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  Chapter 1




  Angela pulled at the black velvet cuff of her dark gray jacket and huffed in indignation. The stupid footman had taken her card and left her waiting in the entry hall. Even though he’d gestured toward high-backed chairs along the walls, he should have known one didn’t leave a lady waiting in a hallway. And the man limped! Who would hire a footman, especially one to open the front door of an earl’s country seat, who wasn’t a perfect specimen of manhood? Something was definitely strange about this household.




  Perhaps the new Countess of Firthley was indeed her old playmate and simply didn’t know how to properly staff a house. But what if she wasn’t? What would Angela do then? She couldn’t bear to get back on the train with a whining baby, and Loretta was sure to get worse as the day dragged on. If this woman wasn’t her Catherine, Angela would just have to appeal to her, as one noblewoman to another, for a night’s lodging.




  But if she wasn’t her Catherine, she would be a shameless charlatan who’d spread malicious lies about Angela’s father, one of the most respected peers of the realm. Such a woman wouldn’t treat Angela graciously.




  Trying to distract herself from that worry, Angela examined the décor of the hall, comparing it to that of her father’s Yorkshire home. Of course that home was a castle and far more ornate, with murals on the ceilings and statuary along the walls or on tables, but she had to admit the black and white marble floor and the white walls with decorative plaster work molded into geometric designs and trimmed with gold gave a dignified impression. She liked the wide marble stairs leading up to a gallery that ran between each of the side wings of the house. The most impressive feature of the hall was the glass-sided dome topping the three story high ceiling and flooding the hall with light.




  A rustle of fabric drew Angela’s gaze up to the far end of the gallery. A woman, wearing a bright blue dress with a skirt much fuller than a servant would wear, hurried along the hallway heading toward the stairs. As she neared the head of the stairs, sunlight coming through the dome touched her ginger-colored hair. Angela sighed in relief. This woman must be the former Catherine Callahan.




  But the last time Angela had seen her, she had been an eighteen-year-old orphan living off the charity of Angela’s parents. The woman coming down the stairs was fuller of figure, she carried her head high, and her expression radiated self-confidence. But the last two changes should be expected. Catherine had risen from a failed lady’s maid to a countess in less than ten years; she should feel good about herself.




  And wasn’t it strange how fate toyed with peoples’ lives? Catherine now had everything Angela had expected to have. She suddenly realized how humiliating it was going to be for her, a duke’s daughter, to admit to the daughter of an Irish horse trainer that she didn’t have a home of her own.




  Why on earth have I come here?




  The woman neared the bottom of the stairs, stopped, and stared for a moment before exclaiming, “Angela! It’s you. I didn’t recognize the last name on your card, but you’re the only Lady Angela I’ve ever known. Holden must be your married name.”




  Angela stood and took several steps forward. “Yes, I married Warren Holden, the eldest son of Viscount Mandeville, but he—he’s gone. Died in the Crimea.”




  “Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry.” Catherine rushed to her, hugged her, and pressed her cheek against Angela’s.




  For a moment Angela slumped against her old friend, feeling the comfort she had felt as a child when she turned to Catherine over some perceived wrongdoing by a member of her family or a servant. Then she took a deep breath and straightened her spine. “I’ve been a widow for almost a year and a half now. I’ve learned to cope.”




  Catherine gave her a brief, sympathetic smile and nodded. “And what brings you to Firthley Hall?”




  “I was on the train, returning to Yorkshire after a visit with my in-laws. I had heard that the new Countess of Firthley claimed to have been raised on Father’s Yorkshire estate. I was wild to know if she really was my old playmate.”




  Catherine looked almost embarrassed as she said, “After the way I left your mother’s service, I thought you’d be angry with me.”




  “It did upset me that you disappeared while I was away at school, but mother explained to me that you really didn’t have a talent for being a lady’s maid, so I understood why you choose to take care of children instead. But how in the world did you manage to go from being a nanny to a countess?”




  “Oh, that’s a long story. Let me offer you some hospitality first. How did you get here? Are you traveling alone?”




  Angela forced a chuckle. “Goodness no. I never go anywhere alone. I have my maid, a nanny, and my daughter waiting in the carriage I hired at the depot.”




  “You have a daughter? How wonderful. I’m sure she’s been a great consolation to you. Let’s bring your party in and get you all settled in rooms for the night. Surely you don’t want to get back on the train this late in the day.”




  Angela signed in relief. “I was hoping you would say that. I didn’t decide to get off the train at Firthley Village until the last minute. I don’t even know when I can catch another train going north.”




  “So you’re as impulsive as ever?” Catherine asked, but she smiled as if she didn’t mean to be critical.




  Angela shook her head. “Being a mother and a widow has greatly curtailed my impulsive nature.”




  “We both have a lot of catching up to do, don’t we? Let me call our housekeeper to help get you settled in, and then we can have tea and a nice long chat.”




  As if by magic, the housekeeper and butler appeared. While the woman moved with the quiet efficiency one would expect, the man lacked the dignity of a butler in an earl’s residence. Catherine should have remembered the butlers at Bainbridge Castle and made a better selection than this man.




