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In Which Simon Darby Receives Undesirable News






28 Park Lane
 London


Some men turn into walruses when they’re angry: all bushy and blowing air. Others resemble pigs, with pillowy cheeks and small eyes. Simon Darby turned into a Cossack. His eyes took on a slanted look. High cheekbones that spoke of generations of Darbys turned formidable, angular, and altogether foreign. To Gerard Bunge’s mind, the man looked positively savage.


The last time the Honorable Gerard Bunge himself could remember being so enraged was when his doctor informed him that he had caught the pox. Even remembering the moment made him queasy. There was that uneasy sense of heavenly retribution, not to mention the unpleasant treatment lying ahead.


But even less would he like to be told that his inheritance had disappeared. After all, diseases come and go, but life is so expensive. Even handkerchiefs are prohibitive.


Darby was probably in shock. So Bunge repeated himself. “There’s no question about it. Your aunt is increasing.”


When Darby still didn’t answer, Bunge strolled over to the litter of china dogs lining the mantelpiece and thought about poverty versus the pox again. Definitely syphilis was preferable.


“I said, Lady Rawlings is enceinte. I mean to say, the Countess of Trent paid her a visit in the country, and described the lady as waddling. Did you hear me, Darby?”


“They likely heard you in Norfolk.”


Silence.


Bunge couldn’t stand silence himself, but it wasn’t every day that a man had his inheritance snatched out from under his nose by an unborn babe. Tossing back his deep cuffs, he pushed the china dogs into a neat row. There had to be fourteen or fifteen of the lolling, garishly painted little things.


“I suppose these belong to one of your sisters,” he said over his shoulder. The thought of Darby’s sisters made Bunge feel a bit uncomfortable. After all, if Esme Rawlings’s child was male, they had just lost their dowries.


“Actually, the dogs belonged to my stepmother,” Darby remarked.


Quite the mortality rate in Darby’s family, Bunge reflected: father, stepmother, uncle, gone in under one year. “I wish your aunt weren’t increasing, damned if I don’t,” he said, displaying a rare flash of generosity.


He swallowed a curse as the sharp edge of his starched linen collar nipped him in the neck. He had to remember not to turn his head so quickly. The new high collars were the devil to wear.


“It could hardly be construed as your fault. I gather my uncle and aunt had an unexpected rapprochement before his death.”


“Startled me to the gills when I heard he died in his wife’s chamber,” Bunge agreed. “Not that Lady Rawlings isn’t a beautiful woman. But your uncle hadn’t lived with his wife for years. He was snug in Lady Childe’s pocket when I saw him last. I thought Rawlings and his wife weren’t even on speaking terms.”




“As far as I know, they rarely spoke. Presumably they engaged in heir-making without speech.”


“Some are saying the child isn’t Rawlings’s, you know.”


“Given that my uncle died in his wife’s bedchamber, he and his wife likely engaged in activities that led to this child. You will please me by squashing any such rumors.” Darby’s eyes now wore their customary expression of detached amusement.


“You’re going to have to get married,” Bunge pointed out. “Course that won’t be too difficult for you, catching a rich one. Heard that there’s a wool merchant putting his daughter on the market this season—everyone’s saying she’s a woolly breeder.” He erupted in a cascade of high-pitched laughter.


But Darby’s eyes hardened into distaste. “An unappetizing possibility.” He gave a little half bow. “Much though I adore your company, Bunge, I have an appointment this afternoon.”


Cool bastard, Bunge thought to himself, but he let himself be propelled toward the door. “Are you going to tell your stepsisters?”


“Naturally. Their esteemed aunt is going to have a baby. Josephine will be delighted.”


“Does she know that the babe will do her out of a fortune?”


“I fail to see why inheritance issues should disturb a child still in the nursery.”


“And you never know. Lady Rawlings might have a girl.”


“A pleasing thought, under the circumstances.”


“You’re a cool one. Don’t know what I’d do, if I had two girls to get off on the market, and—”


“You would do admirably.” Darby rang the bell, and his butler, Fanning, appeared with Bunge’s coat, hat, and cane.


As he walked back into his study, the mask of detached amusement fell from Darby’s face. He had choked back his rage in front of the painted popinjay who had so delighted in telling him of his aunt’s pregnancy. But anger swelled in his throat.




“God-damned bitch.” The words burned like poison in his mouth.


Whatever his uncle was doing in his wife’s bedchamber, it didn’t involve fornication. Rawlings had told him last July, just before he died, that the doctor had ruled out connubial acts—and since he’d been a little in his cups, he’d added that Lady Childe was agreeable. No need to mention his wife, and he hadn’t. His mistress, Lady Childe, was the only person remotely interested in Miles’s ability to shake the bedsheets.


And yet he died in Esme Rawlings’s bedchamber a week or so later. Suffered a heart attack in his wife’s bedchamber. And now the woman was increasing—waddling, even? Doubtless the child would be born on the early side. The house party took place last July. If the child were Miles’s, his wife was six months along at the most. And why would the elegantly slim Lady Rawlings be waddling at only six months, with three long months to go?


Damn her for a lying jade. He didn’t believe for a moment that Miles slept in her bed. Likely she sprouted the babe with another man and lured Miles into the room in order to confuse the issue of paternity.


Miles never deserved that hussy of a wife he married. But he stuck by his wife, never flinched as Esme Rawlings created scandal after scandal. Refused even to consider divorce.


There were people in London who thought Darby was an uncaring, dispassionate man. They judged him an Exquisite, given the eccentricity and elegance of his clothing. They noted the ease with which he played the fashionable games of the ton and the trail of broken hearts that followed him, judged him by whispered tales of debauchery and degenerate friends. Told each other that the only emotion he ever displayed was vanity.


