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          GRAFTON HALL, MILLCASTLE. 1842

        

      

    

    
      Just one more step…

      Ruby turned into the wind and stumbled forward, the distant lights of the house appearing and disappearing through the trees as she navigated the treacherously icy grounds. The skirts of her gown were soaked and dragging her down, her boots were worn through, and the weight of her burdens felt as insurmountable as the relentless rain. She kept moving, her gaze on the promise of warmth and security. Not love—she couldn’t expect that—but at least she’d survive.

      Her feet hit the graveled surface of the drive, and she went toward the huge oak-fronted door. With the last of her strength, she lifted the brass knocker and hammered on the door.

      A confusion of noise—dogs barking, people shouting, and suddenly, a familiar voice that made her sink to her knees, weak with relief.

      “Caroline…” she whispered as the darkness threatened to overcome her. “Help my daughter.”
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        * * *

      

      The next time she woke up was to sunlight shining through half-opened curtains. The brightness made her eyes hurt. Her older sister sat beside her bed reading a book.

      “Where’s Nora?” Ruby whispered.

      “She’s in the nursery.” Caroline hesitated. “Nurse is watching over her. She seems overly warm, as do you.”

      “I want her with me.”

      “Then I will fetch her.” Caroline stood up. “You both have a fever. I have asked Dr. Nash to come and see you when he returns from Millcastle.”

      A shudder ran through Ruby. “I can’t afford a doctor,” she murmured as she shifted restlessly against the sheets. “And they can’t do anything anyway.”

      “Dr. Nash would disagree with you. He considers himself very competent, indeed.” Caroline paused to stroke Ruby’s lank hair away from her face. “Try and sleep. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Ruby forced herself to stay awake until Caroline returned with Nora and tucked the bairn in beside her. She desperately wanted to rest but was terrified that Nora was barely conscious and very hot.

      “Don’t let her die,” she whispered. “She’s all I have left.”

      “We’ll do our very best,” Caroline reassured her. There was a murmur of voices and the door opened. “Dr. Nash has just arrived.” She turned her head. “Good evening, doctor. This is my sister Ruby and her daughter Nora. They are both feverish.”

      “Ma’am.” Dr. Nash—tall, dark, and unsmiling—nodded as he removed his coat and rolled up his sleeves. “May I attend to the baby first?”

      “Don’t hurt her.” Ruby reluctantly released Nora into his large, capable hands.

      “I’m a trained physician, ma’am. My calling in life bids me do no harm,” he said, his upper-class accent becoming more pronounced. “How old is Nora?” He set Nora on his knee and listened to her breathing.

      “Almost one.”

      “Have either of you been in contact with anyone who has recently been unwell?”

      Ruby tried to smile. “We lived in a crowded tenement, sir. Someone was always sick.”

      “Any other symptoms? Bloody flux, coughing, retching, stomach spasms, disordered bowels?”

      “It’s not cholera, if that’s what you’re asking.” Ruby was aware of Caroline’s involuntary gasp. “I’d not bring that to my sister’s house.”

      “I don’t think it is, either.” The doctor turned to Caroline. “Can you hold the child while I examine the mother?"

      After washing his hands, he came toward the bed. Ruby was suddenly aware of the stink of her unwashed body and clothing and the coal dust that constantly clung to her skin. He listened to her rasping breath, felt her forehead, and took her pulse with a calm efficiency that was somehow soothing.

      “Do you know what afflicts them, Dr. Nash?” Caroline asked in a low tone as she gave Nora back to Ruby.

      “Nothing I can put a name to, but that’s not unusual when dealing with illnesses in crowded, badly ventilated spaces.” Dr. Nash’s gaze lingered on Nora. “We need to bring their temperatures down and feed them plain victuals. They should drink plenty of water that’s been boiled to prevent infection. I suspect a few days of good food, rest, and your staff’s attention will do wonders.”

      Even as she struggled to concentrate, Ruby was aware of something in the doctor’s voice. Was he angry because he’d been asked to treat her? Did he consider the working class beneath him?

      “I will care for my sister, myself, Doctor Nash,” Caroline said. “And there is no need to take that tone with me. I didn’t cause any of this.”

      Ruby’s gaze flew to the doctor’s face.

      Grimacing, he said, “I apologize, my lady, I meant no disrespect. It simply annoys me that people are forced to live in such conditions.” He put his coat back on and took a brown glass bottle out of his bag. “If your sister becomes feverish again, administer a teaspoon of this in water. Don’t give it to the child.”

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded and came back to the bed to look down at Ruby. “You should be feeling a lot better in a day or two, but please ask for me if you experience any other symptoms.”

      Ruby nodded.

      His expression softened as he said, “Good morning, ma’am.”

      He left the room and Caroline let out a huff of breath. “He really is the most infuriating man.”

      “He was kind to me.” Ruby gazed at Nora’s flushed face.

      “No one denies that he is an excellent doctor,” Caroline said. “It’s just that he can be rather abrasive. He obviously thinks I have failed in my duty toward you. Would you like me to bathe Nora while you take a nap?”

      “If you bathe her where I can see you.”