  Angela led the way out to the carriage. The butler began to bark orders at a covey of footmen who’d descended on them. One of them opened the carriage door and assisted Nanny Briggs and baby Loretta out of the vehicle. Loretta took one look at Catherine and her servants and began to wail at the top of her lungs. Thankfully, Nanny Briggs took charge, sheltering the baby from Catherine’s oversolicitous concern. At Catherine’s suggestion, the housekeeper led those two away to a room she said was near the nursery.




  As footmen unloaded luggage, Catherine led Angela back into the entry hall and toward the grand staircase. “Would you like a room near your daughter?”




  “Actually her crying disturbs my rest. I’d rather not be close,” Angela said.




  “I can put you in the east wing. You definitely won’t hear her from there.”




  Angela nodded. “Fine.”




  Catherine looked as if she hadn’t expected Angela to accept the offer, but when they reached the head of the stairs, she turned to the right. “I can put you in the suite at the front of the house. It will be very quiet there. No one is currently in residence in this wing except a friend of the earl’s. Captain Matthews is recovering from war wounds and does not leave his bed. He does cough a bit at times, but you won’t hear him as your room is at the far end of the hall.”




  She nodded toward the first doorway they passed as they turned onto the hallway of the east wing and then led the way toward the front of the house. Had Angela chosen to isolate herself a bit more than she would find comfortable?




  Catherine opened the last door on the right side of the hallway without waiting for a footman to put down the luggage he was carrying and open it for them, another reminder that Catherine was more accustomed to serving than being served. The bedroom was richly, if impersonally furnished, the furniture too heavy and the drapery too dark for a woman’s taste. At least there were windows looking out over the front lawn of Firthley Hall and its surrounding woodlands.




  Catherine gestured toward the windows. “The dowager countess says this is the best view from the house. She stays in the suite across the hall when she’s in residence.”




  “So she still visits?”




  A frown passed over Catherine’s face, and Angela regretted the frankness of her question. But as she always had, Catherine quickly regained an amiable expression. “She’s not thrilled with her son’s choice of a wife, but she’s making the best of it.”




  She opened a connecting door and gestured to a cozy sitting room. “Feel free to use this. There’s a connecting bedroom, but no one is using it.” She took several steps and opened the door to a dressing room. Angela’s maid, Tilly, directed the other servants to put the luggage there.




  Stepping out of their way, Catherine asked, “Where would you like for your maid to stay? There’s a comfortable single bed in the dressing room or we can find her a room in the servant’s quarters?”




  “Since I’m practically alone on this hallway, I think I’ll have her stay with me.”




  Catherine nodded her understanding. “You get settled in and then come down to the far end of this hallway. We often have tea in the parlor there.”




  After her hostess had left the room, Angela removed the jacket of her traveling dress, but she didn’t see the need to completely change her attire just to have tea with Catherine. She did sit at the dressing table and allow Tilly to freshen her hair since it had been smashed by her bonnet.




  As she stared into the mirror, she studied her face for any new lines or shadows. Seeing Catherine so hale and apparently happy, made Angela worry that her own looks might be showing the effects of the tragedy she had recently lived through. Her face was definitely thinner and there were smudges under her eyes. As soon as Tilly finished, Angela would apply a bit more powder and rouge.




  Why bother? I’m only going to have tea with Catherine.




  But coming here, entirely on her own initiative, to a place she’d never been before, a place her father definitely wouldn’t approve of, gave her a curious rush of excitement. She was determined to make a new life for herself, to be something other than a gloomy war widow. Perhaps coming here was the first step on that journey.




  * * * *




  When Angela entered the parlor at the far end of the hall, she was surprised to find another woman with Catherine. “Oh, Angela, here you are. Allow me to introduce Miss Felicity Brewster. Her mother is the president of the garden club I belong to. Felicity, this is Lady Angela Holden. We were childhood acquaintances.”




  Angela didn’t miss how Catherine avoided explaining exactly what their childhood relationship had been. She smiled as she moved toward the little cluster of chairs arranged around a table laden with a steaming tea pot and a platter of sweet biscuits. “How do you do, Miss Brewster? I hope I’m not interrupting a discussion of garden club matters?”




  The young woman giggled. “Oh, no. I know little about gardening.”




  “Felicity comes in the afternoons to read to Captain Matthews,” Catherine said.




  “Captain Matthews?” Angelia asked.




  “The wounded soldier’s who’s here. I told you about him earlier,” Catherine explained.




  Angela nodded as she sat down.




  Catherine continued. “He suffered a chest wound at the battle of Sebastopol. The doctors said he needs country air to recover, but his parents live in London, so Firthley brought him here.”




  Angela stared at Catherine in confusion. “But wasn’t the earl wounded in the battle for Balaclava the year before?”




  “Yes,” Catherine nodded, “as was Captain Matthews, but his wounds were less serious so he returned for the next season of fighting.”




  “So he participated in the Charge of the Light Brigade too?”




