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Chapter One



Misunderstandings had a way of turning lovers into acquaintances. Eleanor Dove had had the misfortune of learning the truth of that statement on a beautiful snowy night two years previously when all her hopes and dreams had crashed down around her, leaving her befuddled and brokenhearted. The harshness of James Bailey’s chocolate-brown eyes, eyes that had once danced with a love she’d considered equal to that of King Arthur for his Lady Guinevere, had turned to pain and then melted into anger within seconds. The engagement their families and local Society had expected had been forgotten. Everyone had gone back to their own lives, and the courtship she and James had enjoyed for a beautiful six months had ended in a fiery death.

“Oh, Eleanor, I cannot abide knowing you must go back to Emerald Falls before you leave for Italy. That village is at the edge of the world,” Sally crooned as she ran her hand along the top of the dressing table. Eleanor sat before the mirror as her maid brushed through her long ash-brown hair. “Have your parents no compassion for your situation?”

The decision had been made without consideration for her wishes. If it were up to her, she’d leave England without a backward glance—at least not a glance toward a certain estate in Emerald Falls. But her father had decided if she were to marry an Italian and leave England forever, then she must introduce him to her family in their ancestral home.

She wished her parents and brother would travel to London to meet her intended, but with the holiday season upon them, her parents refused to leave the celebration behind. It was their duty as one of the prominent families in the county to host at least one function during Christmastide. This year their responsibility was to fill and deliver the Christmas boxes on the twenty-sixth of December. Her mother claimed it would be unconscionable for them to pass the duty to another family when it involved charity, which Eleanor understood and with which she fully agreed. Therefore, she had no other choice. If she were to see her family one more time before moving to Italy, she would have to make one last trip home.

“Emerald Falls is known for their elaborate celebration of the Twelve Days of Christmas. I cannot ask my parents to leave their plans because the count offered marriage.”

Sally twirled around, her shiny silk night clothes puffing out like an elaborate ballgown. “A Christmas engagement is so romantic. I only wish he had asked me to dance at the Michaelmas ball.”

Eleanor laughed at the foolishness of her cousin. “Our decision to wed had nothing to do with the first time we danced. In fact, I cared very little for Lord Montefeltro after that night.”

“I remember, all too well. But he was not one to give up and now you will be a contessa. It is every lady’s dream. But for you, it will be a beautiful reality.”

Eleanor watched her reflection in the looking glass as her maid finished rolling her hair around the wrappers. The nightly routine was necessary if she didn’t want flattened, unshaped hair in the morning, and so she tolerated the time it took to plait and wrap each strand. Responding to her cousin, she sighed as she considered the life she would have as a titled woman. “To be sure, it is a role I never expected.”

Sally sat on the edge of the bed, her excitement of moments before now quelled as she took in the reserve of her cousin. “Honestly, Eleanor. You seem so melancholy. If I were not certain of your affection for the count, I would think you were not excited about your upcoming nuptials.”

“I am quite content with my decision.”

“Content?” Sally groaned as she flopped upon the bed. “You cannot continue to measure every man to Mr. Bailey.”

Eleanor pushed away from the vanity to pace the room. Her poor maid trailed along after her, attempting to finish plaiting the bulk of Eleanor’s hair. “We have an agreement, Sally. Neither of us is ever to speak his name in this room.”

Her bedchamber was to be a haven from all thoughts of James Bailey. Errant thoughts were to be instantly dashed away so as not to torture her sensibilities. The walls she’d built up around her heart would not be torn down so easily, and she was determined not to allow any emotion regarding Mr. Bailey into her near perfect life. Not now that she was engaged to be married. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself of the agreement she and James had decided upon, when last they’d spoken. She would be the one who would marry and stay away from Emerald Falls, allowing them both to find love once more.

Of course, the agreement had been for her to find a husband with an estate in the south of England, not Italy. But if her original plans had been to live on the other side of the country, away from her family, why not put an ocean between them? That ocean would be the only way she could safely marry a man she did not love.

“I apologize, Eleanor. His name shall never cross my lips again.” Sally made a cross over her chest. “Promise, with all my heart.”

“Thank you.” Eleanor ran her hands along her night dress, smoothing down the already flat cotton material.

“You must stop pacing, elsewise, poor Cora will never finish plaiting your hair.”

Eleanor bit her bottom lip as she whipped around to see her frazzled maid. “I am sorry, Cora. Do forgive me.” She hurried across the room and sat once more upon the cushioned chair.

Carefully, Sally approached the unwanted subject again, not allowing the dust to settle. “You mustn’t allow your memories of him to mar your future.”

“I have no intention of doing anything of the sort.” Her tone was much sharper than intended, but it did manage to quell her cousin’s constant barrage of chatter.

Escaping Emerald Falls two years previously had relieved her of the unwanted inevitability of a chance meeting in the village. It had given her time to heal from the wounds deeply ingrained upon her heart. Now, having been away from Emerald Falls and the man she had once loved, she was happy. Absolutely thrilled with her engagement and the life she would have in Italy.

Eleanor organized the bottles on her vanity as she expertly pushed away James Bailey’s intense eyes and handsome features. Instead, she focused on Montefeltro’s upcoming visit to her ancestral home. “My parents will love Montefeltro.”

Sally scrunched her nose. She sat for a moment, silently waiting until a sneeze burst out. She wiped her nose, and then tucked her handkerchief into her nightdress. “It would be difficult not to admire his devastatingly handsome eyes. His smile melted the heart of every woman in Society, and more than one lady has mourned your engagement.”

“Silly of them to do so.” Eleanor accepted a hot, wet towel from her maid so she could wash her face. As she dabbed around her eyes, she thought about the swoony features of her intended. He was tall and filled out in all the right ways that made him handsome. She was rather fortunate to have found a man who was physically desirable as well as kind and generous. A man who would give her beautiful children, or so her aunt had proclaimed that very evening over supper.

“I do not think you will enjoy Italy without me,” Sally said. “We were supposed to be together, always.”

They had made a pact, one her marriage would prohibit her from keeping. “I suppose we had to go our separate ways at some point. If Uncle Whittier will allow it, Montefeltro and I will find you an Italian husband.”

“The Count of Montefeltro will distract you so thoroughly, you will soon forget I even exist.”

“I will miss you terribly.”

“What need will a contessa have for her cousin when she is busy providing her husband with heirs?”

Eleanor dropped her wet towel upon the table. Of course, children would be the result of her marriage. That simple statement would not have unsettled her so easily, if not for the insistence of her aunt to discuss the topic that very day. But did Sally have knowledge of how such things came about? Her cheeks heated as she considered her wifely duty. “I suppose you have a point.”

Sally pursed her lips as she narrowed her eyes. The expression had a way of making Eleanor believe her soul had been made bare. Sally placed a hand on Eleanor’s shoulder. “You are engaged…surely you have discussed children.”

That discussion had occurred, but not with Montefeltro. It had, in fact, been the last discussion Eleanor had taken part in before Sally had burst into her bedchamber that very night. Her aunt had only left seconds before, the door not even tightly closed before her cousin entered through their adjoining rooms.

The conversation had opened her eyes to an understanding of the marital relationship and procreation. Aunt Whittier had thought it best to ensure there were no surprises, yet surprised Eleanor had been to discover the particulars of her wifely duty. She was certain the conversation could have been forestalled as the wedding date was yet to be determined, and although she loved her aunt, it would have been easier to hear the details from her mother.

“How do you know of such things?”

Sally blushed. Her cheeks had a way of turning into large purple grapes when she had been caught. “Well,” Sally said. She hesitated and then shrugged her shoulders. “I know nothing, of course.”

“Sally?” Eleanor left her seat, now that her evening toilette was completed and her maid had moved on to other duties. She sat on the bed next to her cousin, uncertain as to what would escape Sally’s tongue.

Sally rolled her eyes and then sat, pulling her knees up to her chest. “You can hardly blame me for hearing the conversation my mother had with you. Our bedchambers are connected by a thin wall and an even thinner door.”

“Put it out of your mind this very moment.”

“Of course, Eleanor. I will do as you wish. Do tell me, though, has Montefeltro made you his wife?”

It was now Eleanor’s turn to blush. Her neck and cheeks heated as she turned away from her cousin to find the maids had stopped packing her belongings as they listened for her answer. “He is a gentleman. To this day I have not permitted a kiss from Lord Montefeltro, let alone wifely duties.”

Sally’s exasperated cry sent a bout of shame through Eleanor. It was the most honest answer she could have given. Montefeltro had not attempted to steal a kiss, and she had not requested one from him. Their relationship truly was as chaste as one could find among the ton. A business arrangement of sorts. Certainly not a love match.

“Not even a kiss?”

“No.” Eleanor stood and walked to the door that separated her bedchamber from Sally’s. The maids had a bit of work to do yet, but Eleanor wanted privacy from her cousin. The rest of her night could be spent writing in her diary and reflecting upon her upcoming journey. She opened the door, ushering Sally out of her chamber. “Goodnight, cousin.”

“Eleanor…” Sally stood on the threshold between their rooms, her hand on the door so she could stop it from slamming in her face. “Did Mr. Bailey ever win a favor from you?”

Memories of the last time she’d seen James Bailey flooded her thoughts, as though the fight between them had occurred only moments before. Her heart quickened. Her breath caught in her throat, and her head felt a bit lighter, causing her to grasp the door handle to use it as a support for balance.

The simple answer was that she had never truly been kissed, neither by James nor by Montefeltro. But she had been caught under the mistletoe with a man she didn’t know. And that man had placed a kiss on her cheek, so close to her lips that everyone considered it a Christmastide kiss, everyone including James Bailey.

“You promised never to speak his name again,” Eleanor said, her clipped tone surprising even herself as she held tightly to the door to keep herself upright while her knees wobbled beneath her nightdress.

“I promised never to speak his name in your bedchamber, Eleanor. But I am now in mine.” Sally placed a calming hand on Eleanor’s arm. “I did not mean to cause you distress. It is only that I hope you have been kissed, for it is a wonderful feeling, and I could never accept a man’s offer of marriage without knowing how his lips feel against mine. It is important to know if you will want him to kiss you every day for the rest of your life.”

Eleanor grumbled. “Whom have you been kissing?”

Sally’s eyes lit up with excitement. “I shall never tell anyone. For I do have my reputation to protect.” As she pulled the door closed, Sally gleefully sang out, “Pleasant dreams, Eleanor.”

Eleanor stood with her back against the door, considering what her cousin had said. Was it important to enjoy kissing her husband? Her aunt had made it sound like marriage was a duty. Birthing children and providing heirs was not to be enjoyed by the woman.

Slowly walking across the room, avoiding the trunks and piles of clothing that had yet to be folded properly, she made her way to the writing table so she could record her thoughts in her diary. If she were being honest, she wasn’t thrilled about her upcoming nuptials. Eleanor liked Montefeltro. She found him to be a good man. But her heart didn’t yearn for him, and she certainly wasn’t anticipating a kiss.

She imagined kissing a man with a mustache and beard might be a bit uncomfortable, itchy…his little hairs might even cause a rash around her lips and upon her cheek. No, she didn’t care to think about kissing the Count of Montefeltro. Her relationship with Antonio Montefeltro was less about sharing a future together and more about what they could do for each other. He needed a wife to appease his mother. She needed to find a home far away from Emerald Falls. Love had not pierced her heart and was likely not able to do so any longer. Not since James Bailey had shattered it.


Chapter Two



Emerald Falls hadn’t received snow for two years. Not even one flake had fallen from the sky since the twenty-eighth of December in the year eighteen hundred and twelve. James Bailey knew this of a certainty, for the last time he’d enjoyed the serenity of snow upon the rolling hills surrounding his estate was the day before Eleanor Dove had left his life and the little village nestled near the seaside in Northumberland.

It was as though the heavens had mourned the end of their courtship as much as he. But after two years, there was no way of putting it right, so it was best he did not dwell upon the state of his lost love and the lack of snow. The heavens would have to give at some point, and when they did, he could finally move on from Eleanor Dove. Pulling his greatcoat tighter, James blew a puff of hot air into his hands before slipping a pair of heavy York Tan gloves over his fingers. The day was bound to be miserably cold, with the overcast sky and the biting dry wind.

He checked his satchel once more to ensure his tools were safely attached to the horse before starting his journey to the tenant farms. He had promised to help Mr. Gower with his roof that morning. With three little ones and a wife, the Gower residence was in desperate need of repairs before the next rainstorm.

James set his horse to a canter as he turned out of the gates to leave Granville House. The winding country road was generally empty early in the morning, but to his surprise on that particular morning, the twenty-fifth of December and the first day of Christmastide, a carriage rambled down the same road he traveled, less than a quarter of a mile in the lead.

He didn’t recognize the carriage. As a lifelong citizen of the village and surrounding area, James knew everyone. He knew their traveling conveyances, extended family, pets, and even their livestock. But the bright yellow post chaise expertly navigating the narrow winding road was one he had never noticed in all his six and twenty years.

Curiosity won over, causing James to slightly tap his heels against Wainwright’s sides, encouraging the horse to increase in speed. James tipped his hat as he rode alongside the carriage allowing himself a prying glance through the fog-misted windows. As his eyes caught hold upon the lady inside, every bit of him froze except the one traitorous organ that somehow heated and increased in speed. His heart fluttered, the sound pounding in his ears far louder than the beat of the horse’s hooves upon the frozen earth. If he was still breathing, it was only due to his body’s innate need for constant air.

After all this time, she had finally returned. His hand sat frozen to the brim, like a statue carved with the purpose of gazing upon his lady love. But Eleanor Dove was no longer his lady, and the size of her hazel eyes, eyes that had the habit of capturing his very soul, told him she had not expected to see him so soon.

Thoroughly distracted by her ash-brown ringlets that poked out the bottom of her bonnet, framing her porcelain face, he forgot his destination. Thankfully his horse, Wainwright, was pointed in the direction of the tenant farms, elsewise he would have been tempted to follow the carriage through the main village and out to the west edge of Emerald Falls to Dove Hall.
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“Thunder and turf, Gower. Why did you not tell me the roof was this bad?” James knew his grumpiness had nothing to do with the roof, but it was easier to complain about the situation in front of him than to give heed to the turmoil building inside his chest. If he had shouted to the heavens, Why has she returned? no one on the roof would have had any inkling of the source of his agony. His courtship with Eleanor was as long forgotten in the minds of the residents of Emerald Falls as was the argument that had driven them apart. No one ever spoke of it, at least not to his knowledge.

Mr. Gower took a deep breath and knelt next to the hole he had poorly patched. “I didn’t want to bother you, sir. You do so much for me and my family. I couldn’t possibly ask for more.”

James knelt next to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. “A landlord who does not keep his tenants in proper housing has no business owning an estate. Now, let us fix this hole before your little ones freeze in their beds.”

As he spoke, he looked down through the hole to see a bed directly beneath them in the loft. The poor child who had slept under this hole was fortunate to only have a strenuous cough. It could have been far worse.

“How is little Jane’s cough?” James asked as he set to work patching the roof.

“We are most thankful you sent the doctor, sir. We shall never be able to repay your generosity.”

James lifted his hammer and pounded in the first nail. “Enough of that. I am happy to help when I can.”

“Even so, it must be said. There are some in Emerald Falls who do not think it proper for a gentleman to be so deeply involved in the lives of the poor. There is nary a gentleman in all of England who would be willing to climb a ladder to patch a roof.”

Gower didn’t have to speak the name of the Duke of Rothes for James to know where the sentiment had originated. The duke was a shrewd man who was stuck in the traditions passed down to him by his father and grandfather. Those traditions lacked basic human decency, in James’s estimation.

“I stand by what I have said, Gower. As long as I have a quid in my purse, I will use it to bless the lives of those in my care.”

He meant every word. While Rothes’s father had been teaching him to hoard his wealth and look down upon the less fortunate, James’s father had passed a legacy of generosity to his son. James would forever be thankful he’d been taught to value relationships over wealth. Although, he did understand it was easier to feel that way when one had been blessed with money and an estate.

James spent the morning helping Gower patch the roof while taking his frustrations out on the shingles with the hammer and nails. If Gower had been blessed with money, the roof would have been patched long ago. His skills left little doubt upon the matter. With proper tools and the correct materials, a man as talented as Gower could do anything. James watched the other man, emulated his techniques, and soon found he was able to work efficiently on his little corner of the roof while Gower and the other tenant farmers who had come to help tackled the rest of it.

Distance from the other men allowed his thoughts to settle upon the disturbing situation with Miss Dove. Eleanor Dove had no business returning to Emerald Falls. He didn’t care if her family resided in the area, they had both agreed this was to be his section of England. She had vowed to find a husband with an estate in the south, thereby keeping far away from the village where he had his own estate. If Granville House weren’t entailed, he would sell it this very moment and leave Northumberland forever, if only to escape seeing her once more.

Their agreement had been ridiculous. There was no way she could possibly stay away from Emerald Falls. He only wished he didn’t yearn to be near her. What he wouldn’t give to spend one afternoon with her smile focused upon him as he basked in the genius of her wit. Even after all this time, he still loved her. The logical part of his mind was disgusted that he hadn’t yet found a way to remove her from his every thought. The emotional part of his sensibilities wanted him to toss aside the hammer, climb down the ladder, and race over to Dove Hall to beg her forgiveness and begin anew. But he had spent far too long controlling the emotional side of himself, so he would stay where he was and allow Eleanor Dove to complete her business before requesting she leave once more.

By mid-day, the morning chill was no longer a bother, as he had worked himself into a sweat. Each shingle he threw off the roof and replaced with a new one received the thrashing he wanted to impose upon himself. It was his fault she had left Emerald Falls. He’d made it impossible for her to stay after their courtship had ended. What were they to become? Friends? A man could hardly be a friend to the lady he loved.

“Love,” James grumbled as he climbed down the ladder.

“What was that, sir?” Gower asked. His face showed a hint of a smile, indicating he might know a little more about James’s state of mind than warranted.

“I did not say anything.”

Gower nodded, his smile increasing until wrinkles formed around his eyes. He exchanged glances with the other men, who all stood as though they had complete knowledge over the turmoil wrecking James’s heart. “I only thought, sir, if the rumors are true and Miss Dove has returned to Emerald Falls, then there might be a reason for your distraction.”

“Rumors?” James narrowed his eyes at Gower. “What have you heard?”

“My sister is a maid at Dove Hall. She said Miss Dove is to return before her marriage to an Italian. I can’t remember the exact words. I only know she is to arrive today in time for the first Christmastide ball at Granville House.”

If only someone had warned him. He wouldn’t have made such a ninny out of himself upon the road that morning. James grumbled. “An Italian?”

“She is to be a contessa by the first of the year.”

It seemed Eleanor had kept her word. She had taken the promise much farther than the other side of England. Leaving for Italy meant she would leave the entire country to him. It took a moment for him to speak, swallowing three times as he tried to remove the lump from his throat. “Then this is a final visit before leaving forever?”

“Sensible of her, do you not think?”

“Indeed.” As feeling came back into his legs and arms, he carefully placed the tools he’d carried down the ladder in their respective spots.

“You could best him, sir.” Gower pulled his hands back, balling his fists as he punched the air. “Win her heart once more.”

James narrowed his eyes at the man. “I have no intention of doing anything so foolish.”

With a final farewell to Mr. and Mrs. Gower and the promise to assist at the Taylor residence the following day, James mounted his horse and slowly rode back to Granville House. The wind whipped through the countryside, his hat blowing off more than once until he finally tucked it under his arm to keep from having to chase it around the countryside.

The sweat he’d been so proud to have earned turned to ice, the earlier chill intensifying as the tiniest little particle of something fell upon his nose. For a second, he imagined it was a bead of sweat that had somehow thawed and dripped from his hair or forehead. But when a larger particle fell upon his nose, and then his gloves and Wainwright’s head, James could not deny what his eyes were witnessing.

Increasing his speed, he arrived home much faster than he’d originally expected. Leaving Wainwright in the care of the stable master, he stomped across the yard, his mood darkening to that of a brooding, cantankerous fool. He had only himself to blame for this misery he’d brought upon himself and Granville House. As he entered the house, he handed his greatcoat and hat to the butler, Mr. Bishop, “Please send my valet to my rooms.”

“Very good, sir.”

When he’d left the house earlier that morning, there had been sections of the hallway that had decorations, indications of his mother’s planning for that evening’s ball. It now seemed like a forest of Norway Spruces had grown through the floorboards and he was trespassing upon a tree nymph’s home. The grand estate had been transformed from top to bottom with all forms of outside vegetation including ivy, holly, and mistletoe. “Mistletoe,” he grumbled. Nothing good ever came from that little plant hanging inconspicuously over a door frame or a well occupied spot in the parlor.

Although he wasn’t overly partial to the evening’s events, given his sour mood, he had to admit his mother had outdone herself. Each year, she attempted to top the last as the hostess for the first ball of the holiday season. She would be the hostess for this ball and then for the final ball, marking the beginning and the ending festivities for the Twelve Days of Christmas.

He passed through the forest of cheerfulness and was nearly to the bottom of the marble staircase when his mother called out, “Where are you escaping to, James? I would like to speak with you.”

James turned toward his mother. Her hair was pulled tightly back, held in place with a scarf covering it, similar to how the maids attired their heads when dusting the house. He crossed the hall and kissed her cheek. As he pulled back, he wiped at a spot of dirt on her chin. “Can it wait? I would like to get out of these wet clothes.”

“Eleanor is back, James.”

If he hadn’t already witnessed her return for himself, he would have found the nearest chair and dropped into it without delay. But he had spent every swing of his hammer steeling himself for this moment so the reaction would look more like a shudder from the chill of his thawing limbs. “It seems her return has not gone unnoticed, even by the heavens.”

He pointed to the door, indicating Mr. Bishop should open it so his mother could witness the miracle of snow falling around them. With a rush of cold air and the flurry of a long overdue snowstorm, little flakes entered the hallway of Granville House as though they belonged indoors.

“It is a coincidence.”

James pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side. “A strange one, at that. Or perhaps I was right when I blamed her for the lack of snow these last two years. She taketh and giveth with her very presence.”

His mother laughed as she patted his cheek. “I expect you to behave yourself, James. I have extended our invitation for tonight’s ball to include Eleanor and her intended. I am told she is to marry the Count of Montefeltro.”

James took a step backward. Even though he knew it would be wrong to invite everyone of their Society, even her family, and not include her and the count, he wasn’t ready for an encounter so soon. He’d prefer to wait until she was ready to leave the village once more. Then he could say farewell and send her away to the arms of her Italian count with warm wishes. The rational side of him understood his mother’s decision. The irrational part of him that couldn’t forget the last time Eleanor had been at Granville House wanted an explanation. “Whatever would have induced you to do such a thing?”

“We must put the past behind us. Show the Society of Emerald Falls that you and Eleanor can be friendly even after your broken courtship. The missteps of two years ago can and should be forgotten. You are two very different people now.”

“What do you know of it?” James had never spoken a word of that evening. He’d told no one, outside his dearest friends, what had passed between them. He’d even claimed she was the one who had thrown him over to protect her reputation. There was no reason to dredge up the past once more.

“I am no wiser now than I was then about what occurred between the two of you. But you have grown over the last two years, so she must also have changed.”

“Perhaps a little older, is all.” He rubbed feeling back into his chin as he thought about the frosty reception he’d received from the woman in the carriage. He doubted either of them was much wiser from the years they’d spent apart.

“Promise you will treat Eleanor with kindness.”

“Me?” James laughed as he stepped toward the stairs. If he didn’t change out of his wet clothing, he might have to send for a concoction from the still room or, worse yet, the apothecary, and spend the night in bed, which he realized might be preferable to the ball that would be taking place in his home that evening. “I will be a delight, Mother. It is Eleanor Dove over whom you must worry. The last time I saw her, she left me with several bruises.”

“Far too many. One that has yet to heal.” She placed her hand on his chest, a frown upon her face. “I wish you would confide in me.”

“Perhaps another time. I could catch my death in these clothes, and then that would ruin your entire evening.” He smiled to let her know it was a jest and then ran for the stairs before she could call him back to speak about feelings and the sort of nonsense he preferred to push deep down to the depths of nothingness where they would be lost, never to resurface.


Chapter Three



Eleanor wished for the fifth time since she’d entered the borders of Emerald Falls that she could have delayed her return by twelve days. What had she been thinking by introducing Montefeltro to local Society at Granville House? It was brazen. Harmful, if James still held a candle for her, although she was quite certain that was not a possibility. He was a man of action. If he’d had any remorse for how their courtship had ended, he would have righted the situation long before that night.

“Montefeltro and I should have stayed home.” She tried to live her life so as not to have regrets, but it seemed where James Bailey was concerned, there would always be something to cause her pain.

“Nonsense. Mrs. Bailey sent the invitation this morning by way of her footman. You and Montefeltro are expected.” Her mother simply didn’t understand, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. If Eleanor had shared the details that had led to the end of her courtship with James, her mother would not be so keen to flaunt her soon to be son-in-law.

Montefeltro, posture stiff with unwavering control, turned his head slightly, viewing her almost at a side glance. “Amore?”

Eleanor shook her head, not caring to explain her reticence. Most people would think it was a clear oversight on her part not to have explained her previous courtship and near engagement to another man, but when one considered the nature of her relationship with the count, it was understandable. They shared very little by way of feelings. She didn’t expect him to speak of past courtships, so why should she share something that had ended long ago?

She turned away from her mother, silently repeating her reasons for not sharing information about her past with Montefeltro. The reminder would help bolster her spirits for when she would find herself face to face with James Bailey. She would need considerable strength for that moment so as not to lose her stoic resolve.

Nothing about Emerald Falls had changed. The church steeple still towered high in the distance, with a bell that chimed the hour. Kenneth Castle loomed overhead, the turrets standing as watchtowers over the villagers, reminding everyone of the presence of the Duke of Rothes. The duke should have been their main benefactor, yet he’d chosen to allow another to assume the role. That man was James Bailey, and he had accepted the position quite admirably.

As she’d passed through the village that morning, each shop, most unchanged from her time growing up here, had added a sprinkle of cranberries and ivy for the holiday season. This was home. And although she was very content to be with her family once more, the thought of seeing James Bailey that evening left her shaken and short of breath.

Eleanor gazed out the window, taking note of the snow-laden trees and shrubs as their carriage slowly made its way up the drive. Granville House was large and majestic. It’s honey-stoned façade, softened by age, sat cozily in the newly fallen snow with a faint curl of smoke rising out of the chimneys. It was as beautiful as she remembered. And unfortunately, she felt a familiar pull to the grand home, just as she had the last time she’d been inside. The home was as ancient as the ancestry from which its owner, James Bailey, had been born.

“Can we not make our excuses? I have traveled for most of this day and all this week. A night at our home would be preferable to a ball.” Making one last plea, Eleanor pouted. It was a tactic she’d seen her cousin use many times to get her own way, and although she’d never employed such behavior in the past, this was one time she wouldn’t forego the opportunity to get her own way.

Her mother shook her head. “We are already here. Besides, it is tradition to start Christmastide at Granville House. You and Lord Montefeltro should plan to return each year for the celebration.”

Eleanor looked to her father, pleading with every silent thought she could muster for him to see her suggestion as valid enough to stop the carriage from joining the queue, but he chose to ignore her pointed gaze, and no one could hear her silent chanting. She had only one more option. Her brother, David.

Touching David’s arm, she squeezed it hard enough to inform him of her distress. “Do you not think we should announce my engagement at our home instead of the Baileys?”

Unbidden tears sprang to her eyes as she thought about the indecency of the entire affair. Wiping away the tears, she knew the only thing worse than showing up at James Bailey’s home with her intended was to arrive with red-rimmed eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

David did exactly as she expected: he put his arm around her and pulled her close. “I must agree with Eleanor, Mama. The announcement should be done at Dove Hall. It is the proper way to announce an engagement.”

Montefeltro frowned. “Perhaps you are correct, amore. I would not wish to have our betrothal met with sidelong glances and gossip.”

Her mother’s cheeks turned a rosy hue. “Very well, if you insist on delaying the announcement, then we will introduce the count as a family friend.”

Montefeltro held up a finger, his expression one of concern. “Mayhap Miss Dove is correct, and we should not attend this evening. I would not wish to distract from the celebration of Christ’s birth, nor do I want to deceive your neighbors by a false introduction. It would be unfair to our host.”

“You are correct, my lord. We must tell them exactly who you are.” Her mother leaned forward and took hold of Montefeltro’s hand, trapping it between her own. “No one will begrudge us this happy news. The entire village knows you have brought Eleanor home for this purpose alone. The announcement is expected, and I already sent a request to Mrs. Bailey for a few moments to make our special announcement.”

Montefeltro withdrew his hand, offering a pleasant smile. “If you insist, Mrs. Dove, then we will do as you wish.”

Eleanor placed her clasped hands in her lap. Arguing had done little good and pouting had gotten her nowhere, so she bowed her head to endure the rest of the ride in silence while her mother and Montefeltro spoke of the upcoming wedding.

Leaning against David’s shoulder, Eleanor spoke so only he could hear. “What of your prospects? Have you secured the first two sets with Miss Hartwell?”

David shook his head. “Miss Hartwell has set her cap for another gentleman.”

Eleanor smirked, “All is not lost…until they are engaged.”

“Even then, it is not final,” her father said from across the carriage. She hadn’t expected a response from her stoic father, but now that he had joined the conversation, her heart leapt with an unexpected shred of hope—familiar and very forbidden. Was it possible an engagement was not final? She didn’t dare hope for her father’s statement to be true.

“I suppose that means you have a plan for me,” David said.

Having been away from her family for so long, Eleanor had forgotten the little nuances. A twitch of the lips, a slight frown, and most famously, the quick flash of irritation as her father’s eyes went wide and then immediately returned to normal. Something was amiss between David and their father.

Her father’s eyes narrowed. “I expect you to make a match with Miss Hartwell. She is the Duke of Rothes’s cousin, and an intimate connection to His Grace will improve our standing in Society.”

David’s arm tightened around Eleanor’s shoulders before he pulled away. “Miss Hartwell has little to no interest in a match with me.”

“Mr. Bailey is as uninterested in Miss Hartwell as she is in you. We must use it to our advantage,” her father said. “A woman cannot resist a man who shows even a modicum of interest in her.”

As though the mention of James Bailey should have sent her spiraling, her mother reached out and patted her knee. “Do not concern yourself, dearest. Mr. Bailey has yet to set his cap for any other young lady.”

Eleanor would have laughed if she’d thought her mother was jesting. But for her mother to make such a statement in front of Montefeltro, well, it felt indecent. Eleanor quickly responded with one of her most rehearsed lines. “Mr. Bailey may court and marry the lady of his choosing. When that day arrives, I will wish him all the happiness he deserves. My letter of felicitations will arrive from the castle in which I reside, in Italy.”

She had formed the words with such practiced precision, one would think she had been in earnest. As it was, she hoped no one in the carriage noticed the shaking of her voice and the way her hand picked at the thread on her gloves. In truth, she didn’t want James to find happiness with anyone. Not even she deserved to make him happy. He was the most genuine and kind gentleman of her acquaintance…that was, when his temper didn’t flare up. But even in those instances, he wasn’t frightening, just unmovable. He cared deeply for his family and friends, which she’d counted herself part of not so many years past.

Before she was ready, the carriage came to a stop. The argument between her father and brother would continue another day. Any response her mother had for the placid comment she’d made about James would remain unspoken. Poor Montefeltro looked at each of her family members with curiosity and then exited the carriage without voicing his concerns. It had to be difficult, joining a family without understanding the history. It would not be long before she would be the one on the outside attempting to understand a new family. It was all very exhausting, and yet necessary if she were to make a happy life with Montefeltro.

Eleanor accepted Montefeltro’s arm, following behind her mother and father as their party entered the grand estate. The smells of Christmas: spruce, holly, and peppermint mixed with the scent of the yule log assaulted her senses, bringing back memories she’d spent years burying behind a lock and key. If not for Montefeltro’s sturdy support, Eleanor would have fainted the moment she caught sight of James Bailey in his green evening frock coat, the one that pulled specs of gold out of his magnetic chocolate eyes.

James stood with his hands clutched behind his back, his jaw tight. With an unassuming glance in her direction, he bowed and offered a rehearsed line. “I am very pleased to have you join us this evening.”

Eleanor dipped into a polite curtsey. Her knees buckled and her foot slipped as she clung to Montefeltro’s arm. When she spoke, her voice betrayed what little sense of poise she’d hoped to display. It was all for naught. The practiced speeches and reassurances were forgotten. The airiness of her voice made her sound like a debutante at her first ball. “Thank you, Mr. Bailey. I was most pleased to receive the invitation.”

James nodded to Montefeltro, then looked back to her. “I understand you are to be married. Your mother seemed quite pleased with the match when she sent the missive this afternoon. Is this your intended?”

Introducing Montefeltro to James had never been her intention. If there had been a large potted plant or a medieval suit of armor nearby, she would have inched away from the conversation to hide herself until all introductions had been completed. Unfortunately, an escape had not presented itself. “Mr. Bailey, may I introduce Count Antonio Montefeltro?”

With the cultured movements of a gentleman, James offered a friendly greeting. He and Montefeltro conversed in Italian as though they were destined to be friends from that moment forward, which would not have vexed her so greatly if it were any other man in Emerald Falls. But she didn’t want James to befriend her future husband.

“What do you think, Miss Dove?” Montefeltro’s question caught her off balance.

Eleanor’s cheeks heated as she removed her gaze from James’s eyes. He hadn’t noticed she was fixated upon him…at least, she hoped he hadn’t. “I am sorry. I was somewhere else entirely. What was the question?”

Montefeltro hadn’t missed her momentary lapse of judgment. She could see it in the careful way he regarded her, his eyes moving back and forth between her and James. “An invitation to our engagement ball should be sent to Mr. Bailey and his mother, is that not correct?”

“Oh…well, I suppose my mother has a list of neighbors she is determined to invite. We must consult her on the matter.” Eleanor turned around intending to get an answer, only to find her parents had already made their way through the hallway into the ballroom. She nervously turned back to the two men, who were awaiting her final reply to find David had stepped up. He had one hand on James’s shoulder and was shaking his other with a jovial greeting.

David’s voice boomed through the entry hall, bringing a momentary stop to all conversations nearby. “Bailey, what were you thinking when you decided to spend the morning on a roof? You must want for a quiet evening by the fire instead of this hullabaloo.”

“The Gowers’ home could not wait another night. I will rest easier knowing the snow will not fall on the little ones while they sleep.”

“I had heard it was bad. How many more of your tenant farms need repairs this winter?”

“Far too many. If you do not mind a bit of manual labor, I could use the help.”

David laughed as he lifted his gloved hands to indicate his soft hands, as though they could see beneath the white material. “I do not know how effective I will be, but I will gladly join you on the morrow. Whose home will it be this time?”

James clasped his hands behind his back once more. “The Taylor family home needs repairs. Their windows are loose. It is more of an icehouse than a home. A bit of patching should not take more than a few hours.”

“I am at your disposal. We might, if lucky, convince Lord Montefeltro to join us.”

Montefeltro dipped his head in agreement. “I would be delighted to assist.”

Eleanor didn’t miss the intentional focus James held upon her brother and her intended. His eyes never settled upon her, purposefully looking over her shoulder if he accidently strayed to her person. The light she’d once seen in his face and eyes was now dimmed. She didn’t blame him. A gentleman could not safely look upon a woman tenderly without finding himself bound in marriage, or in this instance, at the end of dueling pistols.

More importantly, it seemed he had found a way to forget his feelings for her, which meant she needed to do the same. Tired of giving her thoughts over to a man who no longer held her in his regard, Eleanor decided this would be her best Christmastide yet. She had very little time before her marriage to Montefeltro, and it was best she make herself merry this holiday season.

“Mr. Bailey,” she said, interrupting the conversation on windows and roofs. “Is Mr. Kaye or Mr. Deane to join the festivities this year? If not them, perhaps Mr. Cratchit?”

James’s expression was blank, unreadable, as he focused on a spot behind her right shoulder. “I am afraid not. My friends were unable to accept an invitation this year.”