      “Of course.” Caroline rang the bell and a maid appeared like magic.

      Ruby had almost forgotten what it was like to have other people caring for your needs. Within minutes a small bath filled with lukewarm water was set on the chest of drawers.

      After Caroline gently undressed the baby, she glanced over at Ruby. “There are several items of clothing my children have outgrown that might be suitable for Nora. May I fetch some of them?”

      “You may dress her how you please, sister.” Ruby was too tired to argue about stupid things. “I’d like to see her looking well.”

      Caroline gently lowered the baby into the water and scooped water over her body.

      “Goodness! Her hair is fair.”

      Ruby had a vivid memory of Sidney holding his daughter and exclaiming over the same thing. After he’d gone, keeping Nora clean enough to maintain the brightness of her hair had become less important than surviving.

      Guilt flooded Ruby. “You mean she’s filthy and that I should be ashamed of myself.”

      “Ruby…” Caroline wrapped Nora in a soft towel and brought her back to the bed. “I know how hard it is to get clean water when you’re living in a tenement. We all lived like that once.”

      Ruby cuddled her daughter and inhaled the sweet scent of the lemon soap Caroline had used in the bathwater.

      “She’ll need feeding. I… don’t have enough milk.”

      “Then I’ll find someone who does.” Caroline swooped in and picked up Nora again. “You need to sleep. I will take Nora up to the nursery, find her some new clothing, and consult with Nurse.”

      Ruby began to protest but Caroline held up her finger. “Do you trust me, sister?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Then allow me to do this for you.” Caroline held her gaze. Ruby often forgot that her older sister was formidable in her own way. “I promise I will take care of her and bring her back very promptly.”

      After Ruby nodded, Caroline smiled and walked away the baby cradled in her arms.

      It took less than a minute for Ruby to fall into a deep, and thankfully dreamless, sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Nash? Come and have a drink with me.”

      Charles paused at the bottom of the stairs and looked inquiringly over at his host, Francis, Viscount Grafton-Wesley. The viscount beckoned impatiently from the doorway of his study.

      “I was intending to speak to your esteemed wife,” Charles said.

      “She’s upstairs in the nursery and will join us in a moment.” The viscount stepped back and held the door open wide. “Come along.”

      Charles, who was considered brusque himself, had nothing on the viscount. He meekly did as he was told.

      “How is Ruby?” Grafton asked as he poured them both a brandy.

      “She’s feverish, malnourished, and needs a good bath,” Charles said bluntly as he took the offered brandy. “But I don’t believe she has anything that can be caught by other members of your household, so you may rest easy.”

      “I’m not worried about that. I’ve seen worse; so have you.” The viscount offered him a cigar, which he declined.

      “I sometimes forget you were also in India.” Charles sipped the excellent brandy.

      “It was an experience I will never forget. I was lucky to survive.” Grafton’s expression turned inward. “I’ve seen cholera and yellow fever rage through whole villages and forts. I’ve had both.”

      “Then you will be pleased to hear that your sister-in-law has neither.”

      “And the child?”

      “Very much the same as the mother, but as she is so young, she will need to be carefully watched.”

      The viscount took a moment to light a cigar. “A damned bad business all around,” he said. “We weren’t even aware that Ruby had a child. The last time I saw Ruby was when Ivy went to stay with her after the birth of Rose. She must have been pregnant then, but she didn’t mention it.”

      Charles tactfully didn’t bring up that scandal, as Lady Ivy Grovedale had since returned home and was considered an exemplary wife to her husband and child.

      “And before you ask, we have no idea if Ruby is married or who the father of her child is. Ruby has always been a law unto herself—much to my wife’s consternation.” Viscount Grafton fixed him with a hard stare. “I only mention these matters to help with your treatments.”

      “I did wonder why the sister of a viscountess had been brought so low,” Charles acknowledged.

      “Ruby chose that life. She left home with a man who agitated at one of the local mills to further the cause of voting rights. Caroline tried to stop her, but I told her to let her leave.”

      “Why?”

      The viscount raised an eyebrow. “Because some people only learn by experience. You know that yourself, as do I.”

      “The only reason I was able to become a physician was because my godmother left me money, which paid for my training and allowed me to sell out my commission in the army. If she hadn’t done so, I would’ve been trapped, regardless of my inclinations or wishes. If I might be blunt, one might assume from her condition that your sister-in-law was cast out without a penny.”

      “Then you’d assume wrong. I continued to pay her an allowance. It’s not my fault if she chose to use it for purposes other than caring for herself and her daughter.”

      “Such as?”

      “Politics,” Grafton said bluntly. “Supporting the cause of universal suffrage.”

      “And you allowed that?”

      Grafton raised a dark eyebrow. “Ruby is an intelligent and independent woman. Why would I curtail her freedom to live as she wishes?”

      “Because she is part of your family?”

      “And I choose to treat her in the same way as I would if she were a man.” Grafton blew out a long stream of smoke. “As someone capable of making her own decisions about her own life and finances. I’m surprised that a man such as yourself would consider that unreasonable.”

