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Wedded Bliss

By Barbara Metzger





“ROMANCE AT ITS FINEST AND FUNNIEST.”*

Praise for Barbara Metzger and her novels

“A doyen of humorous, Regency-era romance writing.... Metzger’s gift for re-creating the flavor and ambience of the period shines here, and the antics of her dirty-dish villains, near-villains, and starry-eyed lovers are certain to entertain.”

—*Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“The complexities of both story and character contribute much to its richness. Like life, this book is much more exciting when the layers are peeled back and savored.”

—Affaire de Coeur

“A true tour de force…. Only an author with Metzger’s deft skill could successfully mix a Regency tale of death, ruined reputations, and scandal with humor for a fine and ultimately satisfying broth… A very satisfying read.”

—The Best Reviews

“Queen of the Regency Romp. [She] brings the Regency era vividly to life with deft humor, sparkling dialogue, and witty descriptions.”

—Romance Reviews Today





A new beginning and a new baby. This one is for Andrew David Siegal with love.





Chapter One

There ought to be a rule, Rockford decided. A gentleman who was busy saving the world should not be further burdened with querulous in-laws, criminal bailiffs, and capricious sisters. Robert, Earl of Rockford, quickly brought his twitching lips under firm control before his hovering secretary noticed, but he did have to laugh to himself, at himself. After all, despite his elevated title, his vast wealth, and his prestigious, although naturally unpaid position in official circles, he was no more than a jumped-up translator, or worse.

A gift for languages and a lifetime of training in the social arts made him the perfect diplomat, the ideal escort for visiting dignitaries and would-be allies. The prince regent valued Rockford’s services—and his company—so much that the earl’s request to join the military had been refused countless times. There was, of course, the earldom to be considered, with Rockford’s heir still a minor. More important, from Prinny’s view, was Rockford’s knack for convincing foreign princes to cast their fates—and their marks, rubles, schillings, or kronas—into Britain’s efforts to defeat the Corsican tyrant.

With his excellent memory and his ear for dialects, Rockford could almost tell which side of which mountain this princeling commanded, which plot of mineral-rich land that archduke controlled. With his reputation for scrupulous integrity and attention to detail, the earl had accomplished much on England’s behalf. Soon, he felt, Bonaparte would be defeated and then he could think about accomplishing something more, although he knew not what, on his own behalf.

Right now he was involved, far more intimately than he wished, in convincing one of the visiting Austrians to pledge her brother’s support for the war effort. Princess Helga Hafkesprinke of Ziftsweig would much rather pledge her hand to the wealthy, widowed Lord Rockford. Lud, the earl hoped Prinny never got the notion to trade Ziftsweig’s allegiance for Rockford’s ring on the plump princess’s finger. He’d have to leave the country. Then again, perhaps Rockford’s refusal to wed into a Teutonic dynasty could free him to join the army.

No, he was too old. At five and thirty the earl knew little of combat maneuvers, less of military discipline, and nothing whatsoever of rough camp life, field tents, or foraging. He adjusted one finely tailored cuff of his Bath superfine coat with his immaculate, well-manicured fingers. He’d stick with his translator’s position.

Translator? Hell, right now he felt like a panderer, trading favors for fortunes. Surely his skills and experience could be put to better use than playing companion to the hefty Hafkesprinke heiress.

“My lord?” Rockford’s secretary cleared his throat and anxiously gestured to the opened letters on the cherrywood desk. The first commandment of his employment was that the earl not be bothered with domestic matters, short of life and death. Poor Clifton was nervously awaiting judgment on the three letters he had brought to Rockford’s attention.

Rockford turned his brown-eyed gaze back toward the offending correspondence. He supposed his dead wife’s parents could not live forever, so that exonerated Clifton for plaguing him to read their whining. And the bailiffs absconding with Rock Hill funds was definitely a hanging offense, so that counted too. As for Rockford’s spinster sister running off with the dastard, well, the earl would strangle her if he could. “You did well, Clifton.”

Relieved, the man bowed and left, straightening a ledger on his way out of the dark-paneled office. Everything had to be precise and orderly for Robert Rothmore, Earl of Rockford.

Now nothing was, damn it.

He reread the letter from his former in-laws, knowing he would have to do something about their demands. He owed them a visit, at least. A jaunt north to Sheffield might even be to Rockford’s advantage, his absence serving to cool Her Highness Helga’s ardor.

Then he reread the other letter, from Rock Hill’s aged butler, Claymore. Claymore carefully enumerated every item gone missing with the larcenous land steward, from silver candlestick to spinster sister. A copy had been sent to the local magistrate, but they were likely out of the country by now.

Rockford cursed, eloquently and in several languages. He supposed it was all his fault, being too busy to oversee the estate himself, being too trusting of a mere paid employee. Not that he cared about the money or the knickknacks, except for the stolen Rembrandt. Lud knew he had enough of both, except for Rembrandts, of course. He only had the one sister, though, no matter how distant their relationship had become.

Rockford poured himself a small glass of cognac, despite the fact that it was not yet noon and his customary hour for imbibing. If ever a man needed to bend his own rules, today was the day.

He should have insisted Eleanor reside with him in London, by Jupiter, no matter how much she protested. Hell, he should have married her off to the first available peer willing to take the outspoken, unfashionable female. Instead he had listened to his older sister’s wishes, letting her stay at Rock Hill, stay unwed. A woman knowing what was right? Hah! He refilled his glass.