“A pity. Please send my regards. I trust you are still in contact with them?”

“They are the best England has to offer. I would not wish to lose such friends.”

His gaze slipped a little, his expression softening as he finally looked upon her face. The harsh cold in his eyes melted into liquid, like a cup of drinking chocolate, and for a moment she was transported back to when all had been right between them. Lingering upon the past, even for a second, left her weak. If only she could erase the memories imprinted on her heart, perhaps then seeing him again wouldn’t hurt so completely.


Chapter Four



James stood in front of his guests, champagne glass in hand, as he gave the speech his mother and their guests expected. It amounted to welcoming everyone to Granville House and then lifting a glass to celebrate the birth of the Savior. Now that the obligatory speech was finished, he wished the orchestra would ready their instruments for the quadrille and proceed. Unfortunately, the musicians and his guests waited in anticipation for whom he would claim as his partner.

It was a deuced shame he couldn’t request his younger brother Harry and his wife, Margaret, to lead out. Harry had done so the last two years upon his request. But this year, his brother was not in residence. As host, it was his duty to do so. Therefore, he set the glass down on a table and asked his mother to join him for the first dance of the evening.

As they stood facing three other couples it was to his dismay that he noticed Eleanor and Montefeltro were part of the group with him. Right before the music began, his mother leaned toward him. “There are several women here this evening who would have gladly stood up with you.”

James took his mother’s hands as the first chord sounded. They stepped together and then proceeded to promenade forward. “You were the safest option.”

“Indeed.”

“With whom would you have me dance, Mother?” James asked.

“Since you refuse to acknowledge your feelings for Eleanor, I would suggest Miss Hartwell. She seems quite agreeable.”

“Miss Dove is engaged, and I have no intention of forming an alliance with the duke.”

His mother laughed. “Miss Hartwell may be cousins with the Duke of Rothes, but that hardly means you will have constant association with him.”

James grimaced at his mother as he switched partners. To his great displeasure, he took hold of Eleanor’s hand to make a quick turn before switching back to his mother. Although they both wore gloves, the moment she placed her hand in his, his palm felt like little pins were jabbing into his skin pulling out every dormant feeling as his senses woke from a long sleep.

When he was once more with his mother, he softly spoke. “I do not wish to give rise to expectations.”

His mother’s lips twitched, which only enhanced his displeasure. She was laughing at him. “James, you do have the strangest way of thinking.” As they waited their turn to promenade forward once more, she leaned toward him. “You have a duty to your family and this community to find a wife. What would happen to Granville House if you passed from this life without an heir?”

“Harry will gladly take the mantle upon himself. He and Margaret will provide an heir. The estate will survive.”

His mother swatted his shoulder without any discretion, causing a few laughs from those nearby. “Stop teasing me. Harry is a good man, but he does not have your generosity. Nor would he dare take a stand against Rothes. Emerald Falls needs you.”

James quirked an eyebrow at his mother. “Then I will stick around as long as I am wanted.”

“What of a wife?”

“If one arrives, I shall post the banns and marry her.” As he said the words, his gaze drifted to Eleanor.

Eleanor was perfection. She was his match in every way that mattered. Intelligent. Wise. Generous. He had endless reasons for loving her, yet there were far too many angry words between them to simply put them aside and declare he still held a candle for her affections. Even more, it was painful to allow his mind to drift back to the moment everything had fallen apart. His temper was to blame. If his ancestry hadn’t been filled with generations of grumpy men, he might have had a chance at inheriting a softer countenance. But as it was, he’d never learned to control his temper. If only he had been the one under the mistletoe that fateful night, they might now be married. As it was, wishing to change the past rarely helped any situation.

When the music ended, James bowed to his mother and then led her to a chair. He turned on his heel, expecting to go off in search of another partner when he heard the tinkling of silverware against a champagne glass.

Mr. Dove stood in front of the orchestra, his glass in hand. “I would like to thank our host this evening for allowing my wife and I a moment to make an announcement.”

James turned to his mother, the question clearly written upon his face as he raised his eyebrows at her. When she had told him of the missive from Mrs. Dove, she had obviously left out important information.

“My daughter has come home to us after two years in London. She searched the ton in expectation of a match and found one in Lord Montefeltro. We could not be happier to have the count join our family.”

The applause echoed around James as Mr. Dove’s announcement replayed in his mind. Although he’d known about the engagement, there was something rather final in a public announcement. With the greatest of efforts, James put his hands together as he clapped alongside his guests. He would have to wish her joy at some point, but now was not the time. Instead of joining the well-wishers as they congregated forward, James turned toward the exit. He needed an escape.

He was nearly to the door when his mother caught up with him. “Do not spend the night regretting the past. Let it alone, James.”

If letting go of the past were so simple, he would have done so before that evening. Instead, he relived those awful last moments of their courtship every time he entered the conservatory.

It might be the nostalgia of the start of Christmastide, or perhaps it was the official announcement of her engagement, but he wanted to relive those moments, if only so he could remind himself of how dastardly stupid he had been to let Eleanor Dove walk out of his life.

James tried to give his mother a reassuring nod, but it came out as a forced smile and a jilted shake of the head. The announcement of her wedding should not have taken place at Granville House, no matter if the neighborhood already knew of the so-called happy news.

Not trusting himself to speak again, James made his way down the darkened hallway to the conservatory. The dome of glass high above his head was frozen and covered in snow, but the glass walls admitted enough moonlight that he didn’t need candles. The earthy smell of dirt from potted plants gave him a bit of comfort, even amidst the chill of standing near the windows, allowing him to breathe a little easier now that he was away from the crush of the party.

If he planned to spend the evening in this room, it would be more comfortable with a fire in the grate. He gathered a few logs of wood from the box near the door and then crouched down in front of the large fireplace to set the fire. Crumbling a bit of old newspaper, he walked out into the hall and found a candle to light a spill. Throwing it into the grate, he watched as the fire slowly came to life before him.

“I always knew you preferred the work of a common man to that of a gentleman. You have servants to do menial work for you. Whatever would convince you to set a fire on your own?” The sharp tone of the Duke of Rothes echoed through the conservatory, ruining every chance at the comfort and silence James had anticipated for the evening.

James didn’t turn to look at the duke. He already knew what he would see: A frail man of his same age sitting in a Bath chair with a cane in hand ready to hit anyone who displeased him. “The party is in the ballroom, Rothes. You should be quite comfortable in there.”

“I prefer the conservatory for now. The air is laced with self-loathing. You are aware that I bask in delight over the discomfort of others.”

“Far too well.” James stoked the fire with a poker before deciding he’d done a decent job and there was nothing left to do but allow the logs to burn.

“Then you will not mind if I take pleasure in your misfortune. It was quite enjoyable to see the tightening of every muscle as Mr. Dove announced his daughter’s engagement. You must regret the decision you made to end your courtship.”

James sat in one of the chairs near the fire. “What is it to you?”

“I have simply never seen anguish written so visibly upon your features. One would think you could offer up the same feelings for other sins you have committed.”

James allowed an audible sigh to escape before he finally turned toward the duke. “I am no more responsible for your injuries than you are, Your Grace.”

“You said that with such conviction. Now let me hear you say it as though you believe every word. For last I heard, from your own mouth, you still do not remember the events of that morning,”

“It was seventeen years ago, Rothes. You know I have no memory of that day.”

“Yet I have a clear recollection, Bailey.” Rothes slammed his cane on the chair, causing his valet to push him forward near the fire. “You put me in this chair.”

James shook his head, wishing he had chosen a room on the upper floors as his hideaway for the night. The duke could not have easily followed him to the second or third floors. “What do you want? After all this time and the constant reminders of the wrong I supposedly committed against you, what do you want from me?”

“I want to watch as you suffer.”

“Is that all?” James lay his head against the plush cushions of his armchair. He closed his eyes and crossed one leg over the other. “Then you may stay as long as you like. But do shut up. I prefer silence when I suffer a setback.”

[image: ]


By the following morning, James was of two minds. He wanted to leave Emerald Falls for the foreseeable future, at least until Eleanor had married her Italian count and left for the Continent. The other option, the more desirable of the two, was to declare his unending love and rekindle their affections. He was in agony over the effect of her touch during the quadrille.

Therefore, James needed advice. His mother would encourage him toward matrimony. She loved Eleanor and would do anything to have her as a daughter, even if that meant they would have to end her engagement to Montefeltro. Harry would agree with anything their mother said, and his wife would support him in whatever he chose. But Harry wasn’t there for him to consult. He and his wife were away, expecting to live their first years of marriage in France.

Sitting at the desk in his den, James held his quill as ink dripped, blotting the parchment. His friends would know how to proceed. These were people who had known him since their days at Eton. The bond they’d forged meant they could speak their minds without worry of offense. He knew there would be at least one of them with decent advice, if not all.

My Esteemed Friend,

I trust this letter finds you and your family in the best of health and spirits. I pen these lines with the heaviest of hearts and deepest befuddlement. This is the greatest request I have ever made of you, my dear friend. In an effort of openness, I request you answer with the sincerity of our long friendship, knowing I will accept all you have to say with the spirit in which it was intended: that of offering your solicited advice.

This emotional upheaval with which I struggle is regarding Miss Eleanor Dove, a lady who was once my greatest source of happiness and has now brought me to the depths of sorrow. Eleanor has returned to Emerald Falls, lovelier than before, and I find my feelings are unchanged.

I need not remind you of the fateful night two years previously when she received her mistletoe kiss. It was an unfortunate situation. One I wish had never occurred. We might have been happy, if not for that evening. Youth and naïvety on her part. And, well, you know my issue well enough. If I had long ago learned to bridle my temper, our courtship need not have ended.

Circumstances have brought her back to Emerald Falls, and in my heart, I know losing her was a mistake from which I shall never recover. But now, I have learned she is to be a contessa upon her marriage to an Italian count. I wish to stand in her way, yet if she has so easily forgotten the love we once shared, is it wrong of me to declare my intentions?

It is with this question I turn to you, my dearest friend, whose wisdom and discernment I have always esteemed. Should I indeed pursue a renewed understanding with Miss Eleanor Dove, or should I resign myself to the memories of what might have been and seek love elsewhere?

The man I have sent with this letter will wait for your response.

I remain, as ever, your faithful and devoted friend,

James A. Bailey



James copied the letter three times, blots of ink staining each page. There was nothing for it. Although he wanted their advice, he hesitated in sharing such bold intentions, which had resulted in an exaggerated lack of connection in his letters. If his mother were to see his missives, she would scold him on his penmanship. It was best he finish the job without delay. Instead of examining the words overlong, he threw a dusting of sand over each and then folded the letters, sealing them with green wax and his crest, then writing their names upon the parchment. Mr. Daniel Kaye, Mr. Alfred Deane, and Mr. Robert Cratchit.

Then, in an unprecedented move, he engaged three footmen in the task to deliver the letters providing his fastest horses for their use. One to London, one to Kettering, and one to Hamstead. Each had been given the assignment to not return until they had a response in hand.

The heaviness upon his mind lessened by a small measure. His friends would not forsake him in his hour of need. They would rally around him, offer their best advice, and then he would make the greatest decision of his life. He would either get down on both knees and beg Eleanor’s forgiveness, simultaneously destroying her chances at a marriage to Montefeltro, or he would allow her to leave his life forever.

With those two choices looming above him, he set out for the Taylor farm. Even with his soul in the greatest of turmoil, his duty could not be forgotten. The windows needed repairing, and he had only a few hours of free time as he was required to attend Boxing Day events at Dove Hall. His role this day would be to assist the ladies in the delivery of charity baskets.


Chapter Five



Tables stacked with assortments of breads, sweets, meats, and tins of tea replaced the furniture Eleanor’s mother usually boasted in her parlor. The room was alive with conversation of the ball the previous evening and the upcoming events scheduled over the next eleven days leading up to Twelfth Night.

Eleanor preferred to listen to the conversations around her instead of participating. She’d been away far too long to know the local gossip, which meant she had much to take in and then show proper abhorrence upon learning of every tidbit. Although she didn’t particularly enjoy gossip, it was a staple of Society. No one could escape the sharp tongues of the matrons, and if anyone tried, the consequences would fall upon their shoulders with a bit of intriguing news of themselves; whether true or false, only the victim knew.

She sat at the table set apart for writing messages of hope and peace upon cards that were to be placed with each of the baskets. As she did so, Eleanor allowed her thoughts to drift away from the conversation around her as she copied out the prescribed message for the fifth time. Her hand would be sore by the end of the day, but it didn’t matter. Charity was the most important part of the season.

“Miss Dove, might I beg a seat beside you?” Miss Hartwell scooted onto the bench before Eleanor could respond with a nod of approval. “I have heard of nothing else since your arrival. Everyone has declared Miss Dove to be the favorite daughter of Emerald Falls.”

Eleanor calmly laid her quill upon the ink blotter as she allowed her latest letter to dry before folding it and applying the seal. “I was unaware of my popularity. Perhaps it is the only news the ladies deem worthy of notice.”

“You must be right. Although, I am certain there will be enough to speak about soon enough. The announcement of a certain happy event should keep tongues wagging for some time. A double wedding would bring the greatest joy to Emerald Falls.”

“I have no knowledge of anything so intriguing. Is there another couple on the brink of matrimony?” She didn’t know who to expect. If one of her old friends was near to being engaged, would not her mother have informed her?

Miss Hartwell crooned as she took hold of Eleanor’s arm. “But you must, Miss Dove. Why, everyone is speaking of the arrangement my cousin has planned.”

“Is it for you? I was unaware you had formed an attachment in our humble village.”

Miss Hartwell sat a little taller. “Well, if it has not reached your ears, then I shall not tell you. I do prefer a quiet life.”

Eleanor knew of whom Miss Hartwell spoke. She’d noticed at the ball the previous night how disgruntled Miss Hartwell had become when James had left the festivities. “Well, if I fail to hear of your happy news, please know I wish you great joy.”

“You are too kind, Miss Dove. Why, if all goes as planned, we shall be neighbors for the duration of our lives.”

Eleanor dipped her head in acknowledgement. “A happy thought. I do wish to know you better.”

“Then it is settled. We shall be the best of friends.” Miss Hartwell lifted one of the folded letters and turned it over to look at the seal before tossing it back on the pile. “Charity is rather dismal work. Quite uncultured. Do you not agree?”

“On the contrary, Miss Hartwell, I believe charity is the truest mark of culture. It reveals the refinement of one’s soul rather than merely the refinement of one’s manners.”

“You are right.” Miss Hartwell slipped off her gloves and took hold of the quill Eleanor had laid on the blotter moments before. She sighed as she examined the end of the quill. “One must see to their neighbors so as to fit the proverbial camel through the eye of a needle.”

Impressed by the Biblical reference, Eleanor passed a blank sheet of parchment to her new friend so they could continue their conversation.

Miss Hartwell dipped the quill into the ink and then sat with it poised over the inkwell. “I noticed Lord Montefeltro, Mr. Dove, and Mr. Bailey are not participating in the events this day.”

“My brother and Lord Montefeltro are at the Taylor farm with Mr. Bailey. They are doing a far more important service.” Eleanor knew her brother and Montefeltro would need instructions on how to repair the windows, but if anyone could teach them, it would be James.

“The announcement of your engagement last evening was an unexpected treat. It must be thrilling to think of being married to such a formidable man as the count. I would be quite intimidated.”

“Formidable?” Eleanor considered the suggestion. She knew Montefeltro could be imposing, but she was not frightened of her intended. “One could say your cousin is the more alarming person to be around.”

“Rothes?” Miss Hartwell shuddered, causing her to slip up on the card she was writing. She crumpled the page and started anew. “He does have a temper.”

“I do hope you are safe at the castle. If not, you need only ask for help.”

Miss Hartwell instantly recovered, the momentary fear of before erased from her face by a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you, Miss Dove. I should consider your kind offer if ever it is necessary.”

“Are you happy with the plans your cousin has for you?” She was prying, something she ought not to do, but couldn’t help, given Miss Hartwell’s reaction of moments before.

“My happiness does not matter.”

“You may confide in me, Miss Hartwell. Is that not what friends do?”

It didn’t take much convincing. Miss Hartwell focused on the letter she was writing, but then made the decision to share her situation. “Rothes has told me I must choose a husband before he finds one for me. He is my protector. I must do as he says, at least until I reach my majority. But I fear I will not be so fortunate as to reach it outside of marriage. Therefore, I will be at the mercy of a man for the rest of my life.” Miss Hartwell finished the letter with a flourishing Christmas salutation before meeting Eleanor’s gaze.

Eleanor had spoken to many women in London over the last two seasons who suffered from the same predicament. Thankfully, she hadn’t been forced into accepting an offer of marriage. If she had declined Montefeltro’s offer, she would still be in London participating in the marriage mart.

Miss Hartwell bit her bottom lip as she checked to see that no one had overheard their conversation. Leaning forward, she lowered her voice to a near whisper. “You cannot tell another living soul.”

“Your secret is safe.”

“Thank you, Miss Dove.”

“Have you chosen a man?” Eleanor knew her father intended David to make a match with Miss Hartwell, but David hadn’t seemed too hopeful over the prospect. This information could very well help promote Eleanor’s brother in Miss Hartwell’s estimation.

“I intend to request for Rothes to arrange a match with Mr. Bailey.”

Eleanor’s hand instantly shot to her mouth to cover the gasp rising like bile. Slightly recovering, she leaned forward and whispered, “Mr. Bailey?”

“Yes. He is unattached and the best man Emerald Falls has to offer a woman. I would be ridiculous not to consider him as an option.”

“Yet, there is one very big flaw in your choice. Mr. Bailey and the Duke of Rothes are enemies. They have been since the terrible accident that left the duke without the use of his legs.”

Miss Hartwell’s lips turned up, and her eyes shined with an air of mischief. “Yes, I am aware of my cousin’s accusations against Mr. Bailey.”

“Then why would you wish to cause such turmoil?”

“It is the only way I can remove myself from Rothes indefinitely. Rothes disapproves of everything Mr. Bailey does.” Miss Hartwell slid another piece of parchment in front of her and quickly jotted down another letter filled with Christmas cheer. “Only this morning, while I attempted to stomach a small meal, Rothes droned on about the ungentlemanly behavior of his neighbor, Mr. Bailey. Climbing on roofs to fix them is the job of a common man, not the gentry. Rothes believes the more you give to the poor, the less inclined they are to work.”

Eleanor leaned forward and dusted the letter Miss Hartwell had finished so the ink would dry. “The responsibility for upkeep on tenant buildings is shared by both the owner of the estate and the farmer. Larger repairs, such as improvements to the buildings, fall upon the estate owner. Mr. Bailey is adhering to the contract he has in place with his tenants. If the Duke of Rothes does not agree, he should speak directly with Mr. Bailey.”

Miss Hartwell instantly demurred. “That is exactly what I said to Rothes, right before I made my request. With any hope, I will be engaged to marry Mr. Bailey by the first of the year.”

“Do not misunderstand, Miss Hartwell, I think every woman should have her choice of husband. But there is a difference between choosing a man because you are in love and choosing one to cause trouble with your relations. It seems rather impertinent.”

A shadow blocked the sun that had shone through the windows as a man approached the opposite side of the table. Eleanor’s cheeks blistered with heat as she realized James stood only feet away. He nodded his head. “I tend to agree with you, Miss Dove.”

Eleanor nodded her head, wanting very much to respond to his statement but finding her voice caught in her throat. How had the man’s mere presence left her tongue tied? It seemed rather foolish and as impertinent as Miss Hartwell’s decision to marry a man her cousin loathed.

Miss Hartwell instantly stood, dropping the quill to the table. “Mr. Bailey, you appear quite frozen. Step near the fire so you do not catch a chill.”

“Thank you, Miss Hartwell, but I am not in need of a cozy fire. We must set out to deliver the baskets, elsewise it will be dark before we are finished.” Mr. Bailey reached forward to take the finished letters from the table.

Eleanor followed his every movement, hoping no one would notice. She watched as he took the letters and crossed the room to where the baskets were piled high with delectable treats. With the greatest of ease, James tucked a bit of Christmas cheer into each basket—a small offering of coins and a bottle of wine. He reviewed each card and then added a line or two of his own and signed his name below. These were people he knew intimately from years of working side by side with them on their homes and the farms.

Seeing his genuine care for the families made her love him all the more, which was rather vexing given her current situation. She didn’t want to continue loving James, not if he could so easily forget her. Moreover, Montefeltro deserved to be loved. He was a good man. But she simply didn’t know him enough to believe herself in love.

Eleanor crossed the room, walking near enough to smell the citrus of James’s bergamot cologne. His frame bristled, his head slightly turning, lips in a slump, jaw tight as she walked by. It appeared the courtship they’d shared, which had once led her to believe she would one day become his bride, no longer meant anything to him. Unfortunately for her, those memories teased every nerve, leaving her breathless and slightly unbalanced.

Placing one hand on a nearby table, Eleanor took a moment to gather her wits. If she were to make it through the entirety of this visit to Emerald Falls without making a cake of herself, she would have to find the strength that had carried her from the village two years previously.

“Miss Dove, are you unwell?” Miss Hartwell rushed forward and put her arm around Eleanor’s back. “Allow me to assist you to a chair.”

“There is no need, Miss Hartwell. I am quite recovered.”

“Nonsense. You are pale and shaking.” Miss Hartwell’s voice rose in pitch, garnering the attention of everyone in the parlor. Much to her chagrin, the onlookers included James.

Eleanor pushed away from the table, smoothed down the front of her dress, and then turned to her audience. “I am perfectly well. Please do not concern yourselves on my account.”

Before anyone could argue, she calmly rushed from the room to find a place of solitude. The only place she knew where no one would discover her was in the old school room on the third floor.

A chill assaulted her face and arms as she entered the long-forgotten room, which had likely not had a fire in the grate since she had received her last lesson from her governess. Stepping toward the window, she looked down upon the carriages below to see they were being loaded with baskets and then people, each headed toward the homes of those in need. The recipients had been chosen on the advice of the vicar, who knew which had the greatest need in their community.

“Might I join you?” Montefeltro’s soft, melodic voice carried across the cold room to where she stood. She noted he stayed at the threshold, waiting for her approval.

“You may. Although, we likely should have a fire built if we plan to stay much longer.” She pulled her wrapper tightly around her arms. It did little to keep the chill away.

Montefeltro gingerly stepped into the school room, a kindly smile enhancing the handsomeness of his features. “You are quite recovered, I see.”

“Yes, very much.”

He took a moment to walk around the small room, taking in the paintings on the walls. The deliberate way he stopped to examine each wall hanging made her believe he was attempting to gather his thoughts.

“My morning was rather interesting.”

“The tenant farms. Was everything as you thought it would be?”

Montefeltro nodded, more with a quick movement of his eyebrows than with the entirety of his head. “Mr. Bailey taught me a valuable lesson this morning.”

“Oh?” She had never known James to be one for oration of any sort. He was more a doer than a talker.

“A landed gentleman not only sees to the temporal needs of those in his care, but he also sees to their emotional and spiritual wellbeing. It is not enough to rent a home to a man and expect him to know how to care for it. One must teach those under one’s stewardship.”

There were not many in England, let alone the world, who subscribed to that way of thinking. “Mr. Bailey told you this? How very generous of him.”

“No, Miss Dove, he showed me by his actions.” Montefeltro turned toward her, his shoulders tight, his movements succinct. “Since we have arrived in Emerald Falls, your actions have shown me quite a lot as well.”

The same lightheaded feeling of moments before rushed back as she sucked in a deep breath. She steadied herself against the wall, transfixed by the intensity in his gaze. “My actions?”

“You have missed your family.”

Her shoulder’s instantly relaxed, the tension lifting as she found the conversation much more enjoyable than what she’d expected. “Well, yes, I suppose I have missed my family. It has been two years since I last saw them.”

“I think we shall visit each year for the Christmastide season. So far, the festivities have proved rather enjoyable.”

Eleanor found her way to the nearest chair, her thoughts scattered with any number of excuses she could give to prevent returning to Emerald Falls, but nothing came to mind that sounded even remotely sane. Her stomach seized, unable to process the tumultuous emotions. She had gone from fear to relief to frustration within seconds.

“We agreed to live in Italy.” Eleanor met his gaze, determined not to divulge her true feelings upon the matter.

Montefeltro nodded. His skeptical raise of the eyebrows elongated his face, bristling his mustache a little. “Yes, but that does not mean a trip to Emerald Falls each year is unwarranted. Your family will be sorely missed by not only you but our future children.”

“My parents will visit us at your home. We will meet often enough that no one will regret my decision to marry.” No regrets from anyone except her. Yet, she would bury such longings deep within herself. Even now, as she thought of James loading the charity baskets into his carriage, she yearned to stand next to him, to speak to him, to be near enough to smell his cologne.

Montefeltro rubbed his chin, the hairs on his beard sticking out in a haphazard way at the movement. “I think not. We cannot expect your parents to make the sacrifice of leaving this beautiful part of England each year.”

Desperate, Eleanor placed her hand over her stomach as a way to protect herself from the onslaught of movement within. Her breakfast was not sitting well. “That was not our agreement, my lord.”

“Pardon me?”

Pushing up from the chair, her feet were unsteady as she stood to her full height. “I agreed to marry you with one stipulation on my side. I wish to leave England and never return. If you are now breaking your promise, then I must go back to London and seek a new match.”

“Amore, do not be unreasonable.” Montefeltro stepped toward her, his hands outstretched as though he intended to calm her nerves. “My desire to return to this beautiful village is for your happiness alone. I have witnessed the beauty of your family, and I dare not remove you from your relations for my own selfishness.”

Eleanor stepped away from him. She did not want his touch, not now or ever. But she would acquiesce once they were married. “If I’d had any intention of visiting Emerald Falls in the future, I would not have insisted upon leaving. It is my greatest desire to rid myself of this place once and for all.”

Stepping to the window once more, she peered out to find James was standing by his carriage with Miss Hartwell next to him. James’s face held a pleasant smile, the one he reserved for conversations with people he didn’t particularly wish to speak with but to whom he also didn’t want to give insult. Miss Hartwell animatedly flirted with him, expertly swaying from one side to the next with her hands tucked into her muff. Her eyes were wide as she agreed with every word he spoke. If she hadn’t enjoyed her earlier conversation with Miss Hartwell so much, she might find a way to convince the woman to leave the village.

Eleanor wiped unbidden tears from her eyes. One day, James Bailey would have to take a wife. She didn’t want to be anywhere near Emerald Falls when it finally happened. She knew Montefeltro was behind her, waiting for more of an explanation, but she didn’t want to talk about it any longer. “The baskets are loaded in the carriages. We should offer to assist in delivering them.”

“Mayhap you should stay home. You seem unwell.”

She turned away from the window and walked out of the school room without further response. Montefeltro was a man of high moral character. There was no reason to doubt herself now, especially since she had accepted his offer of marriage. She would not survive another scandal of great proportion, although, did anyone in Emerald Falls consider the ending of her courtship with James a scandal? It seemed no one, except her and those intimately involved, even remembered she was once courted by the most eligible bachelor in the village. Everyone had moved on with their lives, which meant she must do so as well.


Chapter Six



James secured the last basket in the sleigh, then turned around to find Miss Hartwell underfoot. “Pardon me, Miss Hartwell. I did not see you standing so near.”

A girlish giggle escaped, her youthful countenance glowing as though he had done something to make her feel special. “Mr. Bailey, it is I who should apologize. I would not wish for you to have tripped over my person.”

He certainly would not have wanted that either. Landing on the frozen earth tangled in a woman’s skirts would have been the end of his bachelorhood as he knew it. He had no intention of marrying anyone, unless it was Eleanor Dove.

“If you will excuse me, Miss Hartwell, I need to assist in coordinating the deliveries.” He tried to step to the side, attempting to circumvent further conversation, but found she was quite determined as she blocked his path.

Miss Hartwell removed one of her hands from her muff to twist a curl around her finger. “Do consider allowing me to join you and Mrs. Bailey in your carriage. It would be a privilege to accompany you for the deliveries.”

“How lovely.” It had been years since a woman had flirted with him with such gusto. Although he had no intention of returning her favor, it did boost his confidence a little to know he was someone’s preference. “My mother would appreciate your companionship. She complains I am poor company.”

The comment was anything but an encouragement to her advances. It was a simple truth. His mother did think he spent too much time brooding, and she often lamented over his lack of conversation. But Miss Hartwell took the statement as a compliment. She blushed, her face glistening like she’d sat too close to the fire.

“If you will excuse me.” He stepped to the side once more. “I will see to the final preparations.”

He planned to deliver twelve baskets, given the families were all his tenants. This would also alleviate the load for many of those in attendance. The tenant farms were closer to Granville House than other homes, so if he and his mother delivered the baskets together, no one need go out of their way and arrive home later than necessary.

Of course, he would not begrudge the company of others in the party. It was, after all, part of the festivities to spend the day chatting with his neighbors as they performed charitable acts. But with the inclement weather, he would simply prefer everyone kept close to their homes in case the flurries turned to a blistering storm.

The snow had started the morning before, and continued to fall from the heavens as though Mother Nature had decided to send two years’ worth of snow overnight. Piles of the cold, wet substance sat upon his hat and shoulders after only moments of standing still. If he stayed in that position, he would be a snowman within the hour.

“Mother, have you sufficiently offered farewell to everyone so we may leave?” He knew his mother would walk from one person to the next, taking their hands in hers to have a personal conversation before they left.

“We cannot leave. Not without Lord Montefeltro and Eleanor, and I heard Miss Hartwell would prefer our sleigh as well.”

James closed his eyes as he grumbled a curse. A gust of cold air rushed under his hat, tipping it forward and off his head. By the time he had retrieved it, his desire to kick the back of the sleigh had passed. It was for the best. He likely would have injured a toe.

Gulping down the whirl of sick building in his stomach, James put on an air of controlled calmness, his face as impassive as he could muster. “Would it not be best for them to deliver baskets near Dove Hall? It will be dark soon. Best not to be caught out of doors in this weather so late at night.”

“Nonsense. They will ride with us. If the hour is late when we are finished, we have more than enough rooms at Granville House to keep them overnight.”

There was no reason to argue with his mother. Whatever game she was playing, it would not be resolved in front of Dove Hall. If he were to survive this outing, he would have to prepare himself against Miss Dove’s finer qualities, the ones that made every muscle relax as though he were sitting in front of a fire with a cup of tea and a plate of the best gingerbread biscuits in all of England.

Pulling his greatcoat tight around himself, he looked to the front door to find Montefeltro and Eleanor walking side by side, her arm gracefully tucked through his. James grumbled, his patience wearing thin. “Let us get on with it.”

His mother flitted about for another quarter of an hour. She promised the vicar they would send boxes of clothing to the church for sorting. Families in need would find their way to the church over the next ten days to dig through mounds of clothing and necessities, each taking what they would need over the next year.

James normally would have walked next to his mother, participating in these conversations, but this time he stood next to the sleigh, busying himself by situating blankets and baskets that were already perfectly placed and didn’t need adjustment. Anything to keep himself occupied until they could leave on what was certain to be a day of painful memories.

He wished all his memories could be washed away as quickly as mud could be removed from the soles of his boots. But it was impossible to do so without taking a part of the good within himself with the bad. Eleanor Dove was his past. He only wished he knew the right course of action where she was concerned. He impatiently awaited responses from his friends. One would do. It would be greedy to expect all three to respond with haste.

The letters had only been sent out that morning. Robert would be the first to receive his letter. He imagined his friend breaking the seal only to give it the greatest of thought before responding. It was more than likely that Daniel’s response would arrive first. He would laugh heartily at James’s predicament. Not out of spite or cruelty, but simply due to his jovial attitude toward life. James expected a bit of teasing from his friend and would likely be disappointed if the letter were far too serious upon its arrival.

Montefeltro leaned toward Eleanor and whispered something in her ear, and she smiled, her face bright, her eyes sparkling as though God had placed the secrets of his grandest creations within her irises. When Montefeltro tucked an errant strand of hair behind Eleanor’s ear, James was certain his sensibilities could take no more. He couldn’t stand there, gaping at the woman he loved, while her intended caressed her face as though he were ready to steal a kiss.

Stomping across the yard, he took hold of his mother’s arm, tucking it into his own. “We must leave if we are to deliver the baskets this day.”

His mother nodded. “Well, if you think it is time.”

He sighed, the heaviness of retrospect settling further into his chest. He was a fool. Anyone in this courtyard who had an eye for spotting tension would realize his dilemma. They would likely say he deserved all of it for letting Eleanor Dove slip through his fingers.

James assisted his mother into the sleigh, and then waited while Miss Hartwell, Eleanor, and Montefeltro settled in, Eleanor and Miss Hartwell on either side of his mother. A release of pent-up air rose like a puff of smoke as he silently sent a prayer of thanks to the heavens that he wouldn’t have to endure watching continued interludes between the two lovers.

His mother engaged Eleanor in a lengthy conversation about her time in London. Miss Hartwell joined in the conversation, adding her knowledge of the city and balls throughout. He listened, not caring to join in with any of his observations—although, he had a few.

First, James disliked London. It was overpopulated, and the streets smelled of rotting fish and horse manure. The smells in winter weren’t as repugnant as during the heat of the summer. But it was still insufferable, no matter the time of year. Second, the fashionable season was for peacocks to prance around with their unnecessary walking sticks and inflated senses of high fashion, feathers and all. It was a time for people to parade through ballrooms as they attempted to convince the ton that their coffers were brimming with gold, far above those of their neighbors.

Eleanor bounced in her seat as she slightly turned, tucking one leg behind the other so she could comfortably chat and take hold of his mother’s hands. He adored her ability to converse with people as though they had always been friends. Although Eleanor hadn’t visited with his mother for years, it was as though they had never parted. “Mrs. Bailey, you must go to London for the spring season. I implore you to spend a day walking through Hyde Park during the fashionable hour. It is a most peaceful and beautiful place.”

“I can imagine it has changed since I was last there.” His mother laughed, a bit of mischief shining in her eyes. “It has been so long since we last attended a season. Perhaps I should convince James to go this next year. He does need a wife.”

James couldn’t help himself. The words spilled out before he could snap his mouth shut and hold all his uncivilized thoughts inside. “Mother, what Miss Dove has failed to mention is Hyde Park is the place where those who are too high in the instep go to display their wealth. Dandies with lace trimmings on their shirts, bright pink frock coats, and robin’s-egg blue pantaloons. Women with over-trimmed bonnets and the latest fashions from Paris. All these people strutting along Rotten Row, mingling with piles of horse excrement upon the pathway.” He finished with a final grumble. “I would not fit into that Society, nor would anyone who enjoys such things belong in Emerald Falls.”

His statement was met with silence. The tension thick as Eleanor, Miss Hartwell, and his mother stared at him with blank expressions. Their lack of response told him he had gone too far. Those thoughts should have been kept silent. This was a lesson he had learned as a child, but as he’d grown older with more life experiences, he had adopted a nonchalant attitude toward saying whatever struck his fancy.

Just as he was ready to offer a half-hearted obligatory apology, Montefeltro burst into laughter. For a moment, James wondered if he had spoken too fast for the man to understand. English was, after all, a second or third language for the count. Montefeltro patted James’s leg as he nodded his head in agreement. “You have perfectly described my time in your fair city. I would not wish to spend another summer in London. Not for all the gold in King George’s coffers.” To emphasize his words, he pinched the brim of his nose as though he could smell the stink wafting over the miles between Emerald Falls and London.

James chuckled and was saved an immediate apology as the sleigh stopped in front of the first tenant farm. He jumped out, avoiding the reproving glare from the three women. He allowed Montefeltro to be the gentleman who helped the ladies step out while he gathered a pile of blankets and a basket. With the help of the other four, they carried the gifts up the short walkway.

Before they could reach the threshold, six children burst through the door, the youngest running straight to James. He bent down and placed the basket on the ground before taking little Anna Spindle into his arms. He stood and tossed her lightly into the air as she squealed with delight.