  “He participated in another part of the battle. He was in the Light Company, but not the Light Brigade. Firthley knew him before they embarked for the Crimea, and they returned to England that first year on the same hospital ship. So of course, when Firthley heard about his condition after the battle of Sebastopol, he offered assistance.”




  Miss Brewster nodded her head so that the light brown curls on either side of her rosy cheeks bounced up and down. “Yes, the earl has been helpful to a number of our wounded veterans. Everyone should be as generous to those who have sacrificed so much to defend us.”




  Angela didn’t see how fighting half-way around the world to defend a bunch of heathen Turks had done her or England any good, but she nodded and accepted the cup of tea Catherine offered her. As she examined the plate of biscuits Catherine extended, Angela said, “Do you come from a military family, Miss Brewster?”




  “No, my father is just a country squire, but I have been inspired by the wonderful example Miss Nightingale has set. I wish I could become a nurse.”




  Angela was so shocked by that pronouncement that she dropped the biscuit from the tongs she was using to transfer it to her plate. “A nurse? Good heavens!”




  “Now, Angela…” Catherine spoke in the soothing tone she’d used when they were children and Angela had been upset by something. “Surely you’ve seen all the praise the newspapers have heaped on Florence Nightingale. It’s no wonder our young people want to be like her.”




  In Angela’s opinion that Nightingale woman was a traitor to her class, but rather than hurt the girl’s feelings by criticizing her idol, Angela said, “But to work as a nurse—with sick people—surely you don’t want to do that, Miss Brewster?”




  Catherine took the tongs from Angela’s hand. As she transferred two biscuits to Angela’s plate, she said, “Felicity, Lady Angela is a duke’s daughter. She has rather elevated ideas about women working.”




  Felicity gave her shoulders a dainty shrug. “I understand perfectly. As you well know, my parents are dead-set against the idea too. I had to plead ever so hard to get them to let me come and sit an hour with poor Captain Matthews.”




  Angela took a deep breath to regain her composure. If this ninny wanted to do common work like nursing, it was no skin off her nose, and she certainly didn’t want to offend her hostess who had once been a working woman herself. After taking a sip of tea, she said. “Well, I’m sure the Captain appreciates you reading to him.”




  A mournful look came over the younger woman’s face. “He’s so terribly ill, it’s hard to tell if he even knows I’m there.”




  Good heavens, was the man at death’s door? Angela didn’t like the idea of being all alone on the hall with a man who might die at any minute. “Is—is there a real nurse with him?”




  “Mr. Watkins, an orderly the earl hired in London, stays with him all the time.” Miss Brewster said.




  “Knowing how I am, the earl wanted to make sure I didn’t take Captain Matthews’s care on myself,” Catherine added.




  Angela was still feeling uncomfortable about her proximity to the sick man. “Did he bring back one of those terrible fevers?”




  “No, no, just his war wound,” Catherine said.




  Miss Brewster shook her head woefully. “But he’s still very sick. He has so much trouble breathing that he can barely speak.”




  “But the doctors say he has a good chance of recovering,” Catherine added with what Angela felt was false bravado. Oh well, the man had lived long enough to make it back from the Crimea, surely he’d live one more night, and Angela would leave tomorrow.




  A commotion in the hallway drew Angela’s attention. A tall man with a cane, a pronounced limp, and a grotesque black patch over one eye entered the room followed closely by a little girl with bouncing pigtails and glowing cheeks.




  “Ah, my family has returned,” Catherine said. “My lord, we have a surprise visitor, Lady Angela Holden. Have you two met before?”




  The earl turned his head so he could look at Angela with his remaining eye. “Why, yes, our paths crossed several times during the last season before the war.”




  It was hard to believe that she had once sailed around a ballroom floor in this man’s arms and thought him terribly dashing. Angela forced a smile and nodded. “Indeed, I was already married then, but you were still enga—ah—still single.”




  The earl seemed amused by Angela’s near faux pas. In an aside directed to Catherine, he said, “Lady Angela and Lady Juliana were close competitors for the title of most beautiful blonde in the ton.”




  Catherine smiled. Apparently she knew about the earl’s former fiancé and was not bothered by the mention of her name.




  The earl gestured to the child by his side. “Lady Angela, allow me to introduce my niece, Molly Woodall.”




  “How do you do, Molly? Are you visiting your uncle?”




  The little girl gave a sketchy curtsy. “I’m fine, thank you, and I live here with my aunt and uncle. My brother lives here too, but he’s away at school now.” The girl’s cheeky self-confidence reminded Angela of herself when she was that age.




  The earl and the child greeted Miss Brewster. Molly even kissed the young woman on the cheek. Firthley questioned Miss Brewster about the state of Captain Matthew’s health, and Catherine questioned Molly about the cleanliness of her hands. To Angela’s surprise the girl was welcomed into the midst of the adults and was soon loudly munching a cookie.




  “This if very pleasant,” Miss Brewster declared, “but I really must go. Mother gets ever so upset if I’m not home before sunset.”




  Angela remembered the problem she had been mentally wrestling with and asked. “On your way home, do you pass through the village?”