Jilted once, Eleanor hated men. Or so she had said, anyway. She also despised London society, with the insincerity as thick as the fog and the restrictive conventions as permeating as the constant dampness. The canons of polite behavior that Rockford lived by were nothing but codswallop to Eleanor. In one week, during her distant Season, she had offended every patroness of Almack’s, swatted Prinny’s wandering hands with her fan, and told Brummell he looked like a cyclopean frog with his quizzing glass held up to his eye. Rockford had gladly driven her back to Rock Hill in Leicester himself, with every expectation that she would stay there and manage his household. She’d managed to create a scandal and a criminal investigation and a deuced lot of trouble instead. Now he had to find a new estate manager.

Well, Eleanor would have to sleep in the bed she’d made. Be damned if they would see a farthing of her dowry, Rockford decided. They’d be lucky not to see the shores of Botany Bay. He had no intention of going after Eleanor, not even to recover the cherished Rembrandt Claymore listed as missing.

Worse than the money, worse than the masterpiece or his mutton-headed sister, worst of all, in fact, was what was missing from Claymore’s list. The old butler never mentioned William, Rockford’s young son. Usually there was word of the boy’s health, brief news of his budding equestrian skills, some mention of his academic achievements. Surely the lad knew his times tables by now—so why was his name absent from the accounting? Had Rockford’s sister taken a little boy with her to Gretna? Not even Eleanor could be so addled, Rockford hoped, but he would have to go check for himself. No servant, obviously, could be trusted with the task.

Within hours, the earl was in the saddle, headed north. When Lord Rockford gave orders, mountains moved…or carriages, baggage, and servants did, at any rate. Messengers delivered regrets for his social engagements. Grooms rode ahead to reserve rooms and horses and meals. His valet and his trunks, the four or five deemed necessary for a short visit to the country, would follow in the traveling coach. Rockford himself saw no reason to suffer through the trip in the slower, stuffy, confining carriage, not when he could ride cross-country and arrive that much sooner.

Rockford told himself concern was lending urgency to the journey, not guilt. Why should he feel guilty about leaving the child alone? Heaven knew young William was being raised in the same fashion Rockford himself had been, seldom seeing his father. Like William, Rockford’s mother had died in childbirth and, like William, he had been tended by hordes of caring servants until he was old enough for school. William, at least, had his aunt Eleanor, until she got some maggot in her brain about finding true love or some such rubbish.

The boy was fine, Rockford tried to convince himself as he urged his mount to greater speed, as if the hounds of hell were nipping at his heels. Nanny Dee and Claymore and Mrs. Cabot the housekeeper were likely spoiling the lad unmercifully, he was positive, and wasn’t there a new tutor? The earl could not quite recall the fellow’s name or credentials, but he had to be highly qualified to hold so important a post. His secretary would not have hired the man, otherwise.

Or had idiotic Eleanor selected the tutor? Damnation. He should have interviewed the applicants himself.

He doubted his own father had ever concerned himself with tutors and such, being far too busy with his mistresses and his wagers. At least Rockford was busy with the Crown’s business, not the hedonistic pleasure seeking his late, unlamented father had indulged in. He was a better father than the previous earl…wasn’t he?

Rockford rode through half the night, having to put up at a second-rate inn instead of the suite reserved for him at the best hostelry along his route. The horse he was given was inferior too, which darkened his mood even further. So did the storm clouds that doused him with cold, bone-chilling rain. Hell and damnation, his own father would not have gone to half this effort or inconvenience.

Rockford might not have interviewed the tutor, but he had selected William’s first pony himself, which was more than the previous earl had ever done. And while Rockford was not personally overseeing the boy’s riding lessons, he did visit Rock Hill occasionally, for William’s birthday when his secretary, Clifton, reminded him. One of the spring months, he thought now, although he had been in Austria last spring, and Brighton for the summer. Well, he had seen the child a few times before that. What more could anyone expect from a widower with diplomatic commitments, one who knew nothing of the nursery set?

The first time he had seen William was at his christening, following on the heels of William’s mother’s funeral. The babe had regurgitated sour milk all down Rockford’s shirtfront. The second time, at his first birthday, the tot’s nappy had leaked onto the earl’s knee. On his second birthday, William had cleverly unfastened his own diaper, with even more disastrous results for Lord Rockford’s linens. By the third anniversary of William’s birth, the earl had grown wary, keeping his distance until the little chap proved his maturity. At Eleanor’s urging, he had gone so far as to let William bring him a cup of tea. With the inevitable results for his wardrobe. He had not seen the boy since, Rockford realized.

By George, Eleanor must always have been daft, although Rockford had never recognized her condition. He pulled his beaver hat lower on his head in an effort to keep the rain from dripping down his collar, and swore at the weather, the rough-gaited horse, and the condition of the roads. He damned women in general and both his sister and William’s mother in particular, for leaving the lad all alone. He cursed the butler for alarming him, and the bailiff for robbing him, and the regent for using him as bait. Mostly he railed against fate for making him responsible for a child he might not have fathered. There definitely ought to be a rule about that.

*

Rock Hill was just that: a heap of rocks on top of a hill. The house was a magnificent mélange of architecture, dating from the first stone fortress and added onto by successive titleholders. The huge gray dwelling with gray slate roofs overlooked acres of parkland and formal gardens, with geometric patterns of fields and farms laid out in the distance. All of it, as far as the eye could see and beyond, belonged to the Rockford earldom. Not just to Robert Rothmore, the current earl, but to his heirs and ancestors. Rockford felt the weight of those past and future generations on his damp shoulders as he rode up the long hill toward the vast ancient edifice that was his heritage, if not his home.

The place was nearly a palace, fit for state visits. Now it more often hosted gawking sightseers on public days. Still, the lawns were manicured, the shrubbery pruned to perfection. The scores of windows shone, even in the rain, and the brass fittings gleamed. Everything was proper, elegant, bespeaking great wealth, endless pride, and centuries of privilege, to say nothing of royal favor.