As he crouched down to set her once more upon the ground, Thomas Spindle wrapped his arms around James’s neck for a ride on his back. And so, while the gifts were delivered to Mr. and Mrs. Spindle, James entertained their children, joining with them as they laughed and ran in the snow. This was his favorite part of Boxing Day. He enjoyed taking the gifts around, but it was the delight of the children and the welcome he received from the little urchins that instilled the joy of the season in his very being.

When they were back in the sleigh, departing for the next farm, James noticed Eleanor’s concentrated gaze upon him. He owed her an apology, and it seemed she had not forgotten. Opening his mouth, he didn’t know exactly what to say. He couldn’t take back his words because they were his true feelings. But he could have softened his response.

Before he could speak, Eleanor cleared her throat. “You are right, Mr. Bailey. Men like you do not belong in London.”

James quirked an eyebrow at her. She had twisted his words. “I owe you an apology, Miss Dove.”

“Your words were honest. It would be an injustice to your integrity to retract them now.” Eleanor turned her head away from the group, staring out at the snowy landscape.

“Honest or not, I was in the wrong.” His words held more meaning than he wanted anyone other than Eleanor to understand. It was a poor attempt at apologizing for their argument of two years previous, but it was his first of what he hoped would be another.

He had been wrong to end their courtship. He’d known it the moment the words had left his mouth, yet as the brash fool he had been, he’d spilled every internal thought at her feet without reserve. Sometimes honest statements were best kept silent, especially when based on incomplete information.

They continued to the next assigned home. The baskets brought joy to the children’s faces with sugary treats. He was thankful the farmers accepted the baskets as what they were: an offering for the season. Winter could be hard in the northern part of England. There was no reason to increase the hardship with a lack of blankets and necessities.

They were invited into each home, and offerings of steaming cups of wassail sustained them as the bricks under the seats cooled. As they sat visiting for a few moments with Mr. and Mrs. Fleming, James had the bricks from the sleigh set into the fire to reheat. The Flemings were Scottish and had been his tenants for less than a year, as they had previously rented from the Duke of Rothes. He knew very little about this family and hoped to gain more insight with a longer visit.

“It will not be long before the snow melts, bringing with it spring planting season,” James said as he took a sip of wassail.

“Aye, ah admit it’s a bonnie prospect tae start afresh wi’ this braw house an’ land. Ma Freya an’ me are right thankfu’ tae ye, Mr. Bailey. We cannae express how muckle our lives have improved since movin’ intae this fine home.” Gavin Fleming nodded toward his wife and then held his hands as though he were displaying a grand estate.

Gavin and his wife Freya had lived in one of Rothes’s run down farms for nearly five years before they had learned of a farm opening on Bailey land. Thankfully, James had been able to accommodate them. Soon after they had moved in, their first child had been born. As the little baby let out a howl to indicate she had wakened, James was surprised to see Freya offer the little one to Eleanor.

Eleanor hesitated at first, but once the little bundle was securely in her arms, she gently bounced and cooed until the crying stopped.

“Ye’ll make a braw mother,” Freya said, her eyes firmly settled upon her little girl.

“What is her name?” Eleanor asked, her cheeks heating. James had always known Eleanor would be a natural at motherhood. He’d been right. He decided as much while she hummed a merry tune that instantly calmed the baby’s movements.

“Isla.”

“How beautiful.”

James sat back in his chair. He crossed one leg over the other, a hint of a smile playing on his face as he took in the beauty that was Eleanor Dove. For a moment he allowed himself to imagine Eleanor sitting by the fire in the parlor at Granville House, their child in her arms. It was the perfect daydream, but perfection had never been attainable. Not for him, at least. There were men like Montefeltro who always seemed to make situations work when James could not.

A loud thud behind him pulled James out of his trance. As he turned, he chuckled at the sight of a large grey cat slinking across the room to rub against Gavin’s leg. This was their indication that it was time to leave. The night would only grow colder, the sun would set, and then they would have to keep Miss Hartwell, Montefeltro, and Eleanor at Granville House.

It wasn’t the duty of host that stopped him from making the offer. He simply didn’t trust his sensibilities to be near Eleanor for longer than a few hours. Even then, he was poking holes in the protective wall he’d built around his heart. Pulling out bricks, one at a time, until everyone would see through to realize he was still very much in love.


Chapter Seven



The festivities for the Twelve Days of Christmastide were exciting and enjoyable—until they wore a person to near exhaustion. Eleanor would have given her right foot to stay home in front of the fire, but Montefeltro wanted to attend a night of games, and he didn’t want to go without her. If there were ever a night she wished to avoid, it was the Coulter card party.

Tradition held that the third night was for the youth and unmarried individuals in the village. They would spend the evening at what was supposed to be a card party, but that portion of the party would digress near midnight when the attendees would sneak off to the church yard in the light of the moon to play a rousing game of Blind Man’s Bluff.

Wrapped in layers of clothing, scarves, a wool muff, and mittens, Eleanor followed the group out in the snowy night to begin the game. Their parents were in their respective homes, sitting in their parlors next to a warm fire, turning a blind eye to this tradition. They’d each participated during their youth, which meant the elderly members of the community knew exactly what to expect.

Standing between Montefeltro and David, Eleanor waited as Miss Coulter drew the short straw and a blindfold was placed over her eyes. Poor Miss Coulter was rotated counterclockwise five times until she was dizzy enough to have lost track of her own position.

The game wasn’t one of Eleanor’s favorites, but she did enjoy laughing, and this game brought out a far more jovial spirit than a card party ever could. In the past when Eleanor had been the one in the middle, she’d convinced David to save her the impropriety of finding anyone other than himself or another lady. But she hadn’t found time to speak with him before the game had begun. It was up to her to stay out of the direct line of attack, otherwise she would end up in the middle.

Each round went as expected. Mostly ladies found other females within the group, the men easily escaping. She laughed along, until her eyes fell upon a curious téte-a-tête on the edge of the party, nearly out of sight of the group.

Montefeltro stood with Miss Hartwell in what at first seemed an amusing conversation and then progressed into something far more intimate. Eleanor ignored the laughter and cries of those escaping capture as she slowly moved one foot in front of the other, inching toward the captivating scene.

The only times Montefeltro had spent in Miss Hartwell’s company had been at the first ball, when he’d asked her to dance, and the previous day while delivering the Christmas boxes, of that Eleanor was certain. Had they developed a connection? It hardly seemed possible. One dance and a bit of conversation was not enough for feelings to form.

Her eyes must be playing a trick on her. This conversation between Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell was hardly worthy of notice—at least no one else in their party seemed to pay an ounce of attention to the scene.

She was ready to turn away and rejoin the festivities when Miss Hartwell placed her hand upon Montefeltro’s arm, gazing at him with a sappy smile that could only be perceived as a flirtation. A loud ringing pierced Eleanor’s ears. She quickened her step but was suddenly prohibited from moving forward as she was pulled back toward the group. Miss Moore’s hand gripped the sleeve of her wool pelisse, pulling her into an embrace as tight as a rope.

“I have found our next blind man,” Miss Moore called out.

Eleanor shook her head as she pulled out of Miss Moore’s grasp. “I need but a moment. Can not my brother take my spot?”

Miss Moore took hold of her hand and pulled her toward the center of the circle where the snow had been stomped down and hardened making it slippery. “You cannot escape your fate, Miss Dove.”

Before she had the opportunity to argue further, the blindfold was tied around her eyes, and Eleanor felt multiple hands on her arms as she was spun around until her head swirled and she was certain she would cast up her accounts. She stumbled forward as the ladies squealed and the men laughed, thumps of footfalls drawing her attention in different directions.

There was nothing she could do about Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell. Not now, since she was blindfolded and dizzy. With her arms stretched out, Eleanor took little steps searching for a coat or a muff. The hardened snow, now turned to ice, plagued each step, slowing her chances of catching one of the other players. With the sound of laughter behind her, Eleanor turned on her heel, causing her foot to slip on the ice.

A cry erupted from deep within her chest as she attempted to gain her footing. Her arms flailed about as she fell backward. Bracing herself for the hardened ground, she was suddenly caught by surprise as her head rested upon a man’s chest instead of packed snow.

Panic seized every inch of her body as her senses were overcome with the scent of citrus as arms embraced her, folding her into a chest so tenderly, as though she belonged against him. These thoughts sent her scrambling to free herself from the blindfold and the man beneath.

Eleanor rolled to the side, the chill of the snow instantly hitting as she ripped the blindfold from her eyes. To her absolute horror, James’s shocked face mirrored what she believed to be her own expression—a mixture of desire and restraint. Lying on her stomach, Eleanor pushed up from the ground onto her hands and knees, only to slide back down, flopping like a whale washed ashore.

Her lips parted. Words failed to leave them as her thoughts were slow to process a proper response to what had happened. She wanted to remark about his kindness. Thank him for the soft landing. But a slightly more wicked response bubbling up was focused upon the strength of his embrace. Since she could not properly say anything of the sort, she closed her gaping mouth and suppressed every word aching to be spoken between them.

“Eleanor!” David knelt beside her offering assistance as he pulled her off the ground. She tried to ignore the rapid beating of her heart, but it fluttered like a kaleidoscope of butterflies getting ready to take flight.

“Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Bailey.” Eleanor nodded to him once he finally found his footing.

“Your servant, Miss Dove.”

For a moment, everyone around them went silent. She wondered if they were all thinking about her broken courtship. The love that never should have been lost but was forever out of her reach. Misunderstandings were cruel acts of human nature that left people lost and alone fumbling for a reprieve from a mess of their own making and forever encouraged by bouts of pride.

Her eyes met his for only the briefest of moments before he turned away. His voice was strong, unphased by the heat radiating from her entire being. “The night is far spent, dear friends. Let us end with the knowledge that the only repercussions of this night are a few frozen noses.”

A few chuckles sounded around her, but she didn’t laugh. Her heart was beating with an intensity that made her wonder if it would ever go back to a normal slow rhythm. James nodded once in her direction, and then he left, his long strides taking him across the church yard to his sleigh, away from her.

Grabbing ahold of David’s arm, she turned away from the little groups still lingering. The conversations were far too jovial for the turmoil wreaking havoc on her sensibilities. Her hands shook, her knees threatening to buckle as they had the first night she’d seen James at Granville House. Her breathing was strained, and her head spun.

“Take me home, David.” Her words came out as a squeak barely above a whisper.

“Allow me to assist you to the sleigh. Montefeltro offered Miss Hartwell a ride to the castle. They are waiting for me to retrieve you.” David wrapped his arm around her. She wouldn’t have made it on her own, not in her altered condition.

Everything around her felt like a dream, part nightmare and part fantasy—the nightmare of experiencing James Bailey’s embrace once more, a euphoric and terrible reminder of everything her heart yearned to have but had failed to secure. In the history of all the women in England, Eleanor would be spoken of forevermore as the woman who’d had everything and lost it under the mistletoe.

The wonderful part of the dream was hoping beyond what her own heart allowed that there was still a spark of love for her within James Bailey. If she had understood his unspoken words, he’d wanted to wrap her in his embrace and soothe away the ugliness that had happened between them.

A loud giggle erupted across the sleigh. Miss Hartwell sat next to Montefeltro, her hand resting upon his arm once more as they continued whatever conversation they’d started in the churchyard. Eleanor turned to David, her befuddlement over the situation causing her to momentarily forget the blood that was slowly leaking out of her heart and into the pit of her stomach.

As she watched the interaction between Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell, Eleanor realized something of vast import. This development eased the heaviness of the burden she’d been carrying since her engagement. She didn’t know if she was interpreting the situation correctly, given the tumultuous emotions roiling around inside, but it seemed she and Montefeltro had much they needed to discuss before their engagement could continue.


Chapter Eight



James left the churchyard in a rush. The scorching heat of Eleanor’s touch, the way she had fallen against him, would now forever be seared into his chest. Berating himself for acting the gentleman, he placed his head in his hand as the sleigh moved at a snail’s pace toward Granville House.

He couldn’t very well tell the driver to hurry along, not if he wanted to arrive safely. So, James endured the forty-five-minute ride in the dead of night back to his home, wrapped in his greatcoat without a warm brick under the seat. It was strange that the chill of the snow and the December night air had no effect upon the burning in his bosom.

Eleanor had fit like a glove between his arms. Her head, as it had fallen upon his chest, had been a stark reminder that it had always belonged there, though perhaps a little more comfortably had she been facing him. The one bit of solace in the entire affair was that she hadn’t seen straight through him. Eleanor had been so focused on finding her footing that she hadn’t seen the raw desire flowing through him playing out on his face.

Stomping into the front entrance of the Granville House, James handed his hat, gloves, and coat to Bishop as James grumbled his displeasure at the old man for staying up far too late. It was, after all, the early hours of the morning, and poor Mr. Bishop would have to wake early with the rest of the staff. He was thankful his staff cared enough about him to see to his wellbeing, but staying up until he returned from a party that had gone well into the early hours was unnecessary.

“Sleep late tomorrow, Bishop. I do not wish to see you until at least noon.”

Bishop’s lips twitched. “As you wish, sir.”

He knew the old butler would ignore the order. He’d likely be in the kitchen before the cook woke to prepare the morning meal, but it truly wasn’t expected of him. James decided he would show his appreciation by giving the man a bit more on his quarterly wages. It was the least he could do.

James stormed down the hall, untying his cravat and unbuttoning his waistcoat. Sleep would not be easily achieved this night. He needed a bit of a reprieve from his thoughts. As he entered the den, he appreciated the candles and roaring fire, realizing that Bishop had taken the time to keep the room perfectly situated in the instance he desired to spend time there before heading off to bed.

Bed, that was a place for dreamers and not for those with a damned soul. As he entered the den, he stopped short, momentarily startled as he noticed a shadow on the wall behind his desk. He threw his cravat to the side as his gaze settled upon a man bent over as he dug through one of the drawers.

His tone was dangerously dry as James snarled at his secretary. “Do not let me disturb you.”

Mr. Crane straightened, his reaction as rigid as a man woken from the dead of sleep. “Sir, I had not expected to find you here so late.”

“I will express the same sentiment. It is far past the witching hour. Might I assist in your search?” James stepped forward, the flap of his unbuttoned waistcoat reminding him he had begun undressing. He quickly buttoned it once more, ignoring the now missing cravat.

Mr. Crane had the decency to blush as he dropped his gaze to the drawer, shutting it and then pulling open the one beneath it. His hand fumbled, making a loud noise as he hit the upper drawer before grabbing at the booklet which held the receipts. A sheepish grin spread across his face as he pulled it out and held it up for James to see. “I had a momentary lapse of memory and searched the wrong drawer.”

“You could have asked about them on the morrow. Is it not too late to work on the books?”

“I do my best work at night, sir. Now, allow me to leave you to your plans.” Crane scurried out from behind the desk and ran to the door without another word.

James trusted the man, but an inkling of doubt itched the back of his mind as he considered the curious situation he’d interrupted. There wasn’t anything of importance in the drawer where Crane had been searching. It held a pen knife, parchment, and two surplus ink bottles. Nothing of great concern.

Putting the entire situation out of his mind, James removed his frock coat and threw it onto the sofa. He unbuttoned his waistcoat once more and threw it, along with his shirt, to the same spot. The smell of Eleanor’s hair lingered in his nose, and even with his clothing removed, he still felt the press of her head against his chest. For his sanity, he needed to expel the heat of her touch.

When his father had been the occupant of the den, it had been a respectable gentleman’s hideaway. Now, it was set up for a heathen, or so his mother had claimed the day he’d installed a punching bag. He was not a pugilist, not by any definition of the term, but he’d enjoyed sparring with his friend, Alfred, over the years, and when he was emotionally distraught enough to need an outlet for emotions he couldn’t define or settle, he turned to this section of the den to work on his strikes and improve his skills.

The familiar smell of leather did little to remove the peppermint that teased his thoughts, making him believe there might still be a chance to win Eleanor’s heart. A broken engagement wasn’t so terrible, not if it was to marry the right man. But was he the best option for her? With Montefeltro, she would have a life of luxury. A castle in Italy near enough to the coast that she never need think about Emerald Falls again. In fact, he was certain the only thing she would miss about this village was her family.

Wrapping his hands tightly with linen strips, he tucked the ends and then used his teeth to pull the material tight enough so it wouldn’t easily release. He approached the bag, the muscles in his arms and upper back taut with anticipation, his thoughts begging for relief as he drew his right arm back and then threw it forward in a punch. The thud caused a thrill of excitement to race through his shoulders, but the impact was not enough to erase Eleanor’s beautiful smile and charming laugh from his mind.

James struck again, harder this time, imagining with each blow he could banish the memory of her angelic voice, the softness of her skin, the silky strands of hair that had brushed against his face. He ached to find relief, causing both arms to move with a rhythm he’d long ago perfected.

Sweat poured down the sides of his face, dripping onto his chest and to the floor. The pounding of his fists against the bag eased his torture enough that he could feel the desperation fading until all that existed was the bag before him. His thoughts no longer heavy with a longing he couldn’t appease.

James’s breaths became ragged gasps, his knuckles throbbing with every punch until the skin broke, the linen now covered in sweat and stained with a trace of blood making it a poorly wrapped bandage. He grabbed hold of the bag, leaning against it, resting his head as he allowed the smell of leather to fully replace memory of peppermint oil.

The exercise had been exactly what he needed to dispel Eleanor and the desire to hold her from his every waking thought. He closed his eyes as the memories faded once more, drifting to the back of his mind until they would intrude, once more causing him to regret ever having met the enchanting woman.

He now understood the concept behind a loveless marriage. Men and women who married for convenience were quite possibly the most intelligent of their Society. For they did not have to suffer the all-consuming torment of unrequited love. A man and woman who knew their duty and performed it admirably were to be praised. This ridiculous notion of falling in love needed to be quelled for the sake of all involved. What happiness was there to be found when love was a consideration?

Physically exhausted, James released the bag and dragged his feet across the room one slogged step after another to the nearest sofa where he lay face down, his breath slowly returning to normal. He planned to recover for a short time and then make his way to his bedchamber. He only needed a moment. But as he counted each rise and fall of his chest, his thoughts finally offered the rest he’d sought. His eyelids drooped as sleep freed his ache for one more blessed night.


Chapter Nine



Eleanor woke on the Sabbath determined to speak with Montefeltro. They had entered the engagement with the goal of rectifying their own immediate problems, but it seemed since their arrival in Emerald Falls, neither one of them had been committed to the relationship. Not as they should be, given they were to be married after the first of the year.

Since her arrival she’d struggled with memories of her former courtship, The love she’d held for James Bailey seemed to poke through the walls she’d built up, like rays of sunlight breaking through on a cloudy day. The important thing to note, in her estimation, was that she had done all within her power to avoid the growing desire to be near James. She hadn’t sought out private moments, not like what Montefeltro had done the previous night.

Sitting at her dressing table, Eleanor relaxed against the back of the chair as her maid removed the wrappers from her hair. She needed a plan if a confrontation with her intended was necessary. Although she didn’t expect him to confess love, she did expect his loyalty. But was her heart loyal to him? An inkling of doubt crept into her thoughts causing her cheeks to heat as she remembered James’s heroic action of catching her before she fell to the ground.

As though her maid knew she needed silence for reflection, Cora worked through her morning routine with very few comments or questions, allowing Eleanor to ponder. It would be a disaster, if she failed, but if she were successful, it was possible she and James could have the happiness they’d squandered. Montefeltro’s requirement for a wife was not particular to her. He could choose any woman of reasonable intelligence to please his mother. Why not Miss Hartwell? Moreover, it would save Miss Hartwell the displeasure of spending any more time with her guardian, the Duke of Rothes.

She dressed with care, a pristine white muslin dress with tiny gold holly leaves embroidered upon the bodice and skirt. Her coiffure was set in the latest London fashion, with little jewels attached to strands of hair atop her head. She looked fit for the high Society parties she’d attended while in town.

With one last look in the mirror on her dressing table, Eleanor decided Christmastide would end with two new engagements. She would orchestrate a match between herself and James Bailey and another between Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell. It was the only solution that would bring happiness to all involved. To do this, she needed Montefeltro on her side. She had to know that what she’d witnessed the previous night was not her imagination before ending her current engagement.
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The village church was as quaint and lovely as she remembered. Over the last two years, she’d attended every Sunday service at the parish Church of St. George in Hanover Square. It was within walking distance from her uncle’s home in Mayfair. The stark differences between both edifices could be seen upon arrival outside the small one-steeple church. The church in London was adorned with embossed gold leaf on the ceiling and walls, much larger and more majestic. The one in Emerald Falls was the perfect size for the village. It served the community well without the need for pretension.

Eleanor much preferred the beauty of Emerald Falls to London. The church was a brown brick with one spire and a small circular window in the main building. She knew well the inside would be the same as she remembered. Her family pew was situated next to the Bailey pew. Both of which were behind the larger pew that belonged to the Duke of Rothes.

This village was her home. It was where she belonged, which made every part of it more welcoming than the coldness of Society, with all its grandeur. She accepted Montefeltro’s hand as she stepped out of the sleigh. The melting snow, mingled with mud, seeped up on her boots, threatening to spoil the pristine white of her frock. Lifting her skirt ever so slightly, she hopped from one foot to the next until she was safely on the cobblestone.

Her goal had been to save her dress from the mud, but as she arrived upon the safer pathway, she came face to face with James and his mother, Mrs. Bailey. “Pardon me, I did not see you.”

It was the truth. She wasn’t trying to beg acknowledgement from James. Not yet anyway. Before she could enact her plan, which was very poorly planned out, she must first speak with Montefeltro.

Mrs. Bailey placed both hands on Eleanor’s arms as she pulled her in for a kiss on both cheeks. “I am happy to see you, Miss Dove. We must visit more often over the next week. I will not allow you to leave our village once more without a visit and proper afternoon tea.”

“I would love a visit, Mrs. Bailey.”

“Very good. Then we shall plan it for the day after next. I would not wish you to miss the ice-skating party tomorrow,” Mrs. Bailey said.

Eleanor couldn’t stand next to James and not acknowledge him. But right as she was ready to inquire after his health and determine if he was also to join the ice-skating party the next day, Montefeltro arrived. He lifted her hand and tucked it through his arm. “We should go in out of the elements, amore.”

“Indeed.” It was all she could say, given the way her heart ached to reach out for James’s arm.

She and Montefeltro walked past James as they followed her parents and brother into the chapel. The smell of beeswax candles and the fragrance of aged wood mingled with the earthy aroma of stone-bricked walls, bringing back memories of sitting in the same pews during her childhood. She entered the family pew first, finding herself directly next to James Bailey, separated only by the wood panels encompassing the Dove box.

Gathering her courage, she turned to face him. “I wish to offer my sincerest gratitude for your actions last evening. Please relieve my concerns and tell me you were not injured when we fell.”

“Not at all, Miss Dove. I am quite well.”

She noticed his hands balled in fists, his leather gloves pulled tightly as he released his fists and flexed his hands. The movement was familiar, one she’d witnessed years before. “You have injured your hands. Do not tell me you still have that bag of sand hanging in your den.”

Without waiting for a response, she pulled his glove off to find his knuckles raw. James instantly took his glove from her and pulled his hand out of her grip. “Yes, it is still there.”

“I do hope you have a salve for those injuries. You would not wish to lose your fingers over such an improper use of your time.”

James chuckled. “Improper?” He leaned toward her and whispered. “It is exercise, Eleanor. We agreed upon that a few years ago.”

Eleanor leaned closer to him. “No, James. If I remember that conversation with exactness, we agreed that I was right and you were wrong. You committed to remove the punching bag from Granville House. I would have thought your word as a gentleman was good enough for our agreement to be fulfilled.”

James slid the glove back on his hand and then continued to ball his fist and flex it once more to work out the pain. “If I remember the precise agreement, it was that I would remove the punching bag one day before we were to be wed. Since you never accepted my offer of marriage, I was not compelled to keep my end of the bargain.”

Eleanor bristled at the memory. How dare he speak of that night as though it had had no effect upon either of them. No remorse whatsoever written upon his features or marked by a stutter in his speech. Taking a deep breath, she turned her head slightly away. “I cannot believe you would so callously remind me of that night.”

She wiped at the tears that sprang to her eyes. Wishing she wasn’t so fragile as to fall apart in front of him. The entirety of that night would forever replay during the darkest hours of the night reminding her that regret was quite possibly the worst punishment a person could dole out to themselves. The reminder that he had offered marriage—and she had begged him to speak with her father first, just so she could accept in a more perfect setting—would forever be a source of pain. Her father would not have begrudged her the chance to accept the hand of the man she loved. But she had wanted everything proper and enchantingly romantic.

“Please accept my apologies, Miss Dove.”

Eleanor turned away from him, berating herself for the foolish decision to open a door that had once been tightly closed. She noticed Montefeltro leaning forward in a discussion with Miss Hartwell and the Duke of Rothes. The duke was speaking, his pointed features tight and harsh, his voice practically shrill as he grumbled about his dissatisfaction over the state of the roads and the ongoing snowstorm. Montefeltro smiled pleasantly at the duke, accepting his every complaint with kindness. Her curiosity would have been piqued, especially given her thoughts of that morning, but even that was tempered by a memory that had tried to invade her thoughts every moment of every day since she had returned to Emerald Falls.

As the vicar started his sermon, Eleanor closed her eyes and allowed her thoughts to dwell upon that night once more. The night her world had fallen apart. She could almost hear the laughter from the ballroom at Granville House. The smells of holly, gingerbread biscuits, and in her mind’s eye she could see the elegant replica of Granville House made from gingerbread and icing as a centerpiece on the refreshment table.

“Eleanor, might I have a moment of your time?” James’s eyes were alighted with joy, a sparkle shining in them like he was looking upon a single source of happiness, which happened to be her.

Accepting his arm, she allowed him to guide her through the crush, out into the hallway, and then to the den. A fire blazed in the hearth and candles were lit, as though he had planned to guide her to this room.

She took his hand and led him to the desk. Playfully, she led him around to the chair. “If you wish to go over the books, I must inform you that I am talented at ciphering. I will have your accounts situated forthwith, sir.”

“I have a man of business for such work, Eleanor.” James pulled her away from the desk, guiding her to the window that overlooked Emerald Falls. He had a picturesque view of the village and its snow-covered buildings, the perfect scene for a painter’s canvas.

Eleanor had known he would likely propose that evening. They’d courted since the summer, which was far longer than anyone else from their little village had courted before entering the marriage state. She wanted to marry him, but this was not the place where she wished for a proposal. The girlish fantasy of sitting under a starlit night in a beautiful garden was quickly fading from her expectations as she noticed the clouds blocking a view of the heavens.

If she could speak of other things, he might have to delay the offer. Then, he could propose another night. Looking around the room, she noticed a bag hanging in the corner. She’d heard of such things, but she’d never seen anything like it. “What is this?”

“It is a most wonderful diversion. A punching bag.”

Eleanor laughed. She tilted her head to the side as she pulled on his lapels. “Whyever do you need it? Are you secretly a pugilist?”

“Nothing of the sort.” James led her to the bag and then offered a light punch against it. “It is good exercise. Allows a man to clear his thoughts.”

“And what of a woman?” She playfully punched the bag but instantly regretted it as upon impact, a shock vibrated through her hand and up her arm into her shoulder. “Oh, drat! That was painful.”

James pulled her into his embrace, his breath hot upon the side of her neck as he slowly guided the same hand into a fist. He then protectively and slowly guided her hand forward with a softness she’d come to expect from him. This time when her fist impacted the bag, there wasn’t any pain. Just heat from his embrace.

“If it is done correctly, it can be effective for a man of my temperament.”

She turned her head slightly, wanting to see him as he held her. “I wish you would not think so harshly about yourself. Forgive yourself for the past. There is no reason to relive it each day.”

“Marry me, Eleanor. Make me the happiest man in all of England, and I will endeavor to accept your wisdom, allowing me to deserve you for the rest of my life.”

Eleanor was determined to have the proposal of her dreams. It didn’t matter if there was snow falling from the sky. She wanted a starlit night. This wasn’t it. “Only England?” She pulled away from him, instantly regretting the loss of warmth and the tingling of his breath upon her neck. “Why, James Bailey, I would expect the man who offers marriage to me would wish to be the happiest in the world.”

James laughed as he took hold of her hands. “You are right. Forgive my shortsighted offer. Make me the happiest man in all the world.”

She stepped away, pulling him toward the window. “Have you spoken with my father?”

“Not yet. I wish to have your answer before I make a request. This must be your decision. That is, if you love me and wish for a union between us.”

Of course she loved him. With every part of what made her Eleanor Dove, she loved him. She searched the room, looking for any excuse not to give an answer that evening. If he wasn’t going to offer in the right setting, then she could not accept. “What about this punching bag?”

James turned and looked at it once more. “What do you mean?”

“I do not think your wife would like to see you breaking your hands upon this bag of sand. You must remove it from Granville House.”

“Is that an acceptance of my offer?”

“Not yet, Mr. Bailey.” She pushed him away, a coy smile playing upon her lips. “What say you to removing this thing from Granville House?”

“Upon my word, as a gentleman, I shall remove it one day before you become my wife.”

Eleanor slowly walked toward the door, a sassy swing to her hips that had drawn him toward her in the past. “Well, then, Mr. Bailey. Please make the request of my father, and you may ask for my hand once more.”

The memory faded as quickly as it had come. Eleanor searched her reticule for a handkerchief but found she had forgotten to replace the one she’d sent for washing the day before. As she lifted her hand to her cheek, she was surprised to see James sliding his handkerchief between the slats that separated their family boxes.

She didn’t know if it was wrong to accept his offer, but Montefeltro hadn’t noticed her distress. He hadn’t offered his own favor, which meant the cloth hanging before her was her only option, unless she wished to wipe her tears and blow her nose into her gloves. With that realization, she quickly accepted the offering and nodded her thanks.

She’d been foolishly young that night. If she had accepted his offer, it was likely they would have spent more time in the den or they would have gone directly to their parents to share the happy news. Both those options would have saved her from the embarrassment of moments later when everything had crumbled and the perfect life they could have had vanished before her eyes.


Chapter Ten



The library at Granville House was quiet. Far too quiet for his preference, at least in that moment. Silence and solitude allowed for errant thoughts to creep around unbidden, reminding him of the poor decisions James had made in his life. Top of that list, and the current memory playing out in his mind, was the moment he’d ended his courtship with Eleanor.

Memories, he decided, were scars written upon his heart. Some good, some bad, all of them ready to pop into his mind without warning. The book he’d planned to read sat closed upon his lap, the title and author forgotten as he relived every awful word spoken between them. Not a single word was worth remembering, yet none of them had been lost. He would never forget the tears that had fallen from Eleanor’s cheeks. The handkerchief she’d refused to accept.

“There you are. I have searched the house for you.” His mother wound her way around the furniture with Bishop following behind, a silver tray in his hand.

James tilted his head, a questioning glance in Bishop’s direction. He’d known James had taken refuge in the library that morning. Much as he always did, Bishop kept his face stoic as he held out the tray with a pile of letters.

“Mama, you need only inquire of the staff on such occasions. There is no need to send out a search party.”

His mother sat across from him, eyeing him like a woman who had something she wished to speak about but likely knew it would cause a disruption in the day. There was no way of avoiding such conversations. He only hoped it would be less vexing than her prim posture indicated.

“What are you doing in the library? You should be bundling up in wool breeches and winter clothing to join the other young people out at the skating party. I had Bishop dig your skates out of the attic just this morning.”

James accepted the letters, grimacing at Bishop. “How very kind of you to do such a favor for me.”

Bishop nodded his head. “They are by the door, sir. Shall I have the sleigh brought out?”

“I do not believe I will need it.”

Bishop left as quietly as he’d appeared, but to James’s great dismay, his mother stayed perfectly poised upon the sofa. As soon as the door closed, his mother continued speaking. “Whyever not? You are young and this is an opportunity to be near Eleanor.”

James glanced at the inscriptions on each of his letters, his heart pounding in his ears as he recognized the penmanship of his three friends. Each had sent a response with haste, as he’d requested. “A pity you did not have the skates out for Boxing Day. They could have gone in the charity bundles.”

“Tell me why you should not attempt to woo Eleanor.”

“Lord Montefeltro is her intended. It is highly inappropriate for me to even consider stealing her away.” He left out the minor argument they’d had while in church the previous morning. Telling his mother of that folly would not win him any favors.

His mother quirked an eyebrow, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Eleanor is not in love with Lord Montefeltro. She would end her engagement with the proper encouragement.”

“How did you come by this information? Did she discuss it with you?”

“Do not be silly.” His mother smirked. “Eleanor lights up like a glow-worm when she sees you.”

James scooted forward on the sofa. “Well, if a pretty smile is the only evidence you have, then I shall busy myself with my correspondence.”

Before he reached the doors, his mother caught up to him, pulling on his arm until he stopped walking. He stood facing away from her, waiting for whatever advice she thought necessary. “Happiness is a choice, James. You may spend the rest of your life serving your neighbors and caring for your family, but this misery you tend to relive will never fade unless you forgive yourself for whatever happened. Do not hold on to the pain.”

He patted her hand before opening the door and leaving her behind. Alone in his study, he broke the seal on the first letter. He read Alfred Deane’s letter first.

James,

I have received your letter in good health and hope my response finds you the same. I was quite surprised to read of Miss Dove’s return to Emerald Falls and confess I do not carry many charitable feelings toward her.
Though you defend her with youth and naïveté, I believe you extend to her more mercy than she has earned. Her actions in regard to your previous attachment to one another were not that of a woman of character, and if she is indeed bringing you so low as you have had the goodness to describe, it is likely that maturing years and the experiences of life have not produced in her the good it may have done had she the temperament to allow it.
You ask for my advice, but I feel I can scarce give it. In matters of the heart, I’ve yet to experience anything beyond the mildest flirtation, my position as the earl’s secretary giving me little time for such things. But here is my advice, such as it is. You are best off forgetting the girl altogether. If she is only in Emerald Falls on business, it will soon conclude, and she will be away. If she is there to stay, you must fortify yourself and find the discipline to let bygones be bygones and aim your course of action to greater heights than a woman who has already trifled with your heart. The friendship and loyalty you possess to those you love, of which I have felt the effects these many years, are qualities to hold in the highest esteem. Such is my advice in this, your trying time.


I remain ever yours,
Alfred Deane



This response from at least one of his friends was expected. To have it come from Alfred was no surprise. Alfred was a true friend, one a man could count on for sound advice in any situation. Leaning back in his chair, James considered leaving Eleanor to her own devices. If he did as Alfred suggested, the ache in his chest would fade over time. He might suffer another ten or fifteen years, but what was that to a lifetime of wondering if he had made the right decision?

James shook his head as he reread the letter. If he took this advice, he would regret ever having known Eleanor for all his remaining days. Eleanor would marry the Count of Montefeltro and leave Emerald Falls. He would likely never see her again. But he would not escape knowledge of her triumphs. Mrs. Dove would regale the village with happiness at each child Eleanor gave to her husband. Little girls with Eleanor’s ash-brown hair and hazel eyes and sons with her pleasing personality and strength of character. He would be haunted by little cherub faces, never to know if they were the replicas of her progeny.

He placed the letter aside and turned to the next one. Robert’s handwriting stood out due to the formality, lacking any embellishments upon the letters. The seal snapped in half, allowing the page to unfold on its own. He hadn’t expected a long letter from Robert. This friend was a man of few words, but each word was of greatest import. Robert never wasted time on frivolities.

My Dear Friend,

I am sorry to hear of your distress, and even moreso that it is by the hands of a woman for whom you cared so greatly. You seek advice, though I am uncertain of what counsel to give, as my heart has already suffered a similar situation. Because of this, perhaps my only suggestion would be that you seek her out to try and understand her true feelings. It may require some courage, but by petitioning a moment with her, in a respectable setting of course, you may be able to discern if her feelings for you were genuine, or merely a passing fancy. And if her pursuit of this Italian count is at all motivated by a desire for money, then perhaps you are better off without her, regardless of the pain and difficulty in letting her go. A woman obsessed with wealth is not one who should be trusted with a gentleman's heart.
This is all the counsel I can give from my limited experience. Please do send a correspondence when you receive her answer, as I will be concerned for your wellbeing until then, my friend. I do hope your family remains in good health, until I write again.