Belying the gossips, Simon Darby stared at the mantelpiece with a look of such savagery that it was a wonder the china dogs didn’t shiver into pieces.




The man who pushed open the door to the study didn’t seem to notice as he loped into the room and slung himself into a chair facing the fire. He was an olive-skinned, broad, brawny brute of a man whose only signs of his aristocratic birth lay in a crumpled neck cloth and a pair of fine boots.


Darby glanced at him over his shoulder. “I’ve not the inclination for company.”


“Stubble it.” Rees Holland, Earl Godwin, accepted a glass of Madeira from the butler with the grimace he used for a smile and tossed off the glass, only to break into a fit of coughing. “Dammit, where did you get this hellacious wine?”


“I’d rather not discuss household exigencies.”


There was a note in Darby’s voice that made Rees blink. “You’ve heard,” he said.


“That my aunt is increasing? Gerard Bunge just left the house. He suggested I marry a wool heiress otherwise known as the woolly breeder.”


“Blasted little gossip hound.”


“Bunge describes my aunt as waddling. There can be little doubt the child was conceived during my uncle’s life, if not actually by my uncle.”


Rees eyed his closest friend. He wasn’t much good on the comfort front, and the fact that he’d known Darby since they were boys only made it worse. He knew just how much his friend loathed pity.


Darby stood at the mantelpiece staring down at the fire, a long lean body of coiled muscle clothed in superb fine cloth. He looked a lord, from his tossled brown hair, to his shining boots, which is what he stood to be, if he inherited his uncle’s title and estate.


Without the estate, Darby was left with whatever he made from importing lace, and that couldn’t be much, in Rees’s estimation. Darby had two young stepsisters to raise. Even this house was likely entailed to the little whelp growing in Lady Rawlings’s belly.




Whereas Rees himself was a shambling mess, sartorially speaking, and yet had three or four houses, and more money than he knew what to do with.


Darby swung around. He had a face that made women swoon, with lean hollows in both cheeks that emphasized his cheekbones, deep-set eyes, and lean chin. It was a look that was exquisitely aristocratic and dangerously male. “The important thing is that Esme Rawlings is not carrying my uncle’s child.”


“Doubt it’s an immaculate conception. And bastardy is the devil to prove.”


“Then a baseborn whelp is going to inherit my uncle’s estate. God only knows who the father is. Do you know how much Miles—my uncle—wanted an heir?” It burst from him.


Rees jerked his head. “We never discussed offspring.”


“That was the one thing he wanted: an heir. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to renounce his wife. Miles was the kindest of men. He couldn’t hold the line before an impudent beggar, let alone his wife.”


“Beautiful woman, Lady Rawlings,” Rees said. “She has a warm manner, all right. I never could understand how she could be one of my wife’s best friends. Talk about opposites.”


“Your wife is a saint compared to her.”


“My wife is a saint compared to anyone,” Rees pointed out. “Unfortunate that saints are hell to live with. I clearly remember telling Rawlings that he should have booted Esme out as I did Helene, rather than allowing her to keep the house.”


“Miles never would consider any sort of action against my aunt,” Darby said. “Nothing. Not divorce. Nothing.”


“Any idea who fathered her child?”


Darby shook his head. “She was at Lady Troubridge’s house party when Miles died. Could have been anyone.”


“Troubridge? That woman with a place in East Cliff who fancies herself an art enthusiast and cobbles together a bunch of actors and dilettanti? She’s tried to get me out there by dangling opera singers before my nose.”


“Her parties are so ripe with scandal it’s a wonder anyone is ever found in his wife’s chamber,” Darby said. “Why do you think Esme Rawlings got pregnant?”


Rees had taken a screw of paper out of his breast pocket and was scrawling on it. He didn’t look up. “Last time I heard, the bedtime waltz was still to blame for children.”


“Damn you, Rees, listen. Why do you think she got pregnant now? The woman’s been catting around London for ten years. Why’d she suddenly get pregnant now, when all the world knew that my uncle’s heart was going?”


“Think she did it to secure the estate?”


“What if she did?”


“Hard to say. You’d have to prove illegitimacy, and that’s virtually impossible. Better pray for a girl.”


Rees was scribbling away again, no doubt messing about with a musical score. “You don’t think she did away with your uncle, do you?” he said, almost absentmindedly.


“What?”


“Put him to bed with a shovel so as to cover up a pregnancy?”


“I doubt it,” Darby said, after a moment. “She’s a lightskirt, my aunt. But I can’t honestly say I see true vice in her.”


Rees’s fingers were flying across the page, and Darby could see that he’d entirely stopped paying attention. Once Rees was following the lure of a musical line, there was no getting him back until it was on paper.


Of course Esme Rawlings wouldn’t murder her husband. She was a lady, for all she was a trollop. And in an odd way, she and Miles had got along quite well. She never fussed over his mistresses—well, how could she?—and he never blinked an eye at her consorts. In fact, she seemed fond of Miles in an odd way.


But perhaps she didn’t like the idea of giving up the estate. Everyone knew that Miles’s heart was about to give out. Perhaps she got the wind up about moving to the dower house, and cooked up the pregnancy.


Perhaps she wasn’t pregnant at all.


That would explain a good deal, such as why Esme retreated to the country after his uncle’s funeral. The lady rarely left London. So what was she doing in a half-forgotten estate in Wiltshire?


Walking around with a pillow under her gown, that’s what. Scouring the neighborhood for a child likely to pass as Miles’s heir.


“What if she’s not pregnant, Rees?”


His friend didn’t answer.


“Rees!”


At the near bellow, Rees’s quill scratched and splattered. “Damn it to hell,” he muttered, blotting the ink with his cuff.