It was a dwelling well suited to Robert, Baron Roth and Rottingham, Viscount Rothmore, Earl of Rockford, etcetera, etcetera.

It was where he had been born, and where he would lie buried when he died.

It was where his heirs should be raised.

It was a blasted dungeon.

He rode around back, thinking to deliver the hired horse to the stables, then enter the house itself through the service doors rather than trail mud across the marbled front hall or the priceless Aubusson rugs that lined the corridors, unless Eleanor and her bailiff had carried off the carpets too.

An unfamiliar groom came to take his reins. “And you be?” the man asked insolently. “And what’s your business?”

Rockford could not blame the fellow, since he must look no-account, dripping dirt and riding a poor specimen of a horse, without going to the front door.

“Rockford,” was all he said. “I live here.”

The man gulped, removed his cap, bobbed his head, and started to lead the tired animal away in a hurry.

Rockford stopped him with a question. “Where is Jake?”

Jake had been stable master for decades, putting Rockford on his first pony. The earl had been counting on the old horseman to do the same for William, or at least welcome him home.

“Gone to drive Mr. Claymore and Mrs. Cabot to the village to fetch supplies, m’lord,” the groom replied, “and hire more help than what we keep on most times.”

So no one was around to greet the prodigal son, not even the butler or the housekeeper.

The groom must have noted Rockford’s frown, for he added, “We was expecting you tomorrow, else they would of been here. That’s what the messenger said, leastways.”

The slightly accusatory tone of the man’s comment grated on Rockford’s already fraying temper. “I do hope my arrival is not an inconvenience to my staff.”

The groom shrugged. “You just might not find the place up to your standards, is all. Dinner ’specially. Bound to be potluck, with no time for fixing fancy dishes like you’re used to in London. It’s plain country fare here, most days.”

Rockford could not imagine Claymore and Mrs. Cabot maintaining the Hill in anything less than pristine condition, nor its kitchens providing worse meals than he’d had on the road. The stables, from what he could see, were as neat and orderly as always, smelling of fresh straw and well-groomed horses, although there were few enough of them in the nearby stalls. He nodded. “And your name is…?”

“Fred, m’lord,” the groom answered, looking nervously toward the rear of the stables, as if wishing he could leave. “Fred Nivens. I were hired by Mr. Arkenstall, what left. But that don’t mean I had any part in his thieving, like some hereabouts be hinting.”

Still, he kept shifting his weight from foot to foot, and shifting his eyes from the horse to the earl to the back of the stables. Rockford would reserve judgment until he spoke to Jake and checked the ledgers for himself. Meantime, he walked with the groom and the hired horse toward the rear, glancing in the empty stalls. He did not notice any pony.

“Tell me, Fred, did my son ride along with Claymore and Mrs. Cabot into the village?”

Fred stopped short. “Master William?”

“Yes, that son.” Rockford’s patience was wearing decidedly thinner.

Fred scratched his head. “Why would you ask that?”

The earl tapped his muddy boots with his riding whip. He was not used to being interrogated by his own servants, and this one was either dense or deceitful. Either way, Fred’s term of employment was growing shorter by the moment. “Because his mount is not here,” Rockford said in slow and even tones that would have had his secretary shaking, “and Jake would never leave the pony out in the cold rain.”

Now Fred looked at Rockford as if the earl were fit for Bedlam. “The nipper’s been over to Mrs. Henning’s for months now.”

Months? His son had been gone for months and no one told him? Then again, perhaps Claymore had written, or Eleanor, but his secretary wouldn’t have bothered him with such puny details as his five-year-old son leaving home for who knew where. Bloody hell, the lad could have joined the navy, for all anyone informed Rockford! And who the devil was Mrs. Henning, anyway?

“Tell me about this woman and why my son is at her house, wherever that might be, instead of here, where he belongs.”

Fred Nivens began to brush down the wet horse, keeping as far away as possible from Rockford and that whip the earl kept rapping against his well-muscled leg. “As to the whys and wherefores,” Fred said, “you’d have to ask Mr. Claymore, I ’spect. But Mrs. Henning, she’s a widow what came here one day and said she was taking the nipper, to pack his clothes. Just like that, I heard tell.”

Just like that? And Eleanor let this stranger take the boy? She must have been so ensorceled by her lover’s blandishments that she could not keep her mind or her eye on what was important, namely Rockford’s son. Damn her and that plaguesome bailiff; may they fall in a Scottish loch and get eaten by…by whatever creature of superstition lived in that benighted place. What if Mrs. Henning was an old witch who turned little boys into frogs, or a slave trader who sold them to chimney sweeps? Or a procuress who—Lud, it did not bear thinking on, so that was all, of course, that Rockford could imagine.

“Who is this female?” he demanded. “I have never heard of her.”

Now Fred smirked. “You would have, if you’d visited more. Everyone knows her, by reputation, at least. She’s Alissa Henning, what used to be Alissa Bourke, whose father was steward over at Fairmont. He got her educated way past her station, what gave her ambitions to better her lot.”

Good grief, the woman sounded no better than she ought to be, and the groom’s snide smile confirmed Rockford’s suspicions. “Fairmont is Sir George Ganyon’s place?” Rockford was already figuring how long it would take him to ride there if he cut across the home farm fields.

“Right, and Sir George has his eyes on her, they say. Lets her stay on in one of his cottages. Holding out for a ring, she is, I’d wager. Worked the first time, it did, when the doxy trapped some nobleman’s son into marriage by claiming to be in the family way. His family don’t recognize any jumped-up fortune hunter, naturally, so she’s left to give lessons and hold other folks’ children for ransom.”