      Charles was about to reply when the door opened, and Lady Caroline came in. “Ruby has gone to sleep,” she said. “I have taken Nora up to the nursery where she is currently being fed.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Grafton looked at his wife and poured her a brandy. “Nash here thinks terribly badly of us for letting Ruby get into such a state.”

      “So I noticed.” Lady Caroline gave Charles a severe look. “I hope you were able to articulate our position to him in rather more respectful terms than I was tempted to use when he looked down his nose at me.”

      “I apologize if I gave offense.” Charles inclined his head. “It was something of a surprise.”

      “To see my sister dressed like a coalminer’s wife?” Caroline sighed. “I must confess that she looked far more prosperous last time Francis saw her. I suspect something has gone wrong.”

      “Well, obviously, my love, or she wouldn’t have found her way back here,” Grafton said. “She would be far too proud to ask for help unless she was desperate.”

      “I suspect Nora’s father abandoned them,” Caroline said. “And, if she had no one to bring in a wage, she wouldn’t be able to pay rent.” She shuddered. “Having been in a similar situation I know how frightening it can be.”

      Charles studied Caroline Grafton’s face. She didn’t look like a woman who had suffered any hardship, but there was something in her voice that made him believe differently.

      She glanced over at him. “After my first husband died, I had to provide for my mother and two sisters. We worked at the dressmakers in Millcastle and rented two rooms in Three Coins.”

      “From me,” Grafton added. “Which is how we met.” He exchanged a remarkably intimate smile with his wife. “Poor Ruby has not had the same luck.”

      “But she is in a much better place now.” Unused to seeing such blatant lust in a marriage, Charles set down his glass and rose to his feet. “I have a meeting with Mr. Hepworth in town this evening, but I’ll be back to check on my patients.”

      “I suspect Ruby will sleep through until the morning,” Caroline said. “And we can easily care for Nora in the nursery until her mother awakens.”

      “What does Hepworth want?” Grafton asked.

      “He’s offered to set me up in a medical practice in town.”

      “Is that something that appeals to you?”

      “Yes. I’m tired of London. The workload at the hospital was overwhelming.” There were other reasons why it was necessary for him to get out of the city, but they were none of the Graftons’ concern.

      “He’ll want something in return,” Francis warned Charles as he walked him into the hall.

      “I’m well aware of that. He needs a physician for his navvies and their families. I’m more than willing to assist him, which will leave me time to gather my own private patient list in town.”

      “I’d be happy to assist you financially if I could also call on your services for my own family and staff,” Grafton said.

      Charles raised an eyebrow. “Are you quite certain your wife would agree to that? She was not impressed with me today.”

      “Ruby’s unexpected appearance and current condition were bound to raise questions in anyone’s mind. Caroline is far too intelligent to take offense over something so minor when she’s already seen you do so much good.” Grafton patted him on the shoulder. “Speak to Hepworth and let me know what you decide.”

      Before Charles could leave, the butler called out to him. “Dr. Nash? A letter has been delivered for you.”

      “Thank you.” Charles grimaced as he recognized the handwriting of his father’s secretary. He stuffed the missive in his pocket.

      The butler coughed gently. “The man who brought it is awaiting an immediate reply, sir.”

      “Can you keep him well fed and content until I return from town? I have an appointment I cannot afford to miss.”

      “Yes, of course, Dr. Nash.” The butler bowed. “We’ll look after him in the kitchen.”

      “Thank you.”

      Charles walked out of the side door and took the path toward the stables at the rear of the house. His steps slowed and with a muttered curse, he took out the letter, broke the seal imprinted with his father’s signet ring, and began to read.

      “Damnation.”

      Dread stirred in his gut. The news about his retreat from London had traveled farther than he’d anticipated, and the scoundrels had dared to contact his father and demand financial reparations directly. He’d been summoned home, and this time there was no excuse in the world that would get him out of the hole he’d dug for himself.

      He looked up, his gaze unfocused as he folded the letter with shaking hands and replaced it in his pocket.

      There was something he could salvage—a steady income and a clean start in Millcastle with people who still respected him and his work with his patients. He took a deep, steadying breath and set off for the stables. It was important that he continued to make a good impression on Mr. Hepworth, who wasn’t the kind of man to tolerate failure, especially on his own financial projects.

      Charles could set up a medical practice and work in Millcastle far away from the temptations of the city and make a good life for himself—if his father let him, and if he didn’t end up in a debtor’s prison with no hope of ever being set free.

      Charles did what he usually did and pushed all the unpleasantness to one side. Millcastle needed physicians and he was very well qualified. That was all Mr. Hepworth needed to know.
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      “Where is she?” Ruby was aware that shouting at the maid was neither fair, nor likely to accomplish anything, but somehow, she couldn’t stop herself.

      “I’ll find her ladyship!” The young girl fled from Ruby’s bedroom, her expression terrified.

      Ruby sat back against the pillows, already exhausted from her outburst. She’d woken up alone in her bed and panicked when she couldn’t find Nora. Had Sidney appeared at night and taken her?

      Caroline came in and rushed over to the bed. “Whatever is the matter? You’ve made Bridget cry.”

      “Where is Nora?”

