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            A Letter from Jennifer Haymore

         

         
            Dear Reader,

            When Lady Esme Hawkins walked into my office several months ago I was shocked. I had no idea why a lady of her rank—a duke’s sister!—would come to see me. Not to mention the fact that I’ve written about her—she is a major character in all three of my House of Trent series novels.

            After I got over my starstruck surprise at having one of my own characters in my cluttered little office, Lady Esme explained the situation to me. It turns out that she is a lady novelist. She carries a notebook with her at all times, and inside it, she writes intense, erotic, and romantic novellas.

            And she needed my help.

            You see, the lady can’t share her stories openly with the world. They’re far, far too scandalous. Lady Esme’s brother, the Duke of Trent, is a paragon of morality who is very sensitive to tarnishes on his family’s reputation. The duke’s family lives in the highest echelons of a society that would be utterly appalled if they discovered one of their ranks was penning erotic tales of love.
            

            That’s where I came in. Through me, and under my name, Lady Esme can at last share her stories with all of you.

            This is the second of Lady Esme’s stand-alone stories: His for Christmas. It’s a tale of onetime friends-turned-strangers who are reunited in a terrible storm just before Christmas. This is definitely one to heat up a cold winter’s night!
            

            So, dear reader, I present to you Lady Esme’s sexy and romantic His for Christmas, the second of the Lady Esme novellas.
            

            Enjoy!

            Sincerely,
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            Jennifer Haymore

         

      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Oh no.”
         

         Lady Amelia Witherspoon looked in horror from the carriage’s broken axle to her coachman. Snow fell in a thick curtain of white between them, dulling him around the edges, and she wrapped her arms around herself to ward off the bite of cold air. “What are we going to do, John?”

         John shrugged, his expression helpless. “There’s naught that can be done, milady. This carriage is going nowhere.”
         

         Amelia gazed down the road in both directions, toward London and the way they’d come, then back up toward Wheatley. They’d been traveling at a snail’s pace due to the weather and were just a bit over halfway home though it was already past noon. The storm had grown worse by the minute, the temperature dropping rapidly and the wind whistling through the stark, bare branches of the nearby trees. Not to mention that it was late December, and it would be dark before long.

         Though despair nudged at her, Amelia flicked it off as she might a bit of dust. She had no intention of freezing to death today. She straightened her shoulders. “Very well,” she told John. “We shall take the horses and walk.”

         John’s eyes rounded into brown pools. “To Cheltham House?”

         “Oh, dear—I hope not! There are villages between here and Cheltham House, aren’t there? We shall walk to the closest one and find shelter there until the storm passes.”

         John stared at her for a moment, then his chest rose and fell with a deep, deep breath. “Very well, my lady. The closest village, though…” He shook his head.

         She steeled her voice, refusing to allow any hint of trepidation to enter into it. “How far is it?”

         “Six or eight miles, I believe.”

         She forced herself to wrap a sense of calm around her like a cloak. It wouldn’t do either of them any good if she panicked.

         It would be well past dark before they arrived at the village, but this was a well-traveled road and surely another vehicle would come along soon. They would be offered a ride. No one with any sort of conscience would leave them out in this storm, especially not two days before Christmas.

         “We’d best hurry, then.”

         John unhitched the two horses. Amelia helped him strap his bag on one of the horses’ backs and her valise onto the other. Then she pulled her fur-lined woolen cap low over her forehead, and she and John began to walk.

         Her half boots sank up to her ankles in snow with every step, but she could still see the edges of the road, so it wasn’t that deep. Not yet. After they’d gone a few yards, she glanced back at her carriage, a white, lumpy shadow, already melting into the storm.
         

         John kept pace beside her, one gloved hand tucked into the depths of his pocket and the other gripping the horses’ leads.

         “I’m so sorry about this, John,” she murmured after they’d walked several minutes in silence. She’d been busy with her charity work and hadn’t been able to finish distributing the gifts to the orphans at St. John’s Orphanage until yesterday. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and she’d wanted desperately to get home in time to enjoy Christmas with her family. John had warned her that snow might be coming, but spending Christmas away from her mother and father and younger sisters was too lonely to contemplate.

         John’s family was also in the area, and she knew he’d want to be with them for Christmas, so he hadn’t been too difficult to convince. Still, she should have planned this better, given them a greater window of time to travel the fifty miles between London and home. Everyone knew how unpredictable the weather could be this time of year.