Darby watched as Rees’s white cuff absorbed spreading blotches of black ink. “How does your valet get those stains out?”


“Haven’t a valet at the moment. The man quit in a fit of rage a few months ago, and I haven’t bothered to hire another. The housekeeper will buy some new shirts.” He finished tracing the notes that had been obscured by flying ink and began flapping the paper to dry it. “Now what are you shouting about?”


“What if Esme Rawlings isn’t really pregnant? What if she’s planning to fake a birth, and return with a baby she finds in Wiltshire? She could buy one without a problem. Bring him back and set him up as Miles’s heir.”


Rees’s thick eyebrows matched his mane of hair. Generally they scowled; now they looked skeptical. “It’s a possibility,” he grunted. “I suppose.”


“Why is she in the country else?” Darby insisted. “My aunt is the epitome of a London grande dame, for all she’s a scandal-maker. It’s hard to imagine her away from the comforts of Gunther’s, not to mention her mantua-maker. Why is she rusticating in the country unless she’s running some sort of racket?”


Without waiting for Rees to answer, he strode to the other side of the room. “I never believed that story about Miles being in her room, never.”


“You said your uncle wanted an heir,” Rees pointed out. “Why shouldn’t he have tried to get one on his wife, if she were willing? You don’t need to live with a woman to get an heir.”


“Miles wouldn’t have taken the risk. Dr. Rathborne himself told him to avoid bedroom activity or his heart would give out.”


“Well—”


“No,” Darby said. He swung around and faced his friend squarely. “Esme Rawlings is running a racket on my uncle’s estate. I’ll bet you two hundred pounds there’s naught more than a pile of feathers around her stomach.”


Rees eyed him. Then he said: “Hire a Runner. He’ll find out soon enough.”


“I’ll go to Wiltshire myself.” Darby’s eyes were glowing with all the pent-up rage he’d felt from the moment Gerard Bunge had minced into the study with his red-painted heels and unappetizing news. “I’ll shake the truth out of her. Hell, if the woman is increasing, I want to know who its father is. Even if I can’t prove it, I want to know the truth.”


“How will you explain your sudden appearance?” Rees asked.


“I had a note from her a few weeks ago about London air and its insalubrious effects on children. Josie and Anabel seemed well enough to me, so I ignored it. We shall all join her in the country.”


“Children aren’t the kind of thing you move around easily,” Rees objected. “For one thing, they come with a plaguey amount of servants, not to mention clothing and toys and the like.”


Darby shrugged. “I’ll buy another carriage and put the girls and their nurse in it. How difficult can that be?”


Rees stood up, tucking his now dry papers back into his breast pocket.


“Perhaps I can find myself a spouse in the wilds of Wiltshire,” Darby said moodily. “I can’t raise my sisters by myself.”


“I don’t know what is so difficult about raising children. Hire a nursemaid each. No need to saddle yourself with a wife.”


“The girls need a mother. The servants find Josie particularly difficult.”


Rees raised an eyebrow. “Can’t say my mother did much for me. I wouldn’t think that your mother had much to do with your raising either.”


“All right, they need a good mother,” Darby replied impatiently.


“Still not a sufficient reason to take a wife,” Rees said, leaving. “Well, best of luck with your aunt. What was that they call her? Infamous Esme, isn’t it?”


“She’ll be infamous after I’m finished with her,” Darby said grimly.
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Sugar and Spice and Everything Nice






The High Street
 Limpley Stoke, Wiltshire


He was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. His eyes crinkled in welcome, and he smiled at her…her heart flopped in her chest, and then she was caught in a wave of longing so overwhelming it was like to throw her to the ground.


“Lo!” he said. “Lo! Lo!”


“You are a beautiful boy,” Henrietta cooed. She leaned down. “Do you have a tooth, sweet one? Is it right there?” She put her finger on the baby’s chin.


He broke into a storm of giggles and took a step toward her, repeating: “Lo!”


“Lo?” Henrietta asked, laughing back.


“Lo-Lo!” shouted the baby.


A little girl grabbed the baby’s hand and pulled him backward. “She means hello,” she said in an aggravated tone. “Anabel is a girl, not a boy. And she’s not beautiful. She’s quite bald, in case you didn’t notice.”


A girl of four or five scowled at Henrietta. Her pelisse was unbuttoned, and she had no mittens, not that it mattered much. It was unseasonably warm for January, and Henrietta had left her own pelisse in her carriage. The child was wearing a grubby dress that likely started out as pale pink that morning, but had obviously made contact with the street. In fact, she had a smelly streak of manure down her front, as if she’d fallen directly onto a dung heap.


The girl started to pull the baby away, down the street. That pink dress was fine broadcloth, if it did reek of the stable.


Henrietta stepped squarely in front of her and then smiled as if she just happened to block her passage. “You caught me properly, didn’t you? And you’re absolutely right. I know almost nothing about children. Of course, I know that you’re a boy.”


The girl’s scowl got deeper. “I am not!”


“Never say so! You must be mistaken. I am quite certain that young lads of about—oh, four years old—are wearing pink with ribbons this year. I’m quite certain of it.”


“I am not a boy and I’m five years old. If you would please move, you are blocking our way.”


Her look of deep wariness made Henrietta blink, so she bent down, and said, “What’s your name, sweetheart? And where’s your nurse?”


For a moment, it didn’t look as if the girl would answer at all, as if she would keep running down High Street, towing her little sister behind.


“I’m Josie,” she said finally. Then, “Miss Josephine Darby. This is my baby sister Anabel.”


“Lo!” Anabel shouted. “Lo!” She seemed enormously pleased that Henrietta had come back down to her level.