  “Yes. Is there something I can do for you?”




  “My parents are expecting me to arrive in York this evening. I was wondering if you might send a telegram for me. I should have done so when I disembarked, but I wasn’t sure if I would stay here for the night.”




  “We can send a footman for you,” the earl said. “No need to bother Miss Brewster.”




  “It will not be a bother,” Miss Brewster insisted.




  Catherine intervened and convinced Miss Brewster that she really should hurry along since the sun was definitely moving toward the western horizon. After the young woman left, Catherine turned to Angela. “Since this is Friday afternoon, why don’t you tell your father you’re going to stay over until Monday. We can’t possibly catch up with each other with just one night to talk.”




  Angela paused to think about the suggestion. If her parents had heard the gossip about Catherine’s connection to the Duke of Bainbridge, and Angela felt sure they had, they would be unhappy about Angela stopping here and adding fuel to the gossip. But wouldn’t this be a good opportunity to remind them that she was an adult and could come and go as she pleased? Her parents had shown her wishes little consideration during this difficult period of her life. “I think that’s an excellent idea, Catherine. Thank you for the invitation.”




  Note paper was called for, Angela wrote a message, and a footman was dispatched. The earl said he had correspondence to attend to, and Catherine suggested Angela might like to see how her little daughter was settling in. The news that a baby now resided in the house sent Molly into a frenzy of excitement and Catherine spent the time it took them to climb the stairs and cross over to the west wing lecturing Molly about how she must not frighten Loretta because it took time for small children to become accustomed to new people.




  Fortunately, a light knock at the closed door of the baby’s room brought Nanny Briggs out, whispering that she’d just gotten Loretta to sleep, so it wasn’t possible to introduce her to anyone. Angela was relieved the baby was asleep, so Catherine wouldn’t get another chance to see how Loretta disliked her own mother.




  * * * *




  That evening Catherine casually apologized for serving dinner in the family dining room with, “It’s easier for everyone, and there will only be four of us, so it seems rather silly to gather in that large room downstairs.”




  Angela assured her no offence was taken, but she was a bit surprised when she discovered the fourth member of the party was the earl’s secretary, Mr. Dudley, a young man who had little of interest to add to the conversation.




  After an adequate meal of only five courses, Catherine suggested that she and Angela take their tea in her parlor while the men enjoyed their brandy and cigars. The family apartments were on the same hall as the dining room. Catherine led the way, and Angela couldn’t suppress a small gasp when they entered the parlor. The furniture had delicately carved arms and legs painted white and trimmed in gilt. A settee and two arm chairs were upholstered with cream and pale yellow damask and similar material covered panels of the wall. All of the woodwork had been painted cream.




  “This is lovely.” Angela exclaimed. “It’s much lighter than the rest of the house.”




  Catherine smiled. “Thank you, but I can take no credit for it. The dower countess redecorated it before I came into the family.”




  “Oh, yes, now I remember. I once accompanied my mother to tea at Lady Olivia’s London home. It is entirely furnished in Louis the XVI style furniture.”




  “Firthley tells me she wanted to do the same with the entire hall, but his father put his foot down. He said there was nothing wrong with good, solid, English furniture. He finally let her do whatever she wanted in London, but limited changes here to her own quarters.”




  Catherine gestured to a corner of the room where they could sit with the tea cart conveniently between them. After they were seated and the maid had positioned the cart, Catherine said, “I’ll serve, Gertie.”




  The maid nodded and left the room. As Catherine began to pour the tea, Angela said, “I heard the former earl and Lady Olivia lived separately most of the time.”




  Catherine nodded. “From what I’ve heard, he much preferred living in the country and she in the city.”




  “I also heard that Firthley was becoming just like his father in that regard.”




  Catherine paused in stirring sugar into her tea. Her frown made Angela fear she had once again said the wrong thing.




  Finally Catherine said, “When Firthley returned from the Crimea he had a great deal of healing to do, and he chose to do it here. For a while he did isolate himself with a few veterans who understood what he’d been through, but as his health improved, he became more sociable. He’s quite active in parliamentary affairs now.”




  “And how did you come here?”




  “I was governess to his brother’s two children in London. When the brother died of a heart ailment, I brought the children to the earl.”




  “Had he recovered his health before you arrived?”




  “No, he was still isolating himself in his apartment. Told me to keep the children quiet and away from him. Of course, they needed a substitute for the parents they had lost, so I couldn’t allow that.”




  Angela chuckled. “I can just imagine the tug of war that must have gone on between you two. You probably deserve credit for getting him out of his rooms and back into an active life.”




  Catherine shook her head. “I think the children deserve more credit than I. Once I maneuvered the earl into spending a little time with them, natural bonds developed that made him want to get out and see to their welfare.”




  A melancholy wave swept over Angela. “I often wonder what kind of father Warren would have been to Loretta. He—he wasn’t very interested in matters of the home.”




  “Oh, I’m sure once he had children of his own his attitude would have changed.”




