for dinner after all?”

      But before he could answer, the door opened and Horace stood at the threshold. “Dinner is served,” he intoned.

      An aroma of freshly broiled salmon, pungent caper sauce, raspberry vinegar, prawns heavy with garlic, and musky exotic fruits filled the room. Lord Westwood took a deep breath, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped his brow. He closed his eyes.

      “Yes,” he declared in a ragged tone. “I believe I do.”
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      His nose had betrayed him. Elias had been ready to walk out of Lady Harriet’s parlor, taking his anger safely into the night before it brought disaster. But his nose had sabotaged him, and now he sat at her table, consoling himself with raspberry vinaigrette and capered salmon.

      It was no small consolation. A rich fish like salmon deserved a zesty accompaniment. Most cooks never understood that. Harriet Worthington did. She also knew the lush, pink flesh should be cooked just until the edges lightened, leaving a deep band of pink inside.

      “Otherwise it dries out,” she told him. But there was no need to explain to Elias. He had been eating salmon for years. He hated it dry and meaty like worn-out beef. Lady Harriet might be an abysmal businesswoman, but she was the first hostess he had met who truly understood salmon.

      “I quite agree,” he found himself saying, before he remembered that she was his opponent, the woman single-handedly depleting his fortune and turning his business into an agrarian charity.

      But as he stared at the trifle and the thick topping of sumptuous ice cream, Elias knew he would not regain his common sense until this heady experience of taste and smell was behind him, until Lady Harriet rose and declared the dinner over and he could prevail upon her to continue the discussion in more neutral territory.

      Someone with the improbable name of Celestial had prepared the food, but Lady Harriet had obviously supervised every dish. Elias could not help but admire a woman with such skill. Though she had swathed herself in black bombazine — a concession to mourning, perhaps, though Freddy had been dead a full year — he found himself wondering how she would look in a different gown. One that, like the Turkish apricots adorning that ice cream, complemented a more sensual essence.

      In the bakery, her reddish-brown hair had formed an appealing tangle of curls. Tonight it was tamed into an unflattering bun that, with that dreary black frock, made her look hopelessly austere. Austere did not suit her. No, the woman in the bakery had an earthier appeal, as if she knew what it was to run barefoot through a meadow, hair fanning out from her flushed face, blue eyes reflecting the glory of a clear sky.

      Yet there was nothing coarse about her. Elias realized that now. Even in that flour-dusted apron, she had carried herself with quiet assurance, her eyes reflecting a calm self-possession. But something about her hinted of hidden currents beneath those still waters.

      What had she said? That she was her own mistress, that Freddy had been entitled to do as he wished, that she had a “most open mind” about masculine behavior. Slowly, Elias began to wonder about Lady Harriet’s marriage.

      Whatever “unhealthy pursuits” in which Freddy had been engaged — and Elias could guess at some of them — had Lady Harriet sanctioned them so that she could enjoy a similar freedom? His eyes narrowed assessingly. Beneath that dreadful gown and constricted bun was a woman who understood appetites. Perhaps all sorts of appetites.

      Might there be another way around his difficulty with her? He inhaled deeply, savoring the bouquet of the fine Madeira. When it came to dealing with females, he had never possessed much drawing room charm. He was not one for empty flattery and pretty compliments. Still, how difficult could it be to persuade one woman — a lonely widow at that — to entrust her share of the business into wiser, more skilled hands? Of the two partners in Westwood Imports, Elias had always been the one to make the hard decisions and to execute them ruthlessly. Yet ruthlessness need not always mean outright confrontation. Sometimes an oblique approach was more effective.

      There was no doubt Lady Harriet needed a firm hand. Sooner or later she would see the wisdom of ceding the business decisions to him. But perhaps he could afford to be patient.

      To be sure, there were worthy distractions to help pass the time. Indeed, he had just consumed one of them. Elias placed his napkin on the table. “I do not know when I have had a more delicious meal.”

      “Thank you.” She looked briefly amused, then wary. Perhaps she distrusted compliments. He must remember that. It would not do to overplay his hand.

      “Would you favor me with a turn in the garden?” he asked. “A rich meal ought to be followed by a bit of exercise.”

      She hesitated.

      “You might call your maid to accompany us if you prefer,” he added quickly.