“She’s holding William for ransom?” Rockford could not believe what he was hearing, or that his trusted retainers had let this abomination happen.

“Near as makes no difference. I spend half my time bringing food and fetching books. On the widow’s orders.” He neglected to say that the pretty widow refused to give him the time of day, but he did spit on the ground near the horse’s feet, to show his opinion of the circumstances. “And Jake has to go give riding lessons over by Fairmont, to the young master and the widow’s own brats.” 

She stole the pony too?





Chapter Two

Rules, hell. There were actual laws against kidnapping. Rockford had taken part in some of the parliamentary discussions about penalties, urging stricter enforcement. Otherwise no son of wealthy parents would be safe, be he from the nobility or the merchant class.

So much for safe if country bawds could get away with stealing an earl’s son in broad daylight. Rockford threw his whip against the stable door. Not this time. He was the Earl of Rockford, and no one took what was his. Not ever.

“Can you drive?” he asked the groom, whose jaw was hanging slack at Rockford’s reaction.

Fred nodded.

“Good. I cannot fetch the boy and his baggage home on horseback. Hitch up whatever coach is handiest. I shall meet you out front after I change into dry clothing.”

“But, m’lord, your trunks ain’t come yet.”

Rockford was reaching for his saddlebags. “I always carry extra with me.”

“But your valet…”

Rockford raised one dark eyebrow to show Fred Nivens he had gone far beyond the line. One could make only so much allowance for laxer country manners. “I do know how to dress myself, you know.”

“A’course, m’lord,” Fred said, staring at the pistol Rockford was also drawing out of his saddlebag. “Begging your pardon.”

Rockford ran up the back stairwell, passing no one, but hearing some maids giggling behind parlor doors. No fire burned in his bedroom, naturally, with him not due to arrive for another day, but his anger kept him warm enough. He used his soiled shirt to dry his wavy dark hair, his limp neckcloth to wipe at his muddied boots. Despite his words to the overfamiliar groom, he could not easily remove the high-topped footwear without assistance, so was stuck with his uncomfortable, damply clinging buckskins. Nor was he used to tying his own cravat, so Rockford always carried a spotted silk cloth to wrap loosely at his throat. He’d do for a call on a loose-moraled adventuress, once he tucked the pistol in the waistband of his sodden breeches.

Fred was waiting in the carriage drive, that nasty smirk on his face. “I guess Widow Henning’ll be getting her comeuppance, eh, m’lord?”

“You are not paid to guess,” Rockford said as he stepped into the lumbering old coach, realizing that Eleanor must have taken the family carriage. “Just to drive. Get on with it, man.” When he saw that there were no hot bricks to warm his chilled feet, he’d thought of riding up with the groom instead of in the ancient equipage, since the rain had trickled to a mere drizzle. The man’s insolent grin decided him otherwise. He’d have a word with Jake about his underling’s impertinence later, after they had recovered William. There were codes of behavior to be followed, even in the country. Every Rockford employee met the earl’s exacting standards or found himself dismissed—except, of course, for the ones who scampered off with the earl’s belongings, in the earl’s more comfortable carriage, before he noticed their transgressions.

Damn, how could he have left his estate, and his son, so long in the hands of others? Because he was busy, he answered himself, and he relied on his totty-headed sister. More fool he, for thinking a woman could act responsibly, especially a female in heat. Lud, he would have supposed Eleanor past such wanton cravings, with her fortieth birthday quickly approaching. That was a mistake, too, supposing he knew anything about women and their desires. What he did know, and cursed himself for forgetting, was that not a one of them was to be trusted.

Take this Mrs. Henning now. The devil could take her to perdition, with Rockford’s blessings, but he had to consider the wily widow before their encounter.

Henning, he recalled, was the family name of the Duke of Hysmith, so she had definitely married up, as they said. What she must not have considered before entrapping some green lad into leg shackles was that Hysmith had a clutch of sons, so disowning one would be no hardship. Now she was forced to live off Sir George Ganyon’s generosity, which was another miscalculation on her part. The baronet had always been tightfisted, leaving his tenants’ roofs leaking while he purchased another high-bred hunter. He had to be fifty by now, and still lusting after anything in skirts, if Fred Nivens could be believed. But no, the clever Mrs. Henning had chosen to take up kidnapping to make her fortune, instead of the uncertain future of a miser’s mistress. Well, she would not see one more groat of Rothmore money, he swore. Not that she would have any use for it in jail. He adjusted the pistol at his waist. He’d never aimed a weapon at a female yet, but this conniving shrew deserved whatever justice he chose to mete out.

For now, Rockford’s stomach roiled at the movement of the badly sprung carriage and the unaired, stale-smelling interior. No, he was queasy at the thought of poor William, he told himself. Heaven knew what the boy was suffering. Stolen from the only home he had ever known, torn from Nanny Dee’s comforting bosom, abandoned by his aunt, and thrust among a female Captain Sharp, he must be wretched and afraid. Poor little tyke.

*

The poor little tyke was raking wet leaves in the fenced-in yard of a poorly thatched cottage. Lud, the woman had Rockford’s son forced into manual labor! Things were worse than he’d supposed.

They’d driven past Sir George Ganyon’s Fairmont, and Rockford had almost paused there, if only to get out of the cold, confining carriage for a bit. The baronet’s home was made of the same stone and slate as Rock Hill, but appeared puny by comparison. Hell, Kensington Palace seemed puny by comparison to Rock Hill, but Ganyon’s place looked dark and ill-kempt, with ivy growing over the windows and a shutter missing from one window. Rockford signaled Fred to drive on. Later he’d have words with his neighbor about harboring criminals, but now he wanted to get the boy and get out of the damned rocking coach.