         John pulled his hand out of his pocket to pat her shoulder. “Don’t worry yourself over it. I know how much you wanted to be home for Christmas.”

         “I did. And you did, too,” she said glumly.

         “Ah, well, chin up, milady. You can’t blame yourself for the weather. We still might make it home, and if we don’t—well, there’ll be other Christmases.” With each word he said, a puff of fog wisped out from his mouth. “Now what’s most important is that we survive this one.”

         “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

         Amelia thought of her mother and father, and her younger sisters, Emmaline and Veronica. They knew she’d planned to come today, and when she didn’t arrive this evening, they’d worry. Or maybe they’d just think she had decided not to come because of the weather. She hoped so. The idea of them spending Christmas worrying over her made her stomach twist.

         Pressing her lips together, Amelia picked up her pace, bent forward at the waist, and forged onward through the wind and swirling snow.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The weather had definitely taken a turn for the worse. Evan Cameron flicked the curtain over the carriage window and leaned back against the leather cushion. It would be well past dark before they arrived home. Poor Joseph—his driver—would be frozen stiff by then.

         Not for the first time, Evan considered calling a halt to this ridiculousness. Traveling in bad—and worsening—weather was never wise, and he hated putting Joseph through such misery.

         The village of Postcombe was less than five miles away. They could be there within the hour. He and Joseph could stop there for the night…

         But Evan had promised his aunt and his mother that he’d be home today, and he wasn’t a man who liked to break his promises.

         The carriage began to slow, and Evan frowned. As they drew to a stop, Evan drew the curtain back again and looked outside with a furrowed brow. Two figures trudged along the side of the road, their shoulders bent against the wind, their coats heavily dusted with snow, the taller figure holding the leads of the two horses that trailed behind them. Their faces were angled toward Joseph. Evan didn’t know the man. Something about the woman looked familiar, but he couldn’t get a good view of her from this perspective.

         He opened the door and stepped out of the carriage. Both people turned in his direction.

         The woman’s neutral expression transformed to a frown, her eyes narrowing to angry slits and her lips growing thin.

         “You,” she whispered.

         If he wasn’t mistaken, her tone was laced with horror.

         Who was she? She was beautiful, with generous curves her coat couldn’t conceal, a pretty round face, blond hair peeking out from her woolen cap, and sparkling blue eyes.

         Those eyes…awareness slammed into him, and he took a step backward, his arse banging against the edge of the carriage door. “Pudge?” he breathed.

         The lovely blue eyes narrowed further, and the man beside her stepped forward. “This is Lady Amelia Witherspoon,” he said gruffly. “I was driving my lady to Cheltham House when our carriage’s axle broke. And you are…?”

         Amelia took hold of her coachman’s arm. “It is our neighbor, Mr. Evan Cameron. It appears he has returned from the Continent.”

         Evan raised a brow, an automatic response to her frosty tone. “I have.”

         Witherspoon. It was her married name. He remembered his mother writing to him about Lady Amelia’s marriage. She had been married in the autumn of 1807. Over four years ago now.
         

         He recalled the feeling the news of her nuptials had given him. It hadn’t been a pleasant sensation. After all, he’d once hoped she would be his someday, and even though he’d given up on that dream, he hated the thought of her in another man’s arms.

         He’d written back to his mother asking her not to speak to him of Lady Amelia again. She hadn’t asked questions and had abided his wishes. He’d told her once as a lad what he thought of Lady Amelia. She was a wise enough woman not to press him.

         And now, that lady stood before him in the flesh, covered with snow, more beautiful than ever, married…and furious, it seemed.

         He finally found his tongue, and his manners. “Please, come inside my carriage and out of the weather, my lady. I will ensure you arrive home safely tonight.”

         Amelia studied him, and for a mad moment he actually believed she might refuse his offer. And then…she did!

         “No,” she said primly. “I’d rather walk.”

         Lifting her nose into the air, she turned away from him.

         Her coachman’s eyes went wide. He coughed, then lurched after her. The horses trailed behind him. “Milady!”

         She glanced up at him but continued walking, her strides long and determined. “John, I don’t think…” Evan didn’t hear the rest, for she was walking so quickly away from him, the words faded with every step she took.