Yours ever,
Robert Cratchit



James considered the response from Robert. Eleanor was not a fortune hunter, of that he could testify without reserve. Poor Robert was likely considering the situation he had faced in their youth with a young lady of considerable means. Brushing that portion of the letter aside, he knew the advice to speak with Eleanor was well intentioned—a capital idea and one he should have considered himself, if not for the turmoil of being so near her once more.

Lifting the third letter from the pile, James smiled at the messy handwriting of Daniel Kaye. He snapped the wax seal to find words crossed out as he formulated his expert advice. Daniel was a good man, like his other friends. But unlike the others, he was a man who fell in and out of love rather quickly. Therefore, his knowledge upon the subject was greatly anticipated.

To Sir Crossed in Love,

So, the holder of your heart has returned? I cannot say it surprises me. Love cannot be held at bay for long, especially love that is meant to be. Love will always find its way back to you, even if you were quite the dunderhead for letting it go in the first place.
As I said in the past, you must think the best of others. No woman is a pillar of perfection, however pretty her face or amiable her disposition. We are all prone to faults, even you, my good friend. Perhaps especially you, for what other answer is there than to pursue with haste if you still find your feelings as entangled with the lady now as they ever have been.
Just do not make a fool of yourself. I would hate to be required to rescue you like a damsel in distress, much like I did that time you fell into the River Thames at school.


Your friend, D.K.



It was difficult not to laugh as he read Daniel’s missive. The man had no shame, and yet, his advice was exactly what James needed to light a flame under himself. Now, how to do so, he didn’t exactly know. He had Eleanor’s reputation to consider. She was engaged to the count. But first and foremost, he needed to assess her feelings. Robert had mentioned pulling her to the side. Perhaps the skating party was exactly what he needed for a private discussion.

He tucked the letters into the top drawer of his desk and left the den in search of his skates. He searched the front hallway, not finding either the skates or the butler, so he took the stairs down to the servants’ section of the house expecting to find Mr. Bishop in his office. As he exited the stairwell, he came out into a small hallway where Mr. Bishop stood at the end in the doorway to the kitchen.

“Mr. Bishop, do you still have the…” James didn’t finish his statement as the butler turned to him, the skates still hanging from his wrist.

“Yes, sir. I expected you would need them.”

James narrowed his eyes at the man. “You did?”

“Of course, sir. You have never regretted a day out on the ice.”

“Meddlesome butler…” James muttered as he accepted the skates.

Bishop smiled, and his pleasure and acceptance of the statement, as though it were the greatest compliment, made James respect the man even more. Bishop had been the butler of Granville House for as long as James could remember. He was family and an integral part of the estate.

“I’ll be up to assist you with your hat and coat, sir, and I have already informed the stables to have the sleigh brought forward.”

“Thank you, Bishop. I do not know what I would do without you.”

Bishop nodded his head. “Nor do I, sir.”

By the time James had exchanged his regular breeches for the same in wool, the sleigh was at the front door, ready to take him to the pond. He had no idea how he would begin the necessary conversation with Eleanor, but he had to try. If not, he would spend the rest of his life wondering if he could have won her back.


Chapter Eleven



Eleanor stood at the edge of the frozen pond, her ice skates secured to her boots as she waited for Montefeltro to join her. Her gaze roamed the gathering, hoping to find one person amongst the many. Disappointment and a desire to take her leave rushed through her as she completed a quick scan of the attendees to discover James was not in attendance.

It was silly of her to hope he would be there, especially since she had yet to discuss her concerns with Montefeltro. She’d spoken so little with James over the past few days. It hardly seemed appropriate to hope for something to grow between them once more. For all she knew, he held a candle for another woman.

Montefeltro sidled up next to her, a bit wobbly on his skates. “I do not see him yet.”

“Who?”

Montefeltro held his hand out to her as he assisted her onto the ice and then slowly stepped onto the pond himself. “Does he enjoy ice skating?”

“If you speak of my brother…”

“I do not speak of David. Must I say his name, amore?”

Eleanor straightened her shoulders as she held her head high. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d fought every urge and desire that had come her way. There was no reason for shame. “And what of your interest in a certain young lady?”

“I feared you had noticed.”

The location for this conversation wasn’t ideal. Skating off to the side of the pond, she waited until a few skaters passed by to meet Montefeltro’s searching gaze. “Have you developed feelings for Miss Hartwell?”

“No more than you have for Mr. Bailey.”

Eleanor shook her head, unwilling to allow him to think the attraction had begun upon their arrival in town. “I have cared for James Bailey for many years. It was foolish of me to believe I could return to Emerald Falls and not suffer the effects of what occurred between us.”

“Then it is what I have suspected. You are in love with Mr. Bailey.”

“Love? You have read too many books of fiction, Montefeltro. I most certainly am not…” She allowed her words to die away without finishing the sentence.

It was easy to deceive everyone by staying silent. But outwardly denying the way her heart lit up like the countless number of stars shining in the night sky each time she was near James…well, she couldn’t form the words.

Eleanor bit down on her lips to keep from saying anything that might be taken as a declaration of love. After all, if she were to declare herself, should it not be to the man she loved?

“I am not angry. Nor are my sensibilities injured by this admission.” Montefeltro reached out and placed a gentle hand upon her shoulder.

Eleanor couldn’t look at him. She folded her arms around her middle as she averted her eyes, only to see Miss Hartwell and her maid walking along the frozen lane. “Then it is my fault you have turned your attention to Miss Hartwell. Do you wish to end our engagement and offer for her hand?”

This was the second time in her life a man had sought her hand and found her unworthy. Montefeltro was certainly ending their engagement. No one would blame him. She had deceived him by not admitting that her cap had long been set for another man.

“Mr. Bailey has earned a place of friendship in my life, which means I am determined to see both of you reconciled and married before Epiphany.”

Eleanor whipped around. Her attention fully settled upon the count. “Lord Montefeltro, whatever are you rambling on about? Have you not seen the way he reacts when I am nearby?”

“A ruse to make you believe he no longer cares. Mayhap it is a protection for his own sensibilities. Men, after all, are human. A beautiful woman such as yourself can hardly expect a man not to be affected by your presence.”

James might have once been in such a predicament, but she had superior knowledge to Lord Montefeltro. It would take far more than a meddlesome Italian count to fix what had been lost between her and James. “My lord, you have assumed far too much. If you have decided against our union, then I must know this very moment.”

Montefeltro took her hands in his. “Neither of us entered this engagement with the assumption of more than friendship. It was convenient for our circumstances. But I cannot in good conscience allow you to accept me as a husband when your heart belongs to another. Nor should you wish to connect yourself with me when I have finally fallen in love with a woman who is not you.”

She squeezed his hands. Had she not wanted this? She’d hopelessly planned the day before that she should end her engagement and convince Montefeltro to offer for Miss Hartwell while she worked to win James’s heart once more. Now, if she had help, would it be possible for two people to succeed where one might fail?

“If we agree to this, I have one stipulation.”

“I will agree to almost anything you request.” He winked at her to offer levity. His smile reached his eyes for the first time since they’d met.

Eleanor took a deep breath as a carriage broke through a break in the trees. A small gasp escaped her throat as she recognized James’s driver. He had finally arrived at the skating party. Meeting Montefeltro’s eyes, she made her request. “If we fail, which we likely will…”

Montefeltro looked ready to argue with her, but she held her hand up, stalling anything he might say to dissuade her from this request.

“Please, I beg of you, do not leave me to watch as James falls in love with another woman. He is bound to take a wife in the next few years. His mother will see to it that the entail is secure through her eldest son. I can learn to quell my feelings. No one, not even you, will ever know after this moment that I once held a candle for Mr. Bailey. I am not asking you to give up your heart. But you must have a friend in Italy in need of a wife. Someone you can convince to marry me.”

Montefeltro pulled up her hands, bowed his head, and kissed her knuckles. “You must not fight these feelings. Your heart must tell you it is wrong to accept any proposal not offered by the man you love.”

Her thoughts had screamed in protest every night as she’d contemplated the prospect of marrying Montefeltro and leaving her family. But if she honestly listened to her heart, she knew it wasn’t her family she mourned. It was James.

Dash it all! Eleanor kept her thoughts to herself as she released Montefeltro’s hands. “There is a history between James and me that cannot be undone.”

“A man needs only the proper inducement to forgive and move forward. We shall provide that to him.”

“Why are you doing this?”

Montefeltro chuckled. “I am Italian. We have a passion for food and family, but most importantly, we believe in love.”

“Yet, you were willing to settle for a marriage of friendship. Why?”

“I once believed you and I could find love. But now…now I realize love has already claimed your heart. I have also experienced the thrill of a heart stolen away by the sweetness of love. The heart does not easily forget—nor should it, when it has loved so deeply.”

Eleanor blushed. He couldn’t possibly know how deeply she loved James, could he? Montefeltro quirked an eyebrow at her, waiting for a response. Had he asked a question? She reviewed his last words and decided the question was in his assumptions. She had two options. The first would be to hide away in her parents’ home, never to leave again for the embarrassment of two failed courtships. The second would be to accept Montefeltro’s help. Choosing her heart, she met Montefeltro’s gaze.

“How shall we proceed?”

Montefeltro lifted her hand and twirled her in a circle on the ice. “We, Miss Dove, shall agree to end our courtship and put all our efforts into securing happiness.”

She couldn’t help the laugh that escaped as they skated around the pond. “Yes, he does.”

“Pardon?”

“You inquired earlier if Mr. Bailey enjoys skating. He once said the pond was simply a ballroom made of snow and ice. Skating is essentially dancing on ice.”

“Very astute.” Montefeltro took her hands and led them both into a circle. When they were too dizzy to stay upright, both she and Montefeltro found their way to the side of the pond to sit for a spell.

“Montefeltro?” Eleanor said as she clutched her hands together inside her muff. “When shall I tell my mother we have ended our engagement?”

“Not until you have secured Mr. Bailey’s offer for your hand. I will delay in making a request for Miss Hartwell, to minimize repercussions in Society for both of us.”

Eleanor quirked an eyebrow at Montefeltro. “James is too honorable to steal another man’s intended. We must think of an appropriate way to speak with him.”

“You underestimate the power of love.” Montefeltro pinched the tips of his fingers together and kissed them before whimsically lifting his hand into the air. “When Cupid’s arrow strikes, there is no way for a gentleman of honor to walk away.”

Love had never done anything positive for her. It had brought a bout of heartache and loneliness. But there was an inkling of hope in the way Montefeltro spoke of the heart that made her believe all was not lost. She was considering his words when he stood and held his hand out to her.

“Now, we must get back onto the ice so you may flirt with Mr. Bailey and I may seek out Miss Hartwell.”

Eleanor allowed him to pull her to her feet. They both stepped back onto the ice, but as they did so, Montefeltro lost his balance, toppling to the ice, both feet nearly flying over his head.

“Oh, goodness, are you injured?” Eleanor tried to crouch down so she could assist him but found her skates moving forward as she fell over beside him.

“Eleanor!” James’s voice carried over her laughter, making her stomach flutter as he approached. When he knelt beside her, his concern suddenly made everything Montefeltro had claimed seem correct. “Pardon me. I did not mean to be so informal. Miss Dove, are you injured?”

Eleanor shook her head, happiness exploding as he held his hand out to assist her to her feet. “I am quite well. Although, I fear Lord Montefeltro might need assistance.”

Montefeltro sat up, rubbing his backside as he placed his feet on the ice. But before he could stand, he let out a yelp. Miss Hartwell instantly skated to his side, her concern evident as she fought the urge to reach for him.

“My lord, are you unwell?”

Montefeltro lifted his hands, palms up, as he let out a laugh. “It seems I have twisted my ankle.”

James waved to his driver. “Help me carry him to the sleigh. We shall take him into town and find the surgeon.”

“There is no need for you to leave the party. It has only just begun.” Montefeltro’s lips twitched as he met Eleanor’s eyes.

In that moment, she knew his ankle was perfectly sound. The Italian scamp was playing matchmaker, and poor James had no idea he was being set up. Well, Eleanor thought, there was no time like the present for her to attempt a coup on James Bailey’s heart. She would have to thank Montefeltro for his skilled acting, especially if everything turned out as she hoped.

Montefeltro continued speaking, but this time it was to James. “Please, allow me the use of your sleigh. If possible, will you do me the favor of escorting Miss Dove back to Dove Hall after the party?”

James accepted the request far easier than she would have expected. There wasn’t an ounce of displeasure or argument upon his person. In fact, it seemed he was rather pleased to accept the duty. “I would be honored. That is, if Miss Dove does not have any objections.”

Eleanor forgot she was wearing skates and standing on ice as she heartily accepted and then instantly fell backward, only to be caught by James before they crashed to the ice. As they burst into laughter, Eleanor somehow found the wherewithal to formally accept his offer. “I am most pleased, sir.”

Miss Hartwell fought with her skates, attempting to remove them with the greatest of haste. “Might I accompany you into the village, Lord Montefeltro? I have had my fill of skating this day, and I would not wish for you to be unattended with such a grievous injury.”

Montefeltro nodded. “You are too kind, Miss Hartwell.”

Eleanor fought the smile that kept creeping onto her face as she watched James and the driver situating Montefeltro in the sleigh. Miss Hartwell covered him in a wool blanket, securing it tightly about his arms and legs as though she were tucking him in for the night. By the time the sleigh left, Eleanor’s face was hurting from all the happiness this situation had brought into her life.

“Shall we rejoin the party?” James asked.

“I would be most happy to do so.”

Thankfully, the rules of ice skating were not as strict as the rules of dancing. If they were in the ballroom, one dance would be permitted, possibly two. But on the ice, Eleanor was able to skate the entirety of the afternoon with James. They skated around the pond, visiting with their neighbors as though neither had a care in the world.

Before the party ended, they sat around a large fire, singing carols and drinking steaming cups of wassail. A table of cakes and biscuits were set out, so James made a plate, and they shared it as they joined into the festivities.

It was a pity the activity had to end, for she didn’t want the magic of the day to fall by the wayside, never to experience it again. Each ice-skating party Eleanor had attended had held its own bit of magic that could only be captured once, including this one.

Since his sleigh hadn’t returned, James tied the laces of their skates together and threw them over his shoulder. He hummed a merry tune as they slowly walked along the snow-covered lane toward Dove Hall.

“You skated elegantly,” James said. There wasn’t an ounce of laughter within his words. The sincerity was everything she’d come to know and love about James Bailey.

“Thank you, Mr. Bailey. Although I must look a fright. The exercise has nearly worn me down.”

“If it were my place to say as much, I would regale you with tales of your beauty. Of course, I would have to mention your wit and charm as well.”

Eleanor stopped walking, which caused James to do the same. She tilted her head to the side, wondering at his statement. “Why should you not say it?”

“Montefeltro.” The count’s name filled the air around them, making her remember James was fully unaware that she was no longer engaged. Of course, that situation was as new to her as it would be to him.

She turned back to the path ahead, part of her wishing they had requested room in a sleigh as a slight wind rustled the trees and patches of snow fell from the branches. But if they were surrounded by their neighbors, she couldn’t possibly tell him of her failed attempt at the marriage mart.

Carefully, to not sound wanton, she thought it best to hint at her situation instead of speaking the words directly. “A woman does not mind hearing of her beauty and intelligence, at least not if the compliments are from a gentleman of impeccable character.”

As they started walking once more, her muff slipped out of her grip and fell to the ground. James instantly picked it up, handing it to her with an exaggerated bow. “Your hand warmer, my lady.”

Eleanor laughed. “Thank you, kind sir.” She accepted the muff. She then placed her other hand in front of him. “For your troubles, you may kiss my hand.”

James took her hand, lifting it to his lips as though he were in a ballroom. But before he placed a kiss upon it, he released it and took a step backward. “I apologize, Eleanor. We are being quite silly. I was caught up in the moment.”

Eleanor left the path as she took up humming the carol he’d been humming before. They joined together with the tune until they came to an old abandoned well. She stepped up on the rocks around the well and peered down into the depths. “Have you ever made a wish?”

“Upon a star or on an abandoned well?”

“This is not an ordinary well. This is a wishing well.”

James scoffed. “Folklore, I suppose.”

Eleanor reached into her reticule and took out a coin. “If you toss in a coin and make a wish it is supposed to come true.”

She didn’t wait for him to respond. Instead, she made her wish and dropped her coin. For a moment she wondered if the well had frozen over, but she need not have worried. The splash of water echoed up to her landing with perfection in the water.

James watched along with her. Once he heard the sound, he quirked a skeptical eyebrow in her direction. “What did you wish for?”

“I cannot say. If I do, my wish is sure to not come true.” She held her hand out and moved it slowly across the opening of the well. “It is your turn.”

He dug in his pocket, pulling out a small purse and then a coin. It made her stomach flutter to see him join in with the levity, although she knew he played along simply to mollify her, for he was far too sensible to make a wish at a well. James made an exaggerated pause that left Eleanor wondering if he would follow through, and then just as she was certain he would place the coin back in his purse, he leaned over the rim of the well, stuck his tongue out just a little, closed his eyes, and dropped the coin.

She leaned forward, waiting for the splash. When it finally came, James leaned against the well, his arms folded. “How long must I wait for wish fulfillment?”

“That depends on you, Mr. Bailey.” She hopped off the rocks and trudged through the snow to the kissing gate. It was a shorter path to Dove Hall, which was preferable given the setting sun and the increase in the wind.

Eleanor didn’t have to turn around to know he was following her. His footsteps quickened as he ran ahead to push the gate open instead of leaving her to do it herself. Before she walked through, Eleanor turned around. They had flirted, a little, avoiding the chasm between them. She couldn’t continue in this manner, hoping all had been forgiven but never truly knowing.

“James,” she spoke his Christian name, feeling the immediate intimacy of the connection they’d once shared. Even after their fight of two years before, he’d never rescinded the offer to refer to him informally. But when their courtship had ended, it had no longer felt right to do so out loud. “I have wanted to apologize so many times. I wrote several letters and burned them all, too afraid of how you would react. Too frightened you would not understand and we might never heal what broke.”

With this admission, the magic of their afternoon completely evaporated. She stood, waiting in front of the man she loved for him to either accept her apology or to deny her once more. The seconds ticked by, marked only by the wind and the occasional plop of snow as it fell from the trees around them.

“I wish you had sent them.” His response was barely above a whisper, but it was exactly what she had hoped to hear. “I also regret our argument.”

She’d planned this conversation for far too long not to say everything her heart desired. Yet, her mind went completely blank as she stared into his eyes, a confirmation of his words blazing in his repentant irises. “You do?”

“Most ardently.”

“You must believe me when I tell you it was a misunderstanding. I walked back into the ballroom needing a sip of punch. I was overwhelmed. Moreover, I wanted a proposal. My silly childish expectations had been that it could only be perfect if it happened under the stars, and there weren’t any stars that night. It was cloudy.”

James placed his hands on her arms, keeping a proper distance between them. She stopped speaking, her words having made little sense, even to herself. James’s eyes softened. He cleared his throat and then spoke so softly, she might have missed his words if the wind had not stopped howling through the trees. “Eleanor, one of my greatest regrets will always be the moment I ended our courtship.”

She reached out to him, placing her hand upon his arm. “Then all is right between us?”

James took a step backward, creating distance. She was ready to tell him of the developments between herself and Montefeltro when David ran through the trees, past the well, and over to the kissing gate.

“Eleanor. Bailey.” He took a moment to catch his breath before speaking again. “I have the sleigh. The surgeon has visited Montefeltro. His ankle is well.”

“I am happy to hear,” James said. He stepped away from the gate. “I will leave you to the care of your brother, Miss Dove.”

“We cannot allow you to walk home in this weather. You will catch your death.” Eleanor looked to David, pleading with him to convince James to accept a ride.

James dipped his head, first to her, then to her brother. “I am an accomplished walker, Miss Dove. It allows me time to ponder. What better time to do so then in the beauty of a winter setting?”

She didn’t argue with him, but only because she could see he would not be deterred. The world around them would be quite peaceful, if not for the chasm between them. As he stepped farther away, she wanted to follow him. Pull him back and beg him to offer for her hand once more. Instead, she approached the situation in the most proper fashion. “Thank you for your escort at the party. I very much enjoyed the afternoon.”

As the sleigh headed off in the opposite direction from which James was walking, Eleanor turned on her brother. “You could have insisted he join us in the sleigh.”

“Bailey is a good and decent man. I cannot condone what you are doing to him. Yearning for a man you cannot have. Creating false hopes. Flirting while you are engaged to Montefeltro.”

“We are no longer engaged.” The words burst out of her, a burden lifting from her shoulders. “Montefeltro and I are not to be wed.”

David groaned as he buried his head in his hands. His voice was muffled, but she heard every word. “Mother will be sorely displeased.”

“Is not my happiness important? Should I not marry whom I love?”

There was always the chance her brother would argue the point. Marriage and love were not synonymous. One was not necessary, but the other was unless she wanted to become a burden upon her family. She waited for his response as the sleigh slid smoothly upon the path taking her home.

David took a moment to consider his words. “It seems I am the one who must marry for money.”

Eleanor smirked. “Montefeltro’s wealth would have been of little consequence to you and our father.”

“True, but he did not need your dowry. If you marry James, father will likely have to pay the full twenty thousand pounds.”

“Pardon me?” Attempting to stay calm, Eleanor fisted her hands under the wool blanket. This was the first she had heard of her father’s desire to withhold payment of her dowry. “The funds for my dowry have been allocated since before my birth. He must honor that promise.”

“The funds have been set aside, but negotiations have always been expected.”

She would have to speak to her father on this matter. As she reviewed the conversation, she suddenly caught hold of her brother’s statement. It made little sense since their father had always been frugal in his spending. “Why must you marry for money?”

David laughed. “It was a jest.” In a more serious tone, he admitted, “Father was pleased with the prospect of a daughter marrying for the title of a contessa.”

“Then no one in this family cares about my wishes?” Eleanor pulled the blanket over her shoulders and glared out at the snowy landscape. They had wanted the match with James when she had been courting before, but now that a wealthier and titled man had entered her life, it seemed a good man of moderate fortune would not be acceptable.

“We wish you all the happiness in the world.”

“Well, then, I suppose I must find a way to tell James Bailey I am no longer engaged.”

David laughed even harder. “How did you not manage to inform him during your time together?”

“It was not easy, I assure you. Flirting is quite difficult when you have more important matters to discuss.”

“Important?”

“Apologies.”

“Well, did you take care of the matter?” he asked.

“Somewhat. If you had arrived five minutes later, I might have found the courage to say all that needed to be said.” The entire confession, the part where she declared her love for him, would have taken far longer than five minutes, but she could have hinted toward the truth.


Chapter Twelve



James watched the sleigh carrying Eleanor away from him until it disappeared around the bend. Although the conversation they’d shared had been far from perfect, he knew it was the beginning of mending everything that had gone wrong.

Walking along the winding country road, the wind whipping against his face with a sharpness that was both invigorating and refreshing, James pulled the collar of his greatcoat high up under his neck as he cheerily made his way home. It had been years since there’d been such a lightness in his step. Yet, in that moment, his burdens seemed to lift ever so slightly, allowing for a bit of joy.

High in the sky, the moon was bright, casting a silvery glow over the snowy landscape. The wind continued to howl through the trees, but he was buoyed up by thoughts of Eleanor. What had her wish been? What was it she wanted, more than anything in the world, enough to throw part of her pin money into a well?

His wish, the only thing he wanted, was to make Eleanor Dove his wife. Of course, that was a wish no one could bestow, outside of God granting him a miracle. The wind whipped through the crisp air, swirling snowflakes around him like a thousand stars in a grand celestial dance.

James looked up at the heavens, his heart so full it was bound to break once more unless he took matters into his own hands. “How is it possible to love someone so deeply, yearn for her with my every breath, and yet somehow still go on, filled with the agony that she cannot be mine?”

To make her his wife, he would have to convince her to end her engagement with Montefeltro. It would injure her reputation. He would be considered a cad. But they could sneak over the boarder to Scotland and make everything right over the anvil by the morning, if he were to steal her away that night.

Eleanor deserved better than an anvil wedding. She was respected, a proper lady, which meant he had the duty of offering for her hand. This time it wasn’t only her father he had to speak with. He would need to speak with Lord Montefeltro as well.

Quickening his pace, his breath formed a mist that quickly dissipated as he walked toward home. He would do the honorable thing, and if he were lucky, his wish in the well just might be granted.
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Overnight, the light fall of snow had turned into a blizzard, ruining all plans for a gathering with his neighbors. This was the problem of the Twelve Days of Christmastide: winter. James sat in his office, musing over the beauty of the harsh storm outside his windows and the warmth of the crackling fire as he drank a hot cup of tea.

The festivities of the season were certainly part of his regrets for the day, but his thoughts focused on one aspect he would sorely miss due to the weather—he wouldn’t have the distinct pleasure of spending the afternoon with Eleanor. The joy of time he’d shared with Eleanor by the wishing well had not yet worn off. He didn’t feel like himself, at least not the man who had been filled with unresolved anger for so long. Instead, there was a bit of hope, her lingering smile in his memory acting as a talisman of sorts, shining through the cloud of darkness he carried around with him.

The activity for the day had been scheduled for his closest neighbor’s home. But anyone who had made it to the Reynolds’s home before the storm had turned into a blizzard would now become a house guest for the night. If Eleanor was there, would she regret his absence? Would they have continued the conversation of the previous day? Could he have resolved everything with Montefeltro, Mr. Dove, and Eleanor in one setting?

He had delayed departure, practicing in his mind how he would approach Montefeltro with his confession. This alone had made him and his mother likely the only guests who weren’t snowed in at the neighbors. Part of him was relieved. He preferred to sleep in his own bed. But another part of him would spend the day imagining the curls framing Eleanor’s face and the way her eyes sparkled as she danced and laughed.

“If Christmastide were in July, it would be much more amenable to visiting,” James said to the empty room.

“Pardon me, Sir?”

Startled, he sat forward and turned to find his man of business, Mr. Crane, standing in the doorway, ledgers in hands. “Would you like to petition Parliament to move Christmastide celebrations to July?”

James laughed. “Not at all. I was simply musing.”

Mr. Crane held out the ledgers. James crossed the room and accepted the books. A diversion was exactly what he needed. Discussing estate finances wasn’t his favorite topic of conversation, but like clockwork, at the end of each month, he and his man of business would review the numbers for the purpose of keeping the accounts current.

James walked around his desk as he offered a chair to Crane. “I suppose the storm delayed your arrival this day.”

“I am afraid so, sir.”

James knew it wasn’t likely. The storm had been tamed until an hour ago. Their usual appointment for reviewing the ledgers was early morning, directly after breaking their fasts. He opened the book and ran his finger down the page. Each entry was followed by an accounting of what was owed and an entry line showing the debt had been paid. James silently calculated each number, placing a check mark by each entry as he reconciled the line item to the receipts gathered in the ledger.

“I expect it is all in order,” Crane said. His leg bounced, shaking the desk.

James tried to reassure his secretary with a calming nod, but his attempt went unnoticed. He quickly finished verifying the numbers and then closed the ledger. “Job well done, Crane. Although, I did not see the confirmation from the bank manager that the final number matches the balance. Please have that done early on the morrow.” He opened the top drawer of his desk, pulling out a folder of new receipts.

“I will visit the bank bright and early, sir.” Crane took the ledger and the folder. The nervous twitch of moments before was gone, the tension easing rather quickly.

James thought it was curious. Crane had been his secretary for five years, and these nervous twitches had only begun over the last few months. In truth, it was rather concerning. “Crane, are you ill?”

“Perfectly well, sir.” Crane held up the ledger. He mumbled something about new entries before he made his escape.

Something was amiss. James stepped around the large ebony desk, ready to inquire further, when Bishop entered the den.

“Sir, we have guests.”

Instantly distracted, James turned to the butler. “In this weather? They must be icicles.”

“Mrs. Bailey ushered them into the parlor. They were caught in the storm on their way to the gathering at the Reynolds residence.”

“Very well. Have Mrs. Bishop see to their rooms for the evening and alert Cook of the added guests for supper.”

James turned back to the desk, his thoughts jumbled as he tried to remember what he had been doing. Crane. He had two choices: follow his man of business and question him about the odd behavior, or see to his guests. Since there wasn’t a safe way for Crane to leave the house, he would approach the situation later.

Curious as to who their guests would be—and a bit hopeful—James left for the parlor. As he entered the room, a pleasant warmth settled in his stomach as his eyes fell upon Eleanor huddled under a blanket near the fire. He wasn’t surprised to see she was accompanied by Mr. and Mrs. Dove, Lord Montefeltro, and David Dove. All of whom, were also shivering with hot cups of tea and blankets of their own.

“How fortunate we are that your driver was able to bring you to Granville House.” James stepped forward and shook Mr. Dove’s hand. “You are most welcome.”

“We cannot thank you enough for your hospitality.” Mr. Dove quickly tucked his ice-cold hand back into the blanket. “We should have stayed at our own hearth this day, but tradition beckoned.”

James nodded. “You are right, sir. If I had not delayed our departure, you would have found a house full of servants ready to take you in. But as it is, we may make merry on our own."

Mrs. Dove instantly argued. “We cannot expect it of you. Entertaining us is hardly necessary. We should keep to a parlor out of sight if we are a bother.”

“Nonsense.” His mother stepped forward and put her arm around Mrs. Dove. “We could not be more thankful to have a house full of cheer. At least, we expect it will be so once you have regained your composure.”

While his mother spoke to their guests, James took the opportunity to turn his attention toward Eleanor. A noticeable shiver shook her delicate frame, which prompted James to refill her teacup. He imagined Montefeltro would want to rub her hands, bringing warmth back into them. It was what he would have done, if she were his intended. But to his surprise, Montefeltro was crouched down by the hearth, holding his hands close to the flames, his attention to Eleanor lacking in every way that would have been appropriate for a man intent on marrying the woman.

James busied himself, pouring tea for David and Montefeltro, when the door to the parlor opened once more. Bishop stepped inside, a frown creasing his face. “The Duke of Rothes and Miss Hartwell.”

Of all the guests who could have become stranded in the snow, the duke was one James would have preferred to have made it to the Reynolds’s home. As it was, he welcomed his two new guests and requested another kettle of tea and additional blankets. With the arrival of the duke, the parlor filled with a familiar unspoken tension that seemed to follow Rothes much like the smell of rotting fruit.

Rothes hit his cane against the bottom of his Bath chair as he shouted orders to his valet. “Take me to the fire, now.”

Mr. and Mrs. Dove instantly shifted to the opposite side of the hearth, standing closer to David and Montefeltro. The Bath chair took up valuable space, partially blocking Eleanor from the warmth.

“Why do I not have tea?” Rothes complained. He shifted in his seat to move closer to the fire.

James shook the kettle in his hand and frowned. “I fear we have drunk every last dreg.”

“Of course you have.” Rothes glared at James, then turned his full displeasure to his valet. The valet took up the charge, running down to the kitchens to appease his master. Just when everyone let out a sigh of relief, Rothes pointed to Eleanor. “She does not need two blankets. I will catch my death far quicker than any of you.”

Eleanor instantly removed one side of the blanket, but James would not allow it. This was his home. Rothes wasn’t exactly a wanted guest. He wouldn’t be turned away, but he would have to show some reserve in his demands.

“More blankets will be provided. As it is now, you are near the fire. If you would prefer it, you may turn in for the evening. Heating pans will be provided and may offer more comfort than this drafty old parlor.”

“I do not wish for bed at this hour.” Rothes narrowed his eyes at Eleanor, his irises blackening in an attempt to persuade her to give up a blanket.

James had been in situations like this with Rothes many times over the years. He knew it was best to stand his ground, never giving in to the duke’s whims, but he couldn’t expect his guests to ignore the pressure of the most powerful man in Emerald Falls. Mr. Dove removed the blanket from his shoulders and passed it to the duke.

As expected, Rothes called for his valet, but the poor overburdened man had not yet returned from the kitchen. James took up the mantle of caregiver, determined not to put the burden upon his mother or the Dove family. Taking the blanket in hand, he wrapped it around the duke, tucking it tightly between the chair and his back so as to trap the duke’s arms within the confines of the wool.

“What the deuce?” Rothes said as he wiggled his arms free. “Are you attempting to finish the job?”

James chuckled as he stepped away. Good humor was the only way to respond to Rothes, otherwise he might be tempted to throw the man out of his house into the blizzard. Of course, everyone in the room, other than Montefeltro knew of the duke’s accusation against James. But rehashing the same old argument would do little good. His immediate concerns were to see to the comfort of those in his care.

“I apologize, Your Grace. I was attempting to bring you warmth. Unfortunately, I do not possess the talent of caring for others. Your valet is a man of greatest patience.”

Rothes grumbled. “Ring for him. I would like my tea.”

James purposefully ignored the duke. He turned to Miss Hartwell, who still stood by the door. “Please, join us.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bailey. I was certain our driver would never find shelter in the storm. We are most thankful to be here.” Miss Hartwell steered clear of her cousin as she knelt beside Montefeltro. Her shivers, far more intense than those of her cousin, were met with a gallant gesture from Montefeltro as he gave up his blanket, wrapped it around her gently, and led her to the other chair near the fire.

Before Rothes could lodge more complaints, Mr. and Mrs. Bishop entered the parlor with additional blankets, tea, and all manner of warmth to offer their guests. It took nearly an hour for everyone to find a level of comfort in the parlor, at least enough that they were no longer shivering. But now that their physical needs had been seen to, James and his mother had one very big problem—they would have to entertain their guests for the duration of the storm.

“Would anyone be interested in a game of whist?” His mother stood, pointing to a table in the corner.

“No.” Rothes flicked his hand in the air, much like a king brushing off a pesky peasant.

Eleanor stood and pulled Miss Hartwell to her feet. “Miss Hartwell and I will join you.”

David Dove stood as well. “It would be my pleasure to have you as my partner in the game, Mrs. Bailey.”

James offered the use of his library to the rest of his guests, which seemed to appease everyone except Rothes. In the end, he stopped suggesting activities to the duke, for there was nothing anyone could suggest to occupy his time that would appease the man. Instead, James shrugged off the desire to push the Bath chair out into the snow—with its occupant—and instead he selected his own book to read.


Chapter Thirteen



Whist wasn’t her favorite game. Eleanor preferred charades, where everyone could laugh and be boisterous, but a good calm card game near a blazing fire never hurt when the weather was bad. She only wished she was partnered with James. Although there was no way they could continue the conversation of the previous day in front of the other guests, partnering him would have given her the opportunity to keep him in her direct line of sight. As it was, he was in and out of the parlor attending to matters for the Duke of Rothes.

Of course, she was aware of the old quarrel between James and Rothes. But she’d never discussed it with anyone outside of her family. Even then, it had only ever been a topic when Rothes felt a need to remind all and sundry of James’s sin against him. She’d always thought it would be something she could ask James about, after they were wed.

How foolish she’d been to believe love was all that a couple needed to get them to the altar. If love was the driving force behind marriage, she wouldn’t be sitting at a table with a pile of cards in front of her. Instead, she would be curled up in the arms of her husband, sitting next to the fire as they read a book together or chatted about the day. The thought of it made her cheeks heat as she remembered the comfort of James’s embrace.

“Eleanor, you must tell us what has your thoughts so preoccupied,” Mrs. Bailey said.

Eleanor instantly put her hands over her cheeks. “A little daydream is all.”

Miss Hartwell giggled and then picked up the cards as David finished dealing them out. “Lord Montefeltro was likely the object of your dreaming.”

“I am afraid not, Miss Hartwell.” Eleanor had yet to confide in anyone other than David about the decision she and Montefeltro had made regarding their engagement. Announcing it in that moment would only add more distress to their day. It was a shock she must give to her mother and father in their own home.