“Ah,” Henrietta said, twinkling at the babe. “Now I am Lady Henrietta Maclellan. And I’m hugely pleased to make your acquaintance. Josie, do you think you misplaced your nurse somewhere?”


“I’ve left her for another position,” Josie said grandly, and rather quickly.




“You’ve what?”


“I’ve left her for another position,” she repeated. “That’s what the cook said just before she moved across the street.”


“Ah,” Henrietta said. “And where do you suppose you left Nurse, do you think?”


“Back there,” Josie said, her lip setting mulishly. “But I’m not going back there. I won’t get in the carriage again, I won’t!” She looked down the row of mullioned windows that lined High Street. “We’ve run away and we’re not going back. We’re looking for a shop that sells ices, and then we’re going to walk even further.”


“Do you think that Nurse may be worrying about you?” Henrietta suggested.


“No. This is time for her morning tea.”


“Still, she must be worried about you. Is she at the Golden Hind?”


“She won’t notice,” Josie said. “She had hysterics again this morning. She doesn’t like traveling.”


“If your nurse hasn’t noticed, your parents will, and they will be terribly worried if they can’t find you and your sister.”


“My mother is dead,” Josie announced. She gave Henrietta a look that implied the fact should have been obvious.


“Oh dear,” Henrietta said, rather lamely. Then she rallied: “How would it be if I carried your sister, and we strolled back in that direction?”


Josie still didn’t reply, but she did drop her hold onAnabel’s hand. Henrietta reached out, and the baby toddled straight into her arms. She was plump and rosy and sweetly bald.


Her whole face broke into a gleaming smile. She patted Henrietta’s cheek and said, “Mama?”


Henrietta’s heart twisted in its customary, lamentable surge of envy. “Goodness,” she said. “You are a darling, aren’t you?”


“Nurse says she’s a terrible flirt,” Josie said in a dampening sort of way.




“Well,” Henrietta said, managing to stand up with the baby in arms, “I think I would have to agree with your nurse. Anabel seems to be quite friendly for someone making her first acquaintance with me. Not at all the sort of thing that an older young lady would do, is it?” She smiled down at Josie and began walking slowly back toward the Golden Hind, praying that her weak hip would manage the weight. Anabel was a good deal heavier than she looked.


“Anabel does lots of things I wouldn’t do,” Josie remarked.


“Yes, I can imagine,” Henrietta said. She was conscientiously picking her way along the pavement. It would be dreadful if she tripped and dropped the babe.


“I don’t ever spit up, for example.”


“Of course not.” There was an uneven patch of ice coming up. Henrietta tightened her grip on Anabel.


“I did lose my supper once. It was Easter last year, and Nurse Peeves said that I had eaten too many candied plums. Which is a complete tarradiddle, because I only had seven. I don’t think seven is too many, do you?”


“Not at all.”


“Anabel, on the other hand, she—”


But Anabel’s propensity to spit up became all too clear just a second later. Henrietta had managed to negotiate the broken pavement, and was pausing to let a carriage and four go so they could cross the street to the Golden Hind, when Anabel gave a dry little cough.


“Careful,” Josie cried, clutching Henrietta’s skirts.


Henrietta looked down at her confusedly. “It’s quite all right—” she began.


At which point Anabel threw up down Henrietta’s back. Warm—nay, hot—liquid rolled down her back and absorbed directly into her gown.


A second later it turned clammily cold.


Instinctively she pulled Anabel away from her and held her away from her body. That was a huge mistake, because Anabel’s stomach wasn’t empty, and a wave of slightly curdled milk hit Henrietta in the chest and swept down her front with sodden violence. She shuddered all over but managed to keep hold of the baby.


She was dimly aware that Josie was shouting. Anabel screwed up her face and started howling.


“Oh, sweetheart,” Henrietta said, instinctively pulling the baby back against her wet gown and cuddling her against her shoulder. “That’s all right. Don’t cry. Is your tummy upset? Don’t cry, please don’t cry.”


She rubbed her back until the baby stopped wailing and put her head against Henrietta’s shoulder.


Henrietta’s heart twisted with pure longing as she looked down at the bald little head, with one pink ear showing. I must do something about this, she thought to herself prosaically. If I have become so drunk with longing for a child that I admire a creature who just spewed on my best walking costume, I am truly going insane.


Josie was dancing up and down before her. “She’s sorry!” she shouted, her voice shrilling into a near shriek. “She’s sorry, she’s sorry!”


“So am I,” Henrietta said, grinning at her. “It’s a good thing that I’m not made of sugar and I won’t melt.”


Some of the anxiety that pinched Josie’s little face disappeared. “She ruined your pretty dress,” she said, stepping closer and touching Henrietta’s pale amber walking gown. “Nurse says that Anabel should have stopped doing that by now. Anabel is almost a year old, after all, and she drinks from a cup. But she can’t seem to stop. I don’t think she knows how.”


“I expect you’re right,” Henrietta said, snuggling the damp little bundle against her shoulder. “Perhaps we had better find your nurse, though, because Anabel needs a change of clothing.”




But Josie shook her head. “Oh, no, she can’t change her clothing yet. Nurse Peeves says she must always wear the wet ones until they dry, because otherwise she’ll never learn to stop throwing up.”


Henrietta narrowed her eyes. “What?”


Josie told her again. And she added, “Could we please sit down and wait for the dress to dry? Because that way Nurse would never know, and Anabel hates being smacked.”


“That’s what I thought I heard,” Henrietta said. “I shall not allow your nurse to smack Anabel, but I do intend to have her clothes changed immediately. I am going to have a conversation with your nurse. And your father.” She reached out her free hand, and Josie didn’t even hesitate, but trotted at her side across the street and into the inn.


A plump man hurried out of the Golden Hind as they picked their way toward the entrance. “Lady Henrietta! What a great pleasure to see you!”