      “She’s sleeping comfortably in the nursery. Where else would she be?”

      “Here with me? You promised⁠—”

      “I asked you to trust me to take care of her, and that’s what I’ve done,” Caroline said firmly. “When she wakes up, and after she’s been fed, I’ll bring her to you.”

      “I don’t even know what day it is,” Ruby said as she glanced out of the window. She knew she owed her sister an apology but didn’t seem to have the ability to offer one.

      “That’s because we left you to sleep. You’ve been oblivious for almost two full days.” Caroline started opening drawers in the cupboard. “I’ve left some of my clothes here for you. We’re of a similar size. If you want to get up and walk to the nursery, I’ll help you dress.”

      Ruby’s stomach growled, and Caroline smiled. “Or you can have something to eat and join me when you’re ready?”

      The lure of hot food fought with Ruby’s desire to see her baby.

      “Can someone bring me something to eat in the nursery?”

      “Of course.” Caroline placed a pair of pantaloons, a shift, some stockings, and a corset at the end of Ruby’s bed along with the gown. “Come along, then.”

      With her sister’s competent assistance, Ruby was soon dressed in a dark blue gown and on her way upstairs.

      “Will you apologize to the maid for me?” she asked as they went into the nursery.

      “You can do it yourself.” Caroline pointed toward the fireplace where a very young and anxious face looked back at them. “Bridget is one of the nursery maids.”

      Ruby went forward and stopped in front of the girl. “I shouldn’t have shouted at you. I apologize.”

      “That’s all right, miss.” Bridget bobbed a curtsey. “You probably woke up in a bit of a fright because of the baby.”

      “I did, but that was no excuse for my behavior.”

      Caroline came to stand beside them. “Is Nora still sleeping?”

      “Nurse just took her to the wetnurse to feed, my lady. She’ll be back in a tick.”  Bridget had a hint of an Irish brogue. “Would you like me to fetch Miss Louisa for you?”

      “Yes, please. And after you’ve done that, can you go down to the kitchen and ask Cook for a tray of food for my sister?”

      Caroline turned to Ruby, her smile soft. “My daughter is not much older than your Nora. I do hope they can be friends.”

      “I doubt that. Louisa is the daughter of a viscount, and Nora is a bastard.”

      “They are still cousins.” Caroline held Ruby’s gaze. “Surely that is the important thing?”

      “Not to society, and probably not to your husband.”

      Caroline chuckled. “You of all people know that Francis has no time for such nonsense. He married me for goodness’ sake—the woman who was his mistress and managed his books.”

      Ruby wasn’t sure why she had to be so disagreeable to the people who were providing her with shelter. The bitterness that had entered her veins after Sidney’s betrayal affected everything and kept seeping out.

      When Bridget departed to fetch Louisa, Ruby touched Caroline’s arm.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’ve obviously had a difficult time.” Caroline set her hand over Ruby’s. “Perhaps when you feel better, you will tell me what happened?”

      “And why I ended up begging on your doorstop?”

      “You hardly did that. You are my sister. You are always welcome here.”

      Ruby nodded even though she was aware that on her previous visit to celebrate Ivy’s wedding she had done nothing to endear herself to anyone. In truth, she’d gone out of her way to be dismissive and insulting to her sister’s guests. She’d been filled with a sense of righteous indignation about the inequalities of the world and had been more than willing to share her radical opinions with the gentry and the factory owners, whether they wanted to hear her or not.

      Since Nora’s birth and Sidney’s departure, all her certainties had disappeared…

      “Here she is, my lady.” Bridget returned with Louisa in her arms. “Bright and bonny from her nap.”

      Caroline took baby Louisa in her arms and lightly kissed the top of her head. “Good afternoon, my darling.”

      “Mama.” The baby patted her face and beamed.

      Ruby leaned in closer to get a better view of the child. She had her father’s dark hair and fixed Ruby with a piercing blue stare.

      “She looks just like Francis,” Ruby said.

      “I know.” Caroline sighed. “She even has his beak of a nose. I suspect she’ll be quite formidable when she comes of age. Neither of my children look like me, whereas your Nora is a mirror image of you.”

      “Apart from her hair.” Ruby pictured Nora’s little face. “I can’t see it myself.”

      “Perhaps it’s because I remember you and Ivy when you were young and can see it more clearly.” Caroline went to sit by the fire and placed the baby on her lap. “What is Nora’s birthdate?”

      Ruby took the seat opposite her sister, glad of both the warmth of the fire and the chance to sit down. Her legs were shaking. “She’ll be a year old on September the first.”

      “And Louisa will be one and a half in a week.” Caroline smiled down at her daughter who was standing on her lap clutching onto her mother’s sleeve. “They are only a few months apart in age.”

      The door opened and Bridget returned with a covered tray she placed next to Ruby.

      “Cook says to eat up, and if you want more, she’ll be happy to provide it for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ruby’s stomach growled as she contemplated the bowl of chicken soup, bread, and cheese. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had fresh bread, having been reduced to buying the stale ends and leftovers from the baker at the corner of her street. He allegedly put chalk and ash in his dough.

      “Don’t eat too fast,” Caroline said quietly.