Eleanor picked up her cards and arranged them for the next round. She was ready to begin anew when both doors to the parlor opened. James walked in ahead of two footmen, who were carrying a table.

“We have our talented cook, Mrs. Stone, to thank for a wonderful diversion. Although it is not customary for a host to put his guests to work decorating gingerbread biscuits, Mrs. Stone thought it might be a bit of fun.” James looked to the duke, expecting an argument, but he didn’t wait for the duke to speak. “I must admit, nothing has brought me more pleasure this day than the thought of decorating a gingerbread man.”

Eleanor noticed that no one in the room paid any attention to the duke as he grumbled his displeasure over the activity. Nothing would deter her from a bit of fun, and it seemed she was not the only one delighted. Excitement instantly bubbled in her chest as she saw everyone in the room come to life, setting aside their books and other pursuits to join James at the table.

Traditionally, if gingerbread biscuits were served at a party, they were decorated to look like each of the guests. They had Queen Elizabeth and her Medieval kitchen to thank for the tradition. It was rumored the queen would have biscuits decorated to look like those of her court, the men she was courting, and important guests. It was a time-honored tradition in Emerald Falls, but Eleanor hadn’t ever been party to decorate biscuits. She’d only ever sought out her own to eat on Twelfth Night.

“How charming.” Eleanor followed her fellow card players over to the table.

Holding up a bag, James shook it, his eyes filled with mirth. “There is one more element of fun to this little game. We will each draw a name from the bag, the person whose name you choose is the one you will depict as you decorate your biscuit. Therefore, if I draw my dear mama’s name, then I will create a Mrs. Bailey gingerbread lady.”

Since James was standing in front of everyone, it gave her a rare opportunity to watch his every move without fear of suspicion. He was animated, much like he’d been when delivering the charity baskets, engaging with the children. This was the man she remembered from two years previously. A man who loved life and people. He’d always been a little on the grumpy side, but a smile and a laugh could always dispel his angst. It seemed his disposition hadn’t changed too greatly.

James held up a finger before allowing the first person to draw from the bag. “Do not reveal the person’s name. When we have finished our decorating, we will have a contest to see who can find themselves in gingerbread form.”

Rothes cleared his throat, the sound every bit as threatening as his presence. “What is the prize for the winner?”

“Bragging rights,” James responded.

Rothes took his cane and hit his valet on the back of his knees. “You will decorate mine.”

With all the names in the bag, Eleanor waited her turn to step forward. She attempted to keep her eyes focused on the bag but found being so close to James was intoxicating. She took in a long breath, savoring every part of her nearness to James before she had to step away. With a little dip in her knees, she took her piece of parchment and walked to an open seat next to Montefeltro. Hiding her parchment so only she could see the name, she partially smiled to herself. Clearly written upon the parchment was the name Mr. Bailey.

There was no need for her to study the likeness of her muse. Every time she closed her eyes, his face was imprinted on her eyelids, his smile written upon her heart. This would be a simple task. Or so she thought…until the object of her biscuit decoration took the last seat available, which happened to be directly next to her.

She watched as he peeked at his parchment, his straightened posture wilting before her. His disappointment lasted a short second, long enough for her to notice but only because she’d been watching his every move. “Everything quite all right?”

James’s head lifted, a small crease between his eyes showing the question he hadn’t asked. She pointed to the parchment, to which he promptly chided, “You are not to ask, Miss Dove.”

She blushed and dipped her head in reply. “Very true, Mr. Bailey. Although, you seem a bit distressed.”

James slowly moved his hand under the table, and then slipped the parchment into her hand. The touch of his skin upon hers sent a warmth from the palm of her hand down to her toes, much like hot water being poured over her head while in the bath. It was comforting, tinged with a hint of something quite wonderful.

She looked down at the little paper to find the Duke of Rothes’s name. There was nothing for it. It was far too amusing for her not to laugh. The sound burst from her before she could stop it causing, everyone around the room to stare in her direction. She had no excuse, and it was too much to expect James would help her out of this predicament, given she was laughing at his expense.

“Pardon me,” James said, apologizing to the room at large. “The outburst is my fault. Please continue with your decorating.”

Eleanor clapped one hand over her mouth as she slid the parchment back into James’s warm hand. “Thank you for making my excuses.”

“Relieve me of my burden and trade subjects with me.”

She couldn’t possibly do that. He would have to decorate his own likeness on a biscuit, which didn’t seem right given this was a competition. “Forgive me, sir. But I cannot.”

“Why? Did you draw your intended’s name? That must be it. You wish to make the most handsome replica of his person?”

Eleanor shook her head. “I am not so bold as you think, Mr. Bailey. You set the rules of this game, and I dare not break them.”

“Come now, Eleanor. You know very well that I cannot in all seriousness decorate this poor gingerbread man to look like the duke. The man has named me as his sole nemesis.”

She didn’t intend to trade, but it never hurt to vex a man for sport. “I will trade on one condition.”

“What, pray tell, must I do to win your assignment?”

“Agree to meet me in the library so we can finish our discussion of yesterday.”

James placed his parchment on the table and shook his head. “Best we leave that conversation where it ended.”

“I disagree.”

“Eleanor, you are engaged to be married. I will not do anything to jeopardize your reputation.” He turned away, picking up a knife to begin his decorating.

“You would prefer to stay with your assigned name than switch?”

“Anything else, Miss Dove. I shall give you the moon if you wish it.”

Eleanor pursed her lips as she watched him apply a coat of frosting to the biscuit. She couldn’t very well give him her parchment, so she turned to where Montefeltro had placed his. It sat in the same spot as he’d originally placed it as he listened intently to Miss Hartwell’s explanation of the purpose of a gingerbread man and the tradition dating back to the queen.

If there was a way to convince Montefeltro to trade, she would do so. She was about to interrupt the conversation when Miss Hartwell asked if he knew who it was upon his parchment. When Montefeltro admitted he had yet to look, Eleanor quickly took the parchment from James and switched it out with the one Montefeltro had placed next to his gingerbread man.

“I accept.” Her lips twitched, as she handed over the parchment. “Might I ask, how does a man gift the moon?”

He placed the parchment on the table without opening it. “I shall demand it fall from the heavens like a star.”

She picked up her own knife and spread a thin layer of frosting on her gingerbread James. “Then what?”

“You could swallow it, and the moonbeams would light up your eyes. Your blush would deepen and create a glow upon your skin, and then the beams would shoot out of the ends of your hair creating a halo, proving you possess an angelic soul.”

Eleanor tilted her head to the side as she met his gaze. She felt light as though she were floating above her chair. So focused she was upon their connection, she forgot that they were sitting in the parlor with her family. “What would the heavens do without the moon?”

His lips parted as she waited for him to answer her question. Was there an answer? If there was, he was certain to find it having just made her heart flutter with the deepest desire to be near him.

“Mourn. Forever changed and never again able to capture what once was so perfectly placed.” They sat in silence. For how long she didn’t know.

A longing she’d only ever experienced upon the ending of their courtship hovered in the air above them, pulling her toward him. She knew something about the deepest of mourning. Was his statement indicative of the existence he expected upon her marriage? If it was, she could relieve him of the pain in that very moment.

The crease reappeared between his eyes as his mouth turned down in a frown. Pushing the parchment toward her, he motioned for her to take it back. “It is likely best we leave the moon where it is.”

It was easy to exchange the parchment once more, as Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell were still deep in conversation. She handed the one with the duke’s name on it back to James, allowing the enchantment of the moment to fade away as all her nerves settled once more.

As she quietly went about decorating her biscuit, Eleanor thought over his words. The gingerbread man in her possession might not look anything like the inspiration for it, but she was certain of one thing. James Bailey was still very much in love with her.


Chapter Fourteen



After supper and port, James led the men to his billiard table. Mr. Dove, David Dove, and Lord Montefeltro were keen to shoot a few rounds. They quickly concocted a small wager, each of them convinced they would be victor.

Much to the disappointment of all involved, Rothes had chosen to follow them to the gaming room. It would be impolite to send him to the parlor, but only because James didn’t want to burden the women with the constant barrage of insults.

The duke disliked everything and everyone, never appreciative of the sacrifices made on his behalf. Supper had been delicious, but Rothes had found fault with each course, lamenting being stuck at Granville House instead of partaking in a meal prepared by his French chef. Rothes had declared the meal barely edible, which was an insult James refused to accept. The ensuing argument had created an uncomfortable atmosphere for everyone in attendance.

As the party entered the gaming room, his complaints resumed. “What am I to do, watch the lot of you enjoying the game while I sit in the corner, out of your way? Then again, that seems to be the way of things with you, Bailey. Tucking me away in darkened spaces while you accept praise from everyone.”

With a long-suffering sigh, James stepped over to a plush armchair and removed the cushion. He tried to control his temper, but he was at the end of his nerves. It would not be long before he told Rothes to shut his mouth, which he was certain would only cause more issues between them.

James motioned for the valet to lift Rothes from the chair, then he situated the cushion so it would give Rothes the height he needed to participate in the game. He didn’t wait for an expression of gratitude, knowing Rothes had never thanked anyone for anything since the day of his birth. Instead, James cheerfully smiled as though there wasn’t an insult in the world that could mar this moment. “You are welcome.”

James stood against the wall, watching as Montefeltro and Rothes began the first game. He had refilled Mr. Dove’s glass with port, finding himself and the elder man secluded from the rest while David Dove watched the game from a closer vantage point.

“Sir, might I request a moment of your time?” There wasn’t a more perfect moment than this to ask for Mr. Dove’s blessing, unless it was in the privacy of his den. But he didn’t want to draw attention to himself, especially since he hadn’t yet spoken with Lord Montefeltro.

Mr. Dove swallowed the contents of his glass. He placed it on the table nearby, avoiding James’s question until it was far too rude not to respond. “I already know what you would like to ask, Mr. Bailey, and I cannot in good conscience give any consideration to such a request.”

“Sir?”

“Eleanor is engaged to Lord Montefeltro. She will have castles, manor houses, enough pin money to buy bonnets, slippers, and frocks in the newest fashions. She will have a title. You would be selfish to request her hand in marriage, taking endless opportunities away from her.”

James stood his ground refusing to accept this first rejection. “Does she love Montefeltro?”

Mr. Dove shook his head. “The young seem to have misguided notions of courtship and marriage. Love is not necessary for a couple to be successful.”

“What, in your opinion, is important? Wealth? Multiple estates?”

“Selflessness.” Mr. Dove picked up his empty glass, and as the host he was, James refilled it. “Eleanor will do well in a marriage of convenience because she is the least selfish of anyone I have ever known. She has put aside her desires for love and made a wise choice in a husband. Do not take this opportunity away from her.”

“Mr. Dove, do you not think your daughter deserves to have a husband who not only respects her, but one who loves her with every part of his soul? A man who would care for her with the tenderness she deserves, because she is the one person he cannot live without?”

Mr. Dove pushed away from the wall. “We are most thankful for your hospitality, Mr. Bailey. Please do not make me regret bringing my family in from the freezing weather by pursuing this course of action. You will refrain from speaking with Eleanor unless her mother and I are present.”

James chose not to participate in the gaiety of billiards—or their wager. Instead, he spent the evening brooding in his den. Mr. Dove was right. Montefeltro could provide financial security far beyond James’s coffers. He wasn’t poor, but he also wasn’t the wealthiest in the village. He certainly didn’t have a portfolio of estates throughout England and on the Continent. He had Granville House, and even though it was old and some of the rooms were drafty, he loved his estate and all the struggles that came with it.
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James paced the length of his bedchamber three times before stopping at the window to look out upon the snowy landscape. “How long must you continue to punish me?”

He wasn’t speaking to the snow, not truly, although he blamed it for everything that had happened in his life since the moment Eleanor Dove had once again crossed the boundary of Emerald Falls. It was more precise to say he had started a prayer while on his knees and then taken to pacing while trying to get the words to form. What was God doing to him? Was it possible for a man to spend the whole of his existence repenting for one dastardly deed, only to discover he would forever be punished? Constantly making a muddle of his life, due to one youthful indiscretion?

He didn’t believe in the punishments of God, even though the local vicar had preached about it with vigor for as long as he could remember. But when everything had gone wrong with Eleanor, he’d had to acknowledge there were forces at play in the universe over which he had no control. Either that, or he was an absolute mess of a gentleman.

James buried his head in his hands as he leaned against the window. The frozen panes were a balm to the thoughts swirling in his head. Begging for forgiveness would do little good that night. There was no way for him to repent of something from his youth, especially when what had happened could not be undone.

There were two moments in his life that, if given the opportunity, he would change. The first involved the Duke of Rothes and his brother Harry. It was the moment he, Harry, and Rothes had decided to explore the caves down by the ocean. The second was the argument between himself and Eleanor. But the past was unchangeable, forever imprinted on his heart and mind like a battle scar waiting to flare up his guilt at every inconvenient moment.

Pacing his room would do little good. Lying in bed to toss and turn all night would be far worse. In light of his unsettled thoughts, James threw off his night clothes and rummaged through his wardrobe until he found the breeches and shirt he’d worn that day. He didn’t expect to find anyone wandering about the house, so there was little need for his waistcoat and frock coat. It had been a long day, and his mother and their guests had claimed exhaustion when they’d left for bed, but he certainly wouldn’t want to be found in his den dressed in his night clothes.

With a single candle in a drip tray, James left his bedchamber in search of something to help clear his mind. Thinking of Eleanor, her soft hazel eyes and enchanting smile, would simply drive him to madness. Mr. Dove’s refusal to grant his blessing for James to put a stop to Eleanor’s upcoming marriage to Montefeltro would be his undoing, he was certain of it.

James made his way down the darkened hallway to the stairs. As he stood at the top, he found a curious situation in the entryway below. Rothes sat in his Bath chair bundled in blankets with Miss Hartwell standing against the opposite wall.

It took very little time for him to close the distance, taking the stairs at a faster pace than he normally would in the dead of night. He approached his guests, neither of them noticing his presence until he was upon them.

“Are the rooms not to your level of comfort, Your Grace?”

Rothes snarled. He chose not to look at James. Rothes was not one to indulge others when his humor was sour, which was usually every moment of every day. As it was, he deigned to speak. “The weather has calmed. I wish to be home and in my own bed this night.”

“I agree, there is a break in the storm. But you cannot be certain it will stay this way as you travel. Wait until morning to ensure safe passage.”

Miss Hartwell quickly nodded. “I agree with Mr. Bailey. Please, Rothes, there is no need to rush from the warmth of our beds this night.”

A flash of irritation creased Rothes’s hardened features. “Very well, cousin. Get out of my sight.”

Miss Hartwell gingerly stepped away, each movement similar to that of a frightened creature wishing to escape captivity. James didn’t know why Miss Hartwell visited her cousin each year. She certainly didn’t seem to enjoy her time with Rothes.

She was nearly to the stairs when Rothes yelled, “Get out of here!”

At that final shout, Miss Hartwell nearly stumbled over her frightened feet as she scrambled up the stairs, her hand tightly upon the banister clutching it as though her life depended upon the connection.

James slowly handed the single candle and tin to Rothes before taking the initiative to push the Bath chair into the parlor. He pushed the chair up to the hearth, where the fire looked nearly done in for the night. With a bit of prodding, it flared back to life.

As he sat in the armchair Eleanor had occupied earlier that evening, James could still smell the peppermint oil she used in her hair, and dared he remember how her neck always seemed to smell of the delicious scent? Shaking away the memories, he met Rothes’s hardened glare.

“Miss Hartwell does not deserve your foul temper. If she vexes you so, why do you allow her to visit?”

Rothes turned away from him. “You always did have a way of prying into the lives of those around you. Your pert opinions are unwelcome.”

“Perhaps, Rothes, you might not be so miserable if you allowed a smile upon your face. It has been almost two decades since last you laughed.”

Rothes growled. “I laugh all the time.”

“I meant in amusement.”

“You would taunt me, Bailey. It was always your way.”

James held back the sigh threatening to escape. He might constantly repent of his errors of that awful day seventeen years previous, but he didn’t need Rothes to know of his eternal guilt. “Memories after so many years are usually faulty. Perhaps you should stop placing complete blame upon me.”

“You wish to blame me? The one who no longer has use of his legs? The one who must rely upon a servant to lift him from this chair each time I wish to sit upon a softer surface? I cannot bathe or dress myself without assistance, and you expect me to absolve you of your guilt?”

A spark of James’s temper flared, his chest tightening as he listened to Rothes lay bare the simplest of tasks that were a monumental mountain. Did James regret that day? With every ounce of his being he wished he could take it back, but constantly reliving those moments each time they were in the same room was more than he could bear. The little taunts from Rothes reminding him of his guilt at every social gathering were by far the worst part of staying in Emerald Falls. If he had homes and estates across England, as Rothes did, he would take up residence in one of them, if only to get away from Rothes and his accusations.

“You forget, Rothes, that Harry and I nearly lost our lives that day.”

“Yes, but you emerged unscathed. After a few weeks in bed, you rose again without even a scar. Mayhap it is because you did not lie in the cave for hours on end wondering if your corpse would ever be found. I laid there knowing my parents would mourn because they had lost an heir, not a child they loved. For they never loved me. Nor did the servants who were paid to care for me.”

James nodded. Rothes hadn’t been blessed with an easy life. He’d known that in his youth and had befriended Rothes out of pity. His tantrums, even before the accident, had deterred the other children in the village from accepting him as a friend. Rothes had been cursed with absentee parents who preferred the glamorous life afforded them by their titles and wealth to spending time with the child they had given life. He was an heir. They’d done their duty, and then they’d enjoyed themselves to excess, leaving him in the care of servants. But that was not James’s sin. He wasn’t responsible for all the pain and suffering in Rothes’s life.

“You are right. But do not forget, Harry and I were washed out to sea where we clung to a piece of driftwood until a ship found our nearly lifeless bodies.”

“Do not compare your suffering to mine,” Rothes yelled. He slammed his cane against the side of his chair. The sharp clap against the wood was one James had heard often enough, yet it always caused his nerves to find a bit more room for tightening. Rothes’s words were clipped, a palpable hatred seething from each, burning the air around them with the heat of the fire. “You put me in this chair. You, with your heathen idea to explore the caves.”

“We all wanted to discover the secrets of that cave. I was not alone in my desire.”

Rothes laughed, a strained sarcastic sound that might wake the house, that is if everyone was not already standing in the hall eavesdropping. “Well, it did not take you long to circle back and blame me for that day. As I recall it, you were the one who wanted to jump from one side to the other.”

“Clearly, you were an active participant.”

“Leave me alone, Bailey. I do not wish to hear your guilt-ridden accusations any longer.”

James stood. They were talking in circles, making absolutely no progress on the long-ago accident that had irrevocably changed both their lives. What he had hoped to accomplish with this conversation was left unsaid. Before he left, he pushed aside the handle that guided the front wheel. James leaned down, placing his hands on either side of the arm rests where he could feel Rothes’s seething breath upon his face.

“I have none but the deepest regret for that day. Even so, I choose in this moment not to let it destroy my happiness any longer. I wish for joy—for both you and me. Mayhap, you should let go of your distorted memories and find peace. That is my Christmastide wish for you in the upcoming year.”

Rothes’s hand came up, the cane lifting as though it were an appendage. As it whipped in the air, a breeze accompanying the stick, James lifted a hand and stopped it from colliding with the side of his head. The sting of impact spread like a burn upon his hand, but James kept his face impassive. He pulled the cane away from Rothes and threw it to the ground.

“Give it back.”

“I am not your servant, Your Grace.”

James stormed out of the room to find the hall dark and empty. He didn’t hesitate, knowing every inch of the house better than he knew his own mind. The much-needed reprieve from his thoughts he had sought earlier had yet to come. There would be no rest that night, not for him. Throwing open the doors that led out to the veranda, James bristled at the instant cold as he trudged out into the snow, ruining the sparkling untouched wintery scene before him.

The beauty of the night, now no longer harrowed up by a blizzard, meant nothing to him as he trudged forward without a greatcoat or boots. His house slippers were soaked through, snow taking up every free inch of space between his sockless feet and the material of the slippers. He cared little for the cold, knowing his temper would not quickly fade.

When he had walked far enough away from the house to not be heard, James bent down and gathered enough snow to form a ball. With the greatest of effort, he threw it, aiming for the trunk of a nearby tree and missing.

Undeterred, he bent down and picked up another handful of snow and hurled it once more. Even if he never hit the trunk of that tree, the force of his anger behind each throw was enough to aid in lifting a bit of the tension. The rage of moments before lessened, and now as he stood in the cold night air, he decided he should have at least grabbed a scarf from the entryway.


Chapter Fifteen



As James leaned forward across Rothes’s Bath chair, Eleanor backed out of the parlor. She had the misfortune of inhabiting the bedchamber situated directly above the parlor, allowing her the unavoidable ability to eavesdrop on the entire conversation. But when she had heard the clap of Rothes’s cane, it had frightened her. It was a sound she knew well enough, having heard it many times throughout her life. She feared for James’s safety. Concern for the man she loved convinced her to throw on a dressing gown and leave the warmth of her bed.

When James stepped away from Rothes, she snuffed out her candle and tucked herself away in the morning room across the hall, waiting, holding her breath so as not to be heard as James stalked out of the parlor. She expected him to return to his bedchamber but was surprised to see him turn to the right, charging down the hall to the back of the house.

Letting out her pent-up breath, Eleanor stood tethered to the spot. James was safe, yet her feet would not move to take her up the stairs. She pressed her back against the wall, waiting until she could move once more, only to feel a rush of cold air as the front entrance opened. Rothes’s valet entered, looked around, and then made his way to the parlor.

“The sleigh is ready, Your Grace.”

“Very well. Take me out of this cursed place once and for all.”

When Rothes and his valet were safely out of the house, Eleanor made her way to the den. She wanted to see James once more that night, if only to know he was truly safe. But instead of entering a cozy, candlelit den, she found a room shrouded in darkness, excepting a stream of light from the moon shining in through the windows. Gazing out upon the majestic snow, Eleanor’s hand went to her mouth as she saw James, without proper attire, throwing snow at a tree trunk.

Without another thought, Eleanor ran to the front entrance. She pulled her winter coat out of the closet and then found James’s greatcoat. If he wanted to trudge around in the snow, he could do so with proper covering.
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“Is this why you do not play cricket?”

“Have you interrupted my solitude to advise me on my lack of talent?” James’s expression was softer than she’d last seen, his jaw a bit more relaxed. When he noticed his coat in her hand, the remaining anger of moments before melted away. “I am indebted for your kindness.”

Eleanor tucked her hands behind her back, interlocking her fingers together. “I would not wish you to catch your death.”

“You might be the only one awake this night who feels that way.” James bent down and gathered enough snow to form another ball to throw at the tree. This time he hit the trunk, the ball bursting in an explosion of snow that sparkled as it fell to the ground.

“I did not mean to eavesdrop on your conversation. But my bedchamber was perfectly situated.”

James chuckled and nodded his head. “Then you heard everything?”

She nodded, unable to meet his eyes. There were so many questions. No one in town knew if James was truly to blame for the events of that day. The late Duke and Duchess of Rothes had decried the Bailey family for years, and of course the current duke had spent every social gathering reminding everyone of James’s guilt.

“I can see the questions in your eyes. I have nothing to hide. Ask what you wish.”

The words burst from her as she didn’t want to squander this rare opportunity. “Is it true? Was the decision to jump across the fissure your idea?”

James lifted his hand and punched his chest, a smile playing on the corners of his lips. “You cut straight to the heart of the matter.”

Normally she would have apologized for being so forward, but she was out in the snow in the middle of the night, in her night rail and dressing gown—although, since her state of dress was unknown to the gentleman given the covering of her winter coat, he need never know of her boldness.

He didn’t wait for her to respond. James shrugged his shoulders and bent down to gather more snow. “My memories of that day are murky. Rothes claims to remember every moment, from when we left the comfort of our homes until he was found in the cave, which is the story everyone has heard for the last seventeen years. Harry has no memories other than breaking his fast that morning. But he was only five years of age.”

“What of your memories?”

He threw the snowball, this time missing the tree. “I remember witnessing my brother as he tried to jump the distance but fell into the water. I jumped in after him and thankfully pulled him up as we were washed out to sea. How we found the driftwood and held to it as long as we did can only be described as a miracle, if you believe in such things.”

“I do believe in miracles.”

James turned toward her, his lips twitching. “Do you? What would cause a sensible lady like yourself to subscribe to such notions as miracles?”

“Rothes is not the only person who has spoken of that fateful day. The sailors on the ship who found you and Harry spoke of seeing a person with you.”

“And we have come to that fairy tale.” James kicked at the snow around him. “Or should I say a tale from the sea? It might have been a mermaid who saved us.”

“I think not. No, it most certainly was not a fantastical sea creature.”

“Then what, pray tell, do you believe from the story the captain told?”

“An angel was with you.” Eleanor wasn’t the only person in Emerald Falls who believed James and his brother Harry had been saved by a heavenly messenger. Even the vicar had said there was a purpose to God’s intervention in what could have been the deaths of three young and impetuous boys that day. And if their vicar thought it was an angel, it was good enough for everyone in the village and surrounding areas to agree with him. “We all must believe in something. I choose to believe there is a God in the heavens, and he sends guardian angels to assist in our greatest hours of need.”

James pulled his coat a bit tighter, his arms folded around his middle, vulnerable in a way she’d never seen. “I do not doubt God’s existence. But I have never experienced the comfort of what you speak. His wrath is more of what I have seen. A cursed existence. A temper over which I have little control. And…”

He stopped speaking as he met her gaze. She didn’t know what he had planned to say, but his mouth shut, his jaw went tight, and instead of the openness of before, he was now closed off and distant.

“James…” Eleanor reached out and touched his arm. “Please do not doubt your goodness.”

“My goodness?” James barked out a laugh, the silence of the night echoing around them. “Eleanor, what I do each day, taking charity baskets, mending leaky roofs and the like—that is my penance for all the wrong I have done. But it does not make a difference. There will always be someone in need. I cannot fix every problem. Most assuredly, I will commit further errors of judgment.”

“You are too hard on yourself.”

James reached out and touched her cheek. He ran a cold, shivering finger along her cheekbone before cupping her chin in his palm. “And you have extended too much grace. Now, you must return to the house before anyone notices you are out of bed.”

“What will you do?”

She wished he would lean down and kiss her, but his hand dropped from her face before he tucked his hands into the pockets of his coat. James turned back to the house, but he didn’t take a step toward it. Their conversation had come to an end, and she knew he wouldn’t join her on the short trek back to a warm fire.

“I would like to ponder a bit longer.”

“You will not stay out too long, I hope.”

“Not at all. Only a moment or so.”

She left James there, standing in the yard with enough snow to throw at the tree for a month. Perhaps he might be able to work out his troubles without her, but she doubted it. Eleanor made her way up to her bedchamber and threw her borrowed night rail and dressing gown over a chair near the fire, hoping the hems would dry before morning, then wore her shift to bed. Focusing upon something other than James allowed her thoughts to settle, and before long she was soundly asleep.

When Eleanor woke the following morning, she wasn’t surprised to find James had not joined the guests to break their fasts. She left Granville House with the expectation that she would see James that evening.


Chapter Sixteen



The Emerald Falls tradition of a specter soirée during the Christmas festivities had started with James’s great grandparents. Each year, the residents of the village took turns hosting the soirée. This year, it was to be hosted by the Widow Hansen. With the weather cooperating, a light dusting of snow falling from the heavens, James had agreed, against his better judgment, to accompany his mother.

It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy ghost stories. He’d prepared a story for the occasion months ago. His immediate concern was spending more time near Eleanor. After the refusal from her father and their nighttime conversation in the snow, he didn’t know how to speak to her anymore. She wasn’t his to court or kiss.

He’d had to fight all his instincts not to pull her into his embrace and kiss her as the snow softly fell upon her nose and cheeks, adding a tint of rose to her perfect features. He wouldn’t have stopped with a kiss. If given the opportunity, he would have whispered sweet nothings as he praised her for the wise advice. Eleanor had always been one to speak her mind when up against his frosty temper. She had been right, as always. He needed to stop punishing himself.

Of course, temptation wouldn’t present itself at a soirée. There wouldn’t be any dancing or flirting, and they would be surrounded by the other guests throughout the night. This would possibly be the safest evening of the entire holiday celebration. That was, unless Eleanor became frightened, forcing her to turn to Montefeltro for comfort. He certainly did not wish to watch her intended offer a comforting embrace.

James assisted his mother out of the sleigh. She’d silently kept a close watch upon him during their trip over to the Widow Hansen’s. He’d expected a word or two from her, but nothing came. When she was firmly settled on her feet in the blistering cold, his mother patted his arm, keeping her silence a bit longer.

“You were full of advice the other day. What has caught your tongue this evening?” James asked. He might not accept her advice with the greatest joy, but that didn’t mean he was averse to hearing it.

His mother quirked an eyebrow at him. “I am still waiting for you to act on the advice I have already given you. You are slower than a tortoise.”

James chuckled. “Then you are silently cheering me on from the sidelines?” As they walked up the stairs, he debated whether to inform his mother of the latest developments. She would surely have something to say about it. “I requested Mr. Dove’s blessing yesterday. He refused.”

“Have you spoken with Lord Montefeltro? He respects you. Perhaps if you told him of your love for Eleanor, he would step aside, which would force Mr. Dove to accept you as an option.”

James whispered so as not to be overheard, but his discontent shined through as his voice was louder than he’d intended. “What a joyous thought, Mama. My offer would be sufficient, but only to quell a scandal and a ruined reputation.”

As they reached the top of the stairs, his mother brushed the snow from her muff and coat. “You misunderstand me, James. It is only that I can see how deeply you love Eleanor, and above all else, I want your happiness. How you achieve a blissful union is less important than standing at the front of the church with the woman you love.”

They lined up in the queue to greet their hostess, handing their outer clothing to the butler as they entered the warmth of the home.

His mother leaned toward him, a whisper reaching his ear just before they had to greet the Widow Hansen. “Must I rely upon Eleanor at this point? If anything happens between the two of you, it may be her efforts alone.”

James held his tongue. He greeted their hostess, receiving a soft pat on his cheek, much like she had done every time he’d seen her for as long as he could remember. “Mrs. Hansen, a pleasure, as always,”

Mrs. Hansen’s eyes lit up with intrigue. “Keep that charm of yours for a special young lady, Mr. Bailey. I am too old to receive a smile as handsome as yours. Moreover, I have hidden a bit of mistletoe in the parlor this evening to keep you young folks spry.”

“Thank you for the warning. I shall find a safe spot and stick to it for the duration.”

Mrs. Hansen wagged her finger at him. “You will do nothing of the sort. I vow to cause a bit of mischief this night.”

“All in the spirit of the season, I suppose.”

“Rest assured, Mr. Bailey, if I cannot trap you under the kissing bough with one of our eligible young ladies, I will have enough frightening tales shared this evening to give you the opportunity to offer comfort to more than one frightened young lady.” She took hold of his arm and pulled his attention toward the parlor. “Tell me, which of these ladies has captured your fancy? I will find a way to seat you next to her…with the utmost discretion of course.”

“None of them, I am afraid to admit.” It was the honest response, for Eleanor had not yet arrived.

Mrs. Hansen released his arm and turned to his mother. A playful frown crossed her face as she pretended to be utterly put out with him. “Mrs. Bailey, what has gotten into this young man of yours? He is eligible, handsome, of good breeding, yet he is terribly uncooperative, which is frustrating for an elderly widow with the heart of a matchmaker.”

His mother pursed her lips as she listened to Mrs. Hansen. The two ladies would lament his bachelorhood for the entire evening if he didn’t stop the conversation. Therefore, James made his apologies and convinced Mrs. Hansen to greet her other guests. Pulling his mother into the parlor, he left her with a group of her friends as he sought out every sprig of mistletoe in the room. The last thing he needed was a kiss under the troublesome plant.

James walked the perimeter of the room, spotting a bit of mistletoe above the punch bowl. He found a second one hanging above the pianoforte, and then a third near a window. He was safe. If he needed punch, he would stand to the side, avoiding the mistletoe completely. He vowed to stay clear of the window and the piano. His evening would consist of ghost stories alone.

As soon as the guests had all arrived, James settled into a comfortable armchair, which unfortunately happened to be situated directly across from Eleanor and Montefeltro. When he realized the situation, he sought a new spot, but everyone had already taken their seats, and there were no other spots available outside of standing on the perimeter.

Vowing to keep his eyes focused upon the storyteller, James settled into his chair. Mrs. Hansen stood before the fire roaring behind her as the maids rushed about the room extinguishing every candle. Shadows danced across the walls as the flames in the fire magnified every little movement.

A thrill of excitement tingled down his spine as he waited with bated breath for Mrs. Hansen to begin. She continued to stand in front of her guests, a single candle in a drip pan held tightly in her hand, not a word escaping her mouth. Then, when he was certain he should jump in and rescue their hostess from whatever nerves had captured her, she suddenly spoke.

“I have no doubt you are all well informed of the old bridge that spans the river marking the boundary between the Duke of Rothes’s estate and our very own Mr. Bailey’s lands.”

James had heard the story many times before this night. In fact, most of the guests had heard it, but there were a few newcomers in attendance, and the tale would be new to them.

The story was an old tale passed down in village lore about the wife of the first Duke of Rothes, who had paced back and forth across the bridge chanting a love spell every morning before sunrise to rid her family of an evil curse. As the story progressed, the duchess employed tactics that involved cutting her hair and spreading it around for birds to gather for their nests along with other useless ploys, none of which had an effect upon the curse.

James’s eyes fell upon Eleanor, her face lit up in laughter as Mrs. Hansen altered her voice and acted out the story. It was an amusing tale, as would be most of the ghostly tales to be shared that evening. Ghost telling was not to frighten the guests, but the tales were meant to entertain and delight.

When Mrs. Hansen finished the story, explaining that the woman who had cursed the duke and duchess admitted it was a simple prank, everyone clapped and cheered for the masterful way in which the story had been conveyed.

Mrs. Hansen then held up a bag. She reached in and withdrew the name of the next person to tell their story. James held his breath, wanting both to be chosen so Eleanor’s eyes would rest upon him as he stood in front of the fire, but also hoping to avoid having to tell his story, as he hadn’t tested it out on an audience, not even his mother.

His was not as cheerful as the story Mrs. Hansen had told. Instead, the story he had prepared was one of mystery and mysticism. He’d heard of spiritualists who claimed they could speak with loved ones who had recently departed this life, and he’d thought it would make a fantastic tale for this evening. Now, as he sat waiting to hear who would be chosen to share their story, he wished he had taken the time to read a few dastardly tales so he could have rehearsed one of them instead.

Mrs. Hansen looked at the name on the parchment and then held it up, the girlish excitement of her younger years lighting up her features. For a woman of many years, she had more energy than some of the younger people in the room. In a dramatic fashion, she showed the name to those closest before crumpling it and throwing it into the fire. “Mr. James Bailey, I invite you to regale us with a tale of joyous frivolity or ghostly happenings.”

The rules of the evening were simple. No one could decline the invitation to share a story. In essence, walking through the door that evening was a promise that if his name was chosen, he would participate. Therefore, James tugged down his green waistcoat as he stood facing the fire, his back toward the audience. He would employ as much play acting into the story as possible to entertain his neighbors that evening.

When the audience had calmed down, not a sound from anyone in the room reaching his ears, James quickly turned around and began the tale he’d prepared. Whether good or bad, he would discover their opinions once he concluded.

“In the year eighteen hundred and eleven, just three years prior to this very day, in the quaint village of Haworth, stood the imposing, centuries-old Brownstone Manor. The manor had belonged to the Rollings family for five generations, entailed to the rightful male heir. But do not be fooled by the rolling moors and happy gardens, because this was an estate well known for a tragic history. For every male heir within the genealogy, since the thirteenth century, had tragically passed away on his third and twentieth birthdate.”

James held a single candle in his hand, allowing it to light his face and cast a shadow upon the wall and ceiling, as Mrs. Hansen had done before him. He met the gazes of each person near him before continuing with his tale, stopping before he reached Eleanor. If he locked eyes with her, he might possibly lose all concentration, and his story would lose its vigor.