  Angela sighed. “He might have been interested in a boy, but I doubt he would have cared about a girl. At least that is the way his parents have acted. They were all concern until Loretta arrived, but once they knew she wasn’t the heir, all of their attention turned to the younger son’s wife. She had a boy last month.”




  “Is that why you were visiting them? To help your sister-in-law?”




  “Actually, I had a tiff with my parents. I wanted them to open Bainbridge House in London during the season so I could go to proper dressmakers and get a new wardrobe. I’ve been a widow for nearly two years now, and I’m ever so weary of widow’s weeds. I’ve had a few dresses made in the half-mourning gray and lavender, but I could see no purpose in having a full collection of these.”




  Catherine nodded, but there were wrinkles between her eyebrows that seem to say she didn’t quite grasp the seriousness of Angela’s problem.




  Angela hurried on, eager to explain herself. “The Mandeville estate is in Kent. I thought surely we could arrange to visit the city from there, but Eliza looked like she had swallowed a pumpkin and didn’t want to be seen in public, and of course, Lady Mandeville demanded we all cater to her. And then out of the blue, I get a letter from my father ordering me to return to Yorkshire.”




  Catherine graced her with a tight little smile, the kind she used to give when she had to agree with Catherine whether she wanted to or not. “With Christmas coming, I’m sure your father just wants to gather the family for the holidays.”




  Realizing she was wasting her time trying to get Catherine to understand how unfairly she had been treated, Angela nodded and said, “Yes, I’m sure you’re right. I’m just tired of being treated like a child on a short leash.”




  There were footsteps and voices in the hall and then the earl joined them. He spoke to them in a friendly manner, but remained standing and Angela got the message it was time for her to retire to her room.




  Chapter 2




  Catherine sat at her dressing table spreading a lotion Basil’s mother had given her on her face. What with lotions and powders and a new wardrobe and ever changing hairstyles, sometimes Catherine looked into a mirror and hardly recognized herself.




  Basil, also wearing a robe and slippers, exited the dressing room and came to stand behind her. He wasn’t using his cane. He often went without it in their private quarters, and she took that as a sign his knee wasn’t paining him. As he looked at her in the mirror, he asked, “Are you trying to make yourself even more beautiful?”




  She smiled up at him. “Your mother seems to think I need help keeping your interest.”




  He leaned down, swept her hair back, and planted several soft kisses on her neck. “If I were any more interested, I’d never leave the house.”




  His words sent a warm rush though her. She had no reason to doubt her husband’s devotion, but a woman always liked to be reassured. Apparently this small amount of reassurance was all she was going to get at this time, for he turned away and limped over to sit on the side of the bed.




  “Did you and Lady Angela have a nice chat this evening?” he asked.




  “I’m sorry if I ignored you, sweetheart, but Angela and I had so much to catch up on. She has a large family, and I knew them all when I was growing up.”




  “Did she explain why she dropped in so unexpectedly? That isn’t the best of manners.”




  His serious tone of voice caused her to put the glass stopper back in the lotion bottle and turn to look at him. “That’s Angela’s way—doing things on the spur of the moment. She had heard gossip and was curious to know if the new Countess of Firthley was her old playmate.”




  “She didn’t ask about anything else, did she?”




  “We really didn’t have a lot of time to talk alone.”




  Pointing his index finger for emphasis, he said, “Well, if she says anything to hurt your feelings, you just call me, and duke’s daughter or not, I’ll send her packing.”




  “Why would she say something to hurt my feelings?”




  His lips puckered and twitched, as if he wasn’t sure what to say next. “Well—you know how gossip can get overblown. She may have heard speculation about your relationship to her father.”




  Catherine flinched at the reminder of the ridiculous story Basil had invented to placate his mother over Catherine’s common origins. “Surely, your mother didn’t believe your tale about me being the duke’s love child.”




  Basil twisted his shoulders as if to relieve an ache. “I’m not sure if she believes it or just implied the possibility to a few of her friends to save face, but the story has spread widely. I’ve had several acquaintances make oblique references to my new connection to Bainbridge.”




  Catherine jumped to her feet. “Good heavens. What will I say to Angela if she thinks I spread the story?”




  “Just tell the truth, that you had nothing to do with it. I’m sorry I ever made the suggestion to mother. I never thought the story would be so widely broadcast. But whatever happens, you are not to be upset over this.”




  “That’s easy for you to say, you’re not the one Angela will suspect of lying about her father.”




  He stood and came to put an arm around her shoulder. “You’re getting upset. This is just what I didn’t want to happen. Remember your condition.”




  “Oh, Basil, stop worrying so. Having a baby is a very natural thing.”




  Sounds came from Catherine’s parlor: a knock, a door opening, and Molly’s shrill voice. “Aunt Catherine, Aunt Catherine, you must come.”




  Catherine pulled away from Basil and moved to open the door to her parlor. “What’s wrong, Molly?”




  The girl, clad only in her nightgown, rushed toward Catherine. Her nursery maid, Dulcie, stood in the doorway, obviously embarrassed. “I tried to stop her, my lady.”