Two boys were working in the widow’s yard, he noted as he started to step down from the carriage, eager to put his chilled feet on solid ground. The one not raking was gathering acorns into a bushel—Zeus, had they taken to eating mashed acorns? He appeared taller and older, though, perhaps ten, Rockford thought, but what did he know of youngsters? Still, that must be William with the rake and the ugly brown knit cap over his ears. Rockford recalled the pristine white lace bonnet his infant son had worn, and felt another pang of remorse. Or else his stomach was giving one last protest to the coach’s swaying as he got down.

The older boy told the younger, “Go tell Mother we have company, Willy,” so there was no mistake. The dirty-faced urchin was Rockford’s son, and they were calling him Willy, by George! The son of an earl was not called Willy.

The little boy ran into the house, but the older stood his ground, despite Rockford’s glare. He glanced from the frowning stranger to the grinning Fred, and picked up the fallen rake, as if to defend his family from marauders.

“I mean you no harm, boy,” the earl said, taking a tentative step toward the gate. “I am Rockford.”

“No, the Earl of Rockford is handsome as the devil and dresses better than the prince himself. Everyone knows that.”

Lud, Rockford hoped he dressed better than the corpulent regent! He reached up to adjust the loose knot at his neck, but the boy was going on: “And he rides like the wind. The Earl of Rockford would not be caught dead in that old rig where the pigeons used to roost.”

So that was the noxious smell. Rockford cast a reproachful eye toward Fred, who was snickering. The earl wondered how long the groom would laugh when he was out of a job. He turned back toward the half-size gatekeeper. “I assure you, my boy, that I am indeed Rockford. I have come for my son.”

“But you don’t want—” the lad started, only to be interrupted by a woman’s voice from the cottage doorway.

“That is enough, Kendall. You are being impolite to our guest.”

“But he says he’s—”

The woman noted what her son did not: the finely tailored coat, the rich leather boots, the arrogantly raised eyebrow, and the confident tilt to the chin. “Make your bows, Ken, and show the earl in.”

“Yes’m,” the boy answered, making a creditable bow and politely holding the gate for Rockford to pass through. “This way, my lord.”

Rockford was surprised, and not just by the boy’s good manners. The widow seemed younger than he’d thought, barely thirty, he’d guess. She was not as flamboyantly beautiful or full-breasted as he’d expected from an ambitious highflier, either. In fact, she seemed almost demure in her plain high-necked gray gown with the barest hint of ribbon for trim. Gray was not the color he would pick for mistress material, nor did it suit Mrs. Henning’s pale coloring and neatly coiled light brown hair. She ought to be wearing green, to match her truly fine eyes, or scarlet, to proclaim her profession.

Trying to keep his rekindled anger in check, Rockford gestured for Fred to walk the horses while he followed the widow through the doorway of her cottage. The first thing he noticed was the welcome warmth, then the smell of baking gingerbread. The small parlor was simply furnished but tidy, except for some piles of books. At least William was not being held prisoner in some foul hovel. In fact, he seemed fond of the woman, clinging to her skirts while he peered up at Rockford. The earl tried to smile for the boy’s sake, as if to say, “I am here. You are safe. All will be well.” William shyly smiled back, showing a gap where his front teeth should be. Rockford hoped that was normal.

“Will you be seated, my lord? Perhaps you would like some tea to take the chill from the day?” Mrs. Henning asked in carefully modulated tones, with no hint of an accent. But then Fred had said she was well educated.

“No, thank you,” he replied, amazed that he could hold polite conversation with this vulture in dove’s clothing. “I will not be staying and do not want to track mud onto your floor.”

She smiled, making her seem even younger and prettier. Now Rockford could see how Hysmith’s son had been caught, and why that old goat Ganyon was so moonstruck. “With boys and bad weather,” she said, “a little dirt is inevitable. I do not mind, truly, if you make yourself comfortable.”

Rockford had been around far too long to fall into that trap. He stayed by the door. She took up a stance by the mantel, tousling William’s fair curls to dry them by the warmth of the fire. If he was jealous, Rockford told himself, it was for the fire’s heat, not her gentle, seemingly loving touch. “My business will not take long,” he said, more gruffly than he intended. “I want my son back.”

“Of course you do. He is a fine boy. But are you sure…? That is, have you made the proper arrangements? You do realize a boy cannot simply be left with servants, my lord. He needs—”

“I assure you, I am fully aware of what the son of an earl requires for a proper upbringing.” He raised his eyebrow at the tiny cottage. “I assure you, this is not it.”

She gasped at his plain speaking. “I have done the best I could, my lord.”

“Aye, the best you could to feather your own nest, I’ll warrant.”

She gasped again, and the older boy, Kendall, started forward, his small hands clenched into fists at his side. William cowered behind Mrs. Henning. She started to protest, to claim her innocence, Rockford supposed, despite all the evidence, but he held up his hand. “Enough. I want my boy, and I want him now. If you cause any trouble, I am prepared to go to the magistrate, or worse.” He let his hand rest on the grip of his pistol at his waist, so she could not mistake his intentions.

Deathly pale now, she gathered both boys closer to her side, as if to protect them from a madman with a gun. “You may take your son, of course, because that is your right, no matter how bad a parent you might be. As soon as he is finished—”

“Now!” Rockford commanded. “I have been patient enough. I shall not negotiate for what is mine.” Two long strides took him across the narrow room. He grabbed William’s shoulder and pulled the boy to him, then took those same two strides back to the door, despite the child’s objections. He ignored the shouts and the cries. He ignored everything until he heard the unmistakable sound of a hammer being cocked. That he could not ignore. He turned.