      “I haven’t forgotten the lessons we learned when we had very little, sister,” Ruby said. “They’ve stood me in good stead over the past few years.”

      She sipped the soup and almost groaned at the richness of the broth. The tender chunks of chicken were even better. She forced herself to slow down and savor each bite as Caroline played and sang with her daughter. She still had a sense that she was living in a dream—that at any moment someone would click their fingers and she’d be transported back to her bedroom in Leeds where there was no fire, nothing to eat, and a baby who cried constantly with hunger…

      “Ruby?”

      She looked over at Caroline who was frowning. “What?”

      “Are you feeling well? You seem very… faraway.”

      “The soup is delicious.”

      “I’ll tell Cook.” Caroline smiled. “Perhaps if you continue to eat well, you can feed Nora again yourself.”

      Even the thought of trying to do that made Ruby anxious, so she concentrated on eating. Her head came up as she heard Nora chuckling. She watched Bridget come through the door carrying Nora.

      “Here’s your little one, ma’am.” Bridget handed Nora over. “Wet nurse says she’s doing very well now.”

      “So I can see.” Ruby smiled at her daughter, aware of the differences a few good meals had made. “Please thank her for me.”

      “I will, ma’am.” Bridget turned to Caroline. “I’ll just go down to the kitchen and fetch the young master’s milk and biscuits, my lady.”

      “Please do. He’ll be back from his ride with his father at any moment. You haven’t met Joseph yet, have you, Ruby? He’s somewhat of a whirlwind.”

      As Joseph announced his presence by shouting as he came up the stairs, Ruby immediately knew what Caroline meant. She stiffened in her chair as Francis followed his son into the nursery.

      “Be quiet, young man. You’ll frighten your sister.” Francis looked over at Ruby, his expression as inscrutable as ever. “Good afternoon. You look much better.”

      “Hard to look worse.” Ruby made herself meet his gaze. “Thank you for allowing me to stay with you.”

      “If I hadn’t, Caroline would have taken my children and followed you down the lane.”

      Despite his pleasant tone, Ruby was reminded once again that only his fierce loyalty to Caroline made Francis tolerate her family.

      “I had a message from your mother, Caroline,” Francis continued. “She and Ivy are coming to visit Ruby at three o’clock on Friday.”

      Caroline frowned. “Who told them she was here?”

      Francis shrugged. “I have no idea, but as half our staff have relatives who work at Grovedale Hall, I suspect the news traveled fast.”

      Ruby fought a grimace. The last thing she wanted was for the rest of her family to descend on her. They were all sympathetic to her plight right now, but soon questions would be asked about how she’d allowed herself to be brought so low. Her mother would declare she’d told Ruby not to leave Grafton Hall and, whether they said anything to Ruby’s face or not, everyone would silently judge her.

      And perhaps she deserved their condemnation, but she’d done what she’d believed was right, and she refused to be ashamed of that.

      “You don’t have to see them if you don’t want to,” Francis said idly as he reached out to hold his daughter. Ruby reminded herself that he missed very little. “You can retire to your bed. Caroline and I will guard your door from any unwanted intrusions.”

      Ruby shot him a look, and he raised an eyebrow. “Your mother in full flow is somewhat overwhelming, and Ivy does have an unfortunate tendency to speak her truth with great disregard as to the effect of her words.”

      Ruby sighed and sat up straight. “It might be better to get it over with.”

      “I admire your optimism that maman would ever let anything be over.” Caroline smiled as Louisa patted Francis’s face. “She’s still annoyed that Alice married Mr. Hepworth.”

      “Why would she be annoyed about that?” Ruby asked, glad for the distraction.

      “Because Alice was supposed to live quietly at Grovedale Hall for the rest of her life and support Ivy.”

      “Then Alice made a wise decision to choose her own path,” Ruby said. “I met Mr. Hepworth at the wedding. He is something of a character.”

      “He is indeed, and he does love Alice with all his heart.” Caroline looked over at her husband. “And he helped make Francis even richer by bringing the railway to Millcastle.”

      Ruby opened her mouth to pour scorn on such a decision and remembered that her brother-in-law and sister had given her shelter when no one else would.

      “The railway does offer the working man a great opportunity to travel beyond his usual existence,” Ruby said instead. “It has certainly helped spread the word about universal suffrage.”

      “Indeed.” Francis winced as Louisa pulled his hair and Joseph tugged on his coat sleeve. “I think my son is getting jealous of his sister having all my attention.” He handed Louisa back to her mother and took Joseph’s hand. “Come and sit at the table and have your milk.”

      His ease and obvious familiarity with his children were quite unexpected. Ruby had assumed he’d be a cold and distant father like most of the aristocracy—seeing his progeny only when necessary.

      Nora gave a tiny snore and Ruby eased the blanket away from her face.

      “Does she need a nap?” Caroline asked as she beckoned to Bridget. “She looks very peaceful.”

      “Yes,” Ruby said softly.

      “Shall I put her down to sleep for you ma’am?” Bridget asked.

      “I’d prefer to do that myself if you can show me her crib.”