“Good day, sir. How are you and Mrs. Gyfford?”


“The better for your asking, Lady Henrietta, and so I’ll tell my wife. But what on earth?” He nodded toward the child. “That child is surely too heavy for you. And whose is it?”


“I can carry her without problem, Mr. Gyfford.” That was a lie; Henrietta could feel that her leg was starting to drag. If she didn’t put Anabel down soon, she’d begin to list to one side like a ship in a storm. She tightened her grip.


“I was hoping you could tell me to whom these children belong. I found them wandering down the High Street. Josie, do you—”


But at that moment Gyfford spied Josie and his face brightened. “That’s one of Mr. Darby’s little ones. He has a private parlor. Now, how did you get out of the inn, young lady?”


“I should like to speak to Mr. Darby,” Henrietta said firmly. “Would that be your blue parlor, Mr. Gyfford? I mean to have a word with the girls’ nurse as well.”




The innkeeper bustled ahead of them through the carved archway leading into the inn proper. “Well, my lady, as to that, their nurse has just left.”


“Left?” Henrietta stopped in the narrow hallway. “I suppose that explains why these children were wandering down High Street by themselves.”


Mr. Gyfford nodded as he opened the door leading to the blue parlor. “Left a short time ago, with bag and baggage and not a word of warning. Said she didn’t bargain for leaving London and she didn’t like traveling. Quite tearful about it, she was, saying the children were too much for her, and she’d been abused and the like.”


To Henrietta’s mind, the nurse herself was vicious, given Josie’s artless tale about vomiting and wet dresses. The fact that little Anabel was drowsily nodding on her shoulder and obviously quite uncaring about her damp condition was beside the point. The child could have caught inflammation of the lungs. Moreover, given that Bartholomew Batt’s Rules and Directions for the Well Ordering and Governing of Children maintained that a nursemaid could influence a child’s life forever, Anabel’s father had been wantonly careless in hiring such a contemptible person to care for his children.


“Go right in, Lady Henrietta. I’ll just bring you a cup of tea. Can’t have been easy, carrying that child down the street.”


“Thank you very much, Mr. Gyfford,” she said, walking into the room. “Just a glass of water would be lovely.”


The room was empty. Blue carpet stretched quietly to the windows overlooking Limpley Stoke’s central square. Henrietta turned around to inquire about the whereabouts of the children’s father, but Mr. Gyfford was bowing to the man who just walked in the door.
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The Throes of Grief






Her first thought was that he was like a Greek god—the intelligent kind, not the pouty, dissipated type. But if he was a Greek god, he must be the patron of tailors, because he was by far the most elegant man she had ever seen. Rather than wearing dark brown, as most men did while traveling, he wore a double-breasted coat with fawn-colored labels and pale yellow trousers. His boots had a brilliant shine and curved tops unlike those on any boots she’d ever seen. Moreover, his neck cloth was edged in lace and billowed around his neck in a complicated fashion.


His eyes flickered over her rumpled dress, and she thought she saw his nose twitch. Undoubtedly she smelled like sour milk and vomit. The odor was making her stomach turn.


But he said nothing, merely shifted his attention to Josie, whose scowling little face was uncannily like to her papa’s, with the same golden brown hair and the same arched brows. He showed no particular dismay at the fact that the little girl had clearly measured her length on the ground.


Instead he asked, with an air of mild inquiry, “Did you get so filthy playing in the courtyard, Josie?”




Henrietta’s smoldering resentment broke into speech. “I find it difficult to believe, sir, that you regularly exhibit as little concern for your own children as you have displayed today. These two children were not playing in the courtyard. Instead, they had made it a fair distance down High Street, having crossed two thoroughfares. And as it is market day in Limpley Stoke, there are moments when I fear for my own life crossing High Street!”


To his credit, he looked somewhat dismayed. “In that case, I am in your debt,” he said, bowing. But his next question made him akin to a devil, in her opinion.


“I gather that is Anabel you’re holding, then?” he asked.


Henrietta raised her eyebrows with a look of disdain. “Is it too much to hope that you would recognize your own child?”


“There is no special exertion required,” he pointed out. “The sad odor that adorns her person identifies her as Anabel. Gyfford, I had no idea that you would be able to locate a suitable nursemaid so quickly, even if she does seem”—he gave Henrietta a lazy smile—“somewhat agitated. I am quite certain that you will be able to keep these creatures in good order, miss. If I might just ask about your former employment?”


Gyfford and Henrietta spoke at the same moment.


“I’m not—”


“She is not a nursemaid,” Gyfford said in horrified tones. “May I present Lady Henrietta Maclellan, Mr. Darby. Her father was the Earl of Holkham.”


Henrietta narrowed her eyes as Mr. Darby bowed with elegant abandon. She had little interest in further conversation with a dandified fop who didn’t recognize his own children. This polished version of a man was just as inept as the rest of his sex.


The man himself obviously had no idea of his iniquity. “I gather that Anabel expelled her lunch with her usual grace,” he said, his beautifully shaped nose twitching a bit. “I heartily apologize, Lady Henrietta. And”—he almost looked sincere when he said it—“I am grateful that you rescued these two little wanderers. Their nurse was not herself this morning, and I suppose that they escaped while she was in hysterics.” He turned to Gyfford with a charming smile and bowed. “Could you spare a barmaid to accompany us to my aunt’s house?”


Gyfford failed to shut the door in his hurry to do Mr. Darby’s bidding, so Darby did so himself. He seemed to move with a kind of leashed elegance, like a great cat she’d seen in a traveling circus. A prickle of annoyance moved up Henrietta’s spine. It must be so easy to be born like that, with a perfect body, from his lean legs to his long eyelashes.