A lioness could not be more dangerous in defense of her cub. Mrs. Henning had taken a pearl-handled pistol from its pegs over the mantel and had it in her hand, aimed at his head. “I assure you, my husband’s gun is loaded and I do know how to fire it. I will not hesitate an instant, sir, if you drag my son one more step out the door.”

Her son?

“Your son?”

She nodded, but the barrel of the pistol did not waver from the center of his forehead, where she could not miss at this range and where she would not endanger the boy. William. Her son.

“Yours?” he repeated, as if, if he kept trying, he might get a more satisfactory answer.

“Mine. William Alexander Bourke Henning. Named after his father, William, and mine, Alexander Bourke. He has the same strawberry mark on his…posterior as his father and my other son, to prove it. Do you wish to see?”

“Mama!” both boys cried in protest.

Rockford looked down to see those same damnable green eyes. These were not spitting fire like the widow’s, nor were they aimed at relieving him of what little gray matter he had between his ears. The boy’s eyes were awash with tears, and his lower lip was trembling. “Yours,” he repeated once more, carefully taking his hand away from the child’s shoulder and gently brushing his fingers across the top of the lad’s head before nudging him back across the room toward his mother. For the first time in memory, Rockford found himself speechless, faced with such loathing and disdain. And that was his own opinion. Mrs. Henning must think worse, for she never lowered the barrel, even when the boy reached her side.

What could he say to make amends for frightening an infant, for threatening to steal a woman’s child? His mind could not think of the words, and his tongue could not have spoken them anyway. Blast, he was a diplomat. He was fluent in a score of languages. He was a first-class fool. “My…my son’s name is William,” was all he could stammer.

“So do you think you own the name, like you own half the county? The last I heard, not even earls had that right.”

“Of course not. I just meant… That is, I had heard…”

She took her eyes off his head for an instant, to glance out the window to where Fred Nivens was turning the coach. “I can well imagine what you heard.” Then she told her older son, “Go tell Billy to hurry with his bath, that his father is waiting.”

With one look over his shoulder to make sure that his mother was well defended, Kendall hurried down a narrow corridor.

“Billy?” Rockford echoed after the boy left. That was worse than Willy. He started to say something about the respect due to the son of an earl, but thought better of it, since the widow still held her weapon, although the barrel was lowered, as if her arm was growing weary from the weight. He did say, “His name is William, after his mother’s father.”

She must have heard a hint of censure he could not keep from his voice, for the gun barrel rose again. “We already had one William, and since Billy is a good enough pet name for one of the king’s own sons, we deemed it good enough for Billy.”

Another profligate, scandal-ridden royal, just what Rockford wished his son named for. But he let it pass. The sooner he had William out of here, the sooner he could forget his blunder, and forget the silly-billy name. “You say he is at his bath? In the middle of the day?”

The little boy spoke up, braver now that he was back at his mother’s side. “He fell in the mud when we were feeding Rosie.”

“And Rosie is…?”

“Our pig. We were bringing her acorns.”

His son was throwing slop to pigs? Deuce take it, the child should be at lessons, learning to be a gentleman, not a hog farmer. Wisely, Rockford held his tongue. All that mattered was getting William back, and getting Mrs. Henning to put down that blasted pistol. He gestured toward the weapon. “Do you always keep it loaded? It seems an odd way of greeting guests.”

She pointedly glanced toward the outline of the gun at his waist. “Do you? That seems an odd way to pay morning visits.”

“But I do not have children in the house.”

“And you might never have, if that pistol has a hair trigger.” Then, to Rockford’s amusement, Mrs. Henning blushed for speaking such warm thoughts out loud. He could not remember when he had last seen a mature woman—a widow, no less—color up. At his answering smile, she hurried on: “There is no danger anyway. The boys all know the rules, of course.”

Since when did little boys follow rules? Rockford might not recall much of his own childhood, but he knew enough to question Mrs. Henning’s confidence. Besides, the children were supposed to leave loaded weapons alone, but not stay away from ill-tempered and unpredictable swine? Her rules were absurd. Why, William could have been trampled or gored or—

“Papa!” The shout came from down the corridor, and was followed by rapid, running footsteps, and then a small dust storm blew into the room. Mrs. Henning stepped out of the way as a half-naked halfling, wrapped in a towel and a coat of mud, launched itself at Rockford’s legs, almost staggering him. What the sudden onslaught did not accomplish, the stench nearly did.

Spindly arms reached up, and Rockford had no choice but to lift the boy to his chest. Now his entire set of clothing—his last set until his valet and his trunks arrived—would have to be destroyed, not just his breeches and his boots.

This one was William, all right.





Chapter Three

“I tried to catch him,” a pretty young girl said from the doorway, clutching another towel to her. Mrs. Henning was biting her lip to keep from laughing at the expression Rockford knew he must be wearing, along with a good measure of mud. “I know you did, Amy, dear,” she said, while carefully hanging the pistol back on its high hooks. “Lord Rockford, may I introduce my sister, Miss Aminta Bourke. Amy, this is Billy’s father, the Earl of Rockford.”

The sister was about seventeen, sweet innocence personified in her sprigged muslin and ribbon-tied hair. She had Mrs. Henning’s fair skin and green eyes, which she kept lowered to her toes. She made a polite curtsy, then offered her hand. When she noticed that her fingers were as filthy as the earl’s son—and the earl—she raised her hand to her cheek in dismay, which left a smudge across her face. “Oh, no!” she cried, then dropped the towel and fled the room.