      Ruby stood up, aware that she was extremely tired herself. Letting Nora remain in the nursery and not by her side was a way of showing Caroline how much she trusted her. If her mother and sister were truly coming to visit at the end of the week, she’d need to gather all her resources before she could face them.
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      “Then, if you’re agreeable to my terms, Dr. Nash, I’ll get my secretary to draw up a contract between us.”

      Mr. Hepworth looked inquiringly at Charles, his pen in his hand. He was a broad, harsh-faced man who made no pretense of being a gentleman and ruled his rapidly expanding commercial empire with an iron fist. He happily displayed his wealth and made no concessions to the nobility or those he considered corrupt. He was also one of the most honest and straightforward men Charles had ever met, and they’d taken to each other immediately.

      “Totton will take you to see the building I own near the new railway station. It has room for your consulting rooms on the ground floor with two further levels above for your personal use.” Hepworth dipped his pen in the inkwell and scribbled something on the paper in front of him. His office was a symphony of dark mahogany, tall glass bookcases, and the smell of new leather. “Here’s a draft on my bank for your use.”

      “You don’t need to do that.” Charles frowned.

      “Aye, I do.” Hepworth’s light blue gaze fastened on Charles. “I didn’t make this offer without doing some checking up on you, Dr. Nash. You might have a fancy accent and an aristocratic family, but you’ve no funds of your own and a rather spotty past.”

      “What exactly did you find out about me?” Charles asked carefully.

      “Enough to know that I’ll be watching the books.” Hepworth winked as he held out the bank draft Charles wished he could refuse. “I’m willing to overlook youthful mistakes and offer anyone a second chance. But don’t try and fool me, Nash, or I’ll kick you out on your arse.”

      Charles took the draft, blinking after the unexpected ripping away of his carefully constructed façade.

      “Do you really investigate all your business partners so thoroughly, or was there something about me that stuck out?”

      Hepworth sat back and contemplated Charles, his gaze shrewd. “I always do my due diligence, but I had to wonder why a gentleman such as yourself was willing to work with my navvies when no one else would.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m not the kind of man to spread gossip about my partners, so your secrets are safe with me.” Hepworth paused. “And I haven’t forgotten how hard you fought to save my wife and baby daughter.”

      “How are Mrs. Hepworth and Amelia?” Charles asked, grateful for the change in subject.

      “Doing very well, thank you.”

      Hepworth smiled for the first time. Having been at the difficult birth, Charles was aware how much value Hepworth placed on his wife Alice and how devastated he would’ve been if she’d died. The baby had been breech, and the labor had exhausted Alice Hepworth to the point where Charles had feared he’d have to sacrifice one or the other.

      “My wife is quite recovered now.”

      “I will make sure to call on her in the near future and see how she does,” Charles promised.

      “She’d appreciate that.” Hepworth hesitated. “She does worry about the bairn.”

      “Is there anything in particular she should be worrying about?”

      “Not that I’ve noticed, and I have some experience in this matter.” Hepworth looked down at his hands. “I’ve grieved for children of my own before.”

      “Then perhaps I should come sooner and make sure Mrs. Hepworth’s worries are set to one side.”

      “Aye, you can come to lunch with me at the end of the week and see what you make of the state of things. I’ll be going home early to celebrate Dan’s birthday. You can tell me what you think of the new premises then.” He stood and held out his hand. “Now, I’ll wish you good day, doctor. You’ll find Totton in his office down the hall.”

      Charles accepted the strong handshake and went out, the draft from Hepworth’s bank clasped in his fingers. He paused outside Totton’s door to secure it safely in his pocket. He’d set up a new bank account in town to avoid his creditors in London and save his money. At least he now had the funds to travel and see his father, but that could wait until he’d established himself in Millcastle.

      He knocked sharply on the secretary’s door and went in. “Good morning, Mr. Totton. I understand that you are going to show me the new premises near the railway.”

      “Good morning, Dr. Nash.” Mr. Totton was already rising to his feet. “I have the keys. Shall we proceed to the newly refurbished accommodation?”
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      Ruby awaited her family in the drawing room. She wore Caroline’s castoffs—a dress, underthings, and stockings—and her hair was pulled back into a severe bun at the nape of her neck. Still, she was not prepared for the inevitable confrontation ahead.

      “Maman.” Ruby smiled as her mother came rushing toward her, rose to her feet, and accepted her embrace.

      Her mother drew back to study Ruby’s face. “You are too thin. What on earth have you been doing to yourself?”

      “Trying to survive.” Ruby eased out of her mother’s arms and sat down. “You know how that goes.”

      “True. I have had my share of trials and tribulations,” her mother acknowledged. “But none of them have been of my own choosing.”

      Caroline cleared her throat. “I’ve ordered some tea. It should be here shortly.”

      “Thank you.” Her mother sat as well, smoothing the skirts of her silk gown. “Ivy will be here in a moment. She wanted to speak to Francis.”

      “He’s just arrived back from London,” Caroline said. “He might not be in a very receptive mood.”

      “Is he ever? I think Ivy wants him to invest in her husband’s proposed publishing venture.” Mrs. Delisle took off her gloves and set them on the side table.