Suddenly she was aware of the hair falling down her back and the stains down her dress. She’d likely never looked worse in her life. But the babe she held reminded her of the truly important issue. Here was a callously neglectful parent. It was up to her to show him the error of his ways. Luckily, ever since she opened the village school, she had ordered every book she could find that offered child-rearing advice.


“A barmaid is unsatisfactory,” she announced. “You must find a proper person to care for your children.”


He turned back to her. “I apologize. Did you say something?”


“You appear ready to hand your children over to any woman who walks into the room. Perhaps this barmaid will be as careless as your previous nurse. Did you know that the woman has been forcing little Anabel to wear wet clothing in a grossly mistaken impression that it would cure her of vomiting? Were you aware of that, sir?”


He blinked at her as if a tree had broken into song. “No, I was not. And I agree with you that it seems unlikely to solve the problem.”


“Children should be treated with kindly intent at all times,” Henrietta said, repeating her favorite line from Rules and Directions for the Well Ordering and Governing of Chil- dren. “Why the noted child-rearing expert, Mr. Batt, says that—”


But Mr. Darby was clearly not paying attention to her. “Josie, please do not lean against my leg. I shall be extremely annoyed if your grimy condition transfers itself to my trousers.”


Unless Henrietta was mistaken, there was a devilishly mischievous look on Josie’s face. Sure enough, the little girl began deliberately rubbing her cheek against her father’s pale yellow pantaloons.


He reacted predictably, saying sharply, “Josephine Darby, stop that immediately!”


Henrietta inwardly shook her head. Mr. Batt recommended that children be treated with respect. Chiding them too harshly merely made them recalcitrant.


Josie proved a perfect exemplar of Batt’s theory. Clearly she had been gruffly admonished in the past, and had begun acting like a shrew, albeit a small one, as a consequence. She backed up and put her hands on her hips, glaring like a general on parade. “You raised your voice!”


“I shall do so again if you are badly behaved.”


“You mustn’t shout at me. I’m a little motherless girl!”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, don’t start that tripe again,” he said heartlessly. “I already know about your motherless state. If you don’t pipe down, I’ll give you to the barmaid.”


Heartless! He was absolutely heartless, to Henrietta’s mind. Josie must have agreed with her, because she dropped to the floor and began kicking energetically and screaming louder and louder.


Mr. Darby looked pained but not surprised. And he showed no inclination to address the situation.


“Do something!” Henrietta hissed.


He raised an eyebrow. “Did you have a particular action in mind?” He said it rather loudly in an effort to be heard over Josie’s screams.




“Pick her up!”


“What good would that do? She’s having hysterics. Didn’t you wonder why her nurse left? This is probably the four-teeth such episode since we left London three days ago.”


Henrietta felt a stab of pain in her right leg. Anabel’s weight was making her sway from side to side. Her hip simply couldn’t take the physical exertion. “Here!” She plumped the baby into her father’s arms.


An almost comical look of surprise crossed his face. For a second she wondered whether it was the first time he’d held his own child.


“Now,” Henrietta said. Josie’s piercing screams were causing her to feel an unwarranted level of irritation. “What do you usually do in this situation?”


“Wait for her to finish,” Darby said obligingly. “Since this is my first—and last—trip with the children, my experience is limited to the last three days.”


Henrietta raised her voice. “Are you saying that Josie only began this behavior during the trip from London?”


“In fact, I gathered from her nurse that this is a regular occurrence. Combined with Anabel’s weak stomach, the nurse felt unable to continue in her employment, and I can’t say I blame her.”


“The child appears to be in the throes of grief,” Henrietta said, watching Josie thrash about the floor. She felt a wave of sympathy, mitigated by fraying temper. Something about Josie’s shrieks was particularly unnerving.


Obviously the behavior stemmed directly from her father’s neglect. “Perhaps you should value your clothing less and your daughter more,” she said, slanting a look at Darby’s velvet lapels.


He narrowed his eyes. “If I bought my clothes in Limpley Stoke, I would likely feel as you do.”


“Anabel is chewing on your neck cloth,” Henrietta pointed out, with some pleasure.




A look of deep horror crossed on his face. Apparently he had no idea that the baby had woken up and was luxuriously rubbing his starched neck cloth against her face. He wrenched it out of her hands, but the cloth had lost all starch and hung limply at his neck, marked with a few streaks of dirt.


“What a shame,” Henrietta said sweetly.


“I’ve already consigned this particular costume to the devil,” he said, eyeing her up and down. “I can only suggest that you do the same with your own gown.”


Henrietta opened her mouth to blister the dandified Londoner for jeering at her apparel, but Josie’s screams were so irritating that she couldn’t overlook them for another moment.


Ignoring the sharp pain that lanced her hip, Henrietta bent over and grasped Josie’s wrist, pulling her firmly upright. The little girl came to her feet screaming like a penny whistle. Henrietta held her upright for a moment, but there was no cessation of noise. “Josie,” she ordered. “Stop this noise immediately.”


“I won’t!” Josie bellowed. “I won’t go to the nursery! I won’t eat bread and water! I won’t go with the barmaid! I’m a poor motherless girl!” Her recitation had a fluency to it that suggested much practice. She twisted around and managed to kick her father in the leg. It looked as if it hurt, although his wince might have had more to do with the scuff left on his boots.


“I’ve had enough of this nonsense,” Henrietta said, raising her voice over the screams.


Josie’s voice escalated. Henrietta felt her temper rising in tandem.


She bent over, looked Josie straight in the face, and said, “If you don’t be quiet, I shall do something extremely unpleasant.”


“You wouldn’t dare!” the little girl said at the top of her lungs “I’m a—”




“Be still,” Henrietta said, in the most menacing tone she could manage.