  “What is it, Molly?” Catherine asked again.




  “Something’s wrong with the baby. She cries and cries.”




  Catherine looked at Dulcie for conformation.




  The maid nodded. “She has been crying for a long time. I even knocked and asked if I could help. But that Miss Briggs just called through the door and told me to go away.”




  Trying to reassure the obviously disturbed Molly, Catherine said, “Well, she is the baby’s nurse. She would know if something is really wrong.”




  Molly caught Catherine’s hand. “Something is wrong. I just know it. Please come and see.”




  Catherine did not want to interfere with another woman’s child, but suppose the baby was sick? Angela should be notified. Basil appeared in the doorway. Before he could express his opinion about the matter, Catherine said, “I’m going upstairs for a moment. You can go to bed, if you want to.”




  “Catherine—”




  She waved her free hand at him. “I just want to hear the baby. I can tell a lot by the sound of her cries.”




  Not giving him a chance to argue with her, she hurried out of the parlor dragging Molly with her. By the time she started up the back staircase, she began to hear crying. Once she was upstairs and outside the baby’s room she heard shrieks punctuated by gasping breaths. The child sounded—furious.




  Something must be done. “Dulcie, would you go around and tell Lady Angela that I wish to see her in the nursery as soon as possible?”




  Dulcie left at a gallop.




  Catherine patted Molly’s hand. “I don’t think the baby is sick. But I’ll make sure. Why don’t you go back to your room and get some sleep?”




  Molly looked up at her with disbelief. Catherine realized she was being unreasonable to suggest Molly sleep through such racket.




  Dulcie came skittering back into the hallway. “Lady Angela is coming.”




  “Fine. Please turn up the lamps in the nursery, and you and Molly wait in there.” Catherine passed Molly’s hand on to the maid. She was not sure how Angela would react to being sent for, but Catherine was sure having an audience would make matters worse.




  Eventually, Angela strolled into the hallway wearing a burgundy velvet robe and with her blonde hair draped around her shoulders. “Why on earth have you sent for me, Catherine? I was just about to retire.”




  “Your baby has been crying for some time. I’m worried something might be wrong. Would you ask your nanny to open the door and talk to us?”




  “Oh, Loretta’s upset because her wet nurse isn’t with us. Briggs said we’d have to let her cry herself to sleep for a few nights.”




  “How old is Loretta?”




  “Fourteen months.”




  “And she’s still nursing?”




  “She won’t go to sleep without it. My in-laws hired a local woman to be the wet nurse when we went to stay with them, but the woman refused to go to Yorkshire with us.”




  “So this is the first night Loretta has not been nursed?”




  “Yes, but Briggs assures me the child will adjust in a few days. You can’t hear her down in your quarters, can you?”




  Catherine was becoming increasingly irritated by Angela’s lack of concern over the pitiful wails coming from the child. “Molly is just across the hall and she’s upset by the incessant crying.”




  Angela opened her eyes widely, as if she just had a brilliant idea. “Can we send one of them to another part of the house?”




  “There are other ways to handle a crying baby,” Catherine said more forcefully than she should have.




  The tone of Angela’s voice hardened. “Nanny Briggs is quite experienced. I always depend on her in such matters.”




  “I’ve had experience caring for children too, and while you are a guest in my house, you will have to humor my judgment on such matters. So, please get your nanny to open the door while I send Dulcie downstairs for some things I’ll need.” Catherine knew she was not being a particularly gracious hostess, but she was tired of hearing that baby cry and fully intended to do something about it.




  * * * *




  Angela watched Catherine march into the nursery like some general on a battlefield. She had certainly let having a title go to her head, hadn’t she? But Loretta did sound like she was about to pop a blood vessel. Still, Angela made it a rule not to question Nanny Briggs’s decisions about the child. After all, Angela knew nothing about caring for babies. But if she wanted to aggravate her parents by staying here for a few more days, she must make an effort to get along with Lady High and Mighty Firthley.




  She knocked on the door and softly called to the nanny.




  Briggs opened the door about six inches, her usually wrinkled face now resembling a white prune. She was wearing a flannel robe and a night cap, but still had on her wire-rimmed glasses. “Lady Angela, I warned you Loretta would have trouble going to sleep tonight.”




  “Yes, you did. But the noise is disturbing some members of the household and the countess wants to try something else.”




  The nanny’s back stiffened. “My lady, I’ve had years of experience with children. You can rely on my advice.”




  Now the servants were telling her what to do. She was becoming highly annoyed. “The countess has had experience caring for children too, and this is her house. Open the door, Briggs.”




  The woman swung the door open, stepped over to a small table, and turned up a lamp. The added light made the crib visible and also distracted Loretta. She stopped crying and struggled to sit up. Then she saw her mother and started to bawl again and to wave her fists in impotent fury. Through the bar-like slats in the side of the crib, the child looked like a wild animal in a cage. What could anybody do with such a creature?