      “I hadn’t heard about that.” Caroline frowned.

      “Then thank the lord that you don’t live with them, because I have heard nothing else for the past week.” Her mother sighed. “If Alice had done her duty and stayed with Ivy instead of marrying that railway navvy, I wouldn’t have to put up with it.”

      “At one point we all thought Alice was going to marry Ian, maman,” Caroline reminded her. “It’s hardly likely she’d wish to live with the woman who took her place.”

      “Francis should have told Alice to do her duty to her family. She should’ve showed more gratitude, considering her tenuous social position.”

      “Regardless of the circumstances of her birth, Francis considers Alice his true sister,” Caroline snapped back. “And as she is very happy with her extremely rich and successful husband, I suspect he would consider he made the correct decision to support her choices.”

      “About what?” Ivy came into the room. “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing in particular.” Caroline smiled as she went to embrace her younger sister. “Maman just mentioned that Ian is considering setting up a publishing company,”

      Ivy came over to hug Ruby, her expression full of sweetness. “I am so glad you have returned to us. I have missed you so much.”

      Ruby hugged her sister back. They’d been inseparable for years—Ruby the fierce protector and Ivy the shrinking violet—but things had changed. Despite adversity, Ivy had grown into a strong woman, leaving Ruby floundering in the mire behind her.

      Ivy moved her chair as close to Ruby’s as possible and reached over to take her hand. “How is Nora?”

      “She is doing very well.” Ruby glanced over at Caroline who nodded.

      Her mother sniffed. “And where exactly is your husband, Ruby?”

      “I’m not sure whom you are referring to, maman, because I do not have one,” Ruby said steadily.

      “Then if you aren’t married, your child is a bastard.”

      “My child is loved and wanted.” Ruby held her mother’s gaze. “And you are her grandmother, whether you choose to acknowledge that relationship or not.”

      Mrs. Delisle tossed her head. “I am not one to speak ill of my own family in public, but I will tell you privately that I do not approve of such irresponsible behavior. Your reputation is ruined.”

      “I am well aware of that,” Ruby said. “But as I have no intention of reentering society or marrying it doesn’t matter to me.”

      “What about your sisters and me?”

      “Caroline and Ivy are already married, and their reputations, along with yours, are unlikely to be sullied by mine.”

      “If you have no husband, how are you going to support yourself and your child?” her mother demanded. “Do you intend to live off your relatives for the rest of your life?”

      Her mother had squandered her own inheritance and lived off her daughters. Ruby felt an old spark come to life, urging her to remind her mother of this fact, but she tamped it down. She was too exhausted to start another fight.

      Ivy squeezed her hand. “Ruby will always have a home with me, and I know Caroline feels the same.”

      “Absolutely.” Caroline looked up as the butler and parlor maid came in bringing the tea tray and a collection of cakes. “Thank you.” She started pouring the tea and Ivy got up to pass the cups around. “Make sure Ruby has some cake.”

      “She should.” Ivy winked at Ruby as she set the cup down. “Caroline’s cook is the best in the county.”

      “Thank you.” Ruby accepted both the tea and the pile of cakes on her plate. She found most of the food too rich and struggled to enjoy it.

      After making sure everyone was settled, Caroline turned to Ivy. “What is this publishing lark all about?”

      “Oh! Ian thinks he should stay at home for a year or so and compile his notebooks, diaries, and botanical drawings into a series of published books.” Ivy ate a cake. “I suspect part of his reasoning is to keep an eye on me so that I don’t abandon him and our child again, but it is something he is genuinely interested in pursuing.”

      “He should stay home,” Mrs. Delisle said. “He’s too old to be gallivanting around the world while his child is so young, and he needs an heir.”

      Ruby noticed Ivy’s shudder. Her sister had fallen into a great melancholy after the birth of her first child and at one point had left her at home and run away to Leeds, which had caused a host of complications in Ruby’s life before Francis had arrived to take Ivy home. She wished she had the energy to defend Ivy against her mother but that part of her, the defiant flicker of rage that had propelled her into leaving Millcastle in the first place, had been extinguished long before Sidney left her.

      Luckily, Caroline was made of sterner stuff and was quite happy to engage with her mother and set her straight.

      “Ivy and Ian have years ahead of them to have more children, maman, and with all due respect, it is none of your business.”

      “I do live there,” her mother objected. “I am a part of the household.”

      “And a very valued part, I’m sure,” Caroline replied.

      “Yes, indeed,” Ivy added. “I don’t know how we would get on without you.”

      For a moment, Ruby wondered whether all was well with Ivy’s marriage if she still needed her mother to live with her. Was maman her companion or her watchdog? If she could find the energy, she’d ask Caroline about it later.

      She abruptly stood up. “I need to feed Nora.”

      Her mother looked scandalized. “I thought Caroline said she’d brought in a wet nurse so that you could recover your strength and not worry about such things.”

      Ruby looked over at Caroline. “Will you excuse me, please?”

      “Of course,” Caroline said, even though she knew full well that Ruby still couldn’t feed Nora. “I will be going out in an hour or so to visit Alice, if you wish to accompany me?”