Josie tried to wrench herself free and succeeded in twisting Henrietta’s wrist. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Without letting go of Josie’s wrist, Henrietta grabbed the glass of water that Gyfford had brought her and poured it over the little girl’s head.


There was an almost comical moment of silence, broken only by a tiny snore from Anabel, who had settled down nicely again in her father’s arms.


Josephine stared up at her, mouth open, water dripping from her hair.


Darby burst out laughing. “Well, that did the trick. Lady Henrietta, I must salute you. I had entirely underestimated your backbone. I do believe I had written you off as a missish type.”


Henrietta’s stomach had just fallen into her boots. “Mr. Darby, you must forgive me. I can’t imagine what came over me! I’m horrified at myself,” she gasped. “What I just did goes against every principle of child-raising that I hold dear!” She loosed her grasp on Josie, who backed toward her father, still staring up at Henrietta.


Darby instantly put out his hand. “Josie, if you convey your wet condition to me, you shall suffer from more than water. Now you had better make your apologies to Lady Henrietta.”


Water was dripping from Josie’s soiled pink dress. Her hair had formed little rattails around her head. In all, she was the very epitome of a motherless child. Henrietta’s heart twisted with reproach. How could she have lost her temper in such a way?


“That lady threw water on me,” Josie observed. Her tone was more wondering than outraged.


“You deserved it,” Darby said callously. “I wish I’d thought of it myself.”




“Mr. Darby, I simply cannot apologize enough for my behavior,” Henrietta broke in. Her voice wavered with the force of her shame. “The fact is”—she gathered herself together—“the fact is that I have a deplorable temper. You must allow me to make reparations.”


He raised one arched eyebrow.


“Reparations?” he repeated. His voice was a husky baritone that held just a trace of laughter.


“I shall find you an appropriate nursemaid. It’s the least I can do. If you will be staying in the inn for a day or two, I will contact the employment office in Bath and have candidates presented immediately. I assure you that my appalling behavior aside, I am perfectly capable of finding you a nursemaid. I hired the schoolmistress for the village school, and she has proved quite satisfactory.”


Josie tugged on Darby’s pantaloons rather as someone might pull a bell cord and demanded, “I need to use a pot.”


Mr. Darby ignored her. He was still looking at Henrietta, one eyebrow raised, as if the question of “reparations” had given him some sort of idea. A humorous one, to judge by his grin.


“Lady Henrietta, may I say again what a pleasurable surprise you are turning out to be?”


Josie repeated, loudly, “I need to use a pot. Or I might have an accident.”


Luckily Mr. Gyfford entered the room at that very moment, looking rather surprised to find Josie dripping water, and even more surprised when he saw Mr. Darby holding Anabel. “I’ve brought Bessie from the kitchen,” he announced. “She’s the eldest of six, and knows all about little ones.”


A moment later Gyfford and Bessie had hustled both children out of the room. Henrietta could hear Josie’s voice retreating down the corridor, recounting the fact that she, a poor, motherless child, was all wet because….




Henrietta shuddered. She had always had a temper, but she had never, ever addressed it to a child. Of course, she’d never been around children, despite the fact that she knew Bartholomew Batt’s books by heart.


Perhaps it was just as well that she couldn’t have children of her own.
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Home Truths Are Seldom Pleasant






Darby closed the door behind Anabel and Josie with an acute sense of relief. From the moment he’d embarked on the trip from London, his life had been hell. Josie had been forced into his carriage by Anabel’s vomiting, a request he could not deny once the odor in the children’s carriage grew pestilent. But Josie’s company was not an unmixed delight. It was no delight at all. When she wasn’t whining, she was stretched on the carriage floor bellowing to the skies.


Lady Henrietta was still looking distraught. Feeling guilty, he thought smugly. When he first saw her holding Anabel, he felt a pulse of alarm: a nursemaid that beautiful was bound to cause trouble amongst the footmen. His second thought was to discard that possibility. The woman had a beautiful face, but she carried herself gracelessly, with no awareness of her femininity. It wouldn’t matter what she was wearing. Plus, she was clearly a virago at heart. No wonder she was unmarried.


“Please accept my apologies on Josie’s behalf,” he said. “Both children have been inexcusably rude.”


The virago bit her lip. It was a remarkably soft and pink lip, for one so sharp-tongued. “I fear that her bad behavior is tied to your inattention,” she said bluntly. “Children who are treated with love and affection are sweet and biddable at all times.” She didn’t need to point out that Josie hardly qualified for that description.


Darby had never engaged in a discussion of child-rearing practices, nor had he the slightest inclination to engage in one. But stung, he answered. “Your conclusion is unlikely since Josie hardly knows me. I shall hire a nursemaid who can provide the necessary affection. Although I pity the woman.”


“A nursemaid cannot supplant a parent,” she said, sternly.


Perhaps her lack of inches explained her ferocity, Darby thought. Petite or not, she had a glorious bosom, this termagant who had rescued the girls. Thanks to a thorough dampening, her dress clung to her breasts in a way that outlined every curve. Any other woman would be either flaunting or concealing that fact. Lady Henrietta didn’t appear to have noticed.


“The fact is that your daughter hardly knows you. And that is not something to boast of, sir!”


“Josie is my stepsister,” Darby said bluntly. “I believe I met her three or four times before unexpectedly becoming her guardian, after my father and stepmother died in a carriage accident. My stepmother probably summoned her from the nursery for a Christmas viewing when I was there, but I really have no recollection of the event.” Since achieving adulthood, he had spent the requisite Christmas season with his family counting the moments until he could leave the house.


Henrietta blinked. “Josie is your stepsister? And Anabel as well?”


“Yes.”