      She gave him an easy smile. “Heavenly would jump at the chance, but I do not need a chaperon. ’Tis merely that I must rise very early tomorrow to see to things at the bakery, and I confess I am rather tired. But by all means, let us take the night air. The garden is lovely in the evening.”

      Elias did not know who Heavenly was, but the image of Lady Harriet toiling in the village bakery jarred anew. “Most women of your station do not occupy themselves in such pursuits,” he observed, striving for a neutral tone, as she led them out of the house and past a stoned-lined flowerbed and terrace.

      She slanted a gaze at him. “Yes, my friend Mrs. Tanksley is forever telling me so.”

      At least there was one voice of reason, Elias thought.

      “But I pay her no mind,” Lady Harriet went on. “She does not understand the pleasure — indeed the complete gratification — I find in my shop.”

      Beyond the terrace, lanterns illuminated a path that opened into a large, sprawling garden. Elias found it useful to focus on that, rather than Lady Harriet’s odd declaration. He noticed a profusion of erect green plants and inhaled deeply, glad for the distraction.

      “Mint,” he observed. But there was more, he realized. “Savory as well. Thyme over in that direction, rosemary under that ornamental cherry.”

      Lady Harriet stared at him. “Are you a gardener, my lord?”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “Merely cursed — or gifted, I suppose — with a heightened sense of smell. It has been useful in my business.”

      She regarded him with interest. “You identified my herbs perfectly — those I use in the kitchen, anyway. Celestial planted them, along with a few others I cannot name which she uses to treat various ailments.”

      “I find it most untoward that you run a bake shop,” he said bluntly — only belatedly recalling that he intended to avoid outright confrontation.

      Instantly, her expression tightened. She walked ahead of him to maneuver around a bush that intruded into the walk. Then she turned to him. “Bread is the very essence of nourishment, my lord,” she said. “It is a gift of the land, as much as those spices you cultivate.”

      “Nonsense,” he said. “I can pluck a pepper from a bush, dry it out, grind it into powder, pack it in a container and ship it far and wide. You cannot compare that to a loaf of bread.”

      She regarded him pityingly. “Just as your process creates a spice, mine grinds grain into flour, adds water and a yeast broth, transforming it into dough. With time and heat its diverse elements are joined in glorious harmony. There is no difference between my process and yours. Except that mine is uplifting, perhaps even spiritual.”

      “Running a bakery is commerce, and commerce is not for gently bred females,” he insisted.

      “Or gentlemen?” she rejoined. “Come, my lord. Peers of the realm do not engage in commerce either. Has no one pointed that out to you?”

      Perhaps he had deserved that, Elias thought. “A peerage, Lady Harriet, is deuced expensive to maintain.”

      She regarded him with a thin smile. “I see. Your thriving spice business keeps the wolf from the door and thus is a necessary evil in the service of your title. I do not criticize you for conducting such commerce, so I cannot imagine why you feel free to criticize me for working in my own bakery.”

      Elias regarded her. “Surely, Freddy did not allow you to engage in such activities when he was alive.”

      “I never presumed to tell my husband what to do, and he never presumed to tell me,” she said coolly. “We had an egalitarian marriage. I see no more reason to restrict my behavior as a widow than I did as a wife.”

      The Duke of Sidenham must have demanded monstrous promises from Freddy in exchange for Lady Harriet’s hand, Elias decided. He could not imagine any other reason a husband would allow his wife such outlandish freedom.

      “I did not intend to bring up painful memories,” he said. “You are still in mourning.”

      “I was never in mourning,” she corrected. “I do not believe in mourning the dead when one can be celebrating the living.”

      That took him aback.

      “You wear black,” he pointed out carefully. Each topic of conversation seemed to send him further into a maze in which every turn opened into a thicket of thorns.

      Lady Harriet looked down at her gown. “Oh, this. This was for you.”

      Elias blinked.

      “Silly of me, was it not?” she said. Was that a flush on her features? “I suppose I did not want to appear too...” She hesitated.

      He waited.

      “Too feminine — I suppose that is the proper word,” she said. “I have no interest in being perceived as flirtatious or womanly.” She eyed him speculatively. “There are men who would exploit that.”

      Lady Harriet’s quiver contained quite a few arrows, Elias reflected. So that stern fabric she wore was a weapon. He wondered anew how she might look in a gown that was less austere. But the image his mind’s eye gave him was not of some lush, revealing ball gown. Instead, it was of her in the bake shop, with smudges of flour on her face, elbow deep in kneading her dough. Strangely, it was a far more arresting image.