  Catherine came into the room and over to the crib. Loretta made some gibberish sounds and held her arms up to her. Was the woman some sort of witch to so easily charm a child? Then Angela noticed the plump baby fingers reaching greedily toward Catherine’s large breasts. Merciful heavens! The baby thought Catherine was going to nurse her.




  To Angela’s surprise, Catherine laughed. Then she swooped the baby out of the crib. “Sorry little lady, I can’t do that for you, but I’ll give you something else, just as soon as Dulcie gets back.”




  A disappointed Loretta began to struggle and whine. Catherine propped her against her shoulder, rubbed her back, and walked back and forth in the middle of the room. Did she think she could walk the baby to sleep? Briggs’s sour expression showed how little she thought of Catherine’s methods. Should Angela stay and watch this or could she go back to bed? The way Loretta continued to squirm indicated this could go on for hours.




  The young maid rushed back into the room carrying a tray with a teapot and cup on it. Surely Catherine didn’t intend to give Loretta tea. The child would never go to sleep if she did.




  Catherine sat in a chair in a shadowy corner of the room, placing the child in her lap. Loretta again eyed Catherine’s bosoms hopefully. “You didn’t get the water too hot, did you?” Catherine asked the maid.




  “No, my lady. And I added two lumps of sugar just like you said,” the maid replied.




  Catherine took a linen napkin from the tray, folded it in half, and then rolled the upper corners toward the center so the cloth formed a point. After the maid poured clear liquid into the cup, Catherine dipped her little finger into the liquid. “That feels about right.”




  She held her dripping finger up to Loretta’s mouth. The toddler grudgingly let her push the finger between her lips. While the child suspiciously lapped at the sweetened finger, Catherine and the maid worked to pour the sweetened water into the cup and soak the folded napkin in the liquid. When Catherine tried to substitute the folded-over point of the napkin for her finger, Loretta resisted, apparently repelled by the rough feel of the linen, but she must have gotten a taste of the sweetness for she suddenly opened her mouth and clamped down on the napkin.




  Catherine cradled the child’s head and back with one arm while holding the cup in the palm of her other hand and using her thumb to keep the broad end of the napkin submerged in the cup. Loretta sucked with fierce concentration on the cloth. With her head, Catherine gestured for Dulcie to move away. Magically the angry tension eased from Loretta’s body.




  Angela watched with disbelief as the baby’s angry scowl softened, her attack on the napkin relaxed, and her eyelids began to drift downward. In what seemed like minutes, the child drifted off to sleep.




  Curse Catherine.




  She had been better than Angela in the schoolroom and now she was better with Angela’s own baby.




  As Catherine was gently placing Loretta back into the crib, Angela left the room. Catherine would probably expect her to wait around and thank her for her services, but Angela didn’t have the stomach for it. As she moved through the quiet hallway and down the backstairs, she told herself there was no need to feel badly about this. After all Catherine had been trained to take care of children—to be a servant. Angela was a duke’s daughter. No one expected her to know about such things.




  She reached the east wing and started toward her suite. Just as she was about to pass the wounded soldier’s room, the door opened and Lord Firthley, casually dressed in a robe and slippers, stepped out. “Ah, Lady Angela. I was just saying good night to my friend, Captain Matthews. I trust all’s well with the baby?”




  Angela nodded. “Your wife is a talented nanny.”




  Rather than be offended by such a common reference being made about his wife, the earl smiled with what seemed to be true delight. “Yes, I expect she will be an excellent mother to our children.”




  Catherine’s husband obviously looked forward to raising a family with her. Warren had said he was pleased when Angela announced her pregnancy, but then he had left her to go fight in that stupid war. The bitter taste in Angela’s mouth grew more biting.




  The sound of coughing came from the room behind the earl—wet, raspy coughing. It reminded her of the way her brother Ethan coughed when he was a boy and had congested lungs. But Catherine had said Captain Matthews was suffering from war wounds. Had she lied to keep Angela from worrying about being exposed to some weird foreign disease?




  She muttered, “Good night,” and hurried on to her room at the far end of the hall.




  Coming to Firthley Hall has been a mistake.




  Chapter 3




  Angela lazed in bed the next morning, letting her maid bring her hot chocolate and toast points. She wasn’t eager to face her present situation. Why had she come here, anyway? Had she actually hoped Catherine was her half-sister? When they were children, Angela had run to Catherine when it seemed the adult world had turned against her, but she needed to remember Catherine had been the child of a servant, little more than a servant herself. She had undoubtedly coddled Angela because she’d been told to do so.




  Now Catherine had a home of her own, even a title, while Angela was still living with her parents. Catherine no longer needed to shower Angela with compassion. But the woman had gotten up during the night to comfort Angela’s baby. Of course, she’d done that primarily because the baby was disturbing her niece—another woman’s child that Catherine seemed genuinely fond of. Perhaps Catherine was simply endowed with a great deal of maternal instinct—something else Angela lacked.




  Tilly, who was going through the clothes that had been hung in the armoire yesterday, turned toward Angela. “My lady, what are your plans for the day?”




  “I have no idea. Did you notice where the family was having breakfast?” Angela asked.