“Mrs. Anne Rollings, the young widow of the latest tragically lost heir, sat in the nursery with her newly born son of three days, regretting the curse she had brought upon her only child. Inevitably, the perfect little boy would one day find out he was set for the slaughter for one reason alone: the entailment.

“Each night as Mrs. Rollings rocked her little one to sleep, a shadow crept across the nursery window, beckoning her to follow it into the woods. Mrs. Rollings was not the most adventurous of souls, and so she stayed within the confines of the large home, expecting the shadow of whatever departed soul haunted her to give up and leave her to her loneliness, yet as time went on, it became apparent the lost soul would not relent.

“As the shadow again entered through the closed window, Mrs. Rollings realized Brownstone Manor was no longer safe for her or her child. But one of the rules of the entailment was that her son could not leave the home, or he would suffer an even earlier death. The spirit that haunted the manor could be heard as his footsteps echoed in the abandoned halls each night. None of it could be easily explained, and yet, Mrs. Rollings and the few servants who had stayed to work in the cursed manor heard the echoes of the haunted house each night as they lay in bed, begging for sleep to drown out their fears.

“Desperate for answers, Mrs. Rollings discovered a Doctor Michael Penrose, renowned for his work in spiritualism and his ability to rid old homes of ghostly apparitions. Upon his arrival, the doctor spoke with the apparition, kindly asking it to take up residence elsewhere.”

James leaned forward as he told of the many tactics the doctor had employed to convince the ghost to leave the manor. A tingling stirred in his chest at the sight of the women nearby placing their hands over their mouths. When the Widow Hansen clasped hands with his mother, James couldn’t stop himself from looking at Eleanor. Was she as frightened as the rest of the group? If so, was she clinging to Montefeltro?

Just as his eyes fell upon her hands, primly clasped in her lap, a loud banging sounded on the front door, causing the women to scream. James startled but not enough for anyone to notice. He had wanted to finish his tale but was stopped as Mrs. Hansen burst into laughter, her hand over her heart as the butler announced the late arrival of the Duke of Rothes and Miss Hartwell.

Mrs. Hansen called out, her voice shaking as she wagged a playful finger at him, saying, “Mr. Bailey, I was near to wagering you had planned the banging on the front door for that very moment.”

James held up his hands, innocently disagreeing. “I could not have done so if I had tried. It truly was a remarkable diversion.” It had been perfect timing, as the story had come to the point where he was to reveal the culprit behind the deaths, but it was better to have left off where he had. No one would know the end of his story, unless he was compelled to finish.

James backed away from the front of the room as a few candles were lit to allow for the guests to settle themselves once more. He placed his hand upon the back of the chair where he’d previously sat and waited as Rothes and Miss Hartwell joined their little gathering.

“Please tell me your story has a cheerful ending.” Eleanor stood slightly to his left, close enough for him to smell the peppermint oil in her hair and upon her neck.

James shook his head, teasing her just enough to be friendly and not flirtatious. “I will not divulge the ending. Not without a proper audience to beg for the details.”

“Then we must settle the crowd once more. I eagerly await the end.” Eleanor turned to leave as though she would be the one to get everyone back in their proper spots to resume the ghost stories but was stopped by Mrs. Hansen.

Their hostess’s face was bright, cheeks rosy as though she’d been out in the cold night air. “Mr. Bailey and Miss Dove are under the mistletoe.” She instantly started clapping, which caused the other guests to do the same.

His legs wouldn’t move, even as his head told him to run for the exit. How had he missed the sprig of the troublesome plant? It was more poisonous than anyone knew—the little white berries could kill a person if ingested—but the aftermath of a mistletoe kiss would forever taint the lives of those involved. At least, it had for him.

Tilting his head slightly upward, he found three white berries attached to the leaves within the holly and ivy strung from the ceiling of the parlor. Hiding. Waiting. And he was the unsuspecting fool who’d found his way underneath the treacherous plant.

A light tinkling of glass sounded around the room as each of the guests tapped the sides of their glasses waiting in anticipation for a mistletoe kiss. James met Eleanor’s eyes, her hazel irises large, ready to fall out of her head if he took the opportunity to lean forward and claim a kiss. Could her thoughts possibly be settled upon the same moment he was now unable to lock away?

Two years previously at Granville House, Eleanor had found herself under the mistletoe with another man. That kiss, although chaste and appropriate for a Christmastide gathering, had been the catalyst to ending his courtship with her. He’d decided, that very night, that the tradition of kissing under the mistletoe was foolish. A game for someone other than himself.

Although he had courted her and offered marriage, out of greatest respect for her, James had never kissed Eleanor Dove. Nor did he plan to do so that night, mistletoe or not. He’d wanted to hold her in the perfect embrace, but it was not his to have. If love were in his future, it would have to be with a woman who was not already engaged. Taking her hand in his, James lifted it to his lips as he placed a kiss upon her knuckles.

A few groans sounded around the room, disappointment expressed by more than one person at not having witnessed a real kiss. He would not be the man to steal anything from Eleanor Dove. When James allowed himself to look at Eleanor once more, he found her charming features marred by a deep purple blush that had consumed the whole of her face. She stood frozen in time and as unable to move from the wretched spot as he had been seconds before.

“Pardon me, Miss Dove.” James released her hand, stepping away and placing as much distance as he could between himself and the mistletoe.

That blasted mistletoe. It had ruined everything. Even though he knew his temper was partially to blame for the events of that dreadful night, he couldn’t help lamenting the entire situation as he replayed every moment from Eleanor’s first kiss with an absolute stranger to the argument that ensued and their final farewell as a couple.

“James. James, stop.” Eleanor’s cry followed him out of the parlor and down the hallway, where he gathered his coat, hat, and gloves before pushing off into the night. He would have to apologize to Mrs. Hansen and his mother—likely Eleanor and Montefeltro as well—if not the rest of the party, but he didn’t care. Escape was the only solution for the explosion building within his chest.

His legs were long, carrying him with haste from the house as his temper bubbled to the surface. It wouldn’t be long before he allowed the all-consuming rage to take hold. In fact, he might as well allow it to take over. He would spend the rest of his life brooding about Granville House in his misery, if he so wished.

“James.” Eleanor’s voice met his ears once more, causing him to halt in his retreat.

As he turned to meet her, they collided. James reached out and took hold of her arms, steading her while she caught her balance. “Eleanor, are you mad? Where are your pelisse and bonnet?”

Eleanor’s breath puffed in the air, a mist rising from her mouth as she leaned toward him shivering. He removed his greatcoat and wrapped it around her, drowning her slender frame as he waited for her to answer at least one of his questions.

“I most certainly have lost my mind, Mr. Bailey.”

Taken aback by her response, his anger of moments before instantly evaporated. His lips twitched as he met her earnest gaze. “Well, I had not expected you to admit it. Mayhap we should send for a physician.”

Eleanor pointed to the house. The serene winter scene, with snow softly falling around them, was something to capture upon a canvas. He’d never considered himself an artist, but his hands twitched to pick up a brush and make a watercolor of the moment. It may well calm the erratic beating of his heart.

“A perfectly handsome Italian man requested my hand in marriage, and I accepted.”

James ran a hand through his hair as he considered what she was saying. Women had a way of saying much more with their facial expressions and their hands than what came out of their mouths. He’d found himself in trouble more than once for not fully understanding the unspoken words.

“Allow me to wish you joy.” The words tasted like sand on his tongue.

“You do not see the problem?”

He shook his head as flurries of snowflakes fell upon her coiffure. He wasn’t about to make a cake out of himself, so he decided to forego the first thought that had entered his mind. It was too much for him to hope she would reconsider the engagement. “Unless it is that both of us will catch our deaths in this weather, then I certainly do not see the problem.”

Eleanor grabbed hold of his cravat and pulled him toward her placing her other hand upon his chest. A warmth spread through him making him forget he was standing in the dark on a cold snowy night without his greatcoat for protection. “James Bailey, if you can honestly admit that you desire for me to marry Lord Montefeltro and leave Emerald Falls forever, I shall comply without uttering another word upon the matter. Yet, if there is a part of you that yearns to undo the dreadful words we spoke two years previously, then I implore you, declare yourself without delay.”

That was more of a declaration than he should have expected from a woman. Eleanor Dove had ignited a spark within herself, and it had spread into his chest by way of her hand. His voice sounded odd, but he pressed forward, attempting to match her word for word.

“I most certainly do not wish for you to marry Lord Montefeltro. I love you, Eleanor. I do not deserve you, but I can no longer pretend to find your engagement a suitable choice.”

He bent closer to her, his hand beneath her chin as he lifted her face so he could claim her lips, as he should have done under the mistletoe. Right before he closed the distance, Eleanor pushed him away. She wiped the snow off the sleeves of the coat she wore—his coat—and then placed her hands upon her hips.

“Then what, pray tell, do you plan to do about it?”

His lips spread in a smile, light filling his every thought with joy. Her wit was unmatched by any other woman of his acquaintance, and he loved her for it. “I will speak with Lord Montefeltro, and then I shall beg your father to reconsider my request for your hand. He has already denied me once.”

“When did he refuse you?”

“Last evening,” James closed the distance once more, noticing this time she didn’t pushed him away. “Do not be angry with him. He desires the best for you, and he currently believes Montefeltro can offer you a better life.”

Eleanor seemed to fight with herself. She closed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths before speaking once more. “I ended my engagement with Montefeltro on the day of the ice-skating activity.”

James ran a hand through his hair as he shook his head in utter amazement. It hardly seemed possible he had heard correctly, but he couldn’t help the way his heart rate increased as he confirmed her words. “Then, you are not engaged?”

“It was unfair of me to believe I could marry a man I did not love.” She looked down at the ground, avoiding his reaction—for what purpose, he didn’t know. If ever there were a time to demur, it was not after declaring you had ended an engagement.

“What of Montefeltro? He must be undone over the entire situation,” James asked, a shred of disbelief and shock tainting his every word.

“Lord Montefeltro has happily garnered the admiration of Miss Hartwell. He says it is love, and I certainly do not want to stand in the way of love. Do you?” Eleanor finally looked up at him, her rose-hued lips tempting him to lean toward her.

Utterly bemused and stuck in a moment of disbelief, James considered how best to respond. He knew a bit about that little word—love. It had caused him loss of both sleep and peace of mind over the last two years. He rocked backward on one foot as he brushed the snow from his frock coat. “Love…it is a pesky little emotion. And it arrives at the most inconvenient of times.”

“Well, it has certainly been an inconvenience for me. My heart has not had a moment’s rest since I arrived back in Emerald Falls. Therefore, I plan to ensure that we do not continue in this ridiculous manner any longer. Moreover, I plan to see Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell united before he leaves for Italy.”

James ran his thumb across her cheek, brushing a wet lock of hair back behind her ear. He loved the way her eyes brightened, determined, unfailingly loyal in defense of her heart. He could stand there forever, admiring her strength and the courage it took to speak the words he needed to hear, but the snow was making icicles of them. If they stayed in this spot much longer, they would be fully covered, like ornamental snowmen, in the middle of the roadway. “I heartily agree with you. If it is love, we should encourage both Lord Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell toward each other.”

“James?” Eleanor said, as she moved a little closer to him. She tilted her head up, so he could see directly into her eyes.

Her cheeks were flushed and wet from the falling snow, her lips slightly parted. He didn’t know if she would speak again, or if she would allow the enchanting world around them to finally bring them together, once and for all, a fully committed couple. His hand trembled as he cupped her face, a thrill of warmth that contrasted the wintery world around them raging in his chest.

He didn’t speak. Instead, James leaned down, savoring every flutter of her eyelids and twitch of her lips, their breath mingling together until their lips finally met with the tenderness their newly expressed confessions warranted.

James was gentle, almost hesitant, as he carefully explored, restraining the passion that had only intensified over the years. He was near to pulling away, uncertain at her hesitance, when she slowly responded but with a bit more fervor than he had shown. Her hands pressed against his chest as he threaded his fingers through the loose strands at her neck, pulling her closer, needing her near as he deepened the kiss.

As they finally parted, their foreheads resting together, he gazed down at her. She stood with her eyes closed, leaning into him as though she never wanted to part. He would gladly kiss her once more and was near to doing so when a shrill cry shattered the beauty of the moment.

“Eleanor!” Her mother hurried toward her, followed by Mr. Dove, Montefeltro, James’s mother, and Mrs. Hansen. They both turned to their unwanted chaperones as they stood too close not to be considered lovers caught in a tryst worthy of scandal.

“Mama!” Eleanor’s cheeks turned a brighter shade of red as she pulled his greatcoat tighter around her shoulders.

Mrs. Dove held out Eleanor’s evening pelisse, allowing her to switch from his larger greatcoat to her feminine version. “Lord Montefeltro, please do not think ill of my daughter. The confusion of the mistletoe has caused this little mishap. The kiss was simply an extension of what occurred in the house.”

Eleanor stepped forward, taking James’s hand in hers. “Mama, Papa, I plan to marry Mr. Bailey. I love him. I have loved him for two and a half years. I have no intention of marrying anyone other than the man I love.”

“You are to marry Lord Montefeltro. He is offering you a title and wealth. Do not squander this opportunity just so you can remain in Emerald Falls,” her mother spluttered, spit flying from her mouth as she grabbed hold of Eleanor’s hand.

“There will not be a dowry if you marry Mr. Bailey. I vow to withhold all monies from you if you pursue this course,” Mr. Dove said. His jaw tightened as his eyes silently accused James of ruining his daughter.

Eleanor looked to Lord Montefeltro. “You are free to request the hand of the woman you love. I wish you the greatest joy.”

Montefeltro stepped forward and bowed to Eleanor and then to James. “I wish the same to both of you.”

“No.” Mrs. Dove grabbed hold of Lord Montefeltro’s arm. “An engagement is a binding contract. You cannot leave my daughter’s reputation in ruin.”

“Mrs. Dove,” Montefeltro said, his lips twitching as he tried not to smile. “Your daughter ended our engagement more than a day ago when she realized I have developed feelings for another woman. Trust me when I tell you she is the one who deserves your devotion. Not I.”

Mrs. Dove’s hand flew to her mouth as she let out a yelp. She turned to her husband, demanding that Lord Montefeltro remove from their home that evening. Seeing as the count had done him a favor by releasing Eleanor from the engagement, James offered his hospitality.

When they arrived back at the Widow Hansen’s home, his mother sent word to Granville House to have a bedchamber prepared, and Montefeltro sent word to his valet to remove his items to the new destination. Everything seemed nearly settled.

“Mr. Dove, please consider bestowing your blessing upon a union between Eleanor and myself.” James would not relent in this request. Family was far too important to push them away in any circumstance.

He knew if her father refused him, it was possible that he would send Eleanor to London once more to find another match. She would be successful. Not a man in England—or the entire world—would refuse her benevolent nature. Of course, most men need only consider her perfectly proportioned figure, ash-brown hair, large hazel eyes, and high cheekbones before offering marriage. But she deserved a man who loved her for every quality that made her Eleanor Dove. He wanted to be that man.

Mr. Dove shook his head, refusing to agree until he finally realized there was no other option. “I meant what I said, Mr. Bailey. You may marry my daughter, but I will refuse to provide a dowry.”

James held his hand out, not only to strike agreement on the bargain, but to let him know he held no ill will toward the Doves. “The terms are sufficient. I will post the banns on the morrow.”

“Now that everything is properly settled,” Mrs. Hansen said, breaking through the thick air between the men, “Mr. Bailey, you cannot leave my guests in suspense on the matter of this ghost story. You must return to the parlor this very instant, where we will continue the tale with the poor woman seeking to rid her house of a murderous ghost.”

James considered begging off. He wanted to pull Eleanor into a private alcove so they could speak of everything that had occurred in their lives in the last two years. He wanted to know what she had seen and done while in London. He wanted to hold her close and kiss her at least one or two more times that evening, but Mrs. Hansen’s pleading won him over.

Once he was back in the parlor, he stood before the guests, all the candles snuffed out except the one in his hand and the roaring fire behind him. He finished the tale, divulging the murderer as a ghost who haunted Brownstone Manor. Of course, his story would have been far more effective as a frightening tale if he hadn’t been interrupted the first time. It also might have been effective if his countenance were dull and jittery, but he couldn’t contain the smile upon his face. He was happy with his situation and not even the clincher of a ghost story could dissuade him from the blissful felicity of finally having secured an engagement with Eleanor Dove.


Chapter Seventeen



It was well worth noting that even in a quaint village where most people genuinely cared about their neighbors that a broken engagement could irreparably ruin a woman’s reputation. One of the only ways to repair said ruin was with another engagement. In the days immediately following the specter soirée and the discovery of her failed attempt at a marriage, rumors ran rampant. Even the announcement of her engagement to James Bailey did little to stop the wagging tongues of Society’s matrons. Due to this unhappy development, Eleanor stayed within the confines of Dove Hall, out of the sight of local Society, while she waited for the initial gossip to subside.

During that time, James had visited Dove Hall, informing her of the whispers, none of which seemed terrible. In fact, most of the residents of Emerald Falls supported a union between Eleanor and James. But it was tradition to discuss such matters with the neighbors—after all, the only other topics of note were the Christmastide festivities and the continual snowfall, both of which had run the gamut twice over.

When James had posted the banns, the vicar had looked to the heavens and said a prayer of thanks. He then shook James’s hand, informing him that many prayers had been said on his behalf. It made Eleanor giggle a little to know their vicar had been so invested in the possibility of their union, but in the end, that knowledge alone boosted her confidence. Therefore, she planned to rejoin Society for the final two balls of the Christmastide festivities.

There would always be the local gossips who whispered behind backs, meant to entertain their otherwise dull lives, but the scandal would soon be forgotten, and her marriage to James would be the catalyst of ending any censure for the broken engagement.

Having missed three nights of the festivities, Eleanor stood in the hall, bundling herself in her winter clothing, bonnet, and muff. She was nearly ready to leave the house when her mother entered the hall.

“Where are you off to, Eleanor?”

“Granville House. I wish to be of assistance to Mrs. Bailey for the final ball.”

Her mother held out her hand, as though she expected to be handed the muff and outer clothing. “The Baileys have servants for such things. You need not offer your services.”

The reluctance to allow her out of the house had nothing to do with the number of servants employed at Granville House. “You are still displeased with my decision.”

“All I want is your happiness, Eleanor. You have given up a title, castles, estates, and enough pin money to wear fashions from Paris, and all of that exchanged for what? A small country estate in Northumberland? I wanted more than that for you.”

“All of those things are nothing in comparison to being loved, Mama. I will have a husband who wants to be with me. Not because I can fulfill a role in front of guests or appease his mother’s desire for grandchildren. A man who knows me and loves me has offered for my hand, and I would be foolish to turn him away.”

She stopped herself before adding that she knew this from experience. Her mother knew none of the details of what had transpired in the den at Granville House two years previously. Their first proposal was something she would never share with anyone.

“Love will not keep a fire in the grate and food in the larder.”

“There is no cause for concern, Mama. James is well situated. We will want for nothing. Think of all you and Papa have. Love has served you well, has it not?”

Her mother closed her eyes as she slowly shook her head. “Foolish girl. One day you will regret choosing love over wealth and a title. You will look back upon it as you sit in envy of the Widow Hansen’s French frocks and the other women in our village who spend liberally on fabrics and notions. Hats from the London haberdasheries instead of our country replicas.”

“My happiness has never been dependent upon fashionable clothing or temporal things. I have been miserable these last two years, believing I had lost the only man whom I could ever love. Now, we have found a way back to each other. Can you not be happy for me?”

Instead of offering a response, her mother called out for one of the maids. “Mary, you will accompany Eleanor to Granville House. Keep a close watch on her.”

Eleanor rolled her eyes as she waited for the maid to don her winter clothing. When they were finally ready, she and the maid left Dove Hall. The roads and fields were piled high with snow, and Eleanor sank halfway up to her knee with each step as she fought her way between the miles that separated her father’s estate from Granville House.

Nearly to the road that would take them through the village, Eleanor stopped to wait for her maid by the kissing gate where she and James had previously stood the afternoon when they’d been ice skating. Poor Mary tried to step in each of Eleanor’s footprints but was struggling to keep pace.

“It will not be long before we are to the road. Only a few more minutes, and the snow will be more manageable.” Eleanor pointed out to the road, less than fifty feet from where they now stood. As she turned to look out at the road to ensure she was not telling a falsehood, a pile of snow sailed through the air and collided with her shoulder.

Momentarily caught off guard, she slowly brushed the snow from her pelisse as she searched for the culprit. It was possible a group of boys was running rampant between the fields and she had caught an errant snowball. But when the next one fell close to her feet, she decided she was the intended target.

There were few places for anyone to hide: a smattering of trees, or on the opposite side of the rock wall. Pushing through the kissing gate, she stepped to the other side to find James huddled down, nearly hidden by the snow around him, a mischievous smile on his face and a snowball in each hand.

“James Bailey, whatever are you doing?”

Before he could answer, Eleanor balled the loose snow in her hand and threw it in his direction. The snow landed atop his hat, splattering with a thud.

Instead of throwing the snowballs in his hands, he dropped both to the ground before making his way to her. Sweeping her up out of the snow, James held her in his arms as he kissed her.

“When I woke this morning, I realized it had been far too long since we had last kissed. I decided to remedy the oversight with haste.” To prove his point, James kissed her again. The cold of moments before evaporated as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

“James,” Eleanor said, a laugh filling her words. “What if someone drives by this very moment and witnesses this display?”

“Then there will be another scandal to add to the growing list.”

Eleanor held tightly to his shoulders. “What has happened? I have heard of no scandals since ours.”

“Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell are engaged to be married. Naturally, tongues are wagging.”

“Bless them for taking the attention from us.”

James kissed her again. As they parted, they both turned to find her maid standing next to them. Mary’s humor had evaporated. James slowly lowered Eleanor to the ground and then quickly made his apologies. Eleanor couldn’t help but smile at the sincerity in his tone. He spoke to her maid with absolute respect, which made her love him even more, if that were possible.

Mary’s frown was frozen upon her face. “I’ll be thanking ye to treat my mistress with the respect an unmarried lady deserves, Mr. Bailey.”

James nodded in response. “I would not wish to cause alarm, ma’am. Please accept my apologies.”

Mary turned to Eleanor. “I’ll be reporting this to Mrs. Dove. She won’t be happy with all the kissing.”

Eleanor nodded as gravely as James had done moments before. “Indeed. You must do as you have been instructed.”

“It’s none of my affair, Miss. But it might be better if the two of you thought of obtaining a common license. You’d only have to wait seven days instead of three weeks and one day from Sunday.”

James held his arm out for Eleanor. “We will take this under advisement. Now, my driver is waiting for us with the sleigh just past the bend in the road. Might I offer you a ride?”

“We would be indebted to you, James.”

Mary cleared her throat, her eyebrows nearly reaching her hairline. She didn’t say a word, but Eleanor knew exactly what was meant by the warning.

Correcting her statement, she amended her address. “Er…Mr. Bailey.”

“Well, then, I will go after the sleigh and have my driver meet you by the road so you do not have to fight through the snow any longer.”

As soon as James was out of earshot, Eleanor turned on her maid. “I know my mother sent you as a chaperone, but you do not have to be so strict. Mr. Bailey has given me permission to use his Christian name.”

“My mistress instructed me to keep everything proper, Miss Dove. I will not fail her. Nor will I have anything to answer to if things go sideways with this engagement as they did your last.”

Eleanor’s nerves bristled at the assumption that stricter rules or having a maid nearby at all times would have prohibited the events that had unfolded at the specter soirée. She was bound to kiss James, bound to love him forever, no matter how many maids her mother set upon her as a companion. “You may inform my mother that this engagement will end with a beautiful wedding. And then, my life as Mrs. James Bailey will begin, and we will live happily ever after, like characters in a novel.”

When James arrived in the sleigh, he jumped out and assisted Eleanor and her maid into the conveyance, and then they set out for Granville House. By the time they arrived at the large manor house, she was exhausted and cold.

James didn’t wait for her to ask for tea, rather, upon entry, he sent a request to the kitchens. He arranged for Mary to be taken to the servants’ parlor, where she could restore her strength and then he led Eleanor to the library, where a fire was already set and crackling, the room heated to comfort. She sat directly next to James on a sofa, her head resting on his shoulder as she waited for her fingers and toes to thaw from the bitter cold.

He took her hands in his, but it did little good since his hands were as frozen as hers. Eleanor smiled up at him. “How long do you think this snow will last?”

“If this last week was any indication, it will be March or April before we see a thaw.” James kissed the end of her nose, causing her to crinkle it up a little.

She laughed and then decided the tingling was quite wonderful. Instead of speaking, she leaned closer to him, allowing the tips of their noses to touch as she closed her eyes. It would be rather easy for him to claim her lips, and she willed him to do so, silently chanting the words kiss me.

“Although,” James said, his breath hot upon her face. “If you were to leave town once more, the snow would follow you.”

The enchantment of seconds before instantly evaporated as she straightened her back and glared at him. “James Bailey, how dare you ruin such a perfect moment by accusing me of having caused this storm.”

James laughed and held his hands up, defending himself from the daggers she was shooting through her narrowed eyes. “It was a mere observation, love. When you left Emerald Falls, the snow stopped for the entirety of your absence. The day you returned to the village, a storm began and has not relented.”

“No mortal has such power.”

“Then how shall I explain your ability to hold my heart so raptly within your grasp? Surely, it is the same power you have wielded to command the snow.”

She knew he was partially teasing her, but the truth of how deeply he loved her stood out in his words and his softened tone. James’s gaze lingered upon her, unwavering in his devotion. In that moment, she felt an invisible thread pulling her toward him, until she was fully leaning against him, heat replacing the chill of moments before. Although she loved him quite desperately, she now understood her mother’s concern for propriety. She demurred, turning her head ever so slightly away so she could no longer see his longing. Nevertheless, Eleanor was acutely aware of him, her senses quickly attuning to his every movement.

“James?”

“Hmm?” His lips grazed the side of her head. She wanted to fall into his embrace, allow the beauty of their connection to guide their actions, but the sensible part of her couldn’t let go of the warnings she’d had from her mother. She’d been warned against such situations, told these intimate moments were only for married couples.

She wanted to importune him to find a chaperone, her maid, or his mother, but he began a trail of kisses from her left temple down to her ear, causing a burning in her stomach that completely drove all rational thoughts away, and then he suddenly pulled away, a rush of cold air hitting the place where he’d last kissed her.

James cleared his throat as he shifted on the sofa, allowing a gap between them. “I apologize, Eleanor.”

Eleanor placed her hands over her cheeks. “Three weeks and one day from this Sunday.”

“We shall do this the proper way, with a chaperone at all times.”

“Who will you find to supervise our time together today? You sent my maid off to the servants’ parlor.”

James looked ready to leave her in search of a suitable option when Lord Montefeltro entered the room. “Mayhap I could offer my services until another option presents itself.” He bowed to her, then he took up a book from a nearby table and sat in a chair facing the fire. “Do not mind me. I will sit here to provide just enough eavesdropping so you will refrain from too much kissing.”

Eleanor bit her bottom lip, uncertain how to respond to such a bold statement. Either Montefeltro was making an assumption, or he’d witnessed their cozy interlude. She dipped her head, eyes focused on her hands. There was nothing for it…she had allowed her intended to kiss her with the deepest passion, and it had shown her exactly how completely he loved her. Though she had reciprocated his affections, there were more scandalous behaviors one could commit, and so she held her head high, refusing to be shamed over her regard for James Bailey.


Chapter Eighteen



James scooted a little farther away from Eleanor, refusing to allow her innocence to be imperiled further. “Any untoward behavior you witnessed was my doing, Montefeltro. You well know Eleanor is a lady of virtue and grace.”

Montefeltro nodded in Eleanor’s direction. “I am well aware of Miss Dove’s finer qualities.” With a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his lips, Montefeltro lightened the terse statement of moments before. “You, Bailey, have proven yourself a scoundrel over this last week. I would not be a gentleman if I didn’t concern myself with Miss Dove’s reputation.”

James nodded, thankful for the clarification. He certainly wouldn’t want anyone thinking less of Eleanor. “Then we invite you to stay and play chaperone.” James pointed to a different chair, one a little closer to the shelving and facing away from the center of the room where they now sat. “But not so close, Montefeltro. I would not wish you to overhear the sweet nothings I have to whisper to my love.”

Montefeltro chuckled as he stayed in his current spot. “I am most comfortable here.”

James turned back to Eleanor, taking her hands in his once more. “I apologize if my kiss was a bit forward, darling. I lost myself for a moment.”

“Do not apologize. Never ask my forgiveness when you show me love. I wish to experience moments like that for the rest of our lives.”

James released her hand and cupped her face in his palm. One more kiss wouldn’t hurt. Not if it was strictly chaste. He leaned forward and nearly caught her lips with his, but the loud clearing of a throat behind him pulled him out of the moment.

Turning away from Eleanor, he found Mr. Crane standing by the door. “Sir, I do not wish to interrupt, but I must get these documents to the bank before end of day.”

There were many hours left in the day and Crane need not have interrupted that moment, but James was not one to make his staff wait upon him. He nodded to Crane. “Meet me in the den.”

“Yes, sir.”

James leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss on Eleanor’s lips. “A favor, until I return to you.”

Eleanor ran her hand along his jawline. “Do not be away long, James. I will miss you.”

He kissed her one more time, unable to stop himself, for he also needed her warmth to carry with him.

James nearly ran to the den, wishing to complete this business with Mr. Crane and return to Eleanor before she would need to leave. They had a ball to attend at Kenneth Castle that evening. She would require time to dress, which meant he would have to see her back to Dove Hall before long.

Mr. Crane jumped with the same nervousness he’d displayed a few days previously as James entered the den. “Sir, I apologize for interrupting your afternoon. It is only that these documents must be signed due to the extravagant amount Mrs. Bailey has spent this last month on preparations for the Twelfth Night ball.”

James smiled, the last kiss he’d shared with Eleanor still lingering upon his lips. “I have no doubt she has spent the majority of my inheritance.” With a bit of a laugh, he met Crane’s worried features. “Is there anything left in my coffers?”

Crane’s face contorted a little, and then he allowed a nervous laugh to escape. “You have an interesting sense of humor, sir.”

James had been known to have a dry humor, though not notable enough to make people fall over themselves with gales of laughter. But he did expect a little more than a nervous twitch with such a lark. He had inherited more than enough to keep him solvent for at least three lifetimes. With proper investments, his posterity would stay in the same situation as he was now. “Well, let me see these papers.”

James held his hand out. He looked over the first—it was exactly what he had expected. There was a list of the shops where his mother had purchased the items she would use to finish decorating Granville House for the final ball of the Epiphany festivities. It would be the grandest ball of the season and double as his and Eleanor’s engagement party.

He signed that paper, and then set the quill on the blotter so he could review the next. Before his eyes fell upon the sheet, a young boy ran into the den, followed by a harassed looking Mr. Bishop.

“Mr. Bailey, you are needed at our home. There isn’t a moment to lose.” Tommy Gower’s words came out mingled with gasps, as he was attempting to catch his breath. The boy looked near to passing out, as though he had run the distance.

Realizing there wasn’t time to thoroughly check through this next bill, expecting it was an approval for a trip to the modiste and haberdashery for his mother had likely purchased a new evening frock and all sorts of notions to attend her hair for the party, he quickly signed his name without looking at it further. He passed it to Mr. Crane before he walked around the desk and knelt before the boy. “Tommy, take a deep breath and tell me what has happened?”

Thankfully, Mr. Bishop was the sympathetic sort and had poured a small glass of water for the boy. They allowed him to drink and gather himself before pressing him further. When Tommy was able to speak, he reached forward and took hold of James’s arms. “Mr. Bailey, my papa sent me. My sister has fallen ill again. We need medication, but the apothecary won’t send anything because my papa’s purse is pinched. He said he needs it upfront this time.”

It was the same old story, one he’d been fighting for years with the local chemist. He’d requested more than once for the bills to be sent to Granville House when his tenants couldn’t afford necessary or even lifesaving medications.

“Do not worry, Tommy.” James pulled a coin from his purse and pressed it into the boy’s hand. “Take this to the apothecary. Mr. Bishop will accompany you, and he will ensure you get that medication to your sister.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bailey.” Tommy looked down at the coin, his eyes wide. “A whole quid?”

“Mr. Bishop will ensure you not only have the medicine for your sister, but he will help you pick out sweets for you and the other children. Then you can give the remainder to your father in case more medication is needed.”

“Thank you, sir.” Tommy didn’t waste any time. He ran over to Mr. Bishop, taking his hand, and then they ran out of the room at the young boy’s pace heading to the apothecary.

James stood, expecting Crane to be waiting so they could finish their conversation, but it seemed the secretary had taken both papers and had left for the bank. Shrugging off the growing concern over Crane’s behavior of late, James went back to the library to find Eleanor. He would have to escort her back to Dove Hall and then take a detour out to the tenant farms before the party that evening. He would not be able to enjoy even one dance if he didn’t visit the Gower residence to ensure the medicine had been delivered.
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His detour out to the tenant farms had taken longer than expected. When he arrived, he’d taken it upon himself to cheer the healthy children while the physician attended to the sick child. When all was pronounced well, James made certain Gower knew he was willing and able to help in any way.

By the time he arrived home, his mother had already left for the castle, not wanting to be late. James arrived far later than was fashionable. The greeting line had already been disbanded, which was likely best, given he had no desire to exchange fake pleasantries with Rothes. Their last discussion had not gone well, and there was no need for a repeat in front of local Society.

James had only one purpose that night. He wanted to dance every remaining set that evening with his lovely Eleanor. There was no better way for a man to declare to all of Society that he intended to marry a woman than to claim every dance and monopolize her time at the ball.

He scanned the room, looking from one group to the next, expecting to find the Dove family. Eleanor had been aware of his plans to visit the farms, but he’d hoped she would be standing in anticipation of his arrival. His senses caught the colors of the season—green, red, gold, and silver, each color vibrant upon the waistcoats of the men and the women’s evening frocks. Since this was the most prestigious evening of their Christmastide festivities, a night hosted by the Duke of Rothes, each guest was dressed in the latest fashions adorning the ballrooms in London.

The search stopped, captivated by an angelic vision of beauty making his heart skip a beat. Eleanor stood with a group of ladies, animatedly talking and laughing. The frock she’d chosen that evening was a rich shade of sapphire, accentuating her slender figure and delicate features, her cheeks bright with a cheery hue.

Her hair was arranged in an elegant chignon, with soft tendrils framing her face that curled against her cheek. James wanted to twirl his fingers around each one and pull her in for a long overdue kiss. He had missed her, since leaving her at Dove Hall that afternoon. But he hadn’t realized how much until that moment, when he was allowed to gaze upon her without her notice.

She laughed, a soft melody he could hear above the noise of the crush, one he wanted to hear for the rest of his life. James stood rooted to that spot, his future unfolding before him as he envisioned a lifetime of balls and parties to which he could escort Eleanor on his arm, her effortless grace enhanced by the kindness of her personality and a wit that was inviting and endearing.

Slowly, he put one foot in front of the other as he made his way across the ballroom. It took less time than he’d expected to navigate the crowd. His gaze was solely upon her, quieting any interruptions or greetings he might have received from the other guests.

He was nearly to Eleanor when she caught a glimpse of him. Her instant pleasure at his notice sent a wave of fluttering through his stomach. His pulse quickened, and for a moment he hoped their connection would never dissipate.

“Eleanor,” he said softly, taking her hand and pressing it to his lips. “You look exquisite.”

“James, I had hoped you would attend the party. Please tell me all is well at the Gower residence.”

James nodded. He didn’t want to talk about anything other than the way she sparkled among the candle flames around the room. He meant to ask her to dance, but he was momentarily tongue-tied by the knowledge that she had agreed to be his wife. In less than a month’s time, they would never have to be parted, not unless they wished it.