         Evan stalked after her. When he reached her, he grabbed her arm with a firm grip, halted her midstep, and turned her to face him.

         She looked down at her arm, then into his face, furious. “Unhand me this instant!”

         Holy hell. What was this about? He kept a firm grip on her arm. “You will come into my carriage, my lady. I’ll not have you walking to your death in this weather.”

         They were still a good fifteen miles away from Cheltham House and five miles from Postcombe. The snow was falling more thickly by the second.

         “As I said, I’d rather walk than take your charity,” she said stiffly, trying to wriggle out of his grip.

         He was completely flummoxed by this behavior. Amelia had always been a girl with a sweet and selfless disposition, always kind, always caring more about others than herself. Had marriage turned her into some kind of virago?

         He didn’t let her go. He met her eyes evenly, lowering his chin. “I insist.”

         His tone was dark and brooked no argument, because no way in hell was he allowing her to walk another step out here.

         She stilled, her sky-blue eyes looking straight into his for a long moment. Falling snow whispered around them. Finally, she blinked, looked up at the sky, and back down to him, snowflakes melting on her pinkened cheeks.

         “Very well, then.” Her voice was tight and lacking in emotion. This time, when she tried to shake free of his grip, Evan let her go.

         He breathed out a sigh of relief and glanced at her coachman, who also appeared relieved.

         He helped secure the horses to the back of his carriage, then John sat up on the driver’s seat with Joseph while Evan helped Amelia into the carriage. His gaze raked over her softly rounded backside as she climbed in.

         Amelia had always been a pretty girl, but pretty was not an adequate description for the woman she had become. Curvaceously lovely or voluptuously delicious would perhaps be better.
         

         He sat beside her, forcibly pushing back the erotic image of him running his hands over all those lush curves. For God’s sake. She was a married woman, and it was a personal rule of his to never dally with other men’s wives.

         Still, married or not, she was the loveliest thing he’d ever laid eyes on.

         After being outside for so long, she was shivering, so he removed her sodden coat and cap then tucked all his heavy blankets around her. She accepted them without comment, her body stiff.

         The carriage rumbled forward at a slow pace, and they sat in silence for a few minutes while Evan observed her. She sat ramrod straight, facing forward, her face set in hard lines, her gloved hands clasped tightly in her lap over the blankets.

         And he realized how much he’d missed her. It had been years—how many? seven? eight?—since he’d seen her last. It was before he’d gone to university and stopped visiting home as often. On the few occasions he’d returned home, he’d looked for her, but the timing had never been quite right. She’d been in London with her family or visiting relatives or at school.

         But he’d always imagined her there, a fixture at Cheltham House, lovely and sweet-natured, reading a book in the outdoor pavilion, sitting on one of the benches with her legs tucked up under her. He always imagined himself watching her—as he had many times, because she looked so peaceful sitting there engrossed in her stories—and then her finally noticing his presence—as she had many times—giving him that slow, shy smile he loved to see.

         Even after he heard she’d married, he found it difficult to picture her any other way.

         This stern-faced but beautiful woman sitting beside him…well, it was hard to reconcile her with the girl of his memories. Maybe if he could get her to smile, he’d see a hint of that girl he’d…liked.
         

         The extended silence began to make him fidget, and he cleared his throat. “I heard you married. Mr. Witherspoon of London? Congratulations, Pud…er, my lady.”

         Slowly, she turned to him, but her eyelashes fluttered in surprise. “That was four years ago,” she said dryly. “Your congratulations are quite tardy.”

         He flinched, and she continued. “Especially considering the fact that Edmund died two and a half years ago.”

         It was his turn to blink in surprise. His mouth fell open. “Oh. God. I didn’t know…didn’t hear.”

         “Clearly,” she said in an acerbic tone.

         “I’m so very sorry,” he muttered, feeling like an ass.

         She tilted her head at him. “Thank you. But I have been a widow for quite a long time now, and I have grown accustomed to it.”

         Suddenly, Evan wished he hadn’t told his mother to stop writing about Lady Amelia. He wanted to know everything about her, about how she’d spent the last several years.

         “Do you have children?” he asked.

         “No.”

         Her hands were gripped so tightly in her lap her knuckles had whitened. Obviously, this was not the correct line of conversation to take if he wanted any chance of glimpsing his old friend somewhere behind this woman’s cold façade.