Mrs. Henning calmly retrieved the towel, smiled, and said, “You are her first earl, you see.” She would have retrieved the monkey—surely that could not be a real child under the grime—clinging to Rockford’s neck, but the boy did not let go.

At least he was not shy, Rockford noted. William did not appear the least daunted by his encounter with Rosie, nor by meeting the father he must barely recall. As for being intimidated by the eminence of the title or the dignity of the earl’s bearing—hah! The lad showed as much respect as the pistol-wielding widow. Who appeared to be silently laughing at him. Well, he’d inform both of them about proper conduct toward their superiors, as soon as he could get a word in edgewise.

“Papa!” William was babbling. “I knew you would come! I just knew it! I told everyone my papa would come get me as soon as Claymore wrote you about Nanny’s broken arm—”

Nanny had a broken arm?

“—and how Susie, that’s the nursery maid, left after Aunt Eleanor found her and Mr. Arkenstall in the broom closet.”

The bailiff in the broom closet?

“But then they made up, except that new tutor Mr. Arkenstall hired said he would help me get washed and dressed, only Nanny said it was wrong and wouldn’t let him, that I could do it myself. Did you know water can go right through the floors?”

Onto the magnificent carved and painted ceilings? Or the priceless rugs?

“And so they sent Nanny off to her sister’s, and he stayed, the tutor, but I did not like him, so I broke his birch rod—”

The tutor would never work again, if he could walk.

“—so I ran away. Only Aunt Lissie—”

Who the deuce was Aunt Lissie?

“—wouldn’t let me stay because she said Aunt Eleanor would be worried. But Aunt Eleanor wanted to ran away too, she said, and so she asked Aunt Lissie to keep me here. Isn’t that fine?”

Aunt Lissie was Alissa Henning? Fine was not quite the word Rockford would have used, had he the chance before William started in again.

“So you did not really have to come, Papa, but I am glad you did, ’cause now you can meet Rosie. She’s the biggest pig in the whole world, you know. Aunt Lissie said she was supposed to be d-i-n-e-r, but she is much too nice for that. You’ll see. Oh, but now that you’ve come, maybe I won’t have to go to lessons with Vicar?”

Not if he couldn’t spell dinner correctly.

“But Kendall helps me. He’s the smartest boy in the village. And Aunt Lissie teaches us to draw. Want to see the picture I made of Harold? That’s my pony, but you know that. You sent him. And I told you his name in the thank-you letter I wrote. Aunt Eleanor helped, but she promised not to tell.”

The boy smacked his lips against his father’s cheek in a wet, noisy kiss anyway, just in case the earl forgot how grateful he was—or in case Rockford had one last clean spot.

“That’s because Harold is the best pony in the world. And Jake lets us clean out his stall and brush him too. And we get to collect eggs, but Henny, she’s the—”

“Biggest hen in the world?”

“No, Papa, she is the meanest, so we let Amy take her eggs ’cause she’s a girl and Henny likes her better. So does Martin. He’s the blacksmith’s son, but we’re never supposed to leave Amy alone when he’s around ’cause he’s got the biggest—”

Rockford put his hand over the boy’s mouth. “Enough. You can tell me everything else later.”

William nodded, but as soon as Rockford’s hand moved he asked, “But I can stay here, can’t I, Papa? Can’t I? It’s the best place in the whole world.”

Mrs. Henning saved him by saying, “Why don’t you go finish your bath, Billy, while your father and I talk? Ken, Willy, you can help. And ask Amy to check the gingerbread.”

When the boys left, Rockford said, “Perhaps I will sit down after all, Mrs. Henning. Before I fall down.”

She looked at her worn, chintz-covered sofa and the embroidered squares covering the bare spots on her stuffed chair, then she looked at the damp and dirty aristocrat. She shrugged, placed the towel Amy had dropped on the seat of a bare wooden chair, and indicated that was where he should sit.

The Earl of Rockford, consigned to the least comfortable chair in the house, sighed. He could not even blame her. For anything, it seemed. “I—” he began.

“Do not read your correspondence, I gather.”

Rockford wiped his hand on his thigh, not that the fabric of his breeches was any cleaner. “My secretary…”

“Yes?”

“Will be boiled in oil.” The earl found it amazing how, after a decade of never so much as issuing a challenge, he now felt like committing mayhem on at least a score of scoundrels. At least Mrs. Henning’s lips almost curled into a smile at his words, which made his next words—a self-damning confession, actually—more painful. “He was only following my orders, however.”

The would-be smile faded, as he knew it would. Rockford told himself her opinion did not matter. How could it? What did the respect of a poor country widow mean to the Earl of Rockford? He sighed. More than he wished, when his own amour propre was at such low tide.

“Please,” he began. “Will you tell me what happened here, how matters came to such a pass that my son is under your roof?”

“My badly thatched roof, you mean.”

He could not deny that a Rock Hill scion deserved better than a tiny cottage, although Mrs. Henning’s parlor was comfortable, except for his hard chair, and the fire was welcoming. He redirected his inquiry. “What happened to Nanny Dee, and do you know if she is all right? I would have…” He would have done a great many things differently, but it was not entirely too late. “Does she need anything?”

Mrs. Henning’s expression seemed to lighten at his concern for the old nursemaid. “Her arm healed completely, thank goodness. According to Mr. Claymore, she is quite content at her sister’s. It is over near Melton, I believe, where she has handfuls of nieces and nephews to fuss over her, as well as great-nieces and -nephews to coddle.”