Neither of them spoke, lost in each other’s gazes as the other guests went on with conversations, laughter and chatter filling the air around them. When he finally found his voice, he pulled her closer, but not so close as to harm her reputation.

“Shall we dance?”

“I wish for every dance with you, James.”

James knew he likely looked like a fool in love, but he was her fool, and there was no reason to hide his regard any longer. “Then you shall have every dance with me for as long as I am able.”

He led her to the dance floor. They stood in the queue with the other dancers for each set called out that night. When they queued up for the fourth set together, there were a few curious glances in their direction, but for James, it felt like he and Eleanor were the only two participants in the room, with an orchestra playing for their pleasure alone.


Chapter Nineteen



James stood by the window looking out at the snow as little flurries blanketed the earth in a fresh coat. The season had finished far more pleasantly than he’d originally anticipated, especially given his reluctance upon seeing Eleanor. Preparations for the final ball of the Christmastide season were well underway as his mother, Eleanor, and all the women in the village were at Granville House, scurrying about replacing the ivy that had wilted over the last twelve days and putting everything in order for the Epiphany ball that night.

He would have gladly assisted but had been sent to his den to stay out from underfoot. Therefore, he’d had more than enough time to look out at the snow while warming his insides with a cup of tea. There was absolutely nothing he needed to do until it was time to dress for their guests, which would be hours yet.

He’d left the house early that morning to check in at the Gower residence. Little Jane Gower’s fever had broken with the proper medication. She was mending and would be out of bed for supper that evening. He then spent the morning at the Barton farm. A small fire had started in the barn, destroying the back half. He’d dragged Montefeltro out with him, and they’d helped raise the wall that morning.

Now, Montefeltro was in his bedchamber primping himself for the evening. Montefeltro and Miss Hartwell planned to marry and had posted the banns, the same as James had done. This meant Montefeltro would stay in Emerald Falls for at least another month or two, which didn’t bother James at all. He was happy to offer lodgings, given Montefeltro’s charitable contributions to James’s tenants. He also found he enjoyed Montefeltro’s company. He was a good man. One he was proud to claim as a friend.

“Sir,” Bishop stepped forward with the silver tray. In the center sat a thin letter. “The delivery boy is waiting for a reply.”

Snapping the wax seal, James quickly read the words scrawled upon the parchment and then looked to Mr. Bishop. It had been years since the bank manager had requested his account information. The missive in and of itself was nonsensical, since the manager should be able to look in his ledgers to find his account number. “Where is Mr. Crane?”

“I have not seen him since yesterday, sir. Shall I send a man to his home?”

James shook his head. “Not necessary. I will stop by on my way to the bank.”

“Very good, sir.”

James looked to the letter once more. An itch began at the edge of his thoughts as he considered the reason behind the matter. None of his assumptions made any sense, which meant he simply needed to make the trip into the village.

As he stepped into the hall, he stopped to admire Eleanor’s profile. She held a sprig of mistletoe as a footman climbed to the top of a ladder. His heart had changed toward the troublesome plant, leastwise where he and Eleanor were concerned. He would have to remember the exact spot where the mistletoe was placed so he could kiss his intended that evening. But in that moment, he saw no reason to delay a Twelfth Night kiss.

Stepping forward, he pulled Eleanor into his arms as he snatched the mistletoe from her hand and held it above their heads. Their lips met for a tender kiss, chaste enough to not embarrass the staff, but with enough fervor that he left her a little lightheaded. He held her close until she caught her breath.

“I thought you were to stay in the den until we had finalized the decorations,” Eleanor said, attempting a stern gaze, but her lips twitched with a smile. Dare he hope for another sweet kiss?

James offered the mistletoe to the footman, who stood at the ready. As he turned back, he brushed another kiss across her delicious lips. He’d waited far too long to hold her in his arms, and he wouldn’t squander another moment. “I must go to the bank.”

“Now? Can it not wait until the morrow?”

“I am afraid not. The letter is a bit odd. I must see to the situation today.”

Eleanor tugged on his waistcoat pulling him a little closer. “Then do so with haste. I do not wish to welcome our guests without you by my side.”

“I do adore the way you order me about.”

Eleanor kissed him once more. “And I adore everything about you, my love.”

James laughed. He’d never known such happiness existed. For he had never truly experienced joy until Eleanor had agreed to be his. They may not be married for another three weeks, but he would certainly enjoy every day to its fullest. “Miss Dove, if I do not leave now, your lips will be swollen from stolen kisses when our guests arrive.”

A blush crept instantly into her cheeks. “Why, Mr. Bailey, you are devilishly bold this afternoon.” She playfully pushed him away. “Off with you. Attend to your banking business and return to me as the gentleman you are instead of the rogue you pretend to be.”

James accepted his hat and gloves, allowing Bishop to assist him with the coat before leaving Granville House. It took a quarter of an hour for him to drive the sleigh to Mr. Crane’s cottage. He knocked on the door but received no answer. It was possible Crane was visiting the neighbors or the local pub. Given it was Twelfth Night, there were many celebrations happening that day.

Shrugging off the worry over his secretary’s absence, James set out for the bank. Although it had been years since he’d managed the finances on his own, he was well versed on the books, having reviewed them recently. He would handle the situation and return to Granville House in time to dress for the party.

It took more time than he’d expected to navigate the snowy terrain, but when James arrived in town, he left the horse and sleigh at the local livery and then walked the short distance to the bank, arriving with a pile of snow upon his hat and shoulders.

“I am here to meet with the bank manager.” James made his request and then stepped to the stove as he rubbed his hands together over the fire to bring a bit of heat back into his limbs.

“Mr. Bailey, thank you for responding so quickly.” Mr. Hadley held out his hand, but it wasn’t in greeting. Instead, it was a formality to usher James into his private office.

Once inside, James again stepped to the fire. “It is blisteringly chilly out. I do hope you will be home before the weather turns colder.”

“That is my hope as well, Mr. Bailey.” The other man walked to his desk, sat in the chair, and then picked up his quill. “If you will but inform me as to the bank where you have transferred your accounts, I will mark it down to send notice to your debtors.”

“My debtors?” James smiled at the man. “I realize my mother can be a bit frivolous with the Twelfth Night celebrations, but I assure you all the bills will be promptly paid on the morrow.”

“I am referring to debts you have incurred before this latest celebration.”

“It has been a few days since I looked over the books, but everything should be in order. I shall review everything this evening, if necessary.”

“Very good, sir. Now, as to your current accounts. Where might I advise your debtors to send their requests?”

James frowned. His family coffers had been with Lambton’s since they’d opened their doors—the same year he’d been born. Tilting his head to the side, James spoke with the surety of his position as a member of the bank. “Sir, you must know my accounts are with Lambton’s. The accounts were incepted in the year seventeen hundred eighty-eight. I have no intention of switching elsewhere.”

Mr. Hadley slowly placed his quill upon the blotter. “I am sorry to inform you, sir, but your secretary arrived yesterday afternoon with a signed statement requesting a closure on your accounts.”

James stepped away from the fire. The smell of pine from the crackling embers no longer lent comfort. There wasn’t any reason to warm his hands as it did little good once an icy chill had settled into his chest. “What are you speaking about, man? I signed nothing of the sort.”

Hadley shuffled a few sheets of parchment around on his desk until he found the right one. “Is this not your signature?”

Crossing the room, he ripped the parchment out of Hadley’s hand ready to declare it was a forgery, but his voice caught in his throat as he stared at the page. The signature he’d perfected in his youth sat before him at the bottom of the official document. The memory of Crane handing two sheets to him, one he’d reviewed the other he’d hastily signed as he’d seen to the situation with Tommy Gower, appeared at the forefront of his mind.

“I assume you recognize the document.”

Rubbing his chin, James nodded as he considered his situation. It couldn’t be as bad as it seemed. His inheritance was large. A setback would not be so terrible. “You mentioned debts.”

He stepped closer to the desk, his legs wobbling like an unsteady babe in leading strings. He searched for a chair, but then realized if he sat now, he likely wouldn’t be able to stand when necessary. Leaning against the desk, he patiently waited for Mr. Hadley to produce the ledgers showing the transactions of his accounts.

“Over the past five years, you have made the minimum required payments for each of these debtors. I am afraid when you missed this month’s requirements, the loans were called in.”

“Loans?” Running his pointer finger down the page, James’s breath halted at the numerous debts listed with a minimum payment required each month. Visits to the modiste from years past that still showed he owed a significant sum. The original cost would have been covered long ago, if not for the monthly interest. The haberdashery, coaching inns, the pub, debts from businesses in London, and land taxes. Years of taxes upon Granville House that had yet to be paid in full.

“The list goes onto the next page, I am afraid.” Mr. Hadley’s matter-of-fact tone only served to enhance the labor of James’s breathing. A pain started in his chest and spread outward, grabbing hold of his shoulders and pressing down through his arms.

“This does not signify. My monthly ledgers show each of these payments were cleared. Paid in full at the time they were incurred. I have approved payment of the land taxes.”

For the first time since he’d entered the office, Mr. Hadley’s confidence faltered. “I assure you, Mr. Bailey, your man of business made it clear you wished to pay on a monthly basis.”

“Why did you not say anything?” Even as he asked the question, he already knew the answer. Five years previously, he’d introduced his new personal secretary, Mr. William Crane, at the bank and given him full access to the accounts. James had thought a monthly review of the books would suffice, but it appeared, much to his own detriment, he had been dreadfully wrong.

“I apologize, Mr. Bailey. You were signing the forms. I had no reason to deny every request made by your man of business.”

James closed his eyes. He counted to ten and then reopened them waiting for clarity, yet on the day marked on the calendar as Epiphany, by stark contrast, there were no epiphanies to help him out of this mess. The man standing before him looked quite unsettled, but otherwise there was nothing to indicate a change within the room. James’s throat went dry, his tongue increasing to fill the entirety of his mouth. “What are my options?”

“You may be able to hold off the local businesses. The more pressing matter is the taxes. I am afraid the Land Tax Commissioner has called in your loan and requires eight thousand pounds by morning.”

James rocked back on his feet, as he ran a hand through his hair. “Eight thousand pounds?”

The sum was far dearer than he had expected. If his coffers were full, the sum would still be great for a one-time expense but not devastating.

“If you are unable to pay the sum by half past ten on the morrow, I am afraid the Commissioner will be required to seize Granville House. He will request the constable arrest you and remove you to debtor’s prison.”

James’s head snapped up. “What of my mother? What of Eleanor?”

Eleanor would escape debtor’s prison. She was not yet his wife. But his shame and ruin would fall upon her shoulders. Her reputation would be done. Two failed engagements in one week would not be well received.

Mr. Hadley let go of the formalities as he stepped around the desk. Placing a calming hand on James’s shoulder, he squeezed it enough to let him know there was an ounce of sympathy for his plight. “Can you not go to Mr. Dove and request help? Upon your marriage to his daughter, he should dispense the dowry. A few weeks ahead of time is not unheard of.”

James closed his eyes, as he shook his head. “Mr. Dove refuses to pay the dowry.”

“Mayhap he will make an exception. The money is set aside for her marriage. It is enough to cover the land taxes and other debts. Enough to keep your accounts solvent, if you retrench.”

A sound erupted from James’s throat resembling a tortured laugh. “How shall I ask for such a sum? His daughter gave up a life of luxury and a title to marry me, a man whose secretary stole his inheritance. His entire life’s savings. What man in his right mind would write out a bank note for eight thousand pounds with such news?”

“The dowry is twenty thousand pounds. It is well worth the ask.”

James knew the only reason Mr. Hadley would have knowledge of the amount was because the dowry account was at his bank. Even James hadn’t been made privy to that information, given the money had been taken away due to Eleanor’s choice in husband. “There must be another option.”

“Do you not have a stash of quick money at home? Any amount over the eight thousand might be enough to tide you over as you retrench.”

James pulled his purse out of his coat pocket. He extracted the coins and placed them on the desk. “Five pounds is all I have to my name.” He ran his finger down the list of debts and found the lowest amount. “You may pay this one in full.”

He clutched his coat, holding it closed, as he exited the office. Stumbling out of the bank, he leaned against the door noticing a fresh layer of snow as large flakes fell around him. His horse was at the livery, but he could not retrieve him having just given the last of his coins to Mr. Hadley.

If he hurried, he might be able to find Mr. Crane before he escaped town. It was the only way he could save his family from ruin.
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James approached the cottage at a run. Sweat poured down the sides of his face, mixing with the snowflakes as they fell harder and faster than when he’d left the bank. He wanted to believe this was a misunderstanding. Perhaps he hadn’t given clear instructions—or it was possible Crane had misunderstood the way ledgers were to be kept. Whatever the issue, James needed to discover the truth before all was lost.

Lifting his hand to the door, James realized for the first time since he’d left the bank that his gloves were likely sitting on the table near the fire. Little good they would do him now. His fingers were red, but he balled them into a fist and pounded on the door to the little cottage ignoring the sting in his frozen fingers.

He waited a short time, hoping against the doubts that Crane would open the door with an explanation and the bank notes to make everything right, but the silence was a deafening answer. Crane was not home. Reaching forward, he twisted the knob to hear the click and release. Pushing through, into the house, he stood in the entryway, viewing a haphazard mess. When Crane had last left, it had been in haste.

Not believing his own eyes, James ran from the entryway to each room of the house, taking the steps two at a time to the bedchambers, only to find the same hurried mess on the upper floor. His man of business was gone. The only plausible explanation was the one he had known to be true from the moment he’d understood his accounts had been emptied. Crane had robbed him of every penny.

Stumbling out of the cottage, James fell to the ground, holding his stomach with one hand and balancing himself as he knelt while casting up his accounts, marring the beauty of the pristine white snow. Kneeling, he wiped the mess from his face and then slowly pushed up to stand, his legs shaking at the realization that all was lost.

James walked toward Granville House, snow crunching under his boots, as he made a haphazard path from the cottage to his home. Eleanor’s soft, rosy-cheeked complexion swam before his vision as he thought of ways to save her from ruin. She, out of everyone, was the one he wanted to save. She had no part in his debts. His mother would be welcomed at her brother’s home until Harry and his wife returned from the Continent. She’d be spared a life of hard labor.

The distance took less time than he’d remembered. The large home, cared for by his father and ancestors before him, was alight with candles in every window, ready to welcome Emerald Falls, just as the Christ child and his parents had welcomed the Magi. He slowly took the steps, unclear as to how he would tell Eleanor and his mother of the situation. It seemed kinder to inform them of his financial troubles instead of allowing them to witness his failure as he was placed in shackles and carted off to prison.

As he stepped through the door, Bishop took his hat and then assisted him with his coat. “Thank you, Bishop.”

“You are most welcome, sir.”

James ran a hand through his hair realizing for the first time that it was soaked through. His hat had done little good, given the state of the weather. “Where is Eleanor?”

“Miss Dove is in the ballroom.” Mr. Bishop carefully placed his hat upon the peg and then held the greatcoat up noticing the sick sticking to the lining of the fur. “You are unwell, sir. I will send your valet up with hot water. You should rest instead of joining the festivities this night.”

“I am well enough.” James said as he fought back another wave of sick. Gathering the last bit of strength he could muster, he forced his legs to move forward, carrying him toward Eleanor.

The ballroom was decorated from top to bottom, representations of gold, frankincense, and myrrh adorning each table. Taking a deep inhale, he closed his eyes, expecting the spicy scent of the frankincense to calm his mind and soul, but it did little good. He was far too disturbed for the healing effects of the aroma.

As he stood, waiting for clarity, he wondered if he had enough antique items in Granville House that he could sell to pay his debts. The process would take time, but if he could negotiate with the land commissioner, he might not find himself in debtor’s prison. If he was unsuccessful, the sale of his family heirlooms would have to take place after he was arrested. He would leave instructions for Harry. His brother would see to the matter on his behalf.

His eyes landed upon Eleanor, enchantingly beautiful and dressed for the party in a gold evening frock. She stood at the base of an oversized Christmas tree, directing three footmen who were standing on ladders as they placed candles on each of the boughs.

James couldn’t ruin her evening. Watching her graceful movements, James knew he had to do everything in his power to gather the necessary funds. Leaving Eleanor and his mother to their decorating, he charged down the hall to his den. He would search the room for every spare bit of coin, and he wouldn’t give up until he had eight thousand pounds in hand on the morrow.

He closed the door, preferring not to alert anyone in the house to his desperation. Walking from one shelf to the next, he removed everything of value from its place, setting it on the desk. He didn’t know what amount they would fetch in a quick sale, but it was worth attempting to gather the funds that night or early in the morning.

Pulling books from shelves, he searched each page, hoping his father had tucked money away long ago, but nothing fell out. When he was finished tearing apart his den, he moved to the library. One book after another was pulled down from the shelves as he searched for money. Instead of replacing the books in their rightful spots, he threw them to the floor. Piles of books lay upon the floor, but there was nothing, not even a quid. Both he and his father had trusted the bank and placed every bit of their earnings into the family accounts for safe keeping. There was no stash of money waiting for him to use in an emergency.

His hands shook as he threw the last book from the shelf. He climbed down the ladder, stumbling over the mess he’d made as he pulled open the library door and went back to his den. He pulled out his ledgers, finding the page that listed the family heirlooms.

With a quill in hand, he slowly penned a letter to his brother. The missive was an absolute mess, but it conveyed his dire circumstances. Harry would know what to do. Now he need only find enough money to frank the letter.

My Esteemed Brother, Harry Bailey,
I trust this missive finds you in good health and in the comfort of your hearth as you conclude the celebration of Epiphany with your dear wife. Mother and I have missed you terribly and wish for your speedy return. Regrettably, I write not to share the tidings of a joyous holiday season, but rather to unburden myself of grievous news as I lay my burdens at your feet.
I realize, dear brother, that I have erred not only in the sight of man, but in God’s sight as well. What father would say to me upon this occasion haunts my thoughts, and I pray one day I might be able to face him upon my entry into heaven. How I shall look you and Mother in the eye while on this earth, I shall never know. I dare not think about your wrath once you read beyond this point.
An egregious error on my part has led to my financial undoing. The man of business with whom I entrusted my affairs has absconded, having emptied my accounts entirely. Were this misfortune to afflict me alone, I would not dare trouble you with my plight. However, the ramifications extend beyond me. You and Mother will now face the consequences of my folly. My intended, Eleanor Dove will face the censure of Society as she is bound to end our engagement, making this her second failed attempt on the marriage mart. I fear her reputation, no matter how deeply she is loved by all in Emerald Falls, will not survive my disgrace.


James held his quill over the parchment, trying to find a way to tell his brother he needed eight thousand pounds to hold off the land commissioner. He truly had no idea what the full debt was, not having asked for the final sum. But as he tried to write the words, he couldn’t continue. Harry didn’t deserve to hear about his debts in a letter. Placing this burden upon his brother was wrong. It was his debt, and he alone needed to find a way to repair what he had done.

Instead of finishing the letter, James threw the quill to the desk, ink splattering across the parchment and the pristine ebony desktop. He crunched the parchment but left it sitting upon his desk as he left the den. He stood in the hall, knowing there were no more options. It was time to ruin the happiness of everyone in this house by informing them of his ruin. Within the hour, the house would be empty of servants who would need to find an employer to meet their wages. His intended would leave for home, and his mother…his mother would need to leave as well.

As he stood desperately trying to figure out how to save Eleanor and his mother, he knew the only possible way to do so would be to break their hearts. It would be kinder than allowing them to take responsibility for his debts, for he knew they would not abandon him as he desired.

Entering the ballroom, James took a deep breath as he straightened his shoulders and crossed the wood floor. The sound of his boots pulled Eleanor’s attention away from the preparations for the party. Her face lit up like the sun at noon day, and his plan faltered in his chest. He couldn’t hurt her. Not again.


Chapter Twenty



“James, I worried you would not arrive home in time to dress for the party.” Eleanor crossed the room and went up on the tips of her toes to kiss him on the cheek. “You are soaked through.”

His mother stepped forward, taking in his disheveled clothing and harassed features. “A hot bath should set you right. Run on up to your bedchamber, and I will send for your valet.”

James placed one hand under Eleanor’s chin, tipping her head up so he could look into her eyes. He knew what life would be without her, and he dared not approach such a fate again.

His voice was low, his throat dry. “Have I ever told you about the day I decided to marry you?”

Eleanor shook her head, an amused expression mingled with worry crossing her features. “I wish to know everything, James. But if you do not dress for the party, you will be late to greet our guests.”

“You were sixteen and had yet to enter Society. I was sitting in the pew waiting for church services to start when you entered the Dove pew dressed in a white frock with lavender flowers embroidered upon the bodice. It was the first time your hair had been pinned atop your head. You were beautiful with long dark tresses down your back, but with it in a coiffure, you became a lady. You met my gaze, took in my appearance, and instead of greeting me as a young lady should, you pointed to my chest and told me my cravat needed straightening. I knew in that moment I would one day request your hand in marriage.”

Eleanor leaned into him. The scent of peppermint oil filled his senses, promising to linger for hours yet in his memory. He didn’t know why he’d decided to share this information with her. He’d never spoken of that day to anyone. Not even his friends knew the depths of his love for Eleanor Dove, but he had loved her from that moment on.

“I was terribly nervous that day. My hair had never felt so light, and I was concerned the pins would somehow fall from the coiffeur, allowing strands of hair to flop upon my shoulders. I had no idea you had taken notice of me. If I had, I wouldn’t have been so bold. I likely would have fumbled with a curtsey and the perfect greeting, nothing so rude as insulting your cravat.”

James chuckled. “How could I not have noticed the sweet little girl who’d sat in the pew next to my family all my life had blossomed into a beauty. A man would have had to be blind not to notice you.”

“I love you too, James.”

James kissed the top of her head before he backed away from her. It would not be appropriate for him to kiss her any longer, knowing that once his ruin was public knowledge, their engagement would have to end.

His mother stepped forward, placing a hand on his arm. “James, are you quite well? You look altered.”

He was altered. Never to be the same again, now that he knew his future would not be joined with Eleanor’s. His chest no longer burned with the pleasure and anticipation of making her his wife. It was now heavy with the greatest of regret for allowing himself to be lost in love. He would have preferred to never have known such abiding admiration for a woman than to have it ripped away from him twice in one lifetime.

“I need a moment, Mama.” He couldn’t destroy the happiness of those he loved. Rushing out of the ballroom, James considered taking the heirlooms he’d gathered in his den to the nearest shop to see what price they would bring, but it was late in the afternoon. The shops would be closed for the celebrations to come.

“Mr. Bailey, I sent for your valet. He will meet you in your chambers.” Bishop pointed to the stairs as though he expected James to obey.

James held up his hand, staying the preparations for a bath. Hauling water up the back staircase was not necessary. “I must go into town once more. Do tell my mother and Miss Dove once I have left, that I will return shortly.”

Bishop bit the side of his cheek before nodding his head. “Very good, sir.”

James had to try to sell the most valuable of his items. He ran back to the den and took the pocket watch off the desk. The watch had belonged to his third great grandfather. It was in pristine condition, never having been taken out of the box as it had been purchased as a symbol of their family status.

James tucked the box into his coat pocket and left the house before anyone could question the purpose of his trip to the village. The watch would fetch a higher price in London, but the storm raging in this part of England would not allow for easy travel. A man would have to be running from capture or absolutely insane to travel far from home this time of year.

Although he was exhausted, James ran the distance, weary and near collapse when he reached the local jeweler, but to his dismay, the shop was dark, as it had already closed for the night.

In that moment, as he looked from one place of business to the next, the lack of candlelight and the stillness of the snow falling around him, he had one option left. There was only one person in Emerald Falls who had the money he needed that night. He turned to the east. Much to his dismay, it seemed the Duke of Rothes was his last hope.
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Kenneth Castle towered over the quaint village of Emerald Falls, the turrets standing empty of guards, but only because it was a frivolous expense to hire an army when there was little to no chance of an invasion. A moat surrounded the large edifice, allowing for visitors to cross a bridge to enter the walls.

The castle was magnificent, a centerpiece upon the rolling hills overlooking Emerald Falls. It was a pity Rothes rarely welcomed visitors. James knew it was likely Rothes would refuse him entrance, but he had to ask for help. If not from Rothes, there was no other option.

His final hope that night would be to bury the old arguments and reach out to the friend from his childhood. The one he had known before he had left for Eton. The one with whom he had run through the fields and explored caves, long before he had been consigned to a Bath chair.

It took the last bit of strength he had to push himself up the hill, but James found himself standing on the doorstep to the castle. He smoothed his hair back, brushing snowflakes onto the porch as he lifted the knocker and hit it against the plate three times.

“Is His Grace at home to visitors?”

The butler moved to the side as he accepted James’s card. The little card was soaked through, his frock coat and waistcoat soaking up the snow instead of repelling it as his greatcoat would have done.

Placing the very wet card upon the silver platter, the butler did little to hide his disdain for James’s current presentation. He stepped forward in the vestibule to look at his reflection in the looking glass. He was haggard in appearance, looking more like a vagrant than the gentleman he was. He tried to smooth out his hair, but it was too far gone, and he would need a brush to make it right.

“His Grace will see you in the den.” The butler walked in front of him, leading the way. James could have found the room on his own. He’d been to Kenneth Castle many times over the years.

Rothes sat in his Bath chair, his valet behind him ready to do his bidding should he need anything. The smile of pleasure on Rothes’s face was more frightening than welcoming. “Bailey, this is a surprise. Do you not have an extravagant evening planned for Epiphany?”

James didn’t wait to be offered a seat. He stepped forward and sat before his legs gave out. “Your Grace, I am in dire need of your assistance.”

“Yes, I have heard of your situation. The rumors around the village are almost unbelievable, yet your appearance suggests there is more truth to them than I first believed.”

His head came up, confused at how the duke would already know. But then again, the duke knew everything that happened in Emerald Falls. Nothing escaped his notice. “Then you are aware that my account has been drained. I need eight thousand pounds before the morrow.”

“A tidy sum.” Rothes tapped his fingers against the desk, a smile brightening his austere features. “What assurances do I have that you will pay back such a large amount?”

“I will retrench. Cut all frivolous expenses and only incur what I can pay out of my purse.”

Rothes laughed. “Retrench? It will take much more than that to get yourself out of trouble. You may need eight thousand by morning, but what of the debts to local merchants? The modiste alone has extended credit far beyond what you can pay.”

“I am in a tight spot.” James touched the pocket that held the watch. He would willingly sell it to Rothes, or trade it for the help. But first, he hoped to rekindle the friendship that once had been. “Your Grace, I implore you to consider our friendship from long ago.”

Rothes shook his head as he waved his hand to stop James from speaking. “What friendship? Do you mean the time we spent together in our youth? We were not friends, Bailey. Friends do not allow each other to fall.”

“Neither of us remember the details of that day. I only know we were both curious to find the treasures held within the cave.”

“Yes, but I am the one who did not walk away from it.” He motioned to the Bath chair.

“You landed poorly when you jumped, Ben. I did nothing to cause your injuries.”

“I believe you have forgotten your manners, Bailey.”

James nodded, instantly humbled. “I apologize, Your Grace.”

The duke sat back, steepling his hands under his chin. “I am in a giving mood this evening. I will provide the eight thousand pounds you so desperately need, but not as a loan. I want property in trade.”

Sitting forward, the burden James had carried most of the day started lifting from his shoulders. “Yes, of course. We can work out a deal to extend your property line on the east side of Granville.”

“Not that property.”

“It makes the most sense, since it is the area adjoining our land.”

Rothes’s smile lifted to show the stark white of his teeth. “I want the tenant farms.”

“The farms?” The hope of seconds before instantly evaporated as he fell backward against the hard chair. “I could not possibly sell the farms.”

“Look at you, Bailey. A pathetic weasel of a man who cannot even keep his estate ledgers straight. You recently told me I was a bitter fool who refused to let go of the past, but now you sit here begging me for money, and you do not have the intelligence to take a handout when it is given to you. Those farms aren’t worth eight thousand pounds, but I am ready to pay a tidy sum—a sum which will keep you out of debtor’s prison—and you will not jump at the opportunity to save yourself. You are more a fool than I thought.”

Was he a fool? James couldn’t honestly disagree with that assertion. It had been foolish of him to fully trust his secretary with the finances. It had been wrong of him to sign documents without reviewing them first, and he would pay the price for his choices. But he would not condemn the good people who had trusted him with their lives to the rents and fees Rothes charged his own tenants.

“Please, Your Grace, consider the land that borders your estate. It would be much more profitable for you to have that section of property.”

Rothes chuckled under his breath, a throaty sound that made his frail frame shake. “Why have you come to me? What about your friends, Daniel Kaye, Alfred Deane, and Robert Cratchit? Can they not give you the money to free yourself from this debt?”

James shook his head. “They do not have the funds.”

Rothes nodded. “Too shameful. It is your pride that will not allow you to tell your friends of this error in judgment. Or perhaps it is because those friends of yours would laugh in your face and turn you away.”

Touching his pocket, James extracted the watch. “Instead of land, would you consider an antique pocket watch as collateral for a loan?”

Rothes burst into laughter. He tapped his cane against the desk, the thrill of besting James and denying him of the funds in his greatest hour of need igniting a passion rarely seen within the duke.

Realizing there was no chance of obtaining the money, James attempted to find the strength to leave, but his legs wobbled like the expertly molded gelatin dishes his cook had prepared over the years. His attempt didn’t go unnoticed, which only caused Rothes to laugh once more.

“The most generous thing you can do for your mother and poor Miss Dove is to die. Do what you must to catch a feverish illness. Pneumonia has been prevalent in the tenant farms. Or you could wander about aimlessly until you catch your death. There is always the river separating our properties. A leap off the bridge would be quick and easy. With you gone, Miss Dove’s reputation will be secured, for no one can fault a woman for the death of her intended. Your brother will become the owner of Granville Estate. His accounts are secure and untouched by the charlatan you hired. With Harry’s money behind your debts, your mother will be free from debtor’s prison and live out her days in comfort. The village will watch and wait to see as Miss Dove finds another man, this time one of considerable means, perhaps a duke.” Rothes’s smile widened as he made certain James knew he would be the one to offer for Eleanor’s hand. “Your incompetence will soon be forgotten, and your pathetic existence will be reduced to a stone marker.”

Somehow, with the little strength he had left, James fought his way to his feet so he could leave the duke’s den. He didn’t go out into the hall. Instead, he walked to the double doors that led out to a veranda. The distance to Granville House was much shorter if he went out the back to cross through the section adjoining Rothes’s land.

James stumbled his way down the hill to the bridge between the properties. It stood high above a fast-flowing river that emptied out into the ocean. He stepped forward, forcing one foot in front of the other until his boots slipped on the icy bridge, causing him to stumble. Grasping the stone railing, he leaned forward, bowing his head. Prayer was the one option he hadn’t yet tried, and now, more than ever, he felt compelled to petition God.

“Father, who art in heaven.” A sob broke free from his throat as he leaned on his arms, his hands shaking. “I am not a praying man, but if thou art there, and thou canst hear me, show me the way.”

As he stood looking out at the vast ocean in the distance, James leaned forward, waiting for an answer. His mother had taught him to trust in the Lord. If ever there was a time when a man needed heavenly assistance, it was this moment. The water rushed below. Swirling waves mixed with broken shards of ice as he waited for an answer that didn’t seem likely to arrive. A man didn’t have the right to expect God to rush to his aid when he had spent his life only offering up such felicitations while in the pews at church each Sabbath day.

James ran his hand through his hair as he made a final decision. If God had heard his prayer and sent an answer, the answer had been drowned out by the strength of the wind around him. Removing his frock coat, he carefully folded the wet material, noticing the bulge of the watch secured in the pocket before laying it on the stone. Lifting his leg, he hoisted himself up on the ledge of the bridge before gazing down at the watery depths.

Just as he was ready to take a leap, his eye caught a movement to the right where he had placed his coat. He turned and startled at the sight of a man standing on the bridge. Instead of jumping to his death, James tumbled backward, falling on his back. The world suddenly went dark as his head slammed against the cobblestones, rendering him even more helpless than he’d been moments before.
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James woke to the crackling of a fire and the smell of roasted chicken. A bandage was wrapped around his temple, a terrible ache pounding every inch of his head. A wave of dizziness hit as he attempted to move, his eyes aching. The memory of his last moments came back in a rush, the shame of his near life-ending decision filling his chest with regret that he hadn’t succeeded. Sitting up, he searched for the man who had foiled his plans. He would give the man a set-down and then find his way back to the bridge.

Rothes had been right. For the first time in James’s knowledge, the duke had aptly assessed the situation and left a visual impression in James’s mind of the ruin Eleanor would face as a consequence of their engagement. There was only one solution.

The door to the cottage opened, the wind causing the flames in the fire to flicker. The same man who had startled him on the bridge walked in with a pile of wood in his arms. He looked over at the bed and then smiled. “Would you like something to eat?”

His stomach growled in response. One last meal wouldn’t do him harm. “I would be most grateful.”

James watched the man’s movements. For an elderly gentleman, he seemed light on his feet, with the agility of a young man. But even though he couldn’t place the memory, James knew this man was not a stranger. They must have received an introduction, if not conversed, on one occasion. Even the tone of his voice was familiar. The memory sat on the edge of James’s mind, itching for the details to emerge, but the pain in his head was too great, and so he stopped fighting to retrieve the memory.

“Do I know you?”

The man didn’t turn around. He was busy preparing a plate as he crouched by the fire, having pulled the meat away from the flames. “We have met. But it was many years ago, and you likely do not remember.” The stranger placed a steaming cup of tea on a tray, along with a plate filled with meat, roasted potatoes, and cabbage.

“Tell me the instance, and I am certain I will recall the day.”

The man wiggled his finger at him. “You will remember after this night. I promise you that. Now, it’s been years since I cooked supper. You’ll let me know if it’s edible?”

James hesitated before picking up the fork, but the yearning and another audible growl of his stomach won out. The last meal he’d eaten had been that morning, and he hadn’t thought to go all day without another meal. If he had known what this day would bring, he’d likely have eaten much more than a few slices of toast. The chicken was cooked to perfection, tender and succulent. The potatoes were seasoned with garlic, and the cabbage, although he’d never been one to enjoy the vegetable, was delicious. If he wasn’t determined to finish the night with another visit to the bridge, he would have requested a second plate.

James took one last sip of tea before setting the tray aside. “You are not hungry?”

“No.” The man chuckled as he busied himself with the fire. “I have no need of food, James.”

James rubbed his head. A soft spot and a large bump sent a shock of pain through every nerve, head to toe. He had this man to thank for the bump. A respectable man would have left him to his business and carried on without interrupting. Annoyed more than anything, James narrowed his eyes in suspicion. Who was this stranger, and when had they previously met? “You have the upper hand, sir. I am afraid your name escapes me.”

“Erasmus Brown. Your humble servant.”

He turned the name over in his head, whispered it as he tried it out, but he had never spoken the name Erasmus Brown in his life…at least, not that he could recollect. Moreover, the man’s accent wasn’t British. “From where do you hail? I have never met anyone with your accent. Are you from a town nearby?”

Erasmus shook his head. “I hail from a place quite distant from here.”

“What brought you to Emerald Falls?” James threw the blankets back on the bed, swinging his legs to the side so he could retrieve his clothing and get back to the task at hand.

“An assignment, of sorts.”

James nodded. “Anything I might help you with?”

The offer had come automatically. He’d said those same words nearly every day of his life. There was always someone to help, and he didn’t mind lending a hand when necessary. But did he really have time this night? He had only a few hours to complete the task, which would then allow his remains to be found by morning, thereby freeing Eleanor from their engagement and his mother from the threat of debtor’s prison.

“I had hoped you would offer.” Erasmus lifted the tea kettle, refilling James’s cup. “It is as I always say—a kind deed is often met with one in return.”

James took another sip of tea and then placed the cup on the tray once more. “I have a busy night ahead of me. Tell me what you need, and I will gladly assist.”

“Very well. I need you to take yourself home to that beautiful young lady of yours. She is likely worried you have not arrived to greet your guests.”

James tried to stand, but a wave of nausea forced him back down to the bed. He touched the back of his head as Erasmus picked up the cup, insisting he drink. “Is that all?”