      When he did not respond, she laughed softly. “Come now, my lord. I know that your only purpose in coming here was to call me to account, to persuade me to turn my part of the business over to you. If it suits me to don bombazine armor, who are you to challenge that?” Her mouth twitched in amusement.

      Elias opened his mouth to respond, but she waved a dismissive hand. “Nay, do not deny it. You must own that your intention is to persuade me to let go of my shares, and, failing that, to try to control what I do with them. Indeed, you have said as much.”

      “’Tis obvious, madam, that you have no ability for managing finances,” he returned. “But I would happily leave you to your spendthrift ways were it not my money you were so eagerly spending.”

      “Our money,” she corrected.

      It was perhaps time for a change in strategy.

      “I am a man of business,” Elias said carefully. “And I confess to some impatience to settle the business matters between us satisfactorily.”

      “By which you refer to your satisfaction,” she said.

      “I am not incapable of objectivity, Lady Harriet.”

      She studied him. “As to that, I expect we shall see.” Unexpectedly, she smiled. “I am not your enemy, Lord Westwood.”

      “Perhaps not,” he conceded. “But you are exasperating, madam. And that bombazine is a crime against nature.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      Good God. Had he actually spoken those words aloud? Elias cleared his throat. “That was excessively familiar. I regret —”

      Her sudden smile caught him by surprise. “I am certain I should tap you roundly with my fan or blush prettily, but I do not possess such skills.”

      The smile transformed her features. Her upturned lips and twinkling blue eyes banished all thought of that unforgiving black material, and Elias found he could not quite take his gaze from her face.

      “In truth,” she added with a sigh, “although I am at ease in large groups, I do not have the slightest idea how to entertain a solitary gentleman. I do not even own a fan.”

      Into what foreign territory were they venturing? Elias wondered. Neither his military training nor his commercial endeavors had taught him how to deal with an opponent who possessed Lady Harriet’s unnerving candor.

      “As to that,” he heard himself saying, “you have entertained me quite adequately, and we have only just met so I imagine that your ability is quite, er, passable.” He managed a game smile.

      It was too dim in the garden to tell whether his ham-handed compliment had made her blush. Indeed, the path toward persuading Lady Harriet to comply with his wishes was suddenly less clear. It was as if his target had shifted or changed shape. Certainly, it had become more interesting. Yes, perhaps he could afford to bide his time. The caper sauce alone was worth it.

      They had now come round to the beginning of their walk. It was time for him to take his leave. Elias made her a deep bow. “I am in your debt, for the exquisite meal. We will continue our business discussions on another occasion.”

      “Yes, I expect we shall,” she said.

      Elias quickly took his leave. Dinner might be over but the evening would linger in his memory. He needed to ponder that very unsettling fact.
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      “Now, Squire, we have covered this ground. I have no intention of selling you the mill.” Exasperated, Harriet pushed a rebellious strand of hair away from her face with the back of her hand, the only part not covered in flour. It was just like Cedric Gibbs to show up when she was distracted by the vagaries of her new sourdough culture.

      “But, Harriet,” he protested, “Freddy never meant to keep the thing. He was to offer me a chance to buy it back at the first opportunity. Had he not died so suddenly —”

      “Nevertheless he did,” she interrupted, “and he never said a word to me about returning the mill to you.”

      His face reddened. “Nonsense. That was his wish.”

      “You had let it sink into the most deplorable state,” she continued, “whereas I am happy to make the necessary repairs. It is much better off in my hands. The village needs a working mill.”

      Cedric’s florid face made him look rather unwell, Harriet observed. The man was not much above middle age, but, like his mill, had deteriorated. He was overly fond of drink and it showed in his mottled complexion and a rather rotund form that was clearly unaccustomed to any physical exertion besides lifting a pint. Still, his lot was not an easy one. He’d lost his wife several years ago, and had a number of young children. But Cedric made things worse with his grating disposition and temper. The man had offended just about everyone in Worthington at one time or another.

      Monica Tanksley insisted that losing the mill to Freddy had improved Cedric’s character. He had been rather amiable lately, but Harriet suspected it was all for show. The squire’s family had controlled the mill for decades and made a comfortable living by charging people enormous sums to grind their grain. Though Harriet allowed him to use the mill for free — as she did all of her neighbors — she knew he would not be satisfied until the mill returned to his ownership.