      “I suspect I’ll be asleep.” Ruby tried to smile. “But thank you for the invitation.”

      “Why are you visiting Alice?” Mrs. Delisle demanded.

      “Why would I not?” Caroline raised an eyebrow. “I am extremely fond of her.”

      “She coveted Ivy’s husband!”

      “Maman.” Ivy sighed. “Alice had every right to assume Ian was going to propose to her because he fully intended to. You know that better than anyone.”

      Ruby headed to the door as a headache crept up the back of her neck. She couldn’t deal with her mother at the best of times, and this wasn’t one of them. The argument continued as she quietly closed the door behind her. She went up the stairs, her energy disappearing through the leaden soles of her feet, making each step an effort.

      The curtains in her room were open, but she didn’t bother to close them. At least she’d done her duty and met her mother again, which was enough for now. She took off her borrowed shoes, climbed into bed, and fell asleep the moment her head touched the pillow.
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      An hour later, she was wide awake, her body simply not used to the luxury of being able to sleep whenever she felt like it. She went up to the nursery, but Nora had just been put down for her nap and was sleeping peacefully in her cradle with a nurserymaid sitting beside her in case she needed anything.

      At a loss for something to do and unwilling to return to her bedchamber and the darkness of her own thoughts, Ruby went down into the hall where she discovered Caroline just putting on her bonnet.

      “Ruby!”

      “Do you think Alice would object to my presence if I accompanied you?” Ruby asked.

      “Not at all. She is part of our family, and I trust her implicitly.” Caroline helped Ruby find her new cloak and bonnet. “And it will do you good to get some fresh air. You haven’t been out in almost a week.”

      Ruby allowed the footman to help her into the carriage. She marveled again at how some women were treated as helpless ornaments, while other toiled in factories for lower wages than the men. Factory owners thought women were more docile and less likely to rebel because of their need to provide for their children.

      The luxury that surrounded her now felt as unreal as her other life, and she wondered if she’d ever be able to reconcile the two. Shaking off her sense of unreality, she focused her gaze on the scenery, all too aware of the smoking chimneys behind them in Millcastle and the ugly scar of the railway dissecting the hills surrounding the valley.

      To her surprise, Alice’s house was a square, stone-built Georgian building with a sweeping drive and established gardens flowing down toward the local river.

      “I assumed Mr. Hepworth would require something far larger and more modern,” Ruby said as the carriage stopped at the front door. “This is charming.”

      “Despite what you might think, Mr. Hepworth is completely under his wife’s thumb,” Caroline said. “Alice loved this house, so he bought it for her. He also gave her carte blanche to furnish and decorate it, which for a man who knows exactly how many nails are needed to build a station platform, was quite a concession.”

      “Lucky Alice.” Ruby stepped out of the carriage into the weak sunshine and appreciated the silence settling around them.

      “I do believe she had a lucky escape from Ian. Ivy’s intervention was good for all of them.”

      “Even Ivy?” Ruby looked at her sister. “Is she truly happy?”

      “I think she has the capacity to be happy,” Caroline said carefully. “But it might take time for her and Ian to trust each other completely again.”

      “Understandable when she ran away from him.”

      “Some women struggle after giving birth. If you’d been here⁠—”

      Ruby interrupted her sister. “You don’t have to explain. I saw how she was when she arrived in Leeds and threw herself on my mercy. I am not criticizing her.”

      Caroline touched her sleeve. “Alice had a very difficult birth, and she and her daughter still seem quite fragile.”

      Ruby raised her chin. “Thank you for the warning. I’ll try not to say anything insensitive.”

      Caroline rolled her eyes as she knocked on the door. “I can’t decide if I’m glad to see you being prickly again or offended that you’d think I didn’t know you’d be kind.”

      “You don’t know me very well anymore, sister. And, in truth, as I don’t know myself, I appreciate your warning.”

      The door was opened by a parlor maid who bobbed a curtsy and invited them into the spacious hall. “Sorry, my lady. It’s the butler’s afternoon off and Mrs. Hepworth was just up in the nursery.” She smiled as she took their cloaks and gloves. “She’s in the drawing room now, and I was just about to fetch her some tea.”

      “Thank you.” Caroline was always so gracious one might think she’d been born a viscountess. “There’s no need to announce us. We’ll go and find her while you get on.”

      “Thank you, my lady.”

      Ruby followed her sister into a sunlit drawing room decorated in subtle cream and blue. The room was dominated by a large portrait hanging over the mantel of Mr. Hepworth scowling ferociously. She was already regretting her decision to accompany Caroline, a feeling that didn’t abate when she realized their hostess was already entertaining another guest.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/katepearce_amarriageofconvenience_hr.jpg
4

=

L/ 1E,
-
/// 1 s

b

MILLCASTLE
T

o}
o
m

T
m
%,xm
Zx

W

o
NEW YORK TIMES AND -
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ,

PEARCLE






OEBPS/images/kate-pearce-offer.jpg
FREE
DOWNLOA

for Kate's newsletter!

)

Get a free copy of Once A Seal and
other surprises when you sign up

ONCE ASEAL W ciick Here To et Your Free copy