Erasmus patted James on the shoulder in a tender way that made him believe this elderly man was intent on seeing him back to Granville House, no matter how troublesome the task became.

James grumbled. “What business is it of yours?”

“I was sent here to help you. My presence in Emerald Falls is strictly due to that prayer you said at the bridge.”

“Pardon me?”

Erasmus pointed his finger up, and James’s eyes followed as his head tilted backward. Erasmus spoke with a reverence James had never heard nor felt. A wave of peace came over him, as though his soul was confirming the heavenly claim. “He sent me to be your guardian angel.”

James had heard a great many fabrications in his life, but this was by far the most amusing. Was this a lark created for his amusement? Had this man heard the miraculous story from James’s youth? The story the vicar had conjured up claiming a guardian angel had saved his and Harry’s lives? If so, James found it rather distasteful, given his current predicament.

Fighting against the peace he’d experienced seconds before, he considered the situation. He hadn’t done anything noteworthy in his life. He had friends who had done more notable actions, serving in the military, for one. That sort of bravery deserved heavenly protection.

“Why would anyone want to send me an angel?”

“I was sent here to save you. Ridiculous of you to consider killing yourself over money. Do you not know that life is God’s greatest gift to man?”

James leaned forward, resting his head in his hands. “Well, you look like the sort of angel I would get. Hidden away in a little cottage, no wings, a missing halo, a strange accent. Did you fall from heaven, or did they cast you out?”

“Wings require a great many good deeds, and I have not yet earned them.”

James wondered for a moment if this man had escaped from an asylum. He didn’t know of any nearby, but it was possible he had wandered far from bedlam before the snowstorm had hit. Playing along with the delusion, James grumbled. “What will Society think if I show up to the Epiphany celebration with a wingless angel?”

Erasmus laughed. “With your help, I won’t be wingless for long.”

James nodded his head, instantly regretting it as another wave of nausea hit with a twinge of pain. “Then we must get on with it. How might I assist?”

“By allowing me to help you.”

James forced himself off the bed—dizziness or not, he was ready to leave this little cottage. He crossed to the fire to check his clothing. His shirt and breeches were still wet, which didn’t bother him at all. He didn’t need dry clothes to finish his work. But if he were to assist this man back to the asylum where he would be safe, he might want to start the night out with dry clothing.

“You do not happen to have eight thousand pounds?”

“I am afraid not. We do not use money in heaven.” Erasmus had an answer for everything. He was sharp as a tack for one so delusional.

“It is quite important down here. In fact, without it, one might as well be dead.”

“You must not speak like that. I will never get my wings if you continue to think about ending your life. You simply do not realize what you have done. Why, if it hadn’t been for you…”

James narrowed his eyes at the angel. “If it had not been for me Eleanor would be living a life of comfort as a contessa. She wouldn’t be facing the ruin of a second failed engagement. My brother would be master of the family estate instead of traipsing around the Continent with his wife pretending to find happiness in rented rooms. Even my friends and the people in this town who have relied upon me would be better off.”

“James, you are not thinking properly.”

James pulled up his shirt, intending to remove the night clothes in which Erasmus had so kindly dressed him while he’d been unconscious. “Leave me alone, Mr. Brown. Go haunt someone else.”

Erasmus clicked his tongue in disappointment as he shook his head. “Then you still think killing yourself is the answer?”

James shrugged his shoulders. “It will have to do. Why, if God were truly merciful, he would never have allowed a man such as me to walk this earth. Everyone would be much better off if I had never been born.”

Erasmus looked to the heavens and spoke in low tones so even James couldn’t hear. He nodded and then lifted his hands as though he were presenting a gift. “Very well, James. Your wish has been granted.”

“Just like that, huh? I thought you were an angel, not a mischievous spirit.” James quickly turned to look at the man and then stopped, worried he would aggravate the bump on the back of his head.

“You have never been born. You do not exist. No obligations. No duties. No debts. No intended. No mother.”

James quirked an eyebrow at the man as he suddenly noticed his head no longer hurt. Placing his hand against the back where he’d felt the bump earlier, he realized it was smooth. When he pulled the bandage off, he discovered it was clean.

“What the deuce?”

“Your headache and the wound are gone because you never slipped off the ledge.”

Tired of the games this old man was playing, James grabbed his clothing from the chairs, his hands touching the noticeably dry cloth. Considering it the one good thing that had happened that night, he decided it would be best to forego further conversation with Mr. Brown so he could get the deed over with.

Erasmus stood with a large smile upon his face. “Now that you are free from all burdens, where should we go first?”

“I need a drink. I have a bottle waiting for me in my den. If we are careful, we can avoid the ballroom, and no one need know we have entered Granville House.”

“Mind if I join you?” Erasmus bounced on the tips of his toes as though he were in for a treat.

“You are most welcome.” James buttoned his waistcoat and allowed Erasmus to help him with the frock coat. Before they left the cottage, James turned back to the strange man. “No more talk of angels, otherwise I will keep my bottle to myself.”

Erasmus held up his hands in contrition. “Carry on, James. I wish only to see to your success.”

As they stepped out into the elements, James noted, for the first time in the last twelve days, the snow had finally stopped. A chill settled into his bones as he left the warmth of the hearth to walk the distance to Granville House. It took a moment for him to gather his bearings, but when he realized the way home, he started the long trek along the snowy path.


Chapter Twenty-One



Granville House had lost its luster. Although the moon shone high in the sky, it lent little light to the dilapidated home that looked abandoned. Truly, it felt as though no one had lived in it for at least ten years, possibly longer. James noted the shuttered windows that had held glowing candles only hours before. As he walked up the stone steps, chipped and broken his boot caught, sending him to his hands and knees.

“I suppose once a man loses his wealth and family, the property shows immediate signs,” James said. He made a mental note to fix the steps before heading back to the bridge. There was no reason to allow the land commissioner to take possession of a rundown home. James did have his pride, after all.

Erasmus pursed his lips as he pointed to the house. “This is not your home, James. It fell to disrepair soon after Mr. Bailey passed away.”

“You refer to my father.”

“You never had a father, James. You were never born.”

James pushed past him. “Stop it, Erasmus. I tire of your games.”

Stepping through the door, James noticed the beautiful hallway that had once held ancient vases, expensive paintings, and finely crafted furniture was now empty. It was as though his debt collectors had come early, taking everything not nailed to the floor. Remembering the pocket watch he’d had in his possession, he patted his frock coat.

Erasmus quickened his step, standing in front of James. “You do not have a pocket watch, James.”

“I did not take you for a thief, Erasmus. That watch belonged to my ancestors.”

“You have no ancestors.”

James pushed past the old man as he stepped farther into the house. Cobwebs and dust and broken doors hanging off their hinges were among the many changes in the house, now a shell of the beautiful home he’d once taken so much pride in owning. He had known everything was lost, but this was far too disheartening. He needed that drink, if only to calm his nerves.

Entering the den, he found it empty of the books he’d cherished, the comfortable sofa, and the desk his father had procured from France. Everything was gone, even the brandy and whiskey he’d stashed behind the books on the shelf.

Turning to Erasmus, he tilted his head in resignation. “It looks as though I cannot offer you that drink.”

“You had nothing to offer. Nothing in this home belongs to you.”

James laughed, an ill sound that would have frightened him if he wasn’t lost to all good. “You could not be more right. The crown and my debtors have seized everything. My only regret is not knowing if Eleanor and my mother escaped beforehand.”

“Eleanor is not your intended, and you have no mother.”

James pushed past the so-called heavenly messenger. Staying at Granville House was not an option. He would have to find another place to spend the night. The cottage he had rented to Mr. Crane was now empty. He could spend the night there while awaiting the constable.

Running through the snow-covered fields, James rounded the bend to find the cottage had also fallen into disrepair. “What happened here?”

Erasmus stepped out from around him. “This cottage has been unoccupied for years. There was no need for a personal secretary once Mr. Bailey passed away.”

James pushed past Erasmus, running down the lane to the tenant farms. The homes and farms he’d taken such pride in repairing for his tenants were gone and replaced with a cemetery that extended to the church in the distance.

“When Granville House lost its master, the town purchased this land and chose to extend the cemetery.”

“I was here only yesterday. How could this have happened so soon?”

“You were never here, James.”

“Well, if I was not here, what about Harry? He should have inherited the home.” James ran forward, hoping his eyes were deceiving him, but found the stones were as real up close as they had been from a distance. Kneeling beside the closest one, he brushed the snow away so he could read the name. His voice caught in his throat as he tried to say the words, but it would make this nightmare real if he were to acknowledge his brother’s name was upon the stone.

“Harry Bailey died when he fell into the water while trying to jump over the fissure.”

James ran a hand through his hair. “A falsehood if I have ever heard one. I was there that day. I pulled my brother to safety. He has a wife, and they live in France.”

“Harry tried to swim to safety, but there was no older brother there to protect him.”

“I was there. We grabbed hold of the driftwood until the ship arrived. They pulled us out of the water.”

“The prayer of a young boy whose faith was as pure as his love for his family, that is what saved you and Harry that awful day. But since you were not there, the prayer was never spoken.”

“How do you know about that?” The memory of that awful moment came back in a rush. Long ago forgotten moments reentered his thoughts as though they had never left, just waiting in the recesses of his mind for the right time. In his mind’s eye, James could see himself as a child, kicking his feet as hard and fast as he could until his strength had left him. The knowledge that he and Harry would die had filled his chest as he’d swallowed a gulp of salty seawater, but as his head had once more broken through the waves, he’d cried out in prayer, a strangled unintelligible sound, with the last bit of breath he’d expected to take.

James turned toward Erasmus. It hadn’t been driftwood they’d held to. It had been Erasmus holding them above the water. As though Erasmus knew the thoughts racing through James’s head, he dipped his head, accepting the unspoken acknowledgement between them.

“Eleanor.” James whispered her name. If this was true, if Erasmus was an angel and this was now his reality, what had happened to Eleanor? If she was living a life of comfort, he would gladly accept this new reality. Of course, the sacrifice of his brother’s life was one he didn’t wish to make. But if Eleanor was happy, content with her engagement to Montefeltro, he would consider this endeavor a success. “Where is she?”

Erasmus shook his head. “I am not allowed to tell you.”

“Please, Erasmus. I must know.”

“You will not like it, James.”

“Tell me. I must see her.”

Erasmus placed a hand on his shoulder. “She is preparing for the Twelfth Night ball at Kenneth Castle.”

James steadied himself against the headstone. “Why would she be at Kenneth Castle?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. There were many reasons she could be at the castle, one of which was the Duke of Rothes was hosting the Epiphany ball. James ran toward the bridge. He crossed over it, and then climbed the hill that separated Granville Estate from the castle. He walked the well-known path to the back of the castle, then stood on the veranda hoping to catch a glimpse of Eleanor as she danced with Montefeltro.

Standing outside the doors that led into the drawing room, James’s shoulders relaxed as he recognized Eleanor’s profile. She stood alone, elegant in a deep red frock, her silky dark brown locks dressed in the latest style.

The doors opened, both at the same time, permitting the Bath chair to be pushed into the room. James turned to Erasmus, “I thought you said I had never been born.”

“You haven’t, James. Rothes’s accident wasn’t your fault. That boy was determined to prove he could outwit his friends. He jumped across the fissure of his own choice.”

James didn’t understand everything about this new existence, but he stood by his earlier convictions. If Eleanor was happy, he wouldn’t complain. Unable to hear the conversation, James looked to Erasmus. “I cannot say it makes me happy to know she has married the duke, but I am relieved to see she was not ruined by a second failed engagement.”

“Perhaps you should take another glance at this little scene.”

Erasmus slowly turned the handle on the door, allowing them to eavesdrop.

Rothes’s scowl matched the rage in his tone. “Your maid reported that you have begun your courses once more.”

“I am afraid she is correct, Your Grace.” Eleanor’s voice shook, even as she stood with her back straight, her shoulders tensing further with each roll of his Bath chair in her direction.

Rothes slammed his cane against the chair, the crack sending a jolt of fear as Eleanor shakily took a step backward. “Your parents claimed our marriage would produce an heir. Have I been duped by their lust for a rise in station? Offered a barren bride for my title and wealth?”

“I am doing my best, Your Grace. Perhaps another month will give us what we both desire.” Eleanor’s hand shook as she reached out to steady herself against the arm of a nearby sofa.

“Mayhap the threat of an annulment will convince you to give me a son.”

“If you think that a wise course of action, I will not argue. All I ask is for my dowry to be settled upon me and a small cottage for my living.”

James stepped toward the open door, ready to intervene on Eleanor’s behalf, but was stalled as she turned away from the duke. Her once soft features, her beautiful hazel eyes, were marred by harsh purple and black bruises tinged with a yellowish hue. Strength and the ability to stand her ground in adversity, traits he’d long associated with Eleanor, had completely disappeared. The elegant, handsome woman he loved was defeated. Frightened and ready to run for safety.

He didn’t have to ask the angel how the bruises had occurred. He knew without explanation that Rothes had beaten Eleanor, by hand or cane, it didn’t matter. The shame of what Rothes had done burned within James’s chest, reminding him that this never would have happened if not for his selfish desire to end his existence. As Rothes lifted his cane, Eleanor flinched. She wrapped her arms around her middle, bracing herself for whatever punishment Rothes would dole out.

James’s ire rose, the need to protect the woman he loved overpowering all rational thought. Bursting through the doors, James placed himself between Rothes and Eleanor, allowing the cane to fall upon his back and shoulders.

“Eleanor, my love.” James tried to pull her out to the cold winter night with him, but he was a stranger. She fought against him, fought to stay with the man she’d married in this reality, but James would not allow it. “Come with me, dearest. You do not have to stay in this wretched castle any longer.”

Rothes’s cane struck his back once more. “She is my wife, thief. I suggest you leave now, before I send for the constable.”

“Get away from her.” James’s hand caught the cane as it came down for another blow. He yanked it away from Rothes, throwing it at the glass doors where Erasmus and he had stood moments before.

Years of practice boxing turned his hand instinctively into a fist, and he took a swing, colliding with Rothes’s chin. Thankfully, the first blow caused Rothes to stop yelling for his servant to find his cane. Instead, he sat in shocked silence as he rubbed the spot where James had hit.

Unfortunately, as soon as James turned back to Eleanor, she screamed and then swooned, landing on the sofa. He could carry her away from this place, which was his only desire in that moment. He’d bested the duke, and now he would save his love.

James leaned down to take her in his arms, but he was suddenly thrown forward as Rothes lunged out of the chair, throwing himself onto James. Years of pent-up anger escaped as James tried to jab his elbow into Rothes’s gut. James was certain he could win, even as Rothes’s teeth ripped skin away from James’s hand. James pushed the duke off, stood, and considered himself victor until one of the footmen entered the fight with a pistol.

With the first shot aimed at him, James scrambled to his feet and ran out the door back into the cold night, barely escaping before the second shot sounded behind him. He ran down the same path he’d taken earlier that evening until he was standing on the same cobblestone bridge where he had decided his life was not worth living.

If this was truly an answer to his earlier prayer, then God must still be listening, for he would not bring such havoc into James’s life and then leave him in a lurch. Leaning against the exact same spot as before, James cried out. “Please, God, forgive my hasty request. I want to live again. Please, allow me to live once more.”
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Peppermint. He could smell peppermint, which made little sense since nothing else had permeated the darkness shrouding his dreamless sleep. Visions of Eleanor’s face, much like a sketch in a book, broke through the darkness, pulling him closer to the surface, and then just as he thought he would sink back down, he heard a voice.

“James, come back to me.” Eleanor’s voice pierced through the darkness. He wanted to reach out and hold her, but waking seemed awfully difficult. His brain was trying to find the light, but his eyelids wouldn’t comply, stuck in a dark paralysis he couldn’t break through.

There were so many things he wanted to say to Eleanor. He wanted to know she was well and no longer in the clutches of the Duke of Rothes. He wanted to kiss every bruise from her face and promise she would never suffer at the hands of an abuser again, yet even that fear couldn’t pull him out of the endless sleep. Blast! It was rather annoying to want something so greatly, yet not have the strength to achieve it.

The soft bed beneath him, the pillows under his head, the warmth, the constant crackling of the fire—all of this told him he was no longer out in the elements lying on the bridge in the snow. No, he was in a bed once more, and not just any bed. He was certain from the sounds, the intruding smell of bergamot that almost overtook the peppermint lingering nearby, he had somehow returned to Granville House.

As he fought his way to the surface, James heard faceless voices chatting in low whispers. The state of the library. The letter he’d penned to Harry. The overwhelming debt. Mr. Crane. Those were just a few of the things he’d overheard, piecing together in his muddled thoughts that his secret was no longer his alone. Whoever was sitting in that room with him was aware of his financial crisis.

A wave of peppermint, much stronger this time, mingled with a slow intake of breath, and then a kiss upon his forehead forced him to fight to the surface. If Eleanor was there, he needed to wake. No matter the consequences of his financial failures, he wouldn’t let her go.

“Eleanor.” Her name came out like a whisper carried upon the wind. Too soft to be heard over the buzz of conversation.

James fought the heaviness of his eyes. Candlelight nearby allowed him to see Eleanor’s face. She was pale, worry lines creasing the corners of her eyes. Her attention was drawn to the conversation on the other side of his bed, where they were discussing the state of the roads in conjunction with Crane’s escape from Emerald Falls.

Gone were the bruises marring her beautiful features. Eleanor, this version of Eleanor, was his. She wasn’t married to the duke. She wasn’t engaged to the count. She was his intended. Not wanting to drift back to sleep so soon, James looked up to the heavens with a prayer of thanks, and although he couldn’t see anything past the dark blue bed hangings, he could imagine Erasmus watching over him, guarding him, in case he found himself in trouble once more.

“Eleanor.” This time, when he said her name, the hum of conversation abruptly stopped.

Eleanor’s concern slightly lessened as she ran a hand along his hairline, smoothing away errant locks. He didn’t know what to say to her. Did she have knowledge of all that had occurred? If he’d heard correctly, she knew of his financial state. Yet, she still sat next to him, holding his hand. Loving him as no other woman could.

Tears pierced Eleanor’s eyes, running down her pale cheeks. She sucked in a long breath and then very lovingly said, “James Bailey, do not ever try to die on me again.”
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As the sun peeked through the curtains, James slowly and carefully pulled himself up, causing his mother and Eleanor to wake. He hadn’t expected to find them resting against the sides of his bed. Both women rushed to his aid, Eleanor helping him with pillows and his mother offering him a glass of water.

“How long have I been abed?”

“Only since last night. We weren’t certain you would fare well,” his mother said. “So we stayed.” She took the glass of water from him when he was finished, setting it back upon the table.

James didn’t feel like he had the strength to stand, but he didn’t want to be lying around when the land commissioner arrived. “Will you ring for my valet? I need to dress.”

Eleanor shook her head. “You are to stay in bed until the physician declares you have returned to full health.”

“There is too much to be done. I must send a letter to Harry explaining my financial situation. Then there are the family heirlooms I must gather to sell in London…” James pressed his hands against the bed, instantly feeling the effects of his illness.

Eleanor pushed him back against the softness of the pillows. “Fretting about money will do little for your health. You’ve had a terrible fever, and the injury to your head requires rest. The surgeon ordered you to stay in bed.”

If they understood the drastic nature of his finances, neither Eleanor, nor his mother would delay these necessary steps. He tried once more to leave the bed but stopped when he heard a knock at the door.

“Enter,” his mother called out.

Bishop entered the room, his silver tray in hand with a small card situated in the middle. “You have a guest, sir. I informed Mr. Kaye that you are ill, but this news did not seem to deter him from a visit.”

Daniel didn’t wait for an introduction. He strolled into the room with the grace of a brass band. “Good heavens, James. You always were an overachiever. Bishop tells me you have a head injury and an infectious disease. If you needed a lie in, you could have simply stayed abed for a few hours.”

James appreciated the lighthearted banter. It did more to lift his spirit than any well-wishes would have done. He could receive those sorts of greetings later. For now, he needed to laugh.

“I will take it under advisement.” He pointed to his mother and then Eleanor. “You remember my mother and Miss Dove.”

Daniel warmly greeted both women, then accepted a chair near the bed. The somberness everyone seemed to display quickly fell over his friend. “I am more sorry than I can say to hear of your struggles. What has been done to recover your inheritance?”

James had been right in his thinking. Before Bishop had led Daniel up to the bedchamber, he had informed him of everything. To know his friend still cared, even though he was bound for prison, meant the world to him. “I do not think it is possible to recover. Leastwise, not soon enough.”

Eleanor put her hand on James’s arm. “We have an army of men out searching for Mr. Crane. The weather would have stopped his travel. No one, not even a lunatic, would travel in the storm Emerald Falls has seen these last few days.”

James chuckled, then tilted his head toward Daniel as he indicated his friend had traveled quite the distance to be present that morning.

Eleanor gasped, covering her mouth as the paleness in her face suddenly turned bright pink. “Oh, Mr. Kaye, I did not mean to infer you are insane or comparable to a lunatic.”

Daniel, truly a man of good nature, burst into a hearty laugh. “I assure you, Miss Dove, I have been called far worse, and for lesser causes. Although, if Mr. Crane had sufficient determination, he could have escaped this region. But I will wager a penny he is cozily tucked away in a nearby tavern.”

“An army of men?” James asked. It hardly seemed possible they could have gathered enough people to search the surrounding areas.

Eleanor’s eyes brightened. “My father and Lord Montefeltro discovered the details of Mr. Crane’s treachery. That is, after we witnessed the remnants of your search for money in the den and library. They went around town to everyone and requested help. Not a man in town declined to offer assistance. Moreover, you have no need to concern yourself over the land commissioner. The debt has been paid.”

“Paid?” James tried to sit up once more, but this time he stopped in his efforts as he received a firm glare from Eleanor. She was a force, to be sure, but she would be his wife in a few weeks’ time, if he was to be so blessed. Therefore, he resisted the urge to react in anyway other than curiosity. “How could the debt have been paid?”

Eleanor tucked the blankets up around his shoulders. “Do not inquire further, James. A man who has devoted his life to serving others must graciously embrace the moment when that service is repaid in kind, with equal measure and gratitude.”

There were few men in Emerald Falls who could have repaid his debt. The Duke of Rothes, which was the least likely. Mr. Dove and Lord Montefeltro. He didn’t know how to approach the subject with either man, for now he would have to accept Eleanor’s loving chastisement. Even so, he vowed to discover who it was and to ensure he returned the money, if ever he was able. It was a large sum, after all.

His mother stood and walked to the corner of the room, where a pile of letters was neatly stacked on the table. She brought them over and handed them to him. “Well wishes, from the people in this village who love you.”

James took them in hand, slowly looking at each to see the handwriting. He didn’t recognize any of the penmanship, but the most notable feature in common among them was unrefined writing. He looked to his mother, and then Eleanor. “You mean my tenants?”

“You shall have to open the letters to find out.”

Snapping the seal on the first letter, he was surprised to find three sheets of parchment with drawings from the children and a letter wishing him well. Moreover, two pennies landed on the bed, each of them as dear as the widow’s mite.

He picked up the coins and held them out. “These must be returned. They cannot give up so much.”

Daniel reached forward and lifted one of the pennies out of James’s hand. He turned it over in his fingers twice before placing it back down. “A symbol of their love for you. You cannot return the money without causing offense. Miss Dove is correct. You should accept it with gratitude, as they have accepted your service over the years.”

He wanted to argue further but knew it was futile. Instead, he spent the next hour opening letters and accepting each and every offering with the humility in which it had been given. Eleanor, Daniel, and his mother hung the sketches from the children around his bedchamber, brightening the space, since he would be abed at least a few more days.

Once they were all seated again, James looked to his friend. “Will you stay until the wedding?”

Daniel sat back, stretching his legs out as he considered the question. “That was my purpose in coming to Granville House. I never heard back from you on the matter of your heart, and I was curious to discover if you had taken my advice.”

James smiled at Eleanor, but his comment was meant for Daniel. “The advice in that letter was quite possibly the best you have ever given.”

Later that night, as their chaperone nodded off to sleep on the settee in the corner, James held Eleanor’s hand in his. She was curled up on an armchair next to his bed, allowing her the comfort of a soft cushion as she kept vigil. James recounted everything that had occurred, from the moment he’d left Granville House on the late afternoon of Twelfth Night up until he’d awoken in bed. Eleanor listened without comment, taking it in with the grace of a refined lady. When he was finished, James posed the question at the forefront of his thoughts. “Do you think it was all an elaborate dream? Or is Erasmus Brown an angel?”

Eleanor squeezed his hand, the conviction of her words bringing tears to her eyes. “I have already told you that I believe in angles, James Bailey. I believe Erasmus saved you and Harry seventeen years ago when you nearly drowned, and he saved you last night. Our vicar might not agree with me on this, but I believe God is in the details of our lives.”

“I believe the same, my love.”


Chapter Twenty-Two



Three weeks and one day from the first reading of the banns would have been near torture to wait, if her mind hadn’t been occupied with other matters. Each morning, she approached her father with the same question, “Are there any developments on the search for Mr. Crane?”

Her father responded much the same way, a disappointed shake of his head as he reviewed the morning news.

“He could not have traveled far. Not in this storm.” The lines sounded rehearsed, but only because she had repeated them every morning for the last week. Since the day they’d discovered Mr. Crane’s treachery, Mother Nature had tormented Emerald Falls and the surrounding villages with another blizzard and an overwhelming fog that made travel difficult.

“We will find him. Do not concern yourself.”

Eleanor bit her bottom lip. She knew her father had assisted in the search for James that fateful night. She also knew he was in the forefront in leading the search for Mr. Crane, but restoring James’s good name and saving him from debtor’s prison had been Lord Montefeltro’s doing.

“Father,” Eleanor said, her back straight and her shoulders taut. If she didn’t make the request, she would never know his answer. “I wish for you to reconsider my dowry.”

Her father slowly folded the newspaper and placed it next to his empty plate. He picked up his cup, noticed it was empty, then set it down and refilled it with tea. The delay in his response nearly sent her into a flurry of explanation. But she willed herself to wait, knowing if she backed down now, she would never ask again.

“I visited with Mr. Bailey yesterday while you were at the modiste. He is determined to marry you.”

Eleanor frowned at her father. “What would have caused you to doubt?”

“I expected an engagement two years ago, yet I was disappointed to find I was wrong.”

Heat rushed into her cheeks as she dropped her gaze to the table. “It was a misunderstanding. All has been forgiven between us.”

“Yes, he explained his folly. Accepted responsibility for the entire situation, which I didn’t expect.”

Eleanor lifted her fork, pushing the fruit on her plate from one side to the next. “I had fault in what happened as well. He asked for my hand, and I did not answer. My hesitation contributed to the ending of our first courtship.”

Her father took a sip of tea and slowly placed his cup on the saucer. The clattering of the dishes reverberated through the silence of the dining room. “Mayhap it was for the best. Trials, such as this serve to remind that every union faces its share of challenges. The manner in which the couple surmounts these trials is what truly defines a marriage.”

“Then you are no longer disappointed in my decision to end the engagement with Lord Montefeltro?” Her voice shook as she asked the question. If her father was still unsettled over her choices, she could hardly expect him to reconsider the dowry.

She knew Montefeltro had resolved the bulk of James’s financial stresses, but she didn’t know how completely. Her dowry, twenty thousand pounds, would be more than enough to take care of remaining debts and allow James to retrench.

“I have always liked James Bailey. He has shown himself to be a man of honor, especially when it comes to those within his care. His devotion to you is unmatched. If he can bridle his temper, he will prove to be an even better man.”

Eleanor slowly lifted her head, hoping she had understood her father correctly. “I have only seen his temper once. The moment he thought I had betrayed him.”

“Did you betray him?”

She instantly shook her head. “I have only ever loved James. My heart belongs to him.”

Her father nodded as though he were considering all that had been said. “Lord Montefeltro has proven himself to be an honorable man. But he admitted his intentions toward you were not based upon love. Your union with him would have been a business transaction. But with Mr. Bailey, you will be cherished, which is exactly what I wish for you.”

“Then you have reconsidered?”

“I have. With the security Lord Montefeltro provided and your dowry, you and your future husband shall be well situated. Although, I have a feeling Bailey will spend the rest of his life repaying the generosity shown to him by improving the lives of his tenants and those in Emerald Falls who have need of help.”

A laugh of happiness escaped, forcing her out of her chair. She’d always known her father to be fair. She ran to the end of the table and threw her arms around him, resting her head upon his shoulder. She tightened her embrace as he patted her back. “Thank you, Papa.”

“I do not deserve your thanks, not yet. When we discover Mr. Crane and bring him to justice, I will expect another embrace.”

“Then you shall have it now,” David said as he entered the dining room. His nose and cheeks were red, and he rubbed his hands together to combat the chill. “Crane was discovered this morning. It seems he lost his way in the storm. His frozen corpse and his horse were found in a ditch.”

Her father grunted his approval. “The money?”

“Recovered. Lord Montefeltro and Mr. Kaye returned it to the bank.” David busied himself at the sideboard as he piled food upon his plate.

“What of James? Has he been informed?” Eleanor was desperate to leave Dove Hall to be near James’s side. Although he was well on his way to recovery, the physician had suggested he stay indoors until all threat of a recurrence with his fever had passed.

“Against the advisement of everyone involved, upon receiving the news, James left Granville House to visit Crane’s parents, to offer his condolences and any assistance they may need with the burial.” David shook his head as he sat at the table. “My opinion was to curse the bounder and his family. They certainly did nothing to aid in the search for the deceitful thief.”

Eleanor didn’t wait to hear any more talk of the situation. She kissed her brother on the cheek before rushing out of the dining room. It would take very little time for her to finish dressing so she could leave for Granville House. Not only did she want to congratulate James on the recovery of his inheritance, but she yearned to be near him and remind him of how ardently she admired him.


Chapter Twenty-Three



Straightening his cravat in the mirror, James looked to Daniel, silently requesting his opinion on the matter. The knot wasn’t anything special, which felt a bit odd for his wedding day. Everything should be special, at least he thought as much, given he was marrying Eleanor Dove.

“Looking sharp, James. Though, that waistcoat. Are you headed to the vicar’s noose, or auditioning for a spot in the royal court?”

James turned back to the looking glass. He pulled on the bottom of the waistcoat, admiring the way it looked. “Too much for a wedding?”

“Absolutely perfect. The only person in our company today to outshine you will be your bride,” Daniel said, a smirk teasing the sides of his lips.

“I cannot thank you enough for all you have done. Your friendship. Your loyalty.” James could go back in his memories to the many times his friends had been there to support him, each of them a rock of strength.

Their years at Eton had been some of the best of his life. Now, as they had all become gentlemen, each on a separate path, it was a comfort to know they were still there in whatever capacity needed for the situation. Each of them would have been ready and willing to ride through a snowstorm to be by his side, Daniel had proven this in every way. Although Alfred and Robert had been unable to attend his wedding, he had received congratulatory letters with their warmest wishes, each letter a testament to their friendship and unfailing support for his happiness.

Daniel pulled him in for an embrace. “Stop now, elsewise you will make me blush, and then how shall I stand up with you in front of all the marriageable ladies of Emerald Falls? They will think me a fool.”

James squeezed him tight, then backed away, patting Daniel on the cheek. “You are shameless, Dan. I doubt you have blushed a day in your life.”

“You shall never know. Now, then, let us get you to the altar. We would not want the bride to think better of the situation and take flight.”

“Too true. She may well realize her options are limitless. I am most fortunate she has accepted my heart.” James’s pulse sped up at the thought of standing at the altar. He looked to Dan, a pleading moment as he tried to steady his breathing. “Devil take it, I am nervous.”

“You have a kind heart and a generous spirit. They will guide you well on this new adventure. Most of all, do not forget—Miss Dove admires you, and that has to count for something.”

James nodded. “It means everything,” Eleanor was the woman meeting him at the front of the church, she was the woman he’d dreamed of marrying, and the only one who matched him every wit.

Renewed in courage, James strode into the chapel with confidence. His love for Eleanor would withstand all else, nervous twitches and all. The moment she appeared, radiant and graceful in her rose-pink gown, a wave of calm rushed over him.

Taking her hands in his, the rapid beating of his heart slowed and the butterflies in his stomach settled. Lost in the depths of her hazel eyes, he scarcely heard a word the vicar said until prompted to speak his vows. With a clear, steady voice, he vowed to accept Eleanor as his wife, to cherish her, love her, and to dedicate his life to her happiness. He didn’t have to wait to hear her repeat the same vows back. He knew with absolute certainty she would do the same for him.


Epilogue



ONE YEAR LATER, DECEMBER 25, 1815, EMERALD FALLS, ENGLAND

James pushed away the curtains, tying them to the canopy poles as he leaned over the cradle holding the small delicate form of his son, Erasmus Bailey. The gentle rise and fall of his tiny chest relieved every worry James had each time he looked in upon the quiet child. His peaceful countenance and wisps of ash-brown hair resembled Eleanor in every way, which made James love his child even more.

“You will wake him,” Eleanor whispered, the warning showing in her weary eyes enhanced by the shadows from a single candle in a drip tray.

“Not if I am very careful.” His words came out like a plea, asking for a little more time with their child before they had to leave for the first Christmastide ball of the season.

Eleanor crossed the room, placing the candle on the table. She sidled up next to James, resting her head against his shoulder. “I do not wish to leave him. Not so soon.”

James wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer. “No one would begrudge us an evening with our child, especially if they knew how tender and sweet he is.”

She wrapped her arms around him, fitting perfectly in his embrace as they both admired their son. “He is your spitting image, James.”

James chuckled. “I disagree. He looks like his mother.”

“Not so,” Eleanor said, pointing to his sweetly upturned nose. “Do you see how his nose angles upward? That is a Bailey trait.”

“Hmm…” James said as he examined the nose a little closer. “I think it makes him look angelic.” James kissed the top of her head. “The wisps of hair around his face are reminiscent of you, my love.”

Eleanor groaned as she tilted her head to look at him. “Every baby has wisps of hair, James. You cannot claim that is a Dove trait.”

James leaned toward her, lightly touching her lips with a tender kiss. “I did not say it was a Dove trait. I said it was an Eleanor trait.” He lifted his finger and played with the tiny hairs on her forehead to prove he was right in his thinking.

He stood in hushed reverence, watching their son sleep, savoring every soft squeak and tiny movement. As James held his wife, wishing the moment would never end, he knew they would have to leave the nursery before long so their little Erasmus could continue to dream unbothered by the admiration of his parents.

“Have you read your Christmas letters yet?” Eleanor asked.

James smiled as he thought about his friends. He wouldn’t see them this year, not unless he and Eleanor ventured south for the holiday. It seemed as they grew older and took on more responsibility, there wasn’t time for gatherings. At least not at this point in life. “Dan is in Cumbria for the season. A house party.”

“Oh?” Eleanor asked. “Might we expect happy news on his behalf?”

James chuckled. “Dan? Goodness, no. It will take a woman abducting his good senses to convince him to not only fall in love but offer marriage.”

“What of Mr. Deane and Mr. Cratchit?”

“Both are quite well and content at the moment.” James kissed her forehead. “Do not get any ideas on playing matchmaker with my friends, dearest. If they choose to find love, it will have to be their own doing.”

“Very well. I will refrain from my machinations. Although, it is only because I am so wholeheartedly devoted to you and our son that I haven’t any time to find them each a wife.”

A wave of gratitude rushed over him as he considered all he had been blessed with over the past year. The trials of the previous Christmastide had tested his faith in ways he scarcely could have imagined, yet in this quiet moment, he could see that despite the overwhelming darkness that had crippled his faith, light and hope had triumphed.

He thought of his friends, silently wishing them the best not only for the festive season but for the upcoming year. He knew no matter what life threw at him, he had his friends and Eleanor to lean upon.

The trials that had been so overwhelming and devastating had revealed to him that with the right people as a support, even a life marred by hardship could be redeemed by the joy of living fully, giving generously, and loving deeply.
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