      His latest tactic was to try to woo her for it. He had not yet worked himself up to an offer, but it was only a matter of time. His sudden appearance in the bakery this morning, when she was alone, did not bode well.

      “Please excuse me,” Harriet said briskly, turning her attention to her worktable, where a large tub of her culture bubbled happily. She loved her table. It was white oak, the same material from which the mill was constructed, and it was long enough to hold as many tubs and loaves as she liked. “I have work to do.”

      “My work has become considerably lighter without my mill,” he responded acidly.

      “Yes, and a great deal less profitable, since you are not able to charge twice the going rate.”

      Cedric regarded her through narrowed, bloodshot eyes. “With all due respect, Harriet, you have not lived in this community for a lifetime, as I have. I am a fair man. Anyone who could not pay their shot had no trouble finding credit with me.”

      “For triple interest,” she pointed out.

      His color deepened. “I would certainly consider your suggestions for revising my fees,” he said magnanimously, though the bulging vein at his temple betrayed how much that statement cost him.

      Harriet eyed him sharply. “That is pure blather, Cedric. We both know that you have not the least interest in doing so. You are only saying what you think I wish to hear.”

      “Are you calling me a liar, Harriet?” he demanded.

      She sighed heavily and returned her attention to the culture. It was unusually pungent, a good sign.

      “Bloody blazes!” he snarled.

      Harriet scarcely heard him, focused as she was on the bubbling mass. Lady Hester Stanhope, with whom she had developed a friendship several years ago in London, had recently sent her several dried cultures from her travels. This one was Egyptian. She wondered how long the Egyptians had allowed the mixture to ferment before deeming it ready to use. Too short a time and the mix would not develop the sour flavor she was after; too long and the culture would lose its power to make the bread rise sufficiently.

      “It may suit you to pretend that you have no use for men, but you are not fooling me,” he insisted. “Women need to be shown the correct path in life.”

      Harriet was only vaguely aware that he had spoken. Her first attempt to produce the Egyptian sourdough had resulted in a brick-like loaf unsuitable for anything but the crows. But she was determined to succeed. It would be nice to serve something special for dinner, when the Tanksleys would join them. Perhaps she would even invite Lord Westwood, though the man’s snobbery was certainly off-putting.

      Her instincts told her the culture was almost ready. It was time to mix the dough.

      “You have been a year without a man — far too long,” Cedric was saying. “I can give you a ready-made family: eight children, all in need of a woman’s touch, what with my Hilda gone these four years. With your money and the only working mill for fifteen miles, we will be quite secure.”

      Whatever was he talking about? Harriet wondered, her thoughts occupied with plans for the dinner. Lord Westwood seemed to appreciate adventurous cooking. To be sure, he was an annoying man, but she had found herself softening — slightly — toward him last night.

      “The Gibbs name is a good one. You may be well-born, but you are not above manual labor,” he said approvingly, surveying the shop. “You would do well to take a page from Hilda, God rest her. She was as eager to please as a good sheepdog. Never ran on at the mouth like a man, never criticized.”

      So intent was Harriet’s concentration that she did not realize Cedric had moved around to her side of the table. “Yes, Harriet, I do believe it is time that I took you in hand.”

      His large hand clamped down on her shoulder, startling her into a little shriek.

      “Now, Harriet,” he said in a soothing tone, “there is no need to be coy. I know how lonely a bed can be.”

      “You will remove your hand from my person,” Harriet said firmly, tamping down a vague feeling of alarm. She had risen early so as to have the bakery to herself this morning. She had always considered Cedric quite harmless, but there did seem to be an intensity about him this morning.

      Instead, Cedric pulled her closer. Harriet cringed as his face neared hers. The man’s breath would fell an oak. “Stop it, sir, this instant!”

      “No need to play the reluctant virgin,” he said thickly. “You have been a married lady. You can trust me with your deepest desires.”

      “My deepest desire, Cedric, is that you remove yourself from my shop.” Harriet tried to extricate herself, but he had trapped her against the long side of the table.

      “Nonsense. You have been a year without a man. A man is necessary for protection — and pleasure.”

      Harriet fixed him with a stony glare. “You could not be more wrong. I must insist that you leave this instant.”

      “A woman needs a man, none more than you. Why, look at you mucking about in this shop by yourself. ’Tis not safe.” With that, he closed what little space remained between them and tried to kiss her.