         He changed tack quickly. “How are your sisters? All grown up, I imagine.”

         Amelia’s sisters were much younger than she. Her parents had had a difficult time conceiving after she was born, but then they’d had a surprise baby when Amelia was eight and another when she was ten. She’d always doted on her sisters.

         She thawed a little at his question. “Emmaline is fifteen now, and Veronica is thirteen. They like to believe they’re all grown up, but I would beg to differ.”

         “I imagine you would,” he murmured. “And the earl and Lady Cheltham? How are they?”

         “My parents are very well. My sisters keep them young.”

         He chuckled.

         They lapsed into yet another silence, but then she took a deep breath and asked politely, “And your mother? How is she?”

         “Very well, as far as I know. I haven’t seen her in a few years, but her letters are as longwinded as ever.”

         “I suppose I’ve seen her more recently than you, then. I saw her…” She paused, considering. “A year and a half ago, I believe, at our annual garden party. I am happy to report that she did indeed look quite well.”

         “I’m glad to hear it.”

         “And your aunt was with her. I’m glad to hear your mother’s not all alone in that big house. After your father died, I was terribly worried about her.”

         He nodded. That statement reminded him of the girl he used to know.

         He let his gaze roam over her again. God, but she was beautiful. Her eyes sparkled in the dim light, and her hair shone gold. His body tightened all over again, but this time he didn’t beat his desire back. It might be inappropriate for him to be feeling this way about Amelia after all these years, but…well, hell. He couldn’t help it.

         They drove on for another few minutes, talking about Cheltham House and Wheatley, the nearby village, their families and mutual acquaintances. She was still quite stiff, but the topics they discussed seemed to be encouraging the good-natured part of her to reemerge. She was so pretty sitting there, bundled up in a blanket, her lips pink, her eyes that stunning color of blue. Evan couldn’t help it—his attraction to her grew with every mile they drove until it seemed to crackle around them like a living thing.

         And then the carriage stopped again.

         Evan frowned and looked out the window. He’d been so engrossed in Amelia he’d lost track of time.

         Through the thick curtain of snow, he saw a row of thatched buildings. “Looks like we’re in Postcombe.”

         “But why have we stopped?” she asked.

         “I have no idea.” He opened the door and stepped out. Wind whipped his hair against his cheeks and sent snow swirling around his legs.

         Joseph climbed down from the driver’s seat. “Sir,” he said, approaching Evan, “the weather’s worse. The wind’s picked up and the snowdrifts are growing quite deep. I wouldn’t want us to get stuck in a drift in the middle of nowhere. John here and I have agreed that it would be too dangerous to forge ahead. I suggest we spend the night at the inn and continue on in the morning.”

         For the first time in a long while, Evan took in his surroundings. Joseph was right. The snow was gathering in deep drifts in the street, and his boots were buried shin-deep.

         “Damn it,” he muttered. He’d wanted to safely deliver Amelia to her family tonight. But Joseph was right. It wouldn’t be wise to risk it. There wasn’t any lodging that would be appropriate for a lady of Amelia’s stature between here and Cheltham House.

         She had slipped out behind him, her brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?” Clearly, she’d been paying as little attention to the weather as he had.

         He turned to her, feeling the frown deepen between his brows. “I’m sorry,” he told her. “We’re going to have to spend the night here.”

      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Back in the carriage, where she was hiding from the weather while Evan secured their rooms at the inn, Amelia sighed. Though she’d tried to be polite with him for the past hour, she’d been stewing in inner turmoil the whole time.
         

         He was insanely handsome. More handsome than she remembered, and she’d already remembered him as the handsomest boy she’d ever known. His proximity did all sorts of wicked things to her body, made her skin feel sensitive and achy, and an intense erotic need furled between her legs. Everything about him called to her on a most carnal level, from the way he spoke to her to the hardness of his body to the rugged planes of his face, and her desire had grown ever stronger as the miles had rolled beneath the wheels of the carriage.

         But her body didn’t know what her mind did—he was also the cruelest boy she’d ever known. He’d pretended to admire her, but in reality he’d scorned her behind her back. After she’d discovered that, she’d struggled for years with her self-confidence. Even now, after years of people admiring her beauty publicly, she sometimes still looked in the mirror and saw the pudgy, unattractive girl that Evan Cameron had seen for so many years.