  “When I was in the kitchen, the cook was preparing trays to take upstairs. She said the earl was going riding this morning and that the countess would probably eat in the nursery with the little girl. She said to let her know if you wanted something more filling, and she’d fix you a tray, too.”




  Oh dear, Catherine in the nursery!




  If she interfered with Loretta’s care again this morning, Briggs would be furious. Angela had better get over there before the nanny quit. “Get out the lavender day dress, Tilly.”




  Angela dressed as quickly as possible and hurried through the hallways to the west wing.




  The door to Loretta’s bedroom was open but no one was inside. Then Angela heard laughter echoing from the nursery across the hall. She approached the open doorway cautiously. The baby sat in a high chair with a wooden tray in front of her. The girl, Molly, stood beside her, apparently trying to teach Loretta to play patty-cake. Catherine, wearing a day dress that was printed with delicate green foliage that was dotted with bright yellow flowers sat near them in a child-sized chair. Her flounced skirt puffed out around her like a giant mushroom. All of them seemed to be having a delightful time, until Loretta glanced up, saw her mother, and grew solemn.




  Catherine turned toward her. “Oh, Angela, here you are. The housekeeper found this marvelous chair up in the attic, so we brought Loretta in here to have breakfast with Molly. I hope you don’t mind.”




  Angela fought to keep her voice from trembling. “Where is Nanny Briggs?”




  “She went down to talk with cook about fixing the baby’s meals. I told her not to hurry back. The maids…” Catherine gestured toward the two women hovering in the background, “are glad to help and Molly is absolutely delighted to have a chance to play with the baby.”




  Once again Catherine had known just what to do with Angela’s baby. The catch in Angela’s throat made it impossible for her to speak without disgracing herself.




  Catherine stood up, her smile gone. “What’s wrong Angela?”




  Angela shook her head.




  Catherine moved toward her. “Don’t worry about Molly, I’ve warned her not to try and lift Loretta.”




  Everyone was staring at Angela, even the baby. Angela turned away.




  Catherine’s arm moved around her shoulder. “Something’s wrong. Don’t you feel well?” With gentle pressure, Catherine directed her toward the doorway.




  When they were well away from the nursery, Angela paused to fish a handkerchief from her pocket and dab at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m just…”




  “Just what, dear?”




  “Just defeated.”




  “About what?”




  “Everything.” Angela said in a quaking voice. “My life is a shambles.”




  Catherine embraced her. “Oh, I should have realized. Losing your husband must have been terrible for you. Let’s go down to my parlor and you can tell me all about it. Have you had breakfast?”




  “I’ve had my toast.”




  “Is that all? You need more than that. I’ll send down for something. You’re not worried about your figure are you? You’re as slender as you were at sixteen.”




  Angela knew that wasn’t true, but hearing it made her smile a little.




  Once they were settled on a sofa in Catherine’s elegant cream-colored parlor, and a maid had been sent for tea and whatever breakfast foods the cook might have on hand, Catherine patted Angela’s shoulder and said. “What’s bothering you, dear? You can tell me. Remember the long chats we used to have?”




  Angela took a deep breath and wondered if she dare trust Catherine. But she felt as if she were drowning in misery, and her only salvation would be to let some of that misery out. And what difference would it make if Catherine didn’t sympathize with Angela’s burdens? Angela would be leaving Firthley Hall on Monday, and need never contact Catherine again if she felt slighted by her old playmate.




  Finally she said, “I expected to feel better when my official year of mourning was over, but I don’t. I feel worse. And no one seems to care. Once I had a female baby my in-laws turned their interest to Warren’s younger brother. When his wife had a boy everyone was over the moon about it.




  “And my parents, my own parents, are almost as bad. They refused to open the town house this season or to allow me to be there by myself. I’ve been married and become a mother, but they still treat me like a child.”




  She paused to take another deep breath, and then made the worst admission of all, “And my own baby doesn’t love me.”




  Catherine’s little coos of sympathy stopped and a small wrinkle formed between her eyebrows. “I noticed that you two don’t seem comfortable with each other.”




  Angela dabbed at her eyes and tried to calm herself. It really wasn’t good for her to become so upset, but now that she’d admitted the awful truth about Loretta, she couldn’t stop. “I got word of Warren’s passing two months before the baby came and, of course, I went to pieces. The delivery was—was quite hard on me. When I was still abed after her birth, they would bring her to me, but she always cried, so I told them to stop. By the time I was back on my feet, she only wanted to be held by Briggs or the wet nurse. I—I think our relationship is ruined because I didn’t bond with her in those first two months.” Angela buried her face into her soggy handkerchief.




  Catherine wrapped an arm around Angela’s shaking shoulders. “Nonsense! You’re her mother. Nothing can undo that.”




  The rattle of glassware announced the arrival of the tea tray. Angela averted her head so the servant wheeling in the serving cart wouldn’t see her tear-streaked face. Catherine asked the maid to fetch a stack of handkerchiefs and then dismissed her. Then Catherine started serving the tea while Angela sniffed and wiped until she was somewhat in control of herself.
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