“That is all well and good, but if her broken arm did not bother her, why did she leave Rock Hill after so many years?”

“I think she took the accident as an omen to retire. In truth, I think she realized she could not keep up with your son.”

“He does seem a bit, ah…”

“Energetic?” she supplied.

He was thinking uncivilized, actually, but he nodded politely. “And was there no one else at that entire estate to look after a little boy? I understand about the nursemaid, but surely there were others. Or a woman from the village.”

“You must know that Rock Hill is not fully staffed. No, I suppose you do not. Most of the servants were dismissed, although I doubt their names were removed from the salary rolls. It appeared that Mr. Arkenstall was paying himself the wages of the unemployed workers, or that is what the vicar surmises.”

“Surely Claymore would not stand for that. He has been butler to the family for ages. Why, he quite thinks of Rock Hill as his.”

“Yes, but, like Nanny Dee, he grows old. He said he wrote, without receiving an answer. Without your agreement, of course, he held no authority over the steward, who kept the ledgers and claimed to be acting on your orders to economize. I doubt Mr. Claymore realized the depth of the fellow’s knavery. No one did, especially Lady Eleanor.”

“Ah, yes, my sister. How the deuce could she be taken in by such a rogue? I trusted her good sense.”

“But she had no reason to doubt that Arkenstall was not merely obeying your commands. And the changes were slight, at first. A footman here, a dairymaid there.” Mrs. Henning folded her hands in her lap and looked away, not meeting his eyes. “And I think she feared that she too was growing old. She told me she wanted adventure in her life while she could still enjoy it. She wanted to have her one grand passion.”

“She read too many rubbishing novels, that’s what.”

“No, she was reveling in the admiration of a dashing suitor. Mr. Arkenstall was a handsome man, with wavy blond hair and clear blue eyes. He did not look like a villain in the least. Why, all the women in the village used to sigh when he rode past, from the baker’s niece to the vicar’s wife. He had the manners of a gentleman and the facile tongue of a poet, knowing just how to flatter and cajole. He was very…persuasive.”

Rockford could not like her description of the blackguard, the flowing locks and the flummery. He especially did not like the persuasive part. “Did he approach you too?”

She chuckled. “In such a…a coming way? Of course not. What could I offer a man of that ilk?”

If she did not know the answer to that question, Rockford thought, she had not looked in a mirror. “So you were not taken in by his false charm?”

“I did not say that. What woman does not like compliments? The whole parish was beguiled until he started raising rents and letting workers go. He blamed you, of course, maintaining his own goodwill as long as possible. He said your style of London living was too expensive for the estate to support the way it had been doing.”

“I do not take a farthing from the estate! My personal investments provide more than amply for my needs.”

“But he was your estate manager. Why should anyone doubt him?”

“So they believed I was a spendthrift, a wastrel, living the life of luxury while my dependents went hungry?”

She studied her hands again, without answering.

“I see.” Despite his anger, Rockford also saw that the widow’s were not the soft white hands of an idle lady, but strong and competent-looking. And calm. She was not wringing her hands the way her words were wringing at his soul.

“I believed I had competent employees.”

“But you never came, never took an interest in Rock Hill. And then there were all those mentions of your name in the newspapers. Not that the whole village reads the gossip columns, but they hear things, even so far from London. Everyone knows how extravagant the prince regent is, how lavish his entertainments, how he and his friends spend fortunes on momentary pleasures.”

“You should not believe everything you hear.” Although much of it was true. Rockford started to brush the mud off his sleeve, until he realized he’d be brushing it onto the widow’s floor, and she likely had no maid to sweep up after him. Lud, what a coil. His reputation had a worse odor than his clothes, and he, Robert, Lord Rockford, was going to have to beg forgiveness from a countrywoman of no possible distinction except decency and green eyes. He took a deep breath. “And so you took William into your home?”

“I could not leave him there, could I?”

A less caring woman could have. The only worthwhile effort Eleanor had made in the boy’s behalf was handing him to Mrs. Henning. “And the money?”

She did not pretend to misunderstand, but raised her chin. “My husband was taken from us two years ago, my lord, and I live in straitened circumstances, as you must be aware, supporting my household on meager funds and what I can earn giving drawing lessons. Lady Eleanor certainly was cognizant of my financial condition. We both agreed Billy would do better here anyway, with the boys to play with and lessons in the village, than on his own at Rock Hill. So yes, I accepted foodstuffs from Rock Hill, and money for Billy’s clothes and schooling. More than was strictly necessary, I freely admit. I did not think you would begrudge classes for my sons with the vicar, or the occasional treat, not when you were likely spending more than all of it combined on a single pair of boots. I shall, of course, repay you for any—”

He held up his hand. “No, no, I never meant to imply that you had misappropriated funds from the estate.”

“Of course you did. You came here armed, did you not? As if two women and two little boys were holding your son hostage, bleeding your coffers dry in exchange for his well-being.”

Now it was Rockford’s turn to study his fingers. “Perhaps at first,” he admitted. “The gossip, you know.”

She threw his words back at him: “You should not believe everything you hear.”

He believed he needed a drink. And a bath.

Once again, Rockford was at a loss for words. There were no pat phrases he could mouth, no rules of proper conduct for such a blatant breach of common civility as he had shown to this woman.

Instead of waiting for him to flounder through an apology, as most other females would have, glorying in his grovels, Mrs. Henning asked, “So what shall you do now?”

After stringing that groom Fred Nivens up by his thumbs? “Why, I shall return to Rock Hill and straighten out the mess. Now that I am aware of the problem, everything will be addressed and corrected. Tenants will be recompensed, former retainers rehired, no matter the cost.”
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