         She’d resolved herself to spending another few hours with him in his carriage, then escaping to Cheltham House, hopefully not having to see him again before she returned to London next month. But now they were stranded in Postcombe, and politeness would dictate he dine with her and ensure her comfort at the inn, then break his fast with her in the morning before the additional two-hour—or longer, with snow on the road—drive to her father’s house. Which meant more interaction with him than she thought she could bear.

         She took a deep breath. She would bear it. First of all, she had no choice. Secondly, she was no simpering maiden. Not anymore.
         

         It was what it was. Neither of them could control the weather. She would endure this with as good a nature as she could muster.

         Evan slipped into the carriage beside her, his frown even deeper than it had been before. He wrestled with the wind over the door, finally gaining control and slamming it shut, before turning to her and saying in a low voice, “They haven’t any rooms.”

         Her eyes went wide. “What? Why not?”

         “The Duke of Dunsberg and his entourage were on their way to Oxford, and they were caught in the storm as well. They’ve taken all the available rooms.”

         “Oh no.”

         “The innkeeper did offer us lodgings, however…” Evan continued hesitantly. He took a breath. “It’s not a room so much as a closet. But they’ve an extra bed they can put in there for us.”

         “Ah,” she said quietly.

         Finally, he met her gaze. “I fear this is our only option. I will sleep on the floor, of course. I would not…er…take advantage of the situation in any way. I give you my word.”

         Could this day get any worse? Amelia stifled a groan. She wasn’t worried about Evan not being a gentleman; she was far, far more worried about herself not being a lady. Lord knew what a fool she’d made of herself in his proximity in the past. And the way her body was responding to him…she felt like a giant magnet inexorably drawn to his compelling force. Her skin was prickly and hot, aching all over. And something told her that only his touch could soothe that kind of pain.

         She pressed her lips together, knowing full well she needed to somehow find a way to put an end to these erotic thoughts. “What about Joseph and John?”

         “They’ve arranged for extra pallets to be brought into the stable lofts for the male servants.”

         She gave a short nod. He probably read the trepidation on her face as shrewish disapproval, but she couldn’t help it. “Well, then. It appears there’s no other choice.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Once the innkeeper had settled them inside the room, Amelia sat on the edge of the narrow bed in mute horror. Evan had been right—the place was little larger than a closet, with one tiny square window high up on the wall above the bed, and a doorway even Amelia had to duck to pass through.

         Worse, there was no place for him on the floor. The bed filled the entire space.

         Evan lowered himself next to her, and she stiffened at his proximity. They both stared at the planked, arched wooden door for a moment. If she reached out from the foot of the bed, she could grasp the door handle.

         It was going to be a very, very long night.

         “Mr. Johnson said supper will be served in the common room at eight,” Evan said.

         She shook her head. “I cannot go.”

         Evan’s brows rose. “Why not?”

         “Because the Duke of Dunsberg knows me. If he and his friends discover I’m spending the night with a gentleman here, the rumors”—she faltered for a moment, then finished—“will not be kind.”

         Again the furrow appeared between Evan’s brows. “Right. Of course. I’ve been away from England for so long, it seems I’ve forgotten the basic tenets of gossip and scandal. I won’t go either, in that case. I’ll bring you a supper then stay with you.”

         “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Cameron—”

         “Evan.”

         “—but you needn’t feel coerced to stay in here on account of me.”

         He grinned, and it was such a brilliant, blinding smile, her heart began to pound in reaction. Good Lord, he was an appealing man, completely grown out of that youthful softness he’d possessed when she’d last known him. Now, he was harshly masculine in a way that made her more aware of her femininity than she’d ever been before.

         She turned away, closing her eyes against the fantasy of licking that little cleft in his chin.

         He touched her arm. “It’s going to be all right, Pudge.”

         She stiffened further, her muscles tightening in her stomach and across her shoulders. “Please don’t call me that.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because it is cruel.”

         “But I’ve always called you that.” He sounded confused. “Everyone called you that. It was your nickname from babyhood. No one meant it as a cruelty.”

         She sighed. When she was fifteen, she’d asked her parents to stop calling her Pudge, and they’d understood her dislike of the name and had immediately complied. The children of the neighborhood hadn’t given it up as easily, however, especially since she’d been too shy to ask them directly to stop.
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