      Harriet turned her face away.

      “Do not pretend you are holding out for that pup Eustace,” he warned. “I know Monica Tanksley has been trying to match you up with her young fop, but you need a real man.”

      He grinned, and put his wet lips on hers. Harriet fumbled blindly behind her, searching for anything that might serve as a weapon. Just as her fingers found the bowl containing the culture, she heard the door scrape open.

      “What the devil is going on here?”

      Harriet instantly recognized the deep voice. “Lord Westwood!” She did not bother to disguise her relief.

      Cedric took one look at the tall figure filling the doorframe of the shop entrance and released her. Unfortunately, Harriet had bent so far backward over the table that when his arms fell away, she lost her balance and slid to the floor.

      In the next instant Lord Westwood was pulling her to her feet. He regarded her assessingly for a moment, then turned to Cedric and slammed the squire against the wall. As the earl was a good deal larger and a head taller, the squire was clearly on the wrong end of the matchup.

      “You struck her,” Lord Westwood growled.

      “No, no!” Harriet protested as the earl’s hands went around Cedric’s throat. “I simply lost my balance.”

      At her words, Lord Westwood turned toward her, a momentary lapse that allowed Cedric the opportunity to vent his own displeasure. He landed a blow on Lord Westwood’s jaw.

      Instantly, the earl grabbed Cedric by the collar and yanked him upward. Cedric responded with a furious kick aimed at Lord Westwood’s midsection.

      The two men crashed against the table, sending pans clattering to the floor. “Stop it!” Harriet cried. “Stop this very instant!”

      Neither man paid her heed. Harriet feared for the fate of her shop. A pan of newly risen rolls awaiting a trip to the oven was among the casualties now strewn on the floor, a morning’s work lost. This simply would not do.

      The bowl containing the sourdough culture was on the edge of the table, within her reach. Harriet picked it up and, in one motion, heaved the contents over the combatants.

      With a collective roar, the men separated, which almost — but not quite — compensated for the loss of her precious culture.

      “The devil!” Cedric struggled to his feet. His hands and arms were covered in the thick mass. He looked as if he wished to strangle her. But he only glared at her with pure fury, and marched out into the street. The door slammed behind him with such force the windows rattled in their frames.

      Cedric had not gotten the worst of it, however. That unfortunate privilege belonged to the earl, whose head and shoulders were covered in her prized culture. It oozed over his black superfine coat and down what must have been a fashionable brocade waistcoat. It sank into the folds of the swath of linen tied at his neck.

      Lord Westwood stood perfectly still, as if he could not believe what had occurred. His hair was covered in the culture, which also dribbled down the side of his face. Wordlessly, Harriet handed him the towel that had covered her rising rolls. But it had been dusted with flour to prevent the rolls from sticking, and when he brought it to his face, the flour only added to the pasty mess.

      The culture’s pungent odor, which was to have imparted such a wonderful taste to her bread, brought a revolted expression to his features.

      “What is this putrid muck?” he growled.

      “An Egyptian sourdough culture,” she explained. “I am developing a special bread recipe...” Her voice trailed off as his expression darkened further.

      He began to apply the towel to his head, but the fetid residue clung to his hair like thick glue. It was a hopeless task. Nothing less than a complete dunking in a hot bath would repair the damage. Harriet guessed he was staying at the Boar’s Head Inn, which was not known for hot baths — or any baths, the proprietor being notoriously stingy.

      At all events, she could not imagine Lord Westwood presenting himself at the inn in such a state. He would be a laughingstock.

      “It is still early in the day, my lord,” she ventured. “There is scarcely anyone about yet. Perhaps you would care to come back to my house. I will ask Horace to prepare a bath so you can repair your appearance.”

      The rigid set of his jaw told her that slinking into her house for a bath was the last thing he wished to do. But he must also have seen that it was the only way.

      For a long moment he did not speak. Harriet shifted uncomfortably. She had repaid his gallantry — misguided though it had been — by dousing his clothes and his person, and yet, at the time she had seen no other way to stop the fight. “My lord, I regret —”

      “Enough,” he said in a clipped voice.

      Harriet waited for a snarled reproach, a scathing denunciation. But he merely stood rigidly, keeping himself in check. She moved quickly toward the door.

      “The gig is just out front.” Harriet tried to sound cheerful.

      “Thank you,” he said, in a voice of unnatural calm.
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