“Why on earth didn’t you tell me immediately?”


He shrugged. “If Josie is reminded of her parentless state, she invariably starts bellowing.”




“Her behavior likely signals grief due to her mother’s untimely death.”


“Ah, but is she grieving? I believe Josie’s tantrums may be a flaw in her character. Her nursemaid certainly seemed to think so, and I’m sure the woman knew her far better than I.”


He could see uncertainty in Lady Henrietta’s eyes, which just confirmed his sense that Josie was a budding virago. In fact, a petite version of her dear mother.


“Has her mother been dead for a long time?”


“Just over eight months,” Darby replied. “Now if you would excuse me, Lady Henrietta, I assure you that I will take more care in choosing my next nursemaid. My aunt, Lady Rawlings, lives in Shantill House, quite close to Limpley Stoke, and she will undoubtedly be able to locate an appropriate nurse for the children.”


He walked toward the door of the parlor.


Henrietta followed and held out her hand in farewell. “We shall likely meet again, Mr. Darby. Your aunt is holding an at-home this evening, and my family has accepted her invitation.”


The man transformed before her very eyes into a gentleman of the first stare of elegance. He swept her a bow that might have graced the king himself. Then he caught her hand in his and kissed the very tips of her gloves. “That will be extraordinarily pleasant.” His voice took on a practiced husky ring that promised delight.


Henrietta blinked and almost laughed, but she caught herself. “You must have lived in London all your life,” she said curiously.


There was something about the warmth in his brown eyes that was slightly unsettling.


“I rarely visit the country,” he said. “I’m afraid that bucolic pleasures have held little appeal.”




Henrietta could well believe it. Even bedraggled by his encounter with Anabel, he was a fish out of water in Limpley Stoke.


“Will you making a long visit?”


“That depends,” he said, his eyes intent on hers, “on the pleasures of the countryside. I must say, I have found myself…surprised to this point.”


Henrietta nearly laughed again but managed to catch the giggle. It would never do to insult such a fashionable buck, especially while he was in the midst of practicing his manners on her. Of course, he had no idea that his manners were wasted.


As she made her way back down the High Street, her right leg dragging on each step, her sister Imogen bounced down the stairs from the mercer’s shop.


“Oh, Henrietta,” Imogen called. “There you are! I’ve been looking up and down.” She stopped sharp. “What on earth happened to you? What is that appalling smell!”


“Nothing extraordinary happened,” Henrietta said, climbing into their carriage. “Although I am afraid that my dress is rather odiferous.” She pushed hard on her aching hip with a gloved fist. Her hip was throbbing in a way that promised a marked limp for a day or two.


“How are you feeling?” Imogen asked. “Is your hip causing you discomfort?”


“I’m just tired. I met a young child, and I’m afraid that she spit up on my gown.”


“Well, that should cure you of your attachment to the little creatures,” Imogen said cheerfully. “You really do smell, Henrietta.”


Henrietta sighed. Imogen had taken her sixteenth birthday as a prompt to engage in candid remarks that she considered adult.


“You must rest yourself,” Imogen continued. “Although I think this excursion has done you some good. You don’t look as pallid as you do normally.”


Henrietta knew very well that she normally had the hue of a ghost without Imogen telling her. At least that had nothing to do with her infirmity. Papa had always insisted that Henrietta inherited her looks from her mama.


When she was small Henrietta had spent hours staring at the little miniature of the woman who died giving birth to her, wondering if her odd-looking assortment of features could ever turn into something as exquisite as her own mama’s face.


The problem was that now she looked well enough, but it didn’t matter. She was tainted by her lameness and by her inability to marry.


From the moment she was conscious of herself, she had been conscious of her hip. It wasn’t because of pain, either. Unless she took long walks or carried heavy weights, it didn’t hurt very much.


But her mother had the same hip, and her mother had died giving birth to her. Henrietta had known that fact for years. If she had a child, she too would die, as her mother had died.


She had cried and cried when she first realized the truth. One day, her father had found her and asked what was the matter. When she finally gulped it out, he gathered her in his arms and promised that she would never, ever be affected by her infirmity, because she wouldn’t get married. “You will stay home with me. Who needs a husband?” he said with mock fierceness, and she, at the tender age of nine, had agreed.


“I would never want to leave you, Papa,” she had said.


“And you never will,” he had said tenderly, kissing her on the forehead.


Now she was three-and-twenty. Her papa was dead these two years. But it wasn’t as if there were suitors pounding on her door anyway.




The truth stung. Yes, her father had made it clear that he would never allow her to marry. But men never wanted anything to do with her once they found out about her hip. Who would want a wife who was sure to die giving birth, almost certainly taking the child with her? Everyone said that she herself had only survived due to a miracle.


“Perhaps you should forgo the evening if you are overly tired,” Imogen said, checking her curls in a little mirror she carried in her reticule.


Normally, Henrietta would have agreed without a second’s thought. But this evening they were invited to Lady Rawlings’s house, and there was Mr. Darby. Not that he showed any interest in meeting her again.


But it would be amusing to see him play off his airs and graces with their neighbors. It would be worth it to have a front-row seat when they realized that a swan had found its way into their little backwater.
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Infamous Esme






Shantill House
 Limpley Stoke


Lady Esme Rawlings wasn’t feeling very spry. She stared at her ankles. Through her entire life, her ankles had been a point of pride. When she debuted, she was deliciously aware that gentlemen clenched their jaws at a glimpse of their slender elegance. After the first picture of a Frenchwoman with her skirt looped up at the side arrived on British shores, Esme lost no time looping up her skirts as well.





OEBPS/MSRCover.jpg
THE

D&HESS
Fool For I Love

‘Eloisa James is extraordina:





