
  
    
      
    
  


  Dear Reader,


  For ten years I contributed a novella to the popular annual Signet Regency Christmas anthology, each time with four other authors. All but four of my stories have been long out of print (those four appear in UNDER THE MISTLETOE), but I know readers still enjoy them. That annual writing assignment was my favorite of the year. Give me a couple of potential lovers, a child or two, and Christmas itself, I used to say, I could weave an endless number of stories to tug at the heart strings and exude all the warmth and hope and joy associated with the season.


  Christmas becomes almost a character in my novellas. It is not the incidental backdrop for a story that might have taken place at any other time of year. Each story happens as it does because it is Christmas. A lonely gentleman, for example, listens with a pained ear to a group of carol singers until he is suddenly enthralled by the solo voice of a young boy soprano. The boy’s mother, a lonely widow, is standing there too. Or, for example, at a large house party a young child who has not spoken since the death of her mother makes a silent wish while all the other children around her are loudly expressing theirs when they are all asked what they want for Christmas. She wishes for a new mother and then sees the one she wants in one of the guests. The lady concerned and the child’s father, however, are feeling dismayed to find themselves at the same gathering, for they have met before but parted under unhappy circumstances.


  Here again in CHRISTMAS GIFTS are three novellas. I do hope you will enjoy them whether for the first or the twenty-first time and whether to set yourselves in the mood for Christmas or to accompany the festival itself--or at any other time of the year for that matter. December does not have a monopoly on happiness and love.


  May all your Christmases be blessed, and may my novellas be a part of them!


  Mary Balogh


  “The Best Christmas Ever” Copyright © 1991 by Mary Balogh
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  “The Surprise Party” Copyright © 1995 by Mary Balogh
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  “I wish for an army of tin soldiers,” Peregrine Milford said very deliberately, fixing his eyes on the holly draped over the high marble mantel above the crackling fire. He made sure that his voice was loud enough to penetrate to the farthest corner and the most remote uncle and aunt in the drawing room.


  “A whole army, not just a company or regiment,” Sir Peter Milford, his father, said dryly. “Well, when one makes a wish, one might as well make it a grand one, I suppose.”


  “I wish for a porcelain doll,” Peregrine’s sister Harriet said with equal distinctness. “With golden ringlets and blue eyes.”


  “Predictable, thank heaven,” Lady Sophia Milford murmured to her husband.


  “I wish for a cricket ball and bat,” Aubrey Dermott blurted uneasily, out of turn, “although I shan’t be able to use them until summer. But I say, this is a foolish game. I am too old for this.”


  Lord Hodges, his father, seated somewhere behind the semicircle of children about the fire, laughed. “Until you are twelve, Aub, it must be done,” he said. “It is family tradition. And you are only eleven and seven months.”


  “The children of this family have always made their Christmas wishes about the fire the night before Christmas Eve,” the Countess of Crampton, Aubrey’s grandmother, said. “And by the strange miracle of the season, their wishes are almost always granted.”


  The Earl of Crampton wheezed in such a manner that it was impossible to tell if he were laughing or coughing. “And many an addled parent has had to hare into York on Christmas Eve for a spot of last-minute shopping, too,” he said.


  “My love, please,” the countess scolded, sotto voce. “The children!”


  The earl’s wheezing this time was definitely a product of amusement.


  “It is Julie’s turn,” the countess said. “What is your Christmas wish, dear?”


  Edwin Gwent, Viscount Radbrook, the only son of the earl and countess, fixed his eyes on the child indicated and frowned. She looked rather like the porcelain doll her elder sister had just wished for. She was flushed and starry-eyed with all the excitement of the approaching Christmas in her face. But Lord Radbrook did not listen to what she requested.


  What about Anna? he thought, his eyes straying to his own five-year-old daughter, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor with the other children, staring dreamily into the fire. What did she want for Christmas? And how was he to know? How was he to prevent her disappointment and disillusionment on Christmas morning when her wish did not come true?


  It was all very well for the other parents to encourage a continuance of this family custom, which had been observed for as long as he could remember. The chances were that their children had been dropping hints for long enough that they had already been able to purchase the wished-for items. And as his father had just suggested, there was always York a mere seven miles away on those occasions when a child had kept his wish a secret until the last moment.


  But what about Anna?


  “Anna?” The countess spoke in the softened tones she always reserved for this particular granddaughter. “It is time to make your wish, dear.”


  Anna turned to look up at her grandmother with the large dark eyes that would make her a beauty when she grew up, her father thought. Marianne’s eyes. Her mother’s eyes. But at the age of five the eyes seemed too large for her thin, pale face, and the dark hair, dressed in ringlets, seemed too heavy.


  She turned back to gaze into the fire again while the members of her family, gathered in the drawing room at Williston Hall, maintained a polite silence.


  I wish for a new mama for Christmas, Anna thought, articulating the words very clearly in her mind. Please, a new mama. I don’t want her to be pretty, like Miss Chadwick, or always talking and stooping down to tell me how pretty and how good I am and then smiling at Papa and forgetting about me. I want someone not so pretty, and someone quiet. Someone who will love me and not try to take Papa away from me.


  “Have you made your wish, dear?” her grandmother asked, breaking the silence around her.


  Anna closed her eyes very tightly. A new mama for Christmas, please, she begged an unseen power once more, and opened her eyes and turned her head to look up into her father’s unsmiling face.


  “She has,” he said quietly, and he smiled at her. And felt his heart ache for her. He had noted the tightly closed eyes and compressed lips and knew that a very particular wish had been made.


  What was it? he asked her with his eyes. What is it that you want, Anna? A doll? A new dress? A parasol? A muff? All four were upstairs in his room, wrapped carefully and tied with bright ribbons, waiting for Christmas morning. But what if on all four counts he had guessed wrongly?


  “Stephanie?” the Countess of Crampton said in her more normal voice, turning her eyes on her niece Marjorie Fotheringale’s daughter. “What is your Christmas wish, dear?”


  Anna liked her cousins. She liked all her relatives, in fact. There was a wonderful feeling of security about being at Williston Hall, at her grandfather’s house, surrounded by people who belonged to her and who accepted her. She loved Christmas in particular and all the decorations and spicy smells and rich foods. She loved the way the children were allowed downstairs to mingle with the adults so often during the days of Christmas.


  And she loved the activities of Christmas—the long walks outside and the rides when there was no snow, like last year, and the sleigh rides and the skating when there was snow. Two years before, her papa had taken her up into his arms—she could remember it though she had been not quite four years old—and skated about the frozen lake with her, and she had felt as safe as could be, even though her older cousins had been shrieking and falling all over the place. Papa had not fallen even once.


  And the indoor activities—charades and blindman’s buff and carol singing while Aunt Sophia played the pianoforte, and a whole host of other things.


  There was only one thing wrong with family gatherings. Stephanie, Angela, and William had Aunt Marjorie to fuss over them and scold them and praise them and tuck them into bed at night. Peregrine, Harriet, and Julie had Aunt Sophie. Even Aubrey, who was too old to need a mama, had Aunt Patricia.


  She did not have a mama. She had had one once. In fact...But no. Her thoughts were always pulled to an abrupt halt at such moments. She had had a mama, but she could not remember her. She would not remember her.


  She had Papa. And she loved him totally. He was her world and her universe. She was going to stay with Papa for the rest of her life. When she was grown up, she was going to go to India with him and to America and Brazil. And to Bath too. She was going to go all over the world with Papa.


  But for some time past she had longed for a mama. Ever since last summer, in fact, when she and Papa had been at Grandpapa’s and she had watched Aunt Marjorie undress Stephanie for the night and brush out her long blond hair and laugh with her as she drew the hair into various grown-up styles with her hands. And then Aunt Marjorie, seeing Anna staring wistfully at them, had come and done the same for her before Papa had arrived to kiss her good night. And Aunt Marjorie’s hands had been slim and soft—not like Papa’s—and she had smelled of roses.


  The flames of the fire were dancing before Anna’s eyes. She had not heard Stephanie’s wish, or Angela’s or William’s, though everyone was doing a deal of laughing over William’s wish and Aunt Marjorie was saying “Mercy on us!” and looking appealingly at Uncle Humphrey.


  “We will have to hope that York is a miracle city,” Uncle Humphrey said, and bellowed with laughter while Aunt Marjorie said “Mercy on us!” again.


  Anna got to her feet and left the semicircle of children. She went to her father, who picked her up and set her on his lap, and she burrowed her head beneath his coat and against the warm slippery silk of his waistcoat.


  “Did you make your wish, Anna?” he asked her. “Can you let Papa know somehow? Will you draw me a picture?”


  But she shook her head and burrowed deeper. Wishes did not come true if one told. That was why all the children were instructed to think aloud to the fire. They were not telling anyone. They were merely thinking. That was what Grandmama always said, anyway, and Anna believed her implicitly. Her wish would not come true if she told Papa. And she wanted her wish to come true. More than anything.


  But please not Miss Chadwick, she thought. Please, someone very quiet and ordinary. Someone who smells of roses. Someone with soft, slim hands.


  Lord Radbrook lowered his head and kissed the dark ringlets clustered on his child’s head.


  What he should give her for Christmas, he thought, was a new mother. That was probably what she needed more than anything else. She had been without Marianne for well over two years—for almost half of her young life.


  Roberta Chadwick? She would be arriving on the morrow with Mr. and Mrs. Shelton, her sister and brother-in-law, and several other guests who were not close enough family to have been invited for the full week before Christmas.


  Should he do what he had been steeling himself to do ever since the previous Season in town and offer for her? Should he tell Anna on Christmas Day, if he had the reply he expected, that she was to have a new mama?


  “Children?” Marjorie Fotheringale was on her feet and clapping her hands. “Time for bed. And there is no point in groaning and looking hopefully at your papa, William. If you are to be up and bright for Christmas Eve, you will need your sleep. To bed!”


  “Yes, you too, Aub,” Lord Hodges said firmly. “You will be an old man next year when you are twelve, and will doubtless be allowed to stay up all night and all the next day too if you so wish. This year you are only eleven. Off you go.”


  Lord Radbrook got to his feet, his daughter in his arms. “I shall take Anna up,” he said. “I’ll be back soon.”


  The Countess of Crampton sighed as her son followed the children from the room. “Dear little Anna,” she said. “Will she ever talk again, do you suppose?” She was addressing no one in particular.


  “One day she will, Mama,” Lady Sophia said. “But the shock is very deep-seated. She was only barely three.”


  Lady Patricia shuddered. “Dear Lord,” she said, “I hate to think of it. I still have nightmares about it. Watching her mother drown like that, trying to retrieve her ball from the river, and no one else about to save her. And the child’s screams. Mercifully I did not hear them, but Edwin described them graphically enough. Screaming for two whole days until she lost her voice.”


  Lord Hodges patted her hand. “There is no point in torturing your mind, Trish,” he said briskly. “This is Christmas. Children are resilient. Anna will talk again, mark my words, and laugh too.”


  “Roberta Chadwick would be good for her,” Lady Sophia said. “She is so very lovely and always so sunny-natured. Will Edwin ever come to the point, do you suppose?”


  “Anna would be eclipsed by Roberta,” the countess said quietly. “She would draw all of Edwin’s admiration. And remember that Anna has had him all to herself for almost three years.” She sighed again.


  “Sophia,” the earl said severely to his elder daughter, his voice rumbling out of his chest, “to the pianoforte, girl. Is this Christmas or is it a funeral? Play something lively, something we can all sing to.”


  Lady Sophia rose obediently to her feet.


  “Williston Hall at last?” Miss Hannah Beynon peered from the carriage window as the conveyance turned sharply and passed between two high and imposing stone gateposts. “And about time, too. We would both be blocks of ice, Emma, if we had much farther to go. Is the driveway long? I cannot recall. I have not been here since Peter’s wedding to Sophia. Was that eight years ago or nine?”


  “Nine,” her niece replied, turning to smile at the red-nosed figure of her aunt, huddled from chin to toes beneath a fur-lined robe. “The driveway is no longer than a mile. We will be there in no time at all. I am sure there will be a fire in every room to greet us, and doubtless plenty of hot tea as well.”


  “Christmas Eve,” Miss Beynon said with some indignation. “It is quite inhuman, Emma.”


  “Yes,” her niece agreed, “it is bitterly cold. But those clouds are going to drop a load of snow before the day is out, Aunt Hannah. We are going to have a white Christmas. That will be a rare treat.”


  “And a body will not be able to set a toe outdoors without slipping and sliding and breaking every bone in her body,” her aunt complained.


  Emma was not feeling the cold. She was feeling something far worse. Dread. Nausea. Panic. A terrible nostalgia. A bitter regret that she had not stood against her aunt and refused the kind invitation of the earl and countess, as she had done the year before. Last year it had been easier, of course. She had still been wearing black for her mother. This year there had been no such excuse. And her brother Peter had been eager for her to accept, as had her sister-in-law, Sophia.


  No, it would have been near-impossible to have refused to come. The house, large, rambling, a curious mixture of architectural styles spanning several centuries, came into sight as the carriage rounded a bend in the driveway, and Emma felt a final lurching of the stomach.


  Yes, that was what it looked like. She remembered now as if it had been yesterday. In truth, it was nine years—nine years last summer. Peter and Sophia’s wedding, when she had spent a whole month at Williston Hall with her parents. She had been eighteen at the time. Only barely eighteen. A child. And yet old enough to make the decision that would set the course for the rest of her life.


  Old enough to ruin the whole of the rest of her life.


  “Brrr!” Miss Beynon said as the carriage drew to a stop before the horseshoe steps leading up to the main floor of the mansion. “I do not want to come out from beneath this robe, Emma.”


  Emma smiled. “Just think of those fires,” she said, “and that tea.” She turned and allowed a footman to hand her down onto the cobbles. The main doors were open, she saw in a glance upward. Peter was there, and Sophia, and the earl and countess. No one else. Just the four of them. She felt enormously relieved.


  “You are the last to arrive,” the Countess of Crampton said a few minutes later, having hugged both ladies and welcomed them to Williston Hall. “And just in time, too. The snow is going to fall at any moment. Wagering is loud and lively and fortunes are about to change hands on the exact moment when we may expect the first flake. Do come upstairs, my dear Miss Beynon. You will wish to freshen up, I am sure. And tea will be ready in the drawing room as soon as you are. Do come too, Emma. How lovely to see you wearing colors again, my dear. The last time I saw you was at your poor dear mama’s funeral.”


  The drawing room was full, Emma found to her vast relief less than half an hour later, when she and her aunt had changed their frocks and washed their hands and faces and combed their hair. There were far more guests than she had expected. She had anticipated a family gathering, extended to include the families of in-laws.


  She did not look about her. She allowed her brother to take her arm, answered his queries about the journey, greeted Sophia’s younger sister, Lady Patricia, and her husband, Lord Hodges, and took a seat beside the former, far from the fire and the center of activity. She hoped that with her pale lavender frock and white lace cap she would blend unnoticeably into the background. Almost all of the other ladies were far more becomingly dressed, and several of them were younger and far prettier than she.


  She kept her eyes focused on the small group of people close to her and Lady Patricia.


  “Ah, here come the children,” Lady Patricia said, looking across to the doorway and smiling. “They have been chafing at the bit all afternoon, waiting for the promised moment when they might join the adults in the drawing room for tea. I don’t know how you feel about having a room invaded by infants, Emma. I am sure some of our guests will be horrified. But what is Christmas without children?”


  There were several of them, Emma saw. All of them had obviously been released from a nurse’s care only moments before. There was not a curl or a bow or a shirt cuff out of place.


  And looking across the room, Emma noticed for the first time all the signs of Christmas—the holly and ivy looped about the walls and draping every painting and mirror, the evergreen boughs decorated with large green and red bows of satin, the silver bells and the candles. And the elaborately decorated kissing bough at the center of the room.


  One small girl stood still just inside the door, looking about her. She did not immediately proceed to the side of a parent as the other children did. She was a small, solemn child, too thin and too plain for the heavy dark ringlets that covered her head. They were all wrong for her, Emma thought absently.


  And then the child looked directly at her, and Emma could see even across the room that the child’s large dark eyes took away her plainness and gave her a strange, unexpected beauty. Emma felt herself smiling as the child held her gaze.


  And then she realized in some surprise that the child was crossing the room toward her, never removing her eyes from her.


  “Hello.” Emma said a little uncertainly when the girl stopped in front of her. “What is your name?”


  The child said nothing, but looked up at her solemnly and steadily.


  Emma felt a little uncomfortable. She had never had a great deal to do with children. Lady Patricia, she could hear, was talking to a gangly young boy who was complaining about something.


  The little girl reached out a hand and touched Emma’s knee before withdrawing the hand. Emma leaned forward and smiled.


  “I am Emma Milford,” she said. “Would you like to shake my hand?” She extended her hand. The child’s eyes dropped to it, and she laid her own slowly in it. Emma closed her hand around the child’s and shook it. “I am pleased to meet you,” she said. “A happy Christmas to you. May I know whom I have the pleasure of meeting?”


  The child looked up into her eyes again and then suddenly—Emma did not quite know how it came about—she was on her lap, sitting still and straight-backed, her legs dangling above the floor.


  “Well,” Emma said, pleased and not a little flattered. “What a lovely welcome indeed. I have been traveling all day and am in a roomful of near-strangers, and suddenly I have a friend. Are you ready for your tea? I certainly am.”


  Two large dark eyes looked up at her from a thin and strangely familiar face, and then the child leaned sideways and all those dark ringlets were against Emma’s breast. She closed one arm about the child, startled, and hugged her close. She felt near to tears for no reason that she could fathom except that she was an old maid with two nieces and a nephew who had never been very partial to being held and cuddled by a mere aunt.


  Who was this strange, silent little child with the dark, beautiful eyes and thin, familiar face?


  But of course! The answer came to her in a rush even as someone came to stand in front of her, cutting off her view of the rest of the room and everyone in it.


  She raised her eyes with a physical effort to look into gray eyes that were much like his daughter’s in the rather narrow face that he had also passed along to the child. She had forgotten the bump in his nose, where he had broken it as a boy, a feature that destroyed all chance he might have had of being classically handsome, though it made him impossibly attractive, she had once thought. And she had forgotten that the thickness of his dark hair made it somewhat unruly.


  He had not changed in nine years. Not really. There were perhaps more years, more experience, more character in his face. He had been only twenty-tree at that time. A very young man.


  “Hello, Emma,” he said.


  “Hello, Edwin.”


  Unconsciously she held his child closer. She should have called him Lord Radbrook, she thought. But then, he should have called her Miss Milford. She was very conscious of her simple frock and lace cap, of her plainly dressed hair—all of them planned with him very much in mind. To show him that nine years had passed, that she had not come with any silly notion of renewing an old romance, that she had come merely because his parents had invited her and it would have been uncivil to have refused.


  “I see you have been making friends with Anna,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “She does not talk, you know,” he said.


  “I know.”


  Her new mama was not pretty, the child was thinking. But she had a sweet and a kind face, and when she smiled, one knew that the smile was not meant for herself, to make herself prettier or to draw attention her way, but to make the other person feel good.


  Her hands were soft and slim. And warm. And her bosom was warm and comfortable. She felt just exactly as Anna had expected a mama would feel.


  She did not smell of roses. The scent was something not quite as strong or as sweet. Anna closed her eyes for a moment and breathed in. Violets. That was it. Her new mama smelled of violets.


  Emma Milford. That was what the lady had called herself. And Papa had called her Emma. But Anna did not need the name. She was Mama. Anna had known it almost as soon as she had stepped into the drawing room.


  She had thought it out for herself the night before while lying in bed waiting to fall asleep. And she had thought the same way again that morning. If her wish was to come true, then surely it would come true today, on Christmas Eve, not on Christmas Day. Grandpapa and Grandmama were expecting several new visitors today, but none tomorrow.


  Her new mama would come today.


  And so she had entered the drawing room with a mingled confidence in Christmas wishes and anxiety lest this be the very one that would not come true. She had looked about her carefully at all the ladies. Miss Chadwick, looking prettier even than usual, was laughing up at her papa, so that he did not immediately notice Anna’s entrance. There were several other unknown ladies, a few of them of the approximate age she expected her new mama to be. But none of them had seemed right. She had felt no recognition for any of them.


  Until she had spotted the lady at the far end of the drawing room, close to the great windows, seated on a low chair near Aunt Patricia. The quiet lady in a lavender dress and wearing a lace cap on her smooth brown hair. A lady who was neither pretty nor vivacious. A lady who smiled at her in a thoroughly kindly and comfortable manner from across the room.


  And walking toward her across the drawing room, with not one twinge of uncertainty or unease, Anna had felt sorry for her cousins, who had one more night of excitement and suspense to live through before they would see the fulfillment of their own wishes, while hers had been granted on Christmas Eve.


  She was contented, she thought, her cheek nestled against her new mama’s bosom, her nostrils drawing in the warm and subtle scent of violets. She was happy. It was going to be the best Christmas ever.


  “Anna,” her papa was saying, “let me take you over to the tray for mince pies and lemonade. It looks as if the children are being allowed to go first. Miss Milford will need both hands for her plate and her tea.”


  But Anna did not move, and her new mama did not relax her hold on her.


  “Anna?” her father said. He sounded perplexed.


  “Please,” the lady said. Her voice was soft and musical. Anna had noticed that right at the start. “Let her stay if she wishes. I have so little chance to be with children.”


  Anna’s eyes looked up to her father, though she did not raise her head. He was standing very still, his hands clasped behind him. He was feeling it too, she thought, smiling without ever moving a facial muscle. Papa could feel it too. As of course he must. He was going to have to marry her new mama.


  “Very well, then,” he said. “But please don’t allow her to annoy you. You must be tired after your journey.”


  His words suggested a concern for her comfort, Emma thought. But his jaw was tight. A pulse beat there. And when he turned to walk away, it was with abrupt, rather jerky movements. He was angry.


  As well he might be. She had been at Williston Hall for less than an hour, and already she held his daughter in her arms, and the child had refused to go to him.


  Anna Gwent had not spoken since the horror of her mother’s death almost three years before, Sophia and Peter had told her. Father and daughter were virtually inseparable. And he doted on her as if she were the only item of value in the universe.


  Yes, she could hardly blame him for being angry.


  “Shall we share a plate?” she asked Anna when a footman offered her one and then displayed a plate of cakes and pastries for her selection.


  The child nodded.


  “Which one would you like?” Emma asked.


  Anna pointed to an angel cake smothered in white cream, and the footman set it on the plate with the mince pie that Emma had chosen.


  “Oh, Christmas goodies,” Emma said with a sigh. “Are we going to get fat, Anna?”


  The child stared solemnly up at her before reaching for her cake.


  Emma raised her eyes and looked unwillingly across the room. He was talking with a very pretty blond young lady and looking over the girl’s shoulder quite directly at her. Or at his daughter. It was hard to tell which.


  The evening of Christmas Eve began with a lively banquet, at which thirty family members and guests sat down. The children ate upstairs, though they were to join the adults in the drawing room afterward for games until the carolers would arrive from the village. Their visit was traditional and always eagerly anticipated. Then those children who so wished would go to church with their parents. They were always given the choice, though no self-respecting child beyond the age of three ever went to the warmth and coziness of his bed when there was a chance to endure all the self-inflicted torture of staying up until after midnight.


  Lord Radbrook found himself seated beside Roberta Chadwick at dinner. She was dressed in a delicate white confection of a gown in defiance of the season and looked as pure and as lovely as a lily—a lily sparkling in the sunshine. There was always a brightness about Roberta that drew eyes her way quite regardless of her blond beauty.


  He had never seen her without the sparkle, Lord Radbrook thought. She would be a constantly cheerful companion throughout life, even if her conversation was far from profound. She would bring light and gaiety into Anna’s life, and those were qualities his child needed more than anything.


  She would accept him, he was sure. He sensed that she favored him, though she was not so ill-bred as to openly fawn upon him. Indeed, she spent as much time during dinner conversing and laughing with the young Viscount Treadwell at her other side as she did with him.


  He talked when he was able with Miss Beynon to his left. And when his head was turned her way, he could see Emma at the far end of the table. She was wearing blue tonight, the dress simple and high-necked and long-sleeved. Her head was bare of the cap she had worn that afternoon, but her hair was dressed as simply, drawn back smoothly over her ears and knotted at the neck. Her face looked serene as she talked with Colonel Porchester beside her.


  He had a sudden and unbidden memory of that same face full of life and laughter and that brown hair cut short and curled about her face. He saw that same body lithe beneath light muslin, tripping lightly across the park and beside the lake, her hand in his. That same slim hand that now held her fork.


  She had changed. She had aged. And not for the better.


  He felt his jaw tighten with anger. How had she lured Anna onto her lap at teatime? Had she hoped to impress him? Anna was shy even with her relatives. She almost never had anything to do with strangers.


  He put the thought from his mind and turned to Roberta, who had finished her conversation with the viscount and was smiling his way.


  But his irritation returned when the gentlemen joined the ladies in the drawing room after being left to their port for a short while. The children were already downstairs, but Anna did not even notice his arrival. She was standing in the center window with Emma, holding her hand and gazing at her with the look she normally reserved only for him. Emma was stooped down beside her. Amid all the noise and laughter in the room, the two of them seemed set apart in a little world of silence and contentment.


  Almost unwillingly he strolled toward them.


  Anna had sat patiently upstairs while her nurse recurled her hair into its myriad ringlets, and she had smoothed her hands carefully over the pink silk frills of her second-best dress—the best was to be reserved for Christmas Day—so that the creases would fall out. But inside she had been bursting with excitement. She had had to be reminded to eat her dinner, and she had scarcely listened to the chatter and arguments of her cousins.


  When the children had been summoned to the drawing room, she had flown down the stairs with the others instead of holding back until last as she usually did. And she had glanced about the room with bright eyes, ignoring—indeed, not even seeing—the gentle and welcoming smile of her grandmother, and darted across the room to take the hand of her new mama.


  “You have made a friend, Emma,” Marjorie Fotheringale said with a laugh. “I noticed that Anna sat on your lap at teatime.” She smiled fondly down at the child and touched one of her ringlets. “Anna is very special in this family.”


  But Anna was not prepared to become a third party in an adult conversation. She tugged on her mama’s hand, drawing her toward her very favorite spot in the house at Christmas, the Bethlehem scene that was always set up in the central window.


  “Ah,” Emma said, “a Nativity scene. It is a very lovely one, too.”


  Anna looked up at her. She did not know the word her new mama had used. But yes, it was lovely. Someone had made it especially for Grandmama. She pointed to the baby Jesus in his manger.


  She loved the baby Jesus because he looked like a real baby. One chubby arm waved aimlessly in the air while the baby sucked on the thumb of the other hand. His chubby legs were bent. All his limbs were free of the swaddling clothes, which was not the idea of swaddling clothes at all, Aunt Sophia had said once. But Anna did not care. She loved this baby far more than the one at church, with his arms stretched out as if to bless the world, Uncle Humphrey had explained, and the halo about his smiling face. That baby did not look real.


  “He is a very happy baby, is he not?” Emma said. “I wonder if the straw is scratching his skin.”


  Anna looked up at her again. She had always wondered the same thing. It was the only thing about the whole scene that had bothered her.


  “But I daresay it is not,” Emma said. “He does not look upset, does he? And I am sure his mama would make sure he is comfortable. She has eyes for only him, see?”


  Mary was bending over the manger, gazing down at the baby Jesus. But her hands were not clasped in prayer, as were the Virgin’s at the church. She was holding to the edge of the manger and smiling. She was not worshiping the baby; she was loving him. Anna touched the shoulder of the figure and smoothed one finger down its back.


  Emma stooped down beside her. “I think she is very proud of her baby, don’t you?” she said. “But what mama would not be proud of her child?” She released the child’s hand and set an arm loosely about her thin waist, watching the small finger smooth lightly over Mary’s robe.


  “Anna,” a voice said from behind them, “you are keeping Miss Milford from the company. It is not very polite.”


  Emma looked around sharply and dropped her arm from the child’s waist. “We were looking at the Nativity scene,” she said foolishly, and was aware suddenly of a little hand taking hers and drawing it about her waist again.


  “Yes,” he said. “Anna has always been fascinated by it. I think it is because the sculptor emphasized realism rather than the idea that this is the Holy Family.”


  Anna took his hand in hers and pointed to the figure of Joseph.


  He chuckled. “Ah, yes, poor Joseph,” he said. “Always in the background.” He stooped down on his haunches and looked more closely. “But this one is more human than most, is he not? He looks rather pleased with himself actually, and he definitely looks as if he would take on the world to protect mother and child. I do believe that he is about to hint quite firmly to the shepherds that it is time to take themselves off back to the hills.”


  Anna held to her father’s hand and rested one cheek on Emma’s shoulder as they all gazed silently at the Nativity scene for a while.


  “Snow,” Lord Radbrook said at last, looking beyond the stable and its silent figures to the uncovered window beyond. “It has set up a furious debate about whether we should go to church in the village or not. My father’s head groom has given it as his opinion that the fall is not yet thick enough to make carriage travel hazardous, though doubtless by morning we will have to travel by sleigh or by foot. What about it, Anna? Shall we go?”


  A head nodded against Emma’s shoulder.


  “Yes,” he said. “It would not be Christmas without the church service, would it? Miss Milford?”


  “Yes, my lord,” she said. “I shall go with Peter and Sophia and my aunt.”


  “Oh, my lord,” a sweet light voice said from behind them, “the carolers have come and are in the great hall preparing to sing. Adrian was wrong, you see, and they have come despite the snow.” She laughed merrily. “I believe you won that wager. Will you come?”


  “Yes,” he said, straightening up. “I will lead you out there if I may, Miss Chadwick.” He extended an arm for hers. “Anna?”


  “Oh, yes,” Roberta said, her eyes sparkling. “Do come along and hear the singing, Anna, dear. Will you take my hand?”


  But Anna shook her head and clung to Emma’s skirt. She watched her papa’s jaw tighten and knew that he was annoyed with her. But she knew too with all the optimism of childhood that it would be a perfect Christmas after all. She had felt it moments before when Papa and her new mama had been stooped down on either side of her and the three of them had gazed at Joseph and Mary and the baby Jesus—one family gazing at another.


  She had felt that she was as happy as Jesus, and the little matter of some brittle straw tickling her skin would not mar her joy either. She had felt that her new mama was hovering over her with as much warmth and love as Mary was lavishing on Jesus. And she had felt that Papa was there like Joseph, loving the two of them, protecting them from the world.


  Papa was angry and he was walking into the great hall with Miss Chadwick on his arm while Anna walked behind, her hand in her new mama’s. But she was not worried. Although her wish had been granted already, it was not quite Christmas yet. Tomorrow was Christmas.


  Tomorrow would be the best day in all the world. The best day ever.


  [image: image]


  Emma was in the bedchamber beyond the nursery that was shared by Anna, Harriet, and Julie. Harriet and Julie were in the nursery listening to Marjorie Fotheringale tell a story, despite the lateness of the hour—it was past midnight. But Anna had not wanted to listen. She had wanted Emma to undress her and tuck her into bed.


  Emma did not know whether to give in to the temptation to hug to herself this rare day of joy or to feel all the embarrassment of what had happened since her arrival at Williston Hall.


  Anna had not left her side all evening. They had stood hand in hand listening to the carolers in the great hall and watching the cider and hot punch and wassail being handed around afterward while everyone chattered and laughed even more gaily than they had at dinner. Emma had felt guilty. The child should have been with her father and Miss Chadwick, to whom he appeared to be paying court. And Miss Chadwick had looked to Anna kindly and spoken sweetly to her.


  Emma had felt even more guilty when it came time to go to church and Anna had stubbornly refused to go with her father in Mr. Shelton’s carriage. She had clung to Emma’s hand even when Emma had stooped down and assured her that she would see her in church.


  It had ended up with Emma’s riding in the Shelton carriage too, Anna on her lap. To say she had felt uncomfortable was to understate the case. And somehow Lord Radbrook had been separated from Miss Chadwick outside the church and he had entered with Emma, Anna between them, clinging to a hand of each. They had sat side by side and knelt side by side throughout the service, the world shrunk to a small space, Emma’s awareness of father and child overwhelming even the much-loved atmosphere of the Christmas service.


  And then when they had arrived home and the overtired, overexcited children had been shooed up to bed by Marjorie, who usually took the lead in such matters, Anna had shaken her head when her father had stooped down to pick her up and had turned to lift her arms to Emma.


  “My dear Emma,” the countess had said with a laugh, “I have never seen Anna so enchanted with anyone except Edwin. Do carry her up, if you would be so good, dear. There will be warm chocolate awaiting you in the drawing room when you come downstairs.”


  Her words had been drowned out by a shriek from Miss Chadwick and a great deal of laughter from several others as that young lady was caught beneath the sprig of mistletoe in the great hall by Viscount Treadwell and soundly kissed.


  Emma was at a loss to know what her appeal was to Anna. She wished that it could have been some other child. But even so, there was an ache of something in her heart as she undressed the child and clothed her in a warm flannel nightgown and turned back the bedclothes. Anna’s regard was a Christmas gift she would not ignore or easily forget.


  Anna handed her a brush and settled herself before the narrow mirror of the small dressing table beside the bed.


  Emma brushed through the soft ringlets until the child’s hair was smooth and free of tangles. In the mirror she looked suddenly far more like the tiny, fragile child she was. Emma brushed the hair back from the child’s face and gathered it into one hand at the nape of her neck.


  “It would look very pretty braided,” she said. “You have lovely shiny hair, Anna.”


  The child looked at her in the mirror with large bright eyes. Emma smiled, though the smile faded when another figure appeared behind her.


  “Time for bed, Anna,” he said firmly. “You have kept Miss Milford from the drawing room long enough.”


  Anna jumped to her feet and dived into bed. Emma turned away as Lord Radbrook leaned over the bed, tucking the blankets up about the child. But his voice stayed her.


  “Anna wants to say good night,” he said, without turning his head toward her.


  When she looked back it was to see his daughter, her arms held out toward her, her eyes eager, her cheeks flushed with tiredness.


  “Good night, Anna,” she said, bending past the still figure of the father, embarrassed again, feeling the child’s arms close about her neck. “Happy Christmas.”


  But she was not to be released so easily. Anna clung as she raised her head, and her puckered lips coaxed Emma’s head down to kiss them.


  “Sleep tight,” she whispered, and turned and fled out through the nursery and along the upper hallway and down the stairs to the safety of the other adults’ company.


  But he caught up to her just before she reached the drawing-room doors. His hand clamped on her wrist was not to be denied. He drew her past the drawing room without a word, past the doors of the music room, and on to the library. He drew her inside and closed the door behind them before releasing her. There was a fire in the grate and a single branch of candles on the mantel.


  He leaned back against the door and crossed his arms over his chest. “What is going on?” he asked. His voice was tight and cold.


  “With Anna?” She turned to face him. “I don’t know. She seems to have taken a fancy to me for some reason. She will have forgotten by morning. I am sorry, my lord.”


  “Anna does not take fancies to people,” he said. “Since her mother died she has clung to me for comfort and reassurance.”


  “What can I say?” she asked after a short and tense silence. “You must have seen that I did nothing to lure her away from you. Why would I do such a thing, anyway?”


  He pushed away from the door. “She might have been yours,” he said harshly. “You might have had a right to her affection. But you would have none of me nine years ago. You did not even answer my letters. And now you want to take my child?”


  “Edwin!” she said, shocked. “I refused your offer—twice. I gave you my reason. It was improper of you to write afterward. It would have been improper for me to answer.”


  “Propriety!” he said, his voice a sneer. “Did you ever do anything spontaneous in your life, Emma? I was mistaken in you. Youth and beauty and the summertime and the nuptials of my sister and your brother deceived me into thinking you a warm and a vibrant girl capable of love and laughter. I had a fortunate escape. Look what you have become!” His eyes moved over her.


  She clasped her hands tightly in front of her and swallowed the lump in her throat. “I have become a twenty-seven-year-old spinster,” she said. “Not a creature to be scorned, Edwin. I told you that I must remain with my parents, that they could not get along without me. That is what I did.”


  “You were cold, heartless,” he said. “Without backbone. You would not see that they used you, that had they loved you they would have gladly given you over to the care of someone who fancied himself in love with you and had the means to support you. Though I suppose you would have fought them hard enough if there had been even half as much life and love in you as I thought I saw. I was a fool.”


  “And I was young,” she said, stung. “I was barely eighteen. You were the first man I had ever been acquainted with. I was frightened, bewildered by the feelings you aroused in me. It was safer to cling to the life I knew.”


  “The first man!” he said, raking her from head to toe again with his eyes. “The only man, Emma. You are as cold as the grave, aren’t you?”


  She swallowed several times but could not trust her voice. She wondered again what had been in those three letters he had written. Her father had told her about them, but they had been unseemly, he had said. He had destroyed them. She had ached over the years to have just one of those letters to keep.


  “We are off the point,” he said. “I married Marianne two years after your rejection. She was my wife, Emma, for four years. We had Anna together. I have lived through the agony of her death, when she foolishly tried to rescue Anna’s ball from the river, knowing that she could not swim. You are so far in my past that you count for nothing at all with me. Nothing! Do you understand me?”


  “Why must you say this?” she asked. “It was many years ago, Edwin. I refused you. Why would I expect you to feel anything for me now? What is it I am to understand?”


  “I don’t know how you are doing it,” he said, “but you are trying to get to me through Anna. It cannot be done. I would not touch you now with a ten-foot pole if you were the only woman left on earth.”


  Her chin came up. “And I would not allow you to,” she said, “if you were the last man. Do you really believe that I have come here to snare you? Do you think I am bursting with frustrated emotions just because I am twenty-seven years old and have never known a man? I chose my course in life nine years ago and have never regretted it. I am content.” Oh, liar, her heart told her.


  He strode toward her and took her shoulders in a bruising grip, a fact that made mockery of his statement about ten-foot poles, one part of her mind told her.


  “Leave Anna alone,” he told her. “I don’t want you near her, do you understand me? You might have been her mother, but you chose not to be. Her mother was Marianne. I was fond of her. And when it comes time for Anna to have a new mother, then I will choose her with care. I will choose someone who can bring light and youth into her life. Not you, Emma. You had your chance and you chose to scorn me.”


  “I did not scorn you,” she said. “Never that. You know I did not, Edwin. I was eighteen years old. Can you not use that fact to soften your hatred of me?”


  “Hatred?” he said. “You flatter yourself, Emma. I have no feelings for you at all. None. I don’t want you in my life or in my daughter’s life.”


  His hands felt as if they were about to break bones.


  “I shall stay away from Anna tomorrow,” she said quietly. “You are hurting me, my lord.”


  He released her immediately.


  “Emma,” he said. His voice sounded hurt. “It lasted only seven years, your chosen course. Your father died within a year, your mother within seven. At the age of twenty-five you were all alone with a lifetime yawning ahead of you.”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Why have you not married?” he asked. “Twenty-five was not such an advanced age. Neither is twenty-seven, despite the spinster disguise you have put on.”


  “As you just said,” she replied, “it is my chosen course.”


  “Well,” he said, his face and his voice weary, “it is your life, I suppose. I never did understand you, although I thought I did for that month. It was foolish to believe after little more than four weeks that I knew you well enough to pledge you my heart for the rest of a lifetime.”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “I suppose we were both too young to handle the situation sensibly,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “You must be ready for a warm drink,” he said. “Go along to the drawing room, Emma. Forgive me if I do not escort you. I am going to remain here for a few minutes to see if I can recover my temper.”


  She left the library without another word. But she climbed the stairs to her room rather than enter the drawing room, from which sounds of merriment were still coming.


  Lord Radbrook was feeling somewhat more cheerful the following morning, even though he had slept poorly. He had successfully avoided both Emma and Roberta Chadwick at breakfast and had had a satisfying conversation with Colonel Porchester.


  By the time breakfast was over, all the children were up despite the fact that they had been so late to bed. It was ever so on Christmas morning, though, he recalled from his own childhood. On Christmas Eve one always fell asleep almost ill with anticipation and quite convinced that one would not sleep a wink at all. And then came the relief of waking in the morning to find daylight pushing past the curtains and of knowing that the long wait and the interminable suspense were finally at an end.


  Yes, the children were up, of course. And sending urgent messages downstairs to announce the fact. The custom was for them to be taken into one of the salons with their parents and grandparents for the opening of their gifts. Lord Radbrook could, therefore, look forward to that particular ceremony. He would have his daughter indisputably to himself. His anger of the night before, he admitted ruefully, had been occasioned as much by jealousy as anything else. It was a disturbing admission. Would he have been jealous of Marianne had she lived?


  Anna was waiting for him in the nursery and held her face up for his morning kiss.


  “But what is this?” he asked her, laughing and turning her about to see the back of her head. Her hair was combed smoothly back from her face and coiled into a braided coronet about the crown. Unexpectedly, considering the plainness of the style in contrast to her usual ringlets, she looked pretty.


  “She would insist on it, my lord,” Anna’s nurse said, flustered. “She would not let me near her with the curling rod. She showed me what she wanted done. I shall do it again quickly the right way if you wish, my lord, but you must tell her so. Miss Anna can be as stubborn as a mule when her heart is set on something, voice or no voice.”


  Lord Radbrook picked his child up and kissed her cheek. “No,” he said. “Anna looks quite beautiful the way she is.”


  As his daughter’s dark eyes settled on his, he had a sudden memory of Emma’s holding back the child’s hair the night before and brushing it smooth at the front. Was this her influence? But he pushed the thought away. Nothing was going to spoil his Christmas morning.


  Anna sat quietly on his lap in the salon while her cousins tore wrappings from their gifts and exclaimed excitedly over their contents. She opened her own gifts more carefully and gazed up at him as each was revealed. She clutched them all in her arms, refusing to allow him to set them on the table beside the chair.


  She seemed pleased. She seemed not to be looking about her for more. He breathed a sigh of relief. Somehow he must have guessed her Christmas wish and satisfied it. It was the doll probably. She had kissed it when she unwrapped it and set it carefully on her lap. She kept touching its crisp orange curls with one finger.


  “Have you had what you wished for, sweetheart?” he asked her softly as Peregrine unwrapped his tin soldiers and whooped with delight.


  She nodded solemnly and reached up one arm to catch at his neck. He lowered his head to kiss her puckered lips.


  She pushed herself off his lap and he watched, amused, as she slid her new fur muff up one arm almost to the shoulder, arranged the ribbon of her new parasol over her wrist, folded her new blue satin dress over her arm, and settled the doll comfortably against the inside of her elbow. And then she reached up with her free arm and took him by the hand.


  “Where are we going?” he asked, laughing as he got to his feet. “To show Grandmama?”


  But she led him to the door and from the room. She wanted to go back to the nursery? Already? On Christmas Day, when the children drew out all the tricks in their not-inconsiderable arsenal to stay away from it?


  But he knew almost immediately that he had guessed wrongly. And he knew where they were going. For one moment he considered stopping her, picking her up, taking her back to the salon, thinking of some way to distract her attention. But how could he? It was Christmas. Day. It was her day. And he loved her to distraction.


  Most of the guests were in the morning room, chattering brightly. One table of cards was in progress.


  “Ah, there is Lord Radbrook,” Roberta Chadwick said gaily. She looked extremely pretty dressed in warm pink. “Everyone is saying that we can go for sleigh rides later, my lord. But the snow is deep and very fresh. I say a sleigh will tip and hurl us all into a snowbank. What is your opinion?”


  He grinned. “That would be a disaster only if one were hurled in alone or with the wrong company,” he said outrageously.


  But he was not allowed to pause to join in the laughter that greeted his words. He was drawn by his daughter’s hand across the room to the window, where three ladies were talking quietly together.


  Anna released her father’s hand and held up her doll for Emma’s inspection.


  Emma looked up sharply and met the inscrutable eyes of the child’s father.


  “A doll,” she said. “How very beautiful she is. She has ringlets just like yours. But, Anna...” She looked more closely at the child and smiled despite herself. “You do not have your ringlets today. You have a braided coronet. How very lovely you look, for sure.”


  Anna held up the doll until Emma took it. And then she laid the dress across Emma’s lap and wrestled with the parasol until she had opened it.


  “What a fortunate little girl you have been,” Emma said. “These are lovely gifts, Anna. And the muff too?”


  Anna lifted it and rubbed it against Emma’s cheek. And then she raised both arms.


  Emma looked uneasily up at Lord Radbrook. But she had no choice, he was forced to admit as he stared mutely back. He could hardly accuse her this morning of having lured Anna into her arms—any more than he could have the day before, he supposed. She had been right. For some reason Anna had taken a fancy to her.


  “She wanted you to see her gifts,” he said lamely as Emma hesitated and then leaned forward to lift his daughter onto her lap on top of the new dress.


  Anna took her doll in her own arms again and snuggled against Emma’s bosom.


  Seeing her there, Lord Radbrook was reminded of the scent of her he had noticed on several occasions the day before—when they were at the Nativity scene, when they were beside each other at church, when he had stepped close to her in the library. She had smelled of violets as she had always used to do. He had been almost overwhelmed with a feeling of nostalgia as soon as he had stooped beside her to take a closer look at Joseph.


  Now Anna would be breathing in that scent.


  He swallowed. God, he had loved her. It had taken him months even to be aware that the sun was still rising each morning. It had taken him years to get over her.


  Perhaps he never had. Perhaps if he had, he would not hate her so intensely now.


  “Shall we go back to the salon, Anna?” he asked.


  But she shook her head, as he had feared she would, and burrowed closer to Emma.


  And Emma looked up at him with worried eyes.


  “Do you mind?” he asked her.


  She shook her head.


  “I had better see if I can settle this question of the sleigh rides, then,” he said, turning abruptly away.


  Emma did not believe she had felt either so happy or so miserable for many years. She sat in one corner of the drawing room after a light luncheon, holding Anna asleep in her arms. The child’s head was pillowed on her breast, her mouth open, her breathing deep and even.


  Emma ached with a maternal tenderness that had never been allowed to awaken before. There surely could be no more wonderful feeling than just this, she felt, unless perhaps it were to hold a tiny baby to one’s breast and feel it suckling there.


  It was a Christmas to remember. This in contrast to the agony of the night before and its sleeplessness after all the hurtful things he had said to her, after her realization anew of all she had lost in that foolish, youthful decision she had made all those years ago.


  Anna might have been hers, he had said twice. Emma might have had a right to the child’s affection. Emma had completed the details herself during a sleepless night. He might have put Anna, or another child, inside her through the intimacy of married love. She might have had the joy of having his child growing in her for nine months. She might have held the child from the moment of its birth and suckled it herself. She might have had a great deal more than this brief agony of pretend motherhood when the child was already almost six years old.


  She might have. And she might have had his love for the past nine years.


  But she had decided otherwise. Enchanted, exhilarated, and finally terrified by that month of fun and friendship and blossoming love, culminating in his passionate outpouring of love for her and offer for her hand, she had turned to her parents for advice. She had been so very new to life and womanhood.


  Why had they both been so vehemently opposed to the match? she wondered. She had been eighteen, after all, of marriageable age, and Edwin could hardly have been more eligible—a baron in his own right, wealthy, landed, heir to an earldom and an even vaster fortune. Papa had been only a baronet of moderate means. It would have been a brilliant match for her.


  But they had, she knew, felt some humiliation at Peter’s marrying so far above himself. Pride, yes, but humiliation too at being unable to match all the lavish spending on the nuptials that the earl had indulged in. Perhaps they had shuddered at the thought of having to go through it all over again with their daughter.


  Papa had been a proud man.


  And then, of course, Mama had always been of a delicate constitution and had always leaned heavily on her daughter’s care. They needed her, Papa had said. They could not spare her for this or any other marriage. Not for another few years, at least.


  And so she had refused Edwin. And when he had pleaded with her, caught her in his arms and tried to persuade her in other than words, she had torn free of him and raced back to the house and refused to talk with him before her parents had taken her away the following day.


  And she had regretted her decision perhaps every day since then. And still regretted it, now more than ever. And yet she wished herself a million miles away, she thought, smoothing a gentle hand over the side of his daughter’s sleeping head.


  “I don’t understand it, Emma dear,” the countess said in a whisper, despite the buzz of conversation going on all about them, seating herself briefly in the chair beside Emma’s. “There must be a magic about you. Anna will not let you out of her sight.” She patted Emma’s arm with one ringed hand. “It is almost enough to set me to promoting a match between you and Edwin. Indeed, we thought one was in the making many years ago when Sophia married Peter, but nothing ever came of it.”


  Emma looked at her, horrified.


  “Oh, don’t worry.” The countess chuckled before moving off to join another group for a few minutes. “I never have been a matchmaker, dear. I would not so embarrass you. And I do believe Edwin has his heart set on the little Chadwick girl, though I am not at all sure that Anna will approve his choice.”


  But Roberta Chadwick would be perfect for him, Emma thought determinedly. She would bring laughter back into his life. He had used to laugh a great deal. They both had. They had spent a month laughing. And talking. And walking and running and riding and boating. And kissing for that last week. Kissing over and over. He was the only man she had ever kissed.


  Strangely, she had been very free of chaperones during that month. They had been alone a great deal.


  “Emma.” He was stooped down on his haunches before her suddenly, the hostility of the day before gone from his face—for the moment, anyway. “Shall I take her from you? It is not fair that you be so tied down.”


  Tied down!


  “If you wish,” she said, her heart sinking. She realized that tears had sprung to her eyes only when his face blurred before her. She stared at his blurred image, aghast. “But perhaps she will awake. She needs the sleep, I think. She was late to bed last night and quite early up this morning.”


  “Emma, what is it?” he asked softly. She shook her head. “I am sorry about last night,” he said. “You have been remarkably kind to her. She has not known a mother figure for a long time.”


  “Leave her here with me,” she said. “I do not mind.”


  “The sleigh rides are to be delayed until later,” he said, “and are to be for the adults only.” He grinned. “They are far too tame for the children. They are going to sled down the hill by the lake after it has been judged—doubtless by Marjorie—that their luncheons have had long enough to settle in their stomachs. I will be going with them, as Anna doubtless will wish to go too.”


  “The fresh air will be good for them,” she said.


  “She is going to want you to come too,” he said. “You do not have to, Emma. It is cold out there, and there is a longish trek to the hill. I warn you now so that you can have a plausible excuse ready for her.”


  “Yes,” she said.


  He searched her eyes with his own. “Unless you want to come,” he said. “You must do what you wish to do. Disregard what I said last night. Will you, please? I was in a foul mood and believe I spoke many words for which I owe you an apology.”


  “No,” she said.


  “Well.” He looked at her uncertainly and straightened up again. “Anna will be pleased if you come, Emma, even if only for a short while.”


  She did not answer him, but looked down at the child who might have been hers.


  He was gone when she looked up again.


  Aubrey and Peregrine had set themselves up as leaders of the sledding party, each sitting at the front of a sled, a smaller child behind and clinging to his waist as if for very life.


  Anna would not go with either one. Lord Radbrook could hardly blame her. The hill was long and fairly steep, coming to an end on the wide path and lawn before the bank of the frozen lake. The snow was fresh and thick and the boys reckless and not the best of steersmen. Nine times out of ten the sleds tipped before they reached the bottom and spilled out their two occupants into a snowbank.


  The other children seemed not at all perturbed by the frequent spills. There was a great deal of shrieking and laughing and a large number of insults being hurled about. Lord Radbrook and Emma at the top of the hill and Marjorie at the bottom wisely decided to be deaf for the occasion.


  “I know what it is going to be,” Lord Radbrook said, looking down at his daughter, who was gazing wistfully at her laughing and snow-covered cousins but clinging to Emma’s hand. “I am going to have to take you down myself, aren’t I, Anna? And if I tip over halfway down, I will be the laughingstock for the rest of our stay here.” He was grinning. “Will you come down with Papa?”


  She looked up at him eagerly and nodded her head.


  “This may be certain suicide,” he said to Emma, “or may result in a few broken limbs at the very least.”


  “Admit it,” she said. “You have been waiting for just this moment.”


  There was high color in her cheeks, he saw—and at the tip of her nose. Her eyes were dancing, her lips curved into a smile. He felt a sudden jolt of recognition. She really had not changed such a great deal after all.


  “Aubrey!” he yelled, turning away sharply. “I am going to need that sled so that I can teach you a lesson about descending a hill without making yourself into a snowman on the way.”


  “Oh, famous!” Aubrey cupped his hands about his mouth and bellowed at all the other children. “Uncle Edwin is about to make an idiot of himself. Gather around, one and all.”


  “Impudent puppy,” his uncle said. “Come along, Anna. You can sit in front between my knees.”


  Anna was big-eyed and solemn as he settled her on the sled in front of him and the other children gathered around to laugh and cheer and jeer.


  “Here we go, then,” Lord Radbrook said, launching them down the hill at the same moment as a snowball from William’s hand landed with a splat against the back of his coat.


  He felt like a boy again. And Emma had been right: he had been waiting for this moment, hoping that somehow he would find an excuse to take to the slopes himself. He was laughing by the time they arrived—safely—at the bottom. The children were all jumping up and down at the top of the hill, cheering, Emma off to one side of them. He picked Anna up, hugged her in his arms, and made their distant audience a theatrical bow.


  “Now we have only two adult chaperones and one extra little boy,” Marjorie said, clucking her tongue. “However will we manage? And when you go back up there, Edwin, tell William to tie that scarf about his neck or I will throttle him with it when he comes down. This is not the middle of July.”


  Anna was wriggling out of his arms and turning without a backward glance to run back up the slope. She was making straight for Emma, who stooped down and held out her arms as she neared the top. Lord Radbrook narrowed his eyes and watched them.


  “It is most peculiar,” Marjorie said from beside him. “But it was very sporting and kind of her to come all the way out here with Anna, when most of the real parents had a thousand and one excuses for remaining indoors. Is Roberta upset about it, Edwin?”


  “Roberta?” he said. “Why should she be?”


  She looked at him. “Are you not about to offer her the position of second mother to Anna?” she asked. “Or am I being precipitate?”


  “You are, rather,” he said.


  “Am I?” She smiled. “But you paid her such marked attention in town last spring, you know, Edwin, and you did join a party at her brother-in-law’s for a few weeks during the summer. And then they were invited here. You surely cannot blame me—and not only me, either—for putting two and two together.”


  “And coming up with five,” he said.


  “Oh, Julie,” Marjorie said, her eyes going back up the slope. “She shrieks like a hoyden even if she does look like an angel. And I told Peregrine the last time he was down that if he did not lean sideways he would not tip over so often. There they go into a snowbank.”


  But Lord Radbrook was not watching the one sled come to grief on the slope. He was watching Anna draw Emma by the hand toward the other sled and Aubrey hold out the strings to her.


  What the devil? She surely was not intending to come down? But she was. Anna had already climbed onto the front and Emma was lowering herself carefully behind her.


  He had a sudden mental image of Emma as he had first seen her the day before, quiet and demure in her prim lavender frock and white lace cap, the very epitome of a fading spinster. But the image was almost immediately replaced by the memory of Emma, her straw bonnet cast aside, her short curls in riotous disarray about her flushed and laughing face, rowing furiously in a boat race across the lake with him, splashing herself with water at every undignified and unskilled pull of the oars. And of her finally climbing out of the boat and dropping to her knees beside him, where he lay at his insolent ease on the grass, having finished his race many minutes before. She had been giggling like a girl and accusing him of every form of cheating imaginable before he had drawn her head down and kissed her long and soundly.


  “Mercy on us,” Marjorie said, “here comes Emma. The world has gone mad.”


  She was shrieking and laughing helplessly. The sled teetered from one side to the other but miraculously held on course until it slid to a stop just a few feet from where the other two adults stood.


  She was bent forward over Anna, Lord Radbrook saw as he took the few steps toward them, still laughing helplessly. And not laughing alone. Anna too was shrieking with high-pitched delight and leaning back into Emma.


  “We did it,” Emma said, gasping. “That will teach those nasty boys to mock us. Papa will be proud of you.”


  But Lord Radbrook was standing transfixed. God. Oh, God. She was laughing, her face that of a sunny-natured child. She was making sounds.


  Anna bounced to her feet, silent again, and wrapped her arms about his waist. Emma was staring up at him, the laughter dying from her face. She got up slowly.


  “She was not in any danger, I assure you,” she said. “If I had tipped the sled, we would have landed in soft snow.”


  She had misunderstood the look on his face.


  “She was laughing,” he said, his voice curiously tight. But he had to bite on his lip suddenly and turn sharply away so that she would not see the humiliation of his tears.


  He climbed back up the hill afterward while Emma and Anna stayed at the bottom with Marjorie. It was well over half an hour later before they arrived back at the house and Marjorie shooed all the children up to the nursery to comb their hair and wash their hands before tea.


  Lord Radbrook was stooped down dislodging a particularly stubborn knot from Anna’s scarf. She was still holding to Emma’s hand, he could see, though Emma was at arm’s length and had clearly intended to proceed on her own way upstairs.


  “There,” he said at last, straightening up. “The deed is accomplished. Upstairs with the others, then, Anna, to get tidied up if you want some tea.”


  But she looked up at him with eager eyes and across to Emma, who still stood a step away. Anna looked back to him and deliberately up to the ceiling above Emma’s head.


  “Ah,” he said with a sinking of the heart and a strange churning of the stomach. And he knew from the suddenly stricken expression in her eyes that Emma had just realized too. “I have caught Miss Milford under the mistletoe, have I, Anna? How clever of me.”


  His child released Emma’s hand finally and clung to her skirt instead. And her free arm came about his leg. She gazed upward at them.


  “I have a well-trained daughter,” he said as lightly as he could, setting his hands on Emma’s shoulders and taking the step toward her. “She held you prisoner until I was ready to capture you myself.” And he lowered his head and kissed her swiftly and firmly.


  And was immediately engulfed in the delicate perfume of violets and in impressions of summertime and warmth and youth and laughter and young love. And in memories of Emma and what she had meant to him before all the dreary months and years of pain had made him hate her. And of what she had continued to mean to him despite all the pain and all the hatred. And of what she still meant to him and always would mean to him.


  At least, he thought, raising his head and looking into dazed hazel eyes, he had meant the kiss to be swift. He had no idea if it had been or not. Anna, he realized, was still gazing fixedly up at them.


  “You are beneath the mistletoe too,” he said, stooping and kissing her. “And now that that nonsense is done with, perhaps we can proceed to our tea. I am starved.”


  They ascended the stairs in silence, the three of them, Anna between them, holding to a hand of each.


  They were to keep country hours, the countess had announced that morning, and have their Christmas dinner early. Partly it was so that the young people with their boundless energy would have plenty of time both to go for their sleigh rides and to join in the dancing planned for the drawing room later in the evening, and partly so that the servants could have some of the evening to themselves after the great banquet was cleared away.


  Sleigh rides were always better after dark, anyway, someone said, especially as the storm had cleared away completely and there were likely to be moonlight and starlight by which to drive.


  Emma would not go. She had decided that at teatime. It would not be seemly. She was not either one of the young people or half of a couple. She was merely an aging spinster, in the same category as Aunt Hannah, who had sat beside the fire all day, nodding genially at all the merrymaking proceeding about her.


  Besides, if she went on a purely adult party, without the presence of Anna to excuse her, he might think that she expected to accompany him. There were three sleighs apparently, each of them large enough to accommodate only two passengers.


  “Another reason why evening is the best time for the rides,” one young gentleman had said, smiling warmly at a blushing young lady.


  He might think that she expected to be taken with him. Her cheeks burned at the thought. And they burned again, and her breath came in uneven gasps, as she remembered that kiss in the hallway beneath the mistletoe and the way her lips had clung to his instead of jerking away as soon as a semblance of a kiss had taken place to satisfy Anna. And the way she had swayed against him so that her breasts had come against his coat and she had felt all the male hardness of his upper body.


  And she had stood beneath that mistletoe for all of a minute before the kiss, held there by Anna’s hand in hers, not wanting to hurt the child by breaking away. But to him it must seem that she had waited patiently there until he had noticed where it was she stood.


  She squirmed with embarrassment at the thought.


  No, she would not join the sleigh rides. She would not dance later that evening, either. She would remember again who and what she was and behave accordingly.


  But other people had other ideas.


  “You are not joining the sleigh rides, Miss Milford?” Colonel Porchester asked her loudly from across the table at dinner, when she had just said as much to Lord Hodges beside her.


  Emma swallowed a mouthful of goose. “No, sir,” she said with a smile. “I do believe I will give in to sanity and stay indoors where it is warm.”


  “Ah, yes,” he said. “You went cavorting with the children this afternoon, did you not, ma’am? Most sporting of you, I must say.”


  “Not going sleighing, Emma?” Peter said from three places down the table, leaning forward so that he could see her. “Nonsense! The snow will probably be melting by tomorrow or the next day and we will not see it again for another two years or so. Of course you must come. You may squeeze in between Sophia and me.”


  “I would not dream of it,” she said.


  “Emma,” Sophia said with a sigh from even farther away, “Peter and I have been wedded for longer than nine years. We no longer need the romance of a sleigh ride.”


  There was general laughter from their end of the table.


  “We can find it in other, ah, cozier places,” Peter said.


  His words were greeted with far heartier laughter.


  The colonel coughed. “It goes against all the laws of gallantry to allow a lovely young lady to ride in a sleigh sandwiched between her brother and sister-in-law,” he said. “Ma’am, I shall dust off these aged bones and air out these ancient lungs in order to take a turn with you myself if you will consent to trust yourself to my care.”


  Emma smiled. “Thank you, sir,” she said. “That would be very pleasant.”


  So much for melting into the background, she thought ruefully as the conversation moved on to other topics. And so much for aging, decorous spinsters.


  A schedule had been worked out, since there were only three sleighs and twelve couples who wished to ride in them, so that nine couples would not be standing outside for an hour or more getting no more pleasure from the evening than cold feet and reddened noses. Miss Chadwick and another fortunate young lady were to ride twice, since there were two gentlemen eager to escort each.


  Emma was to ride with the last group. In the meantime she played blindman’s buff with the children.


  The ride when it came was very sedate and almost anticlimactic. While Lord Radbrook drove away with Miss Chadwick in the direction of the lake, and another young gentleman took the lady of his choice toward the pasture, the colonel took the ribbons of their sleigh and set the horses to moving slowly along the cleared driveway to the gates, out onto the highway for a mile, and back again.


  It was very pleasant. The moon and stars made the night bright, and the slight breeze, which had made the air brisk during the afternoon, had died down so that it hardly felt cold at all. Of course, Emma thought, she had a heavy lap robe tucked about her, and her hands were snug inside her muff. The runners of the sleigh squeaked across the snow.


  “Christmas Day,” the colonel said. “There is always a special feeling about it, is there not? I remember...” And he was off on a series of reminiscences about Christmas and his military experiences. Emma relaxed and enjoyed the journey.


  They arrived back at the house at almost the same moment as Lord Radbrook and Miss Chadwick.


  “Ah,” the colonel said, having helped Emma to the ground and turned about. “The freshness of youth. I swear that your eyes shine as brightly as the stars, ma’am.” He bowed over Roberta’s hand and took it in his. “And I will wager you are preparing to dance the night away.”


  “How could I possibly resist, sir?” she said gaily, linking her arm through his and proceeding up the horseshoe steps and through the main doors with him.


  Emma felt a hand on her arm as she prepared to follow.


  “Come for a drive with me,” Lord Radbrook said quickly, and before she knew quite what was happening, she was seated in the other sleigh, its heavier lap robe about her knees, and he was setting the horses in motion. The bells on their bridles jingled.


  She turned to look at his profile in the darkness and looked away again. They seemed very much surrounded by darkness and emptiness. The house seemed already far behind them.


  She thought for a minute that he must have something very particular to say to her, perhaps a repetition of last night’s tirade. Perhaps after all he had resented her going sledding with his daughter that afternoon or joining in the sleigh rides this evening. But he said nothing as he took the sleigh over the already well-worn tracks toward the lake.


  “She has not spoken or made a sound or smiled or laughed since Marianne died,” he said abruptly at last. “Not, at least, since her voice gave out after almost two days of nonstop screaming.”


  She thought of that afternoon, when Anna had shrieked with laughter on their near-disastrous run down the slope. At the time she had not realized the significance of what was happening—not until he had spoken and she had seen the tears in his eyes. She had thought at first that he was furious with her.


  “It will all come back,” she said. “It is bound to.”


  They rode on in silence.


  “I almost did not come this year,” he said jerkily, “when I knew that you would be here. I thought of taking Anna into Italy. But the pull of family is always too strong at Christmas.”


  “Yes,” she said, the pain in her chest making it difficult to draw breath. “Peter and Sophia and the children were coming here. And Aunt Hannah wished to come. I did not have the heart to insist on staying away. If it had not been for her, I would have.”


  “Yes,” he said. “As you did last year. I was relieved.”


  They lapsed into silence again. A long silence until suddenly, when they were on the path high above the lake at its eastern end, making the turn to return to the house along its other bank, he drew the horses to a halt and cursed expressively into the night. Emma clenched her hands into hard fists beneath the robe.


  “Do you know where we are?” he asked her, speaking through his teeth. “For God’s sake, Emma, do you realize where we are?”


  She looked about her, startled. And her eyes widened. The high point of the lake, with bare trees falling away to the frozen water below. Trees laden with green leaves during the summer. Blue water, a darker shade than the sky. Warmth and the smells of trees and grass and wildflowers and water.


  “Yes,” she said, and the word trembled out of her.


  It was the place where he had kissed her lips red and swollen until she had moaned and arched into him. The place where he had poured out words of love and asked her to marry him and told her what he wanted to do with her for what remained of a lifetime.


  The place where she had said yes and then no and then she did not know, until he had laughed with lighthearted confidence and agreed that she should consult her parents. He must speak with her father too, he had said. He had not yet done so. But there had been no cloud of uncertainty in his face.


  He had already been living in the happily-ever-after.


  “Yes,” she said again.


  “Emma.” Her name was a groan on his lips, and then one arm was about her shoulders and the other hand was turning up her chin, and his mouth was on hers.


  Not his lips. His mouth. Open. Warm. Moist. Tasting faintly of wine. The kiss of a man of experience, not of the very young man with whom she had lived out a summer of innocent love. Or so she supposed. She knew nothing of men of experience. She felt his tongue against the seam of her lips, hard, demanding, confident—or desperate.


  She pushed him away, resisting with every ounce of willpower in her the urge to jump from the sleigh and run and run.


  “This is not why I came here,” she said. “I did not come for this. I would not wish you to think...Just because Anna...Edwin...”


  “No.” His voice was calm. Expressionless. He was picking up the ribbons of the horses again and slapping them into slow motion. “Of course not. And neither did I. Forgive me, please, ma’am.”


  “Edwin,” she said, reaching out to touch his arm, distressed.


  “You will get cold,” he said. “Pull the robe up over your knees again and put your hands back inside your muff. You must already be chilled after two successive rides.”


  “Edwin,” she said, her voice pleading.


  “Christmas will be over soon,” he said. “Christmas always does strange things to people, does it not? It gives one dreams of perfect peace and love and amity. Ridiculous, really, though I suppose it is a pleasant myth. One worth perpetuating. In another few days we will be going our separate ways, ma’am. Next year I will try Italy, and the year after, perhaps Austria or Spain or America. I suppose there are enough places in the world for all the Christmases remaining in my life and yours, are there not? For nine years it has been relatively easy to keep our paths from crossing. I am sure that with a little ingenuity we can manage it for forty years or more longer.”


  She pulled the robe up about her and slid her hands inside her muff. She directed her eyes at the latter.


  “I don’t suppose you have ever visited Carlton House, have you?” he asked.


  “No,” she said.


  “Good.” His voice was brisk, cheerful. “I shall describe it to you. If we are still not quite at the house when I have finished, I shall describe the Pavilion at Brighton as well. I suppose you are unacquainted with that monstrosity too?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Good.” He launched into speech.


  The children were allowed to stay up well past their usual bedtime, despite the lateness of their falling asleep the night before. Christmas came only once a year, after all. And no child was about to argue with that profound adult pronouncement.


  They were herded upstairs from the drawing room to the nursery only when the adult sleigh rides were finished and the countess declared that it was time to have the carpet rolled up and the room prepared for the dancing.


  It was high time to go upstairs anyway, Aubrey said, flushed with excitement and indignation. If he had to kiss one more of his female cousins beneath the kissing bough, he would run away to sea, see if he did not. And he had no desire to stay to watch the silly dancing, either. He condescended to slap a hand on the shoulder of the younger Peregrine and suggest that they set up a battlefield with the tin soldiers.


  Anna was not so eager to go up, since neither her papa nor her new mama appeared with the return of the last of the sleigh riders. But she took her Aunt Marjorie’s hand obediently and allowed her grandmama to kiss her cheek, and she climbed the stairs to the nursery without complaint.


  She even played for a while with the other girls and their dolls. But when her papa finally came, she took his hand and led the way into her bedchamber. The others were not going to bed, but she had no wish to stay up longer.


  “Tired, sweetheart?” her papa asked, sitting on the edge of her bed while she undressed without her nurse’s help.


  She nodded and allowed him to unbraid her hair and then tuck the blankets up under her chin. She raised puckered lips for his kiss.


  “Good night, Anna,” he said, cupping one of her cheeks with a warm hand. “It has been a good Christmas, has it not?”


  She nodded.


  He leaned over her and kissed her again before leaving.


  She lay very still on her back, staring upward. Yes, it had been a good Christmas. She had had the best Christmas gift ever, and her wish had been granted. She had the most wonderful mama of all—better than Aunt Sophia or Aunt Patricia. Better even than Aunt Marjorie.


  Better than her own mama? She could not remember her and usually tried very hard not to do so. But she thought of her now and found that she could not remember her clearly at all. Mama had drowned. She knew that. She had seen it. But she had not pushed her. She had been afraid that they would say she had, but Papa had told her over and over and over again that she had not, that Mama had simply leaned over too far and fallen in. Yes, it was true. She tested the memory in her mind and no longer felt the old terror.


  She could scarcely remember her mama. Except for a warm feeling. Mama had been warm. Just like her new mama was.


  Except that there was something else with her new mama—a tiny feeling inside that she could not quite express. A tiny pain or emptiness or panic. She could not put a word to it.


  Were Christmas wishes sometimes granted for Christmas only? She had never thought of that before. She had been given a new mama, but perhaps she was for Christmas only. Perhaps tomorrow she would not be Mama at all. Perhaps she would be just Miss Emma Milford.


  Perhaps Papa would never marry her. And unless he did, then the gift could not last longer than Christmas. Papa had kissed her beneath the mistletoe and she had kissed him back. And clinging to them both, Anna had had a wonderful feeling about it all. She had expected when Papa had stooped down to kiss her too that he would tell her that they were to be a family.


  But he had not done so. And when the adults had come into the drawing room after dinner, her papa had immediately taken himself off to talk with some of the gentlemen while her new mama had played with the children. And then, when they had both gone outside for their sleigh rides, they had not been together. Papa had taken Miss Chadwick on his arm, and her new mama had been with the elderly gentleman with the white hair and mustache.


  They had not come back afterward, either of them. And though Papa had come upstairs to say good night to her, Mama had not.


  She had been so sure that it was to be the best Christmas ever. She had been so certain that today it would all be perfect. Tomorrow Christmas would be over. Wouldn’t it? Was it still Christmas tomorrow? She did not think so. Not really, though everyone would still be there and the decorations would still be up, and there would still be all the good foods to eat.


  But Christmas would be over and not quite perfect after all.


  Anna continued to stare upward. After a while one tear spilled from the corner of an eye and ran down the side of her face and into her ear.


  Emma was doing without the services of a maid, though the countess had offered her one. She had laid out her green silk gown, her most becoming one, before going down to dinner, intending to change into it for the dancing.


  But she hung it back inside the wardrobe and took out her lavender frock instead. She drew it on slowly and deliberately, smoothing the sleeves down over her wrists. She took the pins from her hair and brushed it out. She parted it carefully down the center, combed it back over her ears, and knotted it tightly at her neck. She set her best lace cap on the smooth crown of her head.


  She looked at herself in the mirror, hesitated, and rejected the idea of putting on her pearls. She turned away and went downstairs and seated herself in a shadowed corner of the room beside her aunt, who was having a comfortable conversation with the elderly sister of the countess, Marjorie Fotheringale’s mother.


  She was almost the last person down, she saw, looking about her once she was safely seated. Sophia was already at the pianoforte, practicing quietly. The carpet had been removed.


  It was Christmas night. The room was warm and festive, with its loops of holly and ivy and its decorated pine boughs, with the dozens of candles in the chandeliers, all brilliantly lit, and with the ornate kissing bough hanging from the center of the ceiling.


  The ladies were dressed in all their silks and laces and feathers and finery. Most of the gentlemen wore satin knee breeches and brocaded waistcoats and coats.


  It was Christmas, the most wonderful and most joyous season of the year. There was a buzz of anticipation as the Earl of Crampton led his countess onto the floor to begin the dancing, and a wave of laughter as he kissed her smackingly on the lips when they paused beneath the kissing bough, waiting for Sophia to begin to play.


  “No,” Emma said, distracted a moment later as she watched the couple begin to dance. She looked up at Lord Hodges. “I do not dance, thank you.”


  “But you really ought, dear,” her aunt said in a loud whisper after his lordship had turned away to claim another partner. “You are not quite an old maid, and you know that you always like to stand up at the assemblies at home.”


  “It has been a busy day, Aunt Hannah,” she said with a smile. “These aging bones of mine are weary.”


  Miss Beynon tutted and the countess’s sister chuckled.


  Lord Radbrook was dancing with Roberta Chadwick. He had not intended to single her out for the first dance, but somehow it had happened. And he smiled down at her and wondered if he should control his reckless mood or give it free rein. It would be the easiest thing in the world to guide their steps to the center of the room, claim his kiss, steer her to the door and out and into some quieter room to make his offer.


  He had come to Williston Hall half-determined to do just that. And she was an extremely pretty and amiable young lady. Such an outcome of the Christmas holiday was half-expected by others in the room too, he believed.


  “It has been such a wonderful day,” she said, looking up at him with shining blue eyes, a blush of color high on her cheekbones. “I have never been part of such a party at Christmas before, my lord. There is so much to do at every moment of the day.”


  “It has been our pleasure to have you join our family,” he said, smiling down at her.


  Good God, he was thinking, trying to focus both his mind and his eyes on the young girl in his arms, if someone wished to paint a portrait of the typical, quintessential spinster, he could hardly do better than paint Emma as she was now. That prudish virginal dress. That ridiculous cap. That murder done to thick, youthful hair.


  He wanted to tear the dress off her, hurl the cap into the fire, drag the pins from her hair. He wanted to shake her until her neck snapped. He wanted to do violence to her.


  “And it is not to end soon,” Roberta was saying, her face bright with youth and vitality and Christmas. “Viscount Treadwell has invited my sister and brother-in-law—and me of course—to spend the New Year in Norfolk. He has sent off an invitation to Mama and Papa, as well.”


  “Then all of London must suffer from your absence for even longer than expected?” he said.


  She laughed, a light, infectious sound. “I am sure no one will miss me,” she said. “My brother-in-law Adrian says that there must be some significance to the fact that Mama and Papa are being invited too, but I think that is just silly. I am no one of any great importance, after all.”


  “On the contrary,” he said. “I seem to recall that you are the young lady who took the ton by storm during your first Season last spring.”


  She laughed again. Lord Radbrook was careful to avoid the center of the room for the remainder of the set.


  He danced with his mother, with Maria Shelton, with several of the other ladies. And he felt irritation build to anger and anger to fury as Emma continued to sit quietly in the shadows, her hands folded primly in her lap, making herself one with his aunt and her own.


  He felt fit to do murder as he laughed at something one of his partners said while he led her back to her chair at the end of a dance.


  Emma had rejected offers to dance with Lord Hodges and Colonel Porchester. She had even refused her brother, though he had been more insistent and openly derisive of her cap.


  “I would have given you half a dozen for Christmas if I had known you were so partial to the things,” he had said. “You forgot to bring your knitting downstairs, Emma.”


  She had pulled a face at him, and he had gone away eventually.


  Sophia had just announced a waltz. There had been several. It seemed to be a favorite dance of most of the younger people and of some of the older onces too. Emma had danced it once at a local assembly and had liked it, though the general opinion had been that it was fast and a little vulgar and best left to those people who liked to frequent London, which always encouraged all that was fast and vulgar.


  “Ma’am?” A lace-covered hand was held out for hers. “Will you dance?”


  “No.” She looked up, startled, and felt her face grow hot. She had thought that he would stay as far away from her as possible for what remained of her stay at Williston Hall. “Thank you, but I do not dance.”


  “Do not or will not?” he asked. His hand was still outstretched. His voice was cold, abrupt. She did not see what his expression was. She found herself unable to lift her eyes beyond his neckcloth.


  “Both,” she said.


  “Well,” he said quietly, “you will make an exception on this one occasion. Come and waltz with me.”


  She could not believe his breach of good manners. Both her aunt and his were interested spectators, she was aware. Yet there was something in his voice and in the tension of his body that suggested to her that even another refusal would not daunt him. He might just create a scene if she refused yet again.


  She got to her feet.


  Sophia was already playing. Couples were already dancing. She raised one wooden arm to his shoulder. He took her other hand in his. She realized that her own was cold only when she felt the warmth of his.


  “Have you waltzed before?” he asked.


  “Once,” she said.


  They danced in silence. She had not realized on that previous occasion just how intimate a dance it was. All attention was focused inward, within the circle of their arms. Had she been a little taller, perhaps she could have looked over his shoulder, watched the other dancers, felt less held by a certain spell, a certain tension.


  “Don’t worry,” he said quietly after a couple of minutes, when she had caught the rhythm of the dance and moved smoothly to his lead. His voice was cold again. “I shall keep us well away from the center of the room.”


  She did not answer him. The diamond pin nestled in the folds of his neckcloth caught the light of the candles in whichever direction they turned. She fixed her eyes on its brightly changing rainbow bursts.


  He swore softly suddenly, and she looked up, startled, into his eyes. They were as hard as ice. His jaw was tight, his face pale.


  “You are coming with me,” he said, dancing her toward the doors that led into the hallway. “We are going to have this out. Don’t make a scene, Emma.”


  She had no intention of doing any such thing. But she knew that he was on the verge of doing so, and would do it, too, if she made one false move. She did not resist when he opened one of the doors and ushered her out, one hand at the small of her back. He closed the door behind them.


  “The library,” he said curtly. “There will be a fire in there. And candles too, probably.”


  It felt a little like reliving the past, stepping inside the library again, as they had the evening before, waiting for him to rip up at her. She walked halfway across the room and turned calmly to face him. He stood with his back against the door, his hands behind him, still on the handles. His eyes passed slowly over her from head to foot.


  “I want to tear it off your back,” he said viciously while her eyes widened in surprise and something like fear. “And that.” He pointed an accusing finger at her head. “I want to...” He drew in a sharp breath and strode toward her. “And I am going to do it, too.”


  He snatched the cap from her head, dislodging a couple of pins as he did so, and strode to the fire with it. Emma turned to watch him with shocked eyes as he hesitated, looked back to her, and dropped her best lace cap into the flames.


  “Are you cold to the very core?” he asked. “Is there no warmth in you at all?”


  She said nothing. She determinedly blinked back the tears that would have blurred her vision.


  “What is it about me?” he asked her through his teeth. “What is wrong with me, Emma?”


  She swallowed.


  “I always thought myself eligible,” he said. “I still do. Even apart from the title and the fortune and the expectations and all the other trappings of wealth and privilege, I would have thought myself eligible. I have always known I am no Adonis, but then, I am no gargoyle either. I have some education, some conversation, some breeding. What makes me so unacceptable, then? Or is it not me? Is it you? Are you cold to the very heart?”


  “Edwin,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her, “don’t do this. Please don’t. There is nothing wrong with you. And I am human.”


  “What, then?” he said. “Why do you prefer this to me?” He gestured at her lavender frock.


  She shook her head. “It is what I am,” she said. “I dress to suit my station in life.”


  “God!” He whirled suddenly to pound one fist against the mantel. He stayed facing away from her, both hands gripping the high mantel, his eyes gazing down into the fire. “I was a fool. A total fool. I made myself an abject, ridiculous figure, pleading with you, crying over you, writing those letters. How could you have been cold enough to ignore them so totally, Emma? The whole fragile and broken heart of a young man was in them, ridiculous as they were.”


  “My father destroyed them,” she said. “I never saw them.”


  He turned his head to look at her over his shoulder, his expression cynical. “Would it have made a difference if you had?” he asked.


  “I loved you,” she said, her voice dreary. And then, more impassioned, “I loved you, Edwin! If only I had loved you less, I think perhaps I would have fought against them and married you.”


  He pushed himself away from the mantel and turned to look at her fully. “What sort of nonsense is that?” he asked.


  “I had never been from home,” she said. “I had never met any man but the ones I had grown up with. I fell in love with you so totally, Edwin, that I was terrified by the power of my own emotions, terrified by what you did to my feelings and to my...to my body. I wanted you and what you had to offer more than I wanted anything else in life. I also wanted the safety and familiarity of home. I was afraid of my own awakened womanhood.”


  He stared at her, his expression stony.


  “And then they advised me against it,” she said. “Indeed, my father said that he would not give his consent. He said it was wrong, that I was not ready, that it would be ungrateful and unfilial of me to leave my mother so soon and when she was in such delicate health. He said so many things that bewildered me. So many things that I hated to hear and yet that strangely comforted me. I could crawl back into the life I knew.”


  “For the rest of your life,” he said, his voice a sneer. His eyes raked over her again.


  “Yes,” she said. “But I have regretted my decision every day since and will regret it every day for the rest of my life.”


  He laughed without amusement. “Then why have you not married?” he asked. “You are not going to tell me that you have not had chances, Emma.”


  “But none of them was you,” she said softly.


  He laughed again and stared broodingly at her.


  “I am the love of your life, I suppose,” he said. “You have carried me in your heart for nine years and will continue to do so to the grave.”


  “Yes.”


  “Strange,” he said, the sneer back on his lips. “Do you pull away in panic and revulsion from the love of your life when he tries to kiss you, Emma?”


  She swallowed. “Edwin,” she said, “I was eighteen. It was nine years ago. You were the first man to kiss me. And the last. You have changed. You did not kiss me like that nine years ago.” She flushed. “I am a spinster of almost thirty years. You frightened me. As you did when I was eighteen, I suppose, but this time in a purely physical way.”


  He stared at her.


  “I was frightened,” she said again lamely.


  They stared at each other in silence.


  “Come here,” he said at last.


  “Why?” She was clasping her hands very tightly to stop their trembling.


  He stretched out a hand toward her. “Let me see if I can do it without frightening you,” he said. “Come to me, Emma. Please?”


  She took a couple of hesitant steps toward him and then walked steadily into his arms until they closed about her and her face was buried against the velvet of his coat.


  “There has only ever been you,” he said. “You know that, don’t you? I meant everything I said to you during those days, and time has not changed anything. I loved you for a month, went through hell for you for a year, hated you for eight, and have been through hell again for two days. But there was only ever you. You know that, Emma, don’t you?”


  She swallowed against the lump in her throat.


  “I was fond of Marianne,” he said. “I will not dishonor her memory or lie by denying that it was so. She was sweet and kind and I was fond of her. But there has really only ever been you.” His arms tightened about her. “Emma, what is it to be? Another year of agony before somehow I gather myself together again to live on? Or is there to be the happiness that lasted for only a month the first time?”


  She drew her head back from his coat front and raised her face to look into his eyes.


  “Edwin,” she said, “so much time has gone by. So much time has been lost. I am no longer young.”


  He smiled. “Nine years ago I was five years older than you,” he said. “How old are you now?”


  “Seven-and-twenty,” she said.


  “Ah,” he said, “what a strange coincidence. I am two-and-thirty, still five years older than you.” The smile faded from all but his eyes. “Do you still love me enough to marry me?”


  She bit her lip. “You cannot possibly want me, Edwin,” she said. “It is just the memory of me that you want. I am an old maid.”


  “You have been doing a fair imitation of one,” he admitted. “This ghastly dress is a masterpiece of disguise—at least it was until I touched you. But your acting skills have not been flawless. Who was it that came rushing and shrieking down a hillside on a sled this afternoon and almost stopped my heart with fear that she would overturn into a snowbank?”


  She smiled unwillingly at him.


  He lowered his head and kissed her slowly and gently, with closed lips.


  “Will you marry me?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she said. And when she closed her eyes and the silence stretched, “Yes, I will.” She opened her eyes again. “Will you do it as you did it out at the lake earlier, Edwin?”


  “Like this?” he asked, lowering his head, opening his mouth over hers, and brushing his tongue across her lips.


  She gulped. “Yes, like that.” she said, her voice breathless.


  He grinned at her. “Very well,” he said, “but only because you are my betrothed, Emma. I am glad I had the foresight to turn the key in the lock when we came in here. This is going to get quite unseemly, I warn you.”


  “I want to learn,” she said.


  “Oh, you will,” he said. “That I promise you, my love. You will surely learn. Now, open your mouth for me.”


  She looked up at him in surprise and obeyed as his mouth approached hers again.


  And then she was clinging to his lapels and flinging her arms up about his neck for better support as his head angled against hers and their open mouths met and his tongue thrust all the way into her mouth. Long before he finally lifted his head away in order to drop soft kisses on her nose and cheeks and eyelids, she had pressed her body to his from bosom to knees to save herself from sliding to the ground. At some unspecified moment she seemed to have lost control of the parts of her legs below the knees.


  “Lesson number one,” he murmured. “The rest come after the banns have been read and the marriage ceremony performed. Before the end of January.”


  “So long?” she said. “How many lessons are there?”


  “Five thousand, three hundred, and fifty-seven,” he said, trailing kisses down over her chin and along her neck to the base of her throat. “Give or take half a dozen.”


  “Oh,” she said. “And a month to wait for the second? With a warm and empty room, Edwin, and a locked door?”


  “Lesson two may frighten you again,” he said, returning his lips to hers and talking against them. His eyes were open, watching her. “It involves this.” His hands were at her breasts, cupping them through the fabric of her dress. His thumbs found her nipples and brushed over them until she shivered.


  “Oh,” she said, her eyes closed, her head thrown back. “Edwin?”


  “And then,” he murmured against her throat, “lesson three involves the removal of the top half of your dress for the same process. But you definitely would not want to proceed to lesson three tonight, would you? It would be very improper.”


  “Improper,” she said, dazed. “What is that?”


  “Of course,” he said, finding the buttons at the back of her dress, “it is Christmas, Emma, and people do all sorts of improper things at Christmas, like kissing each other in the middle of crowded drawing rooms just because there happens to be a sprig of mistletoe above their heads.”


  “Yes,” she said, “it is Christmas.”


  “And it is a hideous dress,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “Mm,” he said before raising his head and hers with one hand behind it and kissing her open-mouthed again, “and you look so very much lovelier and feel whole universes more feminine without it, Emma.”


  “Do I?” she said while she still could. Her voice became a moan. “Edwin!”


  All the other children had gone to bed long ago and fallen asleep long ago. Anna’s nurse had come to her twice, once offering to fetch her a drink and bringing her doll and tucking it in beside her when she shook her head, and once asking if she wanted her papa sent for.


  Anna continued to stare upward as she shook her head.


  “Do you want the lady, then, lovey?” her nurse asked softly so as not to waken Harriet and Julie. “Miss Milford? Do you want her to come and say good night to you? Would you sleep then?”


  Anna shook her head more slowly.


  But she hoped that her nurse would send for one of them anyway. She felt so very alone and so very sad, though she felt guilty for the sadness, since her Christmas wish had been granted in such a wonderful way and Christmas Day had been the very best one ever.


  She was glad when she heard their voices in the nursery, talking to her nurse. Both of them. They had both come. She was glad. She wanted to hug her mama—Miss Milford—one more time before Christmas was over. She did not think Christmas could be over yet. Surely it was not quite midnight.


  And then they came into the bedchamber and along to the side of her bed. Papa’s arm was about Mama’s waist, she saw immediately. And when she looked up into her mama’s face, she held her eyes there in wonder and hope.


  There was something. Her mama’s hair was untidy, as if it had just been grabbed and pinned back without benefit of brush or mirror, and her lips looked red and swollen, as if she had toothache, though not quite like that either. And her eyes—oh, there was something about her eyes.


  “Anna?” she said. “You can’t sleep?”


  “What is it, sweetheart?” Papa asked. “Has the day been too exciting for you?”


  There was something about him too. A certain brightness about his eyes and a certain curving of his mouth. Anna could hear her heart beating in her ears.


  Her new mama sat down at the edge of the bed, and Papa’s hand transferred itself to her shoulders. And Mama leaned over and hugged her.


  “Poor Anna,” she said. “It is wretched to be unable to sleep, is it not?”


  Anna put her arms up about her new mama’s neck and closed her eyes.


  “Mama,” she whispered softly.


  She was saying good-bye in her mind, behind her tightly closed eyelids. Good-bye to the loveliest Christmas ever. She did not notice the curious little silence.


  “What?” Papa said, also in a whisper.


  Perhaps there was hope. Perhaps if she could just get him to see Mama as she saw her...


  “Mama,” she said again.


  And then Papa was crying. He turned sharply away from the bed and Anna could tell that he was trying to control himself, but he was crying nevertheless in noisy gulps.


  She should have said his name too. She did not want him to feel left out. She did not wish it to be just Mama and her. She wanted it to be the three of them.


  “Don’t cry, Papa,” she said.


  And then he was on his knees beside the bed, his face against her stomach, his arms about her tight enough to crush the breath from her.


  “I still love you too, Papa,” she said, pushing her fingers through his hair. “Even though I have a new mama.”


  He looked up at her suddenly, and up at her new mama, and he was laughing although his eyes were wet.


  “A new mama?” he said. “What little bird has been up here ahead of us, telling you that?”


  “I knew,” she said, looking up to see that her mama was smiling back at her, her eyes wet too. “It was my Christmas wish.”


  Papa looked thunderstruck. “Your Christmas wish?” he said. “Emma was your Christmas wish?”


  “She came early,” she said. “Yesterday, not today. I knew her as soon as I saw her.”


  Papa got to his feet and ran a hand through his hair. He looked down at her and down at her mama.


  “Would someone care to tell me if I am dreaming?” he asked.


  They both looked silently up at him.


  “Anna.” Mama said, cupping one of her cheeks as Papa had done earlier, “I will be very honored to be your new mama, dear.”


  “Are you going to marry Papa?” she asked.


  Her mama nodded. “At the end of January,” she said.


  Anna looked up to her papa, whose hand was resting on her mama’s head.


  “I won’t ask you if that will make you happy, little imp,” he said. “You have been playing determined Cupid since yesterday, haven’t you?”


  Anna did not know who or what Cupid was, but Papa looked pleased. She smiled.


  “Oh, Anna,” he said, gazing at her, and he looked for a moment as if he were going to start crying again. “My little Anna.”


  “May we have a baby?” she asked.


  He looked dumbfounded. Her mama turned scarlet. Had she said something wrong?


  “A brother?” she said. “Everyone has a brother except me.”


  “I tell you what,” Papa said, stooping down again and kissing first Mama and then her on the lips, “you go to sleep, Anna, and leave Mama and me to discuss your suggestion. We will work on it during the next year. And perhaps next year your Christmas wish can be for a brother.”


  Anna moved her head about on the pillow until she was comfortable and burrowed her arms beneath the blankets while her mama pulled them up under her chin. She sighed with contentment and closed her eyes.


  All was well after all. She had had her wish and it was all quite, quite perfect. Christmas, she decided, was the best time of the year. And perhaps next year there would be a real baby in a cradle just like the baby Jesus in his manger, and Mama bending over it on one side of the cradle and Anna on the other, just like Mary downstairs in the drawing room. And Papa would be standing just a little distance away loving them all and keeping them safe from all harm, just like Joseph.


  Next Christmas.


  “Or perhaps a sister,” she said, opening her eyes briefly. “I would not mind a sister instead.”


  “We will see what we can do,” Papa said. “Won’t we, Emma?”


  “Yes,” Mama said. “We will see what we can do, Anna.”


  The Porcelain Madonna


  Mary Balogh


  THE GENTLEMAN strolling along Bond Street was doing so purely because he had spent all morning at White’s reading the papers and arguing politics, and he needed the air and exercise. And perhaps he walked along that particular street when he might have chosen a quieter one because he derived a cynical sort of pleasure from watching the world indulging in its annual observance of the great myth.


  Christmas! He touched his hat to two ladies of his acquaintance and stepped off the pavement into the gutter to let them pass. And he grimaced as he stepped back up again. Yesterday’s light snowfall, which had been hailed by the populace of London as a sure herald of that rare phenomenon, a white Christmas, had turned to muddy water on the streets and pavements and to brown slush in the gutters.


  Christmas! He looked down at his top boots and frowned at the spatters of mud that overlaid the high gloss his valet had produced that morning. And he hunched his shoulders inside the twelve capes of his greatcoat and would have been quite prepared to swear on a stack of Bibles without fear of perjuring himself that the damp cold had penetrated to his very bones. He almost wished that his beaver hat had flaps to cover his ears. The thought amused him, though his pale blue eyes did not lose any of their cold cynicism.


  A carriage drew to a halt alongside him, and he grimaced anew at the spray of murky water thrown up by the wheels and the horses’ hooves. He drew to a halt too as two ladies hurried from the shop to his right and a liveried servant jumped down from the box of the carriage to relieve them of the numerous boxes, bandboxes, and other parcels they carried. They must have been shopping for hours, he thought, dithering over exactly what gift would suit this aunt or that nephew or the other brother. And doubtless the carefully wrapped gifts would be torn open on Christmas Day, exclaimed over, and dropped into an upstairs drawer never to be looked at again.


  And yet both ladies, neither of whom he knew, turned to him when their arms were empty to thank him for giving them the right-of-way and with the most perfectly cheerful smiles wished him a happy Christmas.


  Nonsense and fiddlesticks, he thought as he touched his hat and wished them a good day. And everywhere it was the same. People rushing hither and yon and spending and smiling and calling out cheerful greetings for all the world as if they believed that peace and goodwill really would float down to earth and to mankind in three days’ time and remain there forever after. They would eat their goose and Christmas pudding and drink their wassail and their punch, and then they would settle before the warmth of the Yule log and have a comfortable gossip before nap time, massacring the reputations of all acquaintances not then present.


  Not for him. Not this year. This year he would stay in London and behave on Christmas Day as if it were any other day of the year. Though that would prove not quite possible, of course. The servants would expect their gifts and their time off, and they would expect him to have a goose and mince pies and all the rest of the traditional Christmas fare so that they might enjoy their portion.


  He sighed inwardly. And Lady Lawrence, having heard that he was to remain in town for the holiday, was after him to attend her Christmas party and dance on the evening of the twenty-fifth. Who had told her? he wondered. He had certainly not been going about blabbing the good news.


  And then his footsteps slowed and his lip curled. Now was not that the perfect picture of Christmas sentimentality, he thought, looking ahead and across the street to a jeweler’s shop. It was enough to make anyone of any sensibility grab for a large handkerchief and dab at moist eyes. He wondered what she was gazing at so intently in the window.


  Whatever it was, it was without a doubt many fortunes beyond her means. She was shabby and as out of place on Bond Street as he would have been at Newgate. Her cloak had once been blue, he guessed, though now it was faded to a nondescript gray. Her bonnet had never been anything else but gray and very plain. She must be cold, he thought. But if she was, then it was partly her own fault. Gazing at some bauble, she was, her back to him, dreaming the impossible dream. Dreaming Christmas.


  He withdrew his eyes from her. And yet something drew them back again, and he found himself hesitating, shrugging, and stepping out into the street to cross over. He wanted to see what it was she gazed at. He wanted to see the extent of her foolishness.


  She was not the only person out of place on Bond Street, of course. There were always varying numbers of young men and urchins lounging against the corners of buildings, darting in and out between the legs of horses and the wheels of carriages, yelling out their willingness to carry parcels for a small pittance. Christmas time was especially lucrative for them, with its extra parcels and its extra goodwill.


  He noticed the one particular urchin because he was behaving atypically. The boy was strolling down the street, minding his own business, just as if he had a definite destination in mind. And he was eyeing with darting glances—there was no head movement—the reticule that the shabby lady dangled carelessly from one hand. And then not only the boy’s eyes darted—his left hand followed suit, snatching the reticule deftly, and then his feet.


  Except that his feet ran out of a place to run as the collar of his patched jacket somehow hooked itself over the gold-headed cane of a tall, well-caped, and cynical-looking gentleman—the very one who had been crossing the street to look into the jeweler’s window. The boy moved both hands defensively to loosen his collar at the front and prevent strangulation, dropping the reticule in the process.


  “Not clever enough, my lad,” the gentleman said, the boredom in his voice suiting the expression on his face. “Boys of your stamp do not stroll along Bond Street unless they are up to no good. It is an observation you might wish to remember as this will be a thrashing you might wish to forget.”


  Turning the boy beneath his arm was the matter of a mere moment despite the flailing of thin arms and ill-shod feet and despite the fact that the urchin cursed the air blue with vocabulary that even the gentleman found original. He raised his cane.


  “Don’t.” The word was not shrieked or even spoken loudly, but the gentleman’s hand and cane paused in midair. Several interested spectators sidled past, too well-bred to stop, but curious to witness the thrashing.


  “Don’t,” she said again, her voice a little firmer. “I thank you for recovering my reticule, sir, but please do not strike the boy.”


  Good Lord. She was Christmas itself—shabby and dignified and softly spoken and beautiful. Her face was oval and delicately featured. It glowed with color from the cold. Her hair beneath the drab bonnet shone golden. But of course she was beautiful, and of course she was educated, and of course she was impoverished, he thought scornfully. What else could he have expected? And she had been admiring, not a golden bracelet or a diamond necklet, but a porcelain Madonna with a curled and naked baby in her arms, enough to melt any tender female heart.


  And this female obviously had a tender heart. He lowered his cane and let the boy up, keeping an iron hold on his collar.


  “Ah,” he said. “I will wish him a happy Christmas, then, ma’am, and send him on his way. The thrashing might have done more to warm him up, though.”


  She did not argue with him or look at all annoyed by his sarcasm. But of course she would not. She was all sweetness and sensibility as well as tender heart. The brim of her bonnet was on a level with his chin. And her eyes were green, an interesting and unusual shade of green. He pursed his lips.


  She looked steadily at the boy, who was trying to wriggle his face right down inside his collar. He had succeeded in hiding only his chin. “Why did you need it?” she asked.


  The gentleman closed his eyes briefly. She would be far better advised to swing the reticule back and belt the boy across the head with it. But, of course, she was the spirit of Christmas.


  The boy wisely did not answer.


  “Are you hungry?” she asked.


  The boy sniffed wetly, and the gentleman actually caught himself in the act of reaching toward a pocket for a handkerchief. He raised his eyebrows and left his handkerchief where it was.


  “Are you all alone?” she asked. “Or do you have a family?”


  The boy seemed finally to have realized that the iron hand on the back of his collar had made it impossible for him to duck his face down quite out of sight. He gazed up at her instead with eyes that became instantly soulful, so much so that the gentleman felt an inward wave of amusement. He tightened his grip and pursed his lips afresh. He waited for the inevitable description of the family.


  “There’s me muvver,” the boy said, his voice high and piping, “an’ there’s Vi’let an’ Roddy an’ me pa.” His eyes would have done justice to an offspring of Garrick or Kean. “An’ there’s the new one wot me ma is ’xpecting.”


  Oh Lord. The gentleman turned up his eyes to the gray skies above. And she would fall for it too. There was no doubt in his mind. But the boy had missed his most golden chance. He had not explained how he was the sole breadwinner for the family.


  “Me pa works on the wharves, missus,” the child said. “But ’e ’ad ’is ’and crushed last month an’ I’m the man of the family now, missus, an’ ’as to feed ’em all.”


  He had done the boy an injustice. Apart from the nonchalant and inappropriate sauntering down the street, he was showing himself to be a remarkably intelligent young man.


  “You poor boy,” the shabby, beautiful lady said gently. “But if you steal, you know, you will be thrown in prison or even hanged, and then your family will certainly starve. And grieve for you too.”


  The gentleman looked down at the boy and almost smiled outright when he saw what looked suspiciously like a tear beading on the child’s lower lashes.


  “I wish you had asked me for help instead of trying to take it,” she said. “But there, you did not know that I would not have frowned and spurned you, did you? I shall give you something.”


  “Ma’am.” The gentleman could hold back no longer, much as he had been enjoying the thoroughly predictable drama unfolding before him. “The rascal probably lives with a den of thieves. He has probably never even known a mother or father.”


  She looked up at him with those remarkable green eyes, just as if she had forgotten his existence until that moment. “Then his lot would be all the sadder, sir,” she said. “However it is, he would not be stealing if there were not the need.”


  And she bent her head to her cracked and ancient leather reticule and unclasped it. And doubtless, he thought, she would withdraw an equally ancient purse from it and open that to reveal two lone pennies, one of which she would give to the boy, who would cheerfully have helped himself to both and laughed about it too.


  “Wait!” the gentleman said, and there was irritation now for the first time in both his voice and his heart. For he was about to step up onto the stage and take a part in this most despicable of melodramas. “Put your purse away, ma’am.” After transferring his cane to the hand that clutched the boy, he reached into an inner pocket with his free one and came out with his own bulging purse of new and soft and expensive leather. “Here, lad.” He finally released the boy, judging—correctly—that he would not run away at this interesting juncture. And he handed the boy half a crown, cursing himself for passing over both the sixpence and the shilling, cursing himself for falling into the trap in the first place. “But next time it will be my cane across your backside no matter who is pleading for me to stop.”


  The half crown disappeared as neatly as in any magician’s trick. The tears had disappeared too, the gentleman noticed without the least surprise.


  “You are very kind,” the lady said. “Thank you, sir.” But she was turning her attention back to the boy even as the gentleman was wondering idly how creamy her complexion must look when not rouged by the cold. She smiled. “You can buy some food for your family now, child. What is your name?”


  “Charlie Cobban, missus,” the boy said.


  The gentleman was somewhat surprised that the boy had not taken to his heels the instant the half crown had disappeared among the rather ragged folds of his clothes. But perhaps he had realized the imminence of the ultimate sentimentality, as the gentleman had not.


  “Are you hungry, Charlie?” she asked. “And cold? Shall we find a pastry shop, and I shall buy you a meat pie?”


  Good Lord. The woman must have escaped from Bedlam. The gentleman looked at her in fascination. The boy sniffed and tried the disappearing act with his head again. With considerably more success this time.


  “Ma’am.” The gentleman felt the terrible compulsion to interfere again. “I would not so encourage vice if I were you.”


  “Vice?” She looked up at him once more. “Not poverty and desperation and despair?” She looked as if she must have firsthand knowledge of at least one of those three.


  “Well,” he said, and he blamed the words that he knew were about to issue from his mouth entirely on the green of her eyes, “I know of an excellent pastry cook’s a mere few steps farther along. Their specialty is meat pasties.” In reality he had no idea what their specialty was. “Allow me to treat you both.”


  Two sharp eyes were peering upward from the boy’s frayed collar. The lady was possibly blushing, but it was impossible to tell for sure since her cheeks had been scarlet to start with.


  “It would not be proper, sir,” she said. “I do not know you.”


  Lord. Oh Lord. Perhaps he should go running for one of the dragon hostesses of Almack’s to effect an introduction.


  “Allow me to present myself,” he said, removing his hat and making the woman a bow, to the interested view of the crowds moving along the street. “Darcy Austin, Earl of Kevern, at your service, ma’am.”


  “Oh,” she said while the urchin’s eyes swiveled back and forth between the two of them.


  “Now do you know me well enough to come with me and this urchin into the warmth of the pastry cook’s?” he asked.


  The boy shifted from one foot to the other.


  “Thank you, my lord,” she said.


  “But I do not know you, ma’am,” he said.


  “Julie Bevan, my lord,” she said.


  Julie. A thoroughly sweet name. He might have expected it, the Earl of Kevern thought. And he offered his arm to her and watched her hesitate before accepting it. He sallied forth along the street with her, the thieving urchin bobbing along at his other side, one foot in the gutter and the other on the curb.


  Christmas, he thought. It was like an octopus with a thousand tentacles or a fishing net of infinite size. Or like a giant hand covered with jam, to which anyone it touched would stick fast. There was no escaping it. It was happening all around him, and there he was in the midst of it all, a shabby lady on his arm, a ragged child bouncing along beside him, the three of them on their way to a pastry cook’s to partake of meat pasties and some hot beverage.


  The child had already told his heartrending story. Doubtless there were many more details to be wrung from his fertile imagination. He would hear some of them as soon as they were in the warmth of the shop, the earl decided. And he had yet to hear the touching details of Miss Julie Bevan’s impoverished existence. It was something to anticipate with some pleasure.


  It was a good thing he had not given his handkerchief to the boy, he decided. Before he left the pastry cook’s, a free and a sane man again, he would doubtless need it to mop up the moisture from his own eyes.


  If he had accomplished nothing else that day, Lord Kevern thought a few minutes later—and without a doubt he had not, beyond encouraging a budding criminal by rewarding him with half a crown instead of thrashing him and turning him over to a magistrate as he deserved—if he had accomplished nothing else, he had provided food for conversation in fashionable drawing rooms that evening.


  Fashionable heads turned as he entered the pastry cook’s with a shabby lady on his arm and a more-than-shabby urchin tripping along at their heels. And fashionable eyebrows rose when he seated the lady at one of the tables before seating himself. He also raised no objection to the urchin’s taking a vacant chair at the same table and drumming his heels against its metal legs.


  Fashionable heads, he thought, could go hang. And he winced as the boy sniffed wetly and solved the problem of the lack of a handkerchief by cuffing his nose dry.


  Miss Julie Bevan would not have a meat pasty, though she looked as if she needed one, the earl thought, his eyes passing over her slightly too slender figure. She would have only a cup of tea and a cake when one was pressed on her. Charlie Cobban had a meat pasty and two cakes without having to be pressed at all—and a cup of steaming chocolate, which he eyed with something resembling awe. Certainly his legs drummed a louder tattoo against the legs of his chair when it was set before him.


  “Charlie,” Miss Bevan said quietly and with a gentle smile, “keep your legs still, dear. You will be disturbing the other customers.”


  The tattoo ceased. The sounds of a meat pasty being thoroughly enjoyed and a cup of too-hot chocolate being sipped took its place.


  “Christmas!” the earl said, fixing his pale blue eyes on the lady and trying to guess the story she must have to tell and determining that he would draw it from her and thereby amuse himself. “The time for peace on earth and goodwill amongst men. The most wonderful, heart-warming season of the year. The time for family and gift-giving and feasting.”


  “Yes.” She smiled at him.


  He had known, of course, that she would agree with all the foolish clichés he had mouthed.


  “And how will you spend the holiday, Miss Bevan?” he asked her.


  “At home,” she said, “where Christmas should be spent, my lord.”


  “And where is home?” he asked.


  “London.” She smiled again. “It does not really matter where home is, does it, provided there is one. Especially at Christmas. Home is where one’s loved ones are. Where one belongs.”


  Ah, he thought, toying with the handle of his teacup and ignoring the plate of cakes, but what if there was a home—more than one, and all of them large and lavishly furnished—and no loved ones in it? What if one belonged to no one but oneself? If one discounted a brother and two sisters and their spouses and numerous offspring, that was, and their undying custom of coming together at Christmas? One could be even more alone in such company than in only one’s own.


  “Are there loved ones?” he asked. “In your own home, I mean.”


  “Yes.” Her eyes softened, and he wondered for the first time if that home contained a husband and perhaps some children. She had not said that she was Miss rather than Mrs. Bevan. But she wore no rings. Perhaps Mr. Bevan could not afford rings.


  He turned his attention to the boy and wondered how the pastry cook would react when the crumbs that liberally dotted the tattered jacket were decorating the floor after the boy stood up.


  “I suppose,” he said, “you would like to stuff the rest of those cakes inside yourself, Charlie, but find to your chagrin that there is just no more room in there.”


  “I would like for Vi’let an’ ’Arry to taste them,” the boy said.


  “Never fear.” The earl pursed his lips. “We shall have them wrapped up, and you shall be allowed generously to share your treat with Violet and Harry—or is it Roddy? You must be careful of such details, lad.”


  Sharp eyes darted to his. “ ’Arry is my friend wot lives next door to us,” Charlie said. “Roddy is too little to eat cakes. Well, maybe ’alf a one.”


  “Ah,” Lord Kevern said. “If you cannot always have a perfect memory, lad, then a quick and fertile imagination is the next best quality.” He raised his hand to summon a waiter and directed that the cakes remaining on the plate be wrapped up to take and that another meat pasty be wrapped separately. And if the next three days did not hurry on by, he thought, he would be joining the world in its collective insanity. The boy should have been soundly thrashed and long forgotten by now.


  When he returned his attention to Miss Julie Bevan, it was to find her eyes fixed on him thoughtfully. “You are kind,” she said, “though you pretend not to be, I think. And what will your own Christmas be like, my lord?”


  He grimaced. “Soon over, it is to be hoped,” he said. “I shall shut myself inside my town house and try to ignore the merriment of my servants and try to forget what day it is. I choose not to be a part of the universal hypocrisy that seizes everyone during the second half of December.”


  “Oh,” she said, and she looked so infinitely sad that he felt the urge to look over his shoulder to see who could have aroused such a tender emotion in her. “Do you have no family, my lord?”


  “A brother and sisters and nephews and nieces galore,” he said. “For the first time I shall keep myself away from their Christmas gathering. Why should I be a witness to all the affecting maternal and paternal tenderness that afflicts my brother and sisters and my in-laws on Christmas Day and to all the unbounded affection for their parents that the receipt of gifts inspires in the bosoms of my nephews and nieces?”


  “And to have no part in it yourself,” she said quietly, the sorrow still in her eyes.


  They were almost an emerald green, he thought. But he was feeling too irritated to enjoy the admiration of her eyes. He had come there to amuse himself with the stories of his guests, not to tell his own. He rose to help the lady to her feet, and Charlie gulped down the last two mouthfuls of his chocolate.


  “Thank you, my lord,” she said, offering him her hand when they stood outside the shop. “May Christmas bring you a blessing as you have brought one to this boy today.”


  Lord, he thought, she must have been rehearsing the speech all the time she was sipping at her tea. But he took her slender little hand and applied a polite degree of pressure to it.


  “Will you allow me to call you a hackney coach?” he asked her. “The wind is cuttingly chill.” He was in grave danger, he thought wryly, of falling headlong into Christmas as into a vat of treacle and finding himself quite unable to pull himself out again. What an unspeakably awful fate!


  “Thank you, my lord.” She smiled. “But I do not have too far to walk.”


  And she turned from him and proceeded on her way while he watched. She looked briefly into the jeweler’s window as she passed.


  The Earl of Kevern glanced down at Charlie Cobban, who was still standing beside him, looking from him to the disappearing figure of Julie Bevan, and clutching his bundle tightly in one hand.


  “That was a mistyke, guv,” he said in his piping voice. “Lydies like ’er don’t take carriage rides from gentlemen.”


  “Don’t they, indeed?” the earl said. “But ladies like her rescue worthless thieving rascals from the thrashings they deserve, lad, and fill their bellies instead. And don’t you forget it. And next time you decided to thieve—I do not doubt that there will be a next time—steal from someone who looks as if he or she can spare what you take. Now be off with you. And don’t eat that food all at once, or it will make you sick.”


  The boy darted away in the same direction Julie Bevan had taken and was soon lost among the crowds and conveyances. The Earl of Kevern stood where he was for a few moments longer and felt a little emptier than he had felt before. The great myth had beckoned him for a moment and then laughed in his face again.


  He turned about with a cynical curl of the lip and continued on his way.


  The Earl of Kevern was in a bad mood. At least that was the word being spread belowstairs in his town house on Hanover Square. He had barked at his valet for producing the wrong coat when he got up from bed, though no particular coat had been asked for. And he had commented with caustic tones to his butler at breakfast that there was enough food on the sideboard to feed the five thousand, and Cook would do well to remember that despite his exalted rank, he was but one man in possession of but one ordinary-sized stomach.


  Christmas was approaching again, his servants reminded one another, as if any of them needed reminding, and they nodded sagely to one another as if that fact alone accounted for their master’s irritability. And he was not going down to Buckland Abbey this year even though it was his own country home and the rest of the family would be there as usual.


  It would have taken his mind off things if he had gone, the housekeeper gave as her opinion. All those children would cheer anyone’s heart at Christmas.


  But it was the very children who made it so hard for him, Cook said, shaking her head and muttering “Poor dear gentleman” into the large pot of soup she was stirring. It was Cook’s philosophy that the very best way to help a man forget bad things was to fill his stomach with tasty dishes. And so it was unlikely that future breakfasts would diminish in size or in the variety of foods prepared.


  Whatever the cause of the bad mood, it was there. It was to be contended with. The butler, therefore, tapped on the library door at some time after breakfast with the firm conviction that he might be committing suicide by so doing—or at the very least ensuring that he would be out on the streets, jobless, for Christmas.


  “Set it down,” the earl said, glancing up briefly from his book at the salver full of the day’s post that his butler clutched. And then his look became irritable. “What is it, Horrocks?”


  Horrocks had coughed, a genteel clearing of the throat, the sure signal that he had something to say.


  “There is a person, my lord,” he said in the haughty tones that usually turned mere persons into quivering jelly. “A bundle of rags. An impertinent boy.”


  His lordship looked at him coolly from pale blue eyes.


  “In the kitchen, my lord,” Horrocks said. “Sidling up to the fire, trying to warm himself despite discouragement.” Horrocks warmed to his story as perhaps the boy had to the fire. He coughed again.


  “Throw him out,” the earl said and prepared to turn his attention back to his book, though truth to tell he might as well have been holding it upside down for all the attention he had been giving it before the interruption. “Give him some bread and a coin first.”


  “He demands to speak with you, my lord.” Horrocks spoke as if the noose were being lowered over his head. “Says it is a matter of life and death.”


  Lord Kevern lowered his book and Horrocks stiffened his upper lip. “His name is not by any manner of chance Charlie Cobban, is it?” the earl asked.


  “Yes, my lord.” The brief answer seemed the best defense against such an unexpected question. But the boy had told the housekeeper that it would mean certain death and dismissal—though he had not said they would come necessarily in that order—to deny him admittance to His Highness.


  “Show him in by all means,” the earl said, laying aside his book altogether and getting to his feet.


  Horrocks disappeared rather like a shot from a gun, only with far greater dignity.


  The Earl of Kevern stood before the fire and warmed his back and his hands, which he clasped behind him. He had spent the night dreaming alternately of emerald green eyes and urchins swinging in the breeze from a gibbet at Tyburn and had woken in the blackest of moods because Christmas was still two days off instead of being comfortably behind him already. He might as well amuse himself with the sight of an intelligent and inventive urchin who still had his feet firmly on the ground.


  Why was it, he wondered, that he was in no way surprised by the arrival of Charlie Cobban on his doorstep?


  “Good morning, Charlie,” he said when his butler ushered the boy into the library and disappeared again at a nod from his master.


  “Cor blimey, guv,” the boy said, “is there as much stuff as this in Carlton ’ouse?”


  “I daresay there is a great deal more,” the earl said. “Did you come for a guided tour?”


  “Naw!” Charlie said scornfully. “You don’t know where she lives, do you, guv? And you wants to know. I seen that yesterday when you watched ’er walkin’ down the street. I’ll tell you where she lives. I followed ’er.”


  “Did you?” his lordship said, beginning to feel the first stirrings of good humor that he had experienced that morning. “And will you? For a small fee, I assume?”


  “One guinea, guv,” Charlie said firmly. “I figures you wouldn’t miss a guinea.”


  “Ah,” the earl said, “I see you have taken to heart my final words of wisdom to you yesterday afternoon, my lad. But one guinea is a prodigious amount to pay for information I have never considered necessary to my existence or well-being.”


  “Or ’alf a guinea to tell you where she went this mornin’, guv,” Charlie said.


  The earl’s eyebrows rose. “Gracious,” he said. “You have been doing your homework. Perhaps I should search your person, Charlie, to see if you have any of the lady’s property about it. If you have, you know, it will be over my knee with you and a spanking with my bare hand that you will never forget.”


  “Naw,” Charlie said scornfully. “I decided to give up thievin’, guv. She came to an ’ouse quite close to ’ere. She must work there.”


  Yes, she must, to be up and out at an hour when most ladies were still abed. Close to Hanover Square. Bond Street was perhaps, then, on her route to and from work.


  “So you have decided to make a more honest living by, ah, selling information,” the earl said dryly. “Were you sick on the cakes and pasty, by the way?”


  “Me muvver an’ Annie ate the pasty,” Charlie said, “an’...”


  “Annie being Violet’s middle name, I suppose,” the earl said.


  “Naw,” Charlie said, “Annie’s me older sister, the one wot ’ad a job wiv ’er needle ’til she lost it day before yesterday.”


  “Ah,” the earl said. “So the burden on your shoulders becomes more and more onerous.”


  “We always ’ad meat for Chris’mus,” Charlie said, his eyes soulful as they had been the afternoon before for Julie Bevan’s benefit. “But this year there won’t be none.”


  “My heart is rent in two,” the earl said. “Now, then, Charlie, I shall send you back to the kitchen with instructions that you are to be fed dinner. Here is a crown with no information asked for in exchange. I suppose you gave yesterday’s half crown to your mother, like a good boy?”


  “Yes, guv,” Charlie said.


  “I thought you would have,” his lordship said dryly. “Make sure you do the like with this. Your mother doubtless has the wisdom to spend it carefully.”


  “Yes, guv,” Charlie said. “But for anuvver one like this I’ll tell you where she lives. Special price, guv, for Chris’mus.”


  “Spying on a lady,” the Earl of Kevern said, “will earn you only a session with the heavy side of my hand, Charlie. Mr. Horrocks, my butler, will be waiting outside the door for you. Go belowstairs with him, eat your dinner, and then take yourself off. I feel compelled to add that I will not grieve dreadfully if I never set eyes on you again.”


  “Cor, guv,” Charlie said, his hand on the knob of the library door, his free arm gesturing through the door with a jerking thumb, “I thought ’e must be a duke or somethin’.”


  The earl waited for the door to close behind the boy before grinning. Yes, Horrocks would make the perfect duke—on stage.


  But his grin faded quickly enough. If she worked for a living, the chances were that she worked regular hours. She probably walked to work at exactly the same time every morning and home again at exactly the same time in the afternoon. And along the same route.


  The earl frowned down at the carpet before his feet and tried to reconstruct his movements of the day before. At exactly what time had he left White’s? Had he stopped off anywhere along the way before arriving opposite that jeweler’s shop?


  And was he seriously making these calculations? he asked himself suddenly, his frown deepening. Why would he want to know the answers if he was not planning to be in the same place at the same time today?


  Was he mad?


  Very probably, he decided. Because that was exactly what he was planning to do unless he could talk himself out of it within the next two hours.


  He had threatened to beat Charlie for spying on a lady. And what was to be his punishment for attempting to do the exact same thing? Except that he did not mean to follow her home. Did he?


  Good Lord, he thought, he should go down to Buckland Abbey now, this very minute, before it was too late. He could still be part of the wassailing and the caroling and the gift-giving. No, anything but that. Not again. Better to slink about in the shadows of Bond Street shops spying on shabby ladies with emerald eyes. Better to amuse himself again with the image of the perfect spirit of Christmas—a shabby, impoverished lady with a heart of gold.


  If she passed along Bond Street again that day. The odds, he supposed, were very much against her doing so. But he would go along anyway and see. There was not much else to do with his time until Christmas was over.


  She did come, but surely a little later than the day before. The Earl of Kevern had sauntered up and down that particular stretch of the street three times, examining the contents of every shop window on both sides, keeping an eye out for her so that he could duck out of sight if and when she appeared, and generally trying not to look conspicuous.


  He touched his hat twice to Lady Goodborough, once on one side of the street as he walked in one direction, and again on the other side of the street going the other way. Well, he thought, she would merely assume that he was having particular trouble selecting a gift for an aunt or a sister. Which was perhaps exactly what was happening to her.


  There was Christmas all around him again, but it made him uneasy and irritable today. He could not view it with the satirical detachment he had felt the afternoon before. For it was Christmas that had brought him back out again. What else? Christmas always brought the delusion that the impossible might happen and that one might be happy and remain happy. Though what that idea had to do with a shabby stranger he did not know.


  He saw her finally and stepped into the doorway of a bootmaker’s. She was walking in the same direction as the day before and dressed the same—a small, slender, drearily clad young lady, who should not even have caught his eye. She certainly ought not to have held it. There was nothing there to attract.


  Except that ridiculous and affecting spectacle she had made of herself, staring in through a jeweler’s shop window on Bond Street. Though that had not been attractive, but merely pathetic. And those eyes, of course, which he had not even seen until he had committed himself to crossing the street and rescuing her from a little street thief. So he could not say that they were what had attracted him.


  He held his breath without realizing that he did so until she stopped almost opposite where he was standing and looked in the jeweler’s shop window. She would not be disappointed. The Madonna and child were still there, an elegant group in painted porcelain. Though there was something more than mere elegance, he had conceded earlier when he himself had stared in at it. It had been shaped by a feeling hand, by someone who knew something about mother love or father love. Or perhaps merely by someone who had an eye to the purse of a sentimental lady who would view it in a shop window. Only that this lady viewer’s purse was doubtless far too light to oblige.


  The Earl of Kevern lounged in the doorway trying to look as if he was not lurking. What was he to do? Merely stand there and watch until she moved away homeward, as she must do soon? Follow her when she did so? The thought was highly distasteful. Or cross the road to speak to her? But what to say? Merely to touch his hat and wish her a good day? Make some comment on the Madonna? Inquire after her health? Ask her to kindly not haunt his dreams tonight?


  But as he stood there undecided, someone else was far more bold. Denbridge’s son Colley, the young jackanapes. He had been sent down from Oxford the year before for some unknown crime and had proceeded to sow his wild oats in London. And wild his oats were too by all accounts. Having a wealthy and indulgent father and possessing the looks of a blond god ensured that he had not yet reaped the harvest of those oats. But he probably would in time.


  He had stopped and was talking to Julie Bevan. The earl could see his practiced smile in profile. She took one step sideways away from him and continued to stare in at the window. Colley took one step after her. And then she turned to face him, as if to step past, but he touched her arm and she stopped.


  By God, the earl thought, grasping his cane and taking one step out of the doorway in which he stood, there was going to be one crushed beaver hat and one cracked skull when he got himself across the street. And one set of bruised knuckles for himself and a shower of teeth from the mouth of Denbridge’s brat.


  She was looking up at Colley and speaking, and he was smiling back at her. To give her her due, she did not look panic-stricken. She was not falling into a fit of maidenly vapors.


  And then the earl stopped, one foot on the pavement and one on the road. Good Lord. Oh, good Lord. Was he in his dotage already and soft in the brain? She was a working lady. Of course. A working lady. Shabby and genteel and working probably for only half the price she might have commanded if she could have dressed herself in more expensive clothes.


  He clamped his teeth together and returned his forward foot to the pavement.


  And then she turned so that he could see her face, and there was distress in it. She was clearly trying to draw free of the hand that held her arm without drawing undue attention to herself.


  Before the earl could get halfway across the street to her, a little ragged missile launched itself headfirst at the gentleman’s middle, and two thin fists pounded against the expensive capes of a greatcoat, and two ill-shod feet kicked at well-booted thighs. There was a high-pitched roar of rage.


  By the time Lord Kevern arrived on the scene, the Honorable Mr. Cuthbert Colley was shaking a foully cursing little urchin like a rat by the scruff of the neck and Julie Bevan was watching, her hands to her bosom, making no attempt to effect her escape while it was possible. Even some of the polite shoppers on Bond Street had stopped to witness the outburst.


  “Let him go, Colley,” the earl said in the bored tones that characterized him. “It does not look good, my dear fellow, to be brawling with a mere infant.”


  “Not until I have given the little varmint a lesson in good manners,” Mr. Colley said, his voice tight with fury.


  “After you, then,” Lord Kevern said. “I shall await my turn.”


  “He has offended you too, Kevern?” Mr. Colley asked, shaking Charlie Cobban once more and listening with distaste to the stream of unrepeatable language that issued from the child’s mouth.


  “No, no,” the earl said. “Not this afternoon, anyway. It is a big varmint I am waiting to chastise. Though given the very public setting, you may prefer to apologize to the lady and be on your way, Colley. In which case we will forget about the incident, provided it is never repeated.”


  “Lady?” Mr. Colley looked at Julie Bevan incredulously, appeared somewhat embarrassed by what he saw, and released his hold on Charlie, who kicked him once more on the shin. “My apologies, ma’am. I mistook you for, er, someone I know.” He touched his hat, turned on his heel, and was gone without a backward glance.


  “What took you so long, guv?” Charlie asked, wriggling his threadbare clothes back into their proper position. “I might of got the stuffing shook out of me.”


  “Oh, Charlie,” Julie said, “how incredibly brave of you to come to my rescue. I do thank you.” She turned to the earl. “And you, my lord. I am very much afraid that Charlie would have been hurt if you had not been here.”


  “Charlie would have been hurt,” he said. “Are you all right, ma’am? May I offer you my arm? Would you like to sit down at the pastry cook’s again and have some tea?”


  “No.” She smiled. “Though it is very kind of you to offer, my lord. But thank you.” She took his offered arm and her voice wavered a little. “Perhaps I will lean on you for a few steps if you are walking my way.”


  She was small and fragile and trembling—all the things he most despised in women because they knew so well how to exploit their weaknesses. And yet Julie Bevan did not press her advantage as he fully expected her to do and willed her not to do. She turned her head aside instead and beckoned Charlie to walk on her other side.


  “Did he hurt you, Charlie?” she asked. “Oh, you poor brave boy.” And her hand continued to tremble on the earl’s arm, and her voice continued to shake. “Will you walk home with me? There are some cakes being baked for Christmas today, and you shall take some home for yourself and your family.”


  All the boy needed, Lord Kevern thought, was another evening of cakes to stuff into himself and he would be ill in good earnest.


  “Do give him instructions not to eat them all at once,” he said, “or he will spend Christmas with a sore stomach.”


  She smiled up at him. “Not if he shares,” she said. She stopped walking and withdrew her arm from his. “Thank you for your support, my lord. I am better now. I shall bid you a good day.”


  He should do the same for her, he thought. He should hurry home and shut himself away from Christmas before he was further infected by it. Before he was caught up more fully in the hypocrisy and the artificiality and the sheer unreality of it.


  “I shall see you to your door, ma’am,” he said, “with Charlie as your chaperon. I shall see to it that you are not accosted again.”


  Her smile was a little sad, he thought. “It was my fault for stopping,” she said. “I should know from experience that that only invites unwelcome advances. But I always avoid them when I keep my head down and walk briskly. I shall be quite safe, my lord. And there is quite a distance yet to walk. I would not take you out of your way.”


  “If you will not take my arm and let me accompany you,” he said, “then I shall follow along behind like a watchdog. Which would you have?”


  Her smile showed some amusement. “Your arm, then,” she said. “I must confess it will be a rare treat to feel thoroughly safe. But what a strange coincidence that you should be there again today, my lord, at the same place.”


  “Yes,” he said. “A strange coincidence.”


  “And Charlie too,” she said with a laugh.


  Charlie, the earl noticed when he looked, was engaged in his usual bobbing motion along the curb, one foot on and one foot off, and was glaring back at him accusingly. His lordship raised his eyebrows.


  She lived on a street of shabby, down-at-heel gentility. It was not exactly a slum, but it would be before too many years had passed. She stopped before a terraced house and withdrew her hand from the earl’s arm.


  “This is home,” she said, “and you have brought me safely, my lord. Will you come in so that I may present my grandfather to you? He sees so little company. And offer you some tea?”


  Oh Lord, no. He had no desire to be drawn into the lives of people who had fallen on hard times. He had no wish to view genteel despair at close quarters. His heart strings did not need to be tugged upon. He was quite satisfied with the state of his heart as it was. It had taken him almost two years to deaden it, and that was the state he liked it to be in.


  “I understand,” she said, bobbing him a sudden curtsy, her eyes fallen away from his. “Good day, my lord, and thank you again for your great kindness. Charlie? Come along, dear.”


  She understood what? That he was too high in the instep to pass beyond the door of the house behind her and to drink tea with her grandfather?


  “I would like to meet your grandfather, Miss Bevan,” he said, “and to drink some hot tea.” Though her eyes, which turned back to him and smiled, could warm his blood quite as effectively as a hot or even intoxicating beverage, he thought. And frowned at the thought.


  An ancient servant with a back bent into the shape of a bow shuffled into the narrow hallway as Julie opened the front door with a latchkey. He must be ninety if he were a day, the earl thought.


  “Oh, Mr. Stebbins,” she said, “you should be in the kitchen where it is warm. I can let myself in and see to my cloak and bonnet, as you know. Mm, wonderful.” She breathed in deeply. “Mrs. Stebbins has been baking. Her legs are better today, then?”


  “No, missy,” the servant said. “But you know my Martha.”


  “I do indeed,” she said. “This is Charlie Cobban, Mr. Stebbins.” The earl watched, fascinated, as she set an arm about the boy’s thin shoulders and hugged him to her side. “He rescued me today from someone who was being discourteous. Take him back to the kitchen, if you please, and let him eat his fill of lemon tarts and mince pies. Let Mrs. Stebbins know that he is my champion.” And to his lordship’s amazement, she bent her head and kissed the boy on the cheek before releasing him to the ancient servant’s care.


  “Charlie,” the servant said in the quavering voice that suited his appearance to perfection, “come along, my good boy. Mrs. Stebbins will feed you to the brim.” He laughed at his own little joke.


  “And tell Mrs. Stebbins that she is not to climb the stairs with the tea tray,” Julie said firmly. “I shall come for it myself in a few minutes.”


  She turned back to the earl and smiled. “Will you come this way, my lord?” she asked, turning to the closed door at her left and opening it.


  It was not the dark and gloomy room Lord Kevern had expected, though it might have been. A cheerful fire burned in the grate and candles had been lit already. The rather shabby chairs were strewn with gaily embroidered cushions, and the old gentleman dozing in a chair beside the fire was covered by a brightly colored rug from the waist down.


  And there was Christmas again, even in this shabby house of old age and poverty. Boughs of red-berried holly liberally decorated the room, and a sprig of mistletoe hung from the ceiling a little forward of the fireplace.


  “Grandpapa,” Julie was saying, bent over the old gentleman and smoothing back a lock of thin white hair that had fallen over his forehead. “I am home. And I have brought someone with me.”


  “Eh?” The old gentleman woke with a start and gazed upward with fierce eyes from beneath bushy white eyebrows. And then his eyes softened with warmth and with love. “It is you, Julie, is it? Home again? And home to stay until after Christmas?”


  “No, Grandpapa.” She spoke loudly and distinctly. “I have to go in tomorrow again, but only to play the pianoforte so that the young people can practice their dance steps, not to give a lesson. I have brought someone with me.”


  “Eh?” the old gentleman said, and she straightened up and stood to one side of the chair.


  “My lord,” she said, “may I present my grandfather, Sir Richard Bevan?” She raised her voice again. “This is the Earl of Kevern, Grandpapa. He was kind enough to escort me home after someone was rude to me.”


  “Eh?” he said. “Someone being disrespectful, Julie? The Earl of Kevern?” The old gentleman set his hands on the arms of the chair and made as if to get to his feet.


  “No, no,” the earl said, stepping forward, one hand outstretched. “No need to get up, sir. I would say you are in the best place today. It is chilly outside.”


  Julie offered him the chair opposite her grandfather’s and next to the fire, and she left the room in order to fetch the tea tray. The earl watched her go and resisted the unfamiliar urge to jump to his feet to offer his assistance.


  Sir Richard was inclined to talk, the earl found, and spoke of former days and better days when he had lived on his own property in the country and had had friends that extended over the whole county. And of his son, the Reverend Peter Bevan, who might have been a bishop if only he had had some ambition and accepted patronage when it was offered. Instead of which he had died of a fever with his wife and not a penny to his name.


  “But Papa was a happy man, Grandpapa,” Julie said. She had returned to the room long since and had poured the tea and handed around a plate of cakes and tarts and mince pies. “And well loved.”


  “And left you without a penny for a dowry,” the old gentleman said. “And me to burden you after everything was lost.”


  “You are not a burden, Grandpapa,” she said, setting aside her own plate and crossing the room in order to adjust the rug, which had slipped down to his knees. “You are my family. My only family.”


  He touched her smooth golden hair with a gnarled hand before she straightened up and sat down again. “You should have your own family by now, Julie,” he said. “You should have married young what’s-his-name when you had a chance and be hanged to me. I had had my life. You should have children of your own.”


  “Well, I do not,” she said briskly, and she looked acutely embarrassed, the earl saw. “We moved to London, my lord, so that I might take employment. I could not take a governess’s post because that would have meant leaving Grandfather and Mr. and Mrs. Stebbins, who were too old to get other positions. I teach music and sometimes French.”


  “And she has to go out alone every day,” Sir Richard said, “without a maid or chaperon. And no carriage. It is not right, Kevern, for the granddaughter of a baronet. Now, is it?”


  “Oh, grandfather,” she said.


  The earl declined a second cup of tea and got to his feet. She was clearly uncomfortable, and he was uncomfortable. Good Lord. She had made a home and a life out of such an appalling situation. And there was love in her eyes for the old codger who had held her back from either taking regular employment or marrying. And yet she was prepared to enter into the spirit of Christmas, he thought, looking about again at the holly, just as if it could really bring some joy into her life.


  He shook hands with the old gentleman and followed Julie into the hall.


  “You said that you have learned from experience,” he said to her, staring down at her broodingly when she had closed the door of the sitting room behind her. “Does that mean you have been accosted before this afternoon?”


  “When a lady who looks as I do,” she said, looking down at her plain gray dress, “is standing still on a street, gentlemen draw their own conclusions. Even a clergyman’s daughter from the country learns that lesson fast, my lord. And when one works in the homes of the wealthy, there are always gentlemen who assume that one wishes to augment one’s income. I have learned to look after myself.”


  “And yet,” he said, “you were shaking like a leaf after your ordeal this afternoon.”


  “Because you were there,” she said, “and Charlie. It is easy to give in to feminine vapors when one knows that one does not have to cope with a situation alone.”


  “Tell me where you work,” he said, “and I shall go and give the male inhabitants of the house a sermon on gentlemanly conduct.”


  She laughed, a low sweet sound. “How very kind you are,” she said, “and how different from what your eyes and your facial expressions proclaim you to be.” She flushed and lowered her eyes as if realizing too late what she had said.


  “And what do they proclaim?” he asked.


  She looked up at him again and hesitated. “That you are a man who cares for no one and nothing,” she said. “Would you really have beaten Charlie with your cane?”


  “And he would have deserved every stroke,” he said. “Thieving little urchin.”


  “You are wealthy, I suppose,” she said. “Have you ever tried to put yourself mentally in the place of someone who does not know where his next meal is coming from? Or someone who has on his thin young shoulders all the burden of having to provide for a family that cannot provide for itself?”


  “Muvver and Pa and Vi’let and Roddy?” he said. “And the metamorphosis of the sister and brother into Annie and ‘arry, who then had to become a friend from next door and an older sister, who of course—did it need to be said?—had just lost her employment? And I suppose the mother—if we were to ask the question—would be nine months less one week with child. Come, Miss Bevan, you are not still naive enough to believe that cock-and-bull story, are you? How long have you lived in London?”


  “I have lived,” she said, “for almost twenty-five years, my lord, and I learned from my mother and father to love people and to accept their stories without question. It is true that Charlie tried to steal from me yesterday, but today he risked his own safety to save me from harm. And he is a little child. Do you think he is more than ten years old? And poorly fed and poorly clothed.”


  “Is this the point at which I withdraw my handkerchief from my pocket to dry my eyes and blow my nose?” he asked.


  “Your eyes are cold again,” she said, “and such wonderful blue eyes. But you cannot deceive me, my lord. I remember the cakes and the extra pasty yesterday and the half crown. And I remember your walking home with me this afternoon when you must be accustomed to riding such distances.”


  “Perhaps I walked home with you because of your golden hair and emerald eyes,” he said.


  She flushed again. “I think not, my lord,” she said.


  “Well.” He looked about him for his coat and drew it on. “I shall have that child hailed up from the kitchen before I leave. Otherwise he may forget to leave altogether and become a permanent recipient of your charity.”


  “I think Charlie is of a more independent spirit,” she said with a smile, but she walked to the doorway at the back of the hall and called down the stairs.


  “Now,” he said before Charlie appeared, “tell me where you work so that I may be waiting close to there tomorrow to escort you home. It will be Christmas Eve, and there are likely to be some inebriated revelers about, looking for a little sport.”


  She flushed once more. “I cannot ask it of you,” she said.


  “You did not,” he said. “Where do you work?”


  She hesitated and then named an address on Brook Street, quite close to Hanover Square.


  “I shall see you tomorrow, then,” he said as Charlie appeared from the kitchen. “Ah, I see you are carrying away the spoils of war with you, my lad.”


  Charlie looked down at the bundle clutched in his hand. “The old woman give me some to take to Vi’let an’ Annie,” he said.


  “My congratulations,” the earl said. “Your memory is improving, Charlie. Come along. It is time to go home.”


  “Good-bye, dear,” Julie said, and she bent down to hug the child tightly to her and kiss his cheek again. And she slipped something into a tattered pocket before releasing him, Lord Kevern noticed.


  “Cor blimey,” the boy said when the two of them were out on the street and Julie Bevan had waved to them and closed the door. “I bet you would of give a bag of guineas to be in my place then, guv.” He walked along the curb, balancing on it with arms outstretched.


  “Two bags,” the earl said. “And I owe you a guinea and a half, Charlie. Here they are.”


  “Cor blimey,” Charlie said again, gazing down at the coins in his hand and forgetting to secrete them about his person with his usual magician’s swiftness. “Chris’mus must be comin’.”


  “No,” the earl said. “It is not that. It is just my conscience smiting me, for without your hint I could not have found out the information that you offered to sell to me, Charlie. Now be off with you to whatever hovel you call home.”


  Charlie stood still on the curb and muttered an address absently as he continued to stare down at his newfound fortune. And then he looked up and grinned cheekily. “I’m goin’ to buy ’em presents,” he said, and he darted off down the street and disappeared less than a minute later into the dusk.


  The Earl of Kevern was left with that feeling of emptiness again. Dusk and cold and an empty street. And Christmas gone, no sign of it at all about him. Just the way he wanted it. But that empty feeling.


  But not quite, either. “Number Five, Brook Street,” he muttered to himself as he began the long walk home.


  He really should have gone to Buckland Abbey, the earl told himself the following afternoon. Did it matter that last year he had felt like an outsider there, even though the property belonged to him and even though every single guest there had been a member of the family of which he was the head—and close family members at that? Did it matter that he had not been happy there, but had seen to the very heart of the cruelty of Christmas with the illusory joy it pretended to offer?


  At least he would have retained his sanity there.


  He was not at all sure that he was remaining sane in London. For one thing, he had delayed all morning, as late as he possibly could, before going out, not because the nature of his errand—purchasing gifts for his servants—was distasteful, although it was, but because he was expecting a visitor. And he found himself not only disappointed when Charlie Cobban did not come, but also worried. Why on earth was he disappointed, and why in heaven’s name had he been expecting him anyway?


  Worried about a street urchin whose neck would probably be stretched by a rope collar long before he reached manhood? Worried about a ragamuffin who could steal from someone almost as poor as himself and extort money for useless information and lie without blinking an eye and curse like a navvy?


  Why in hell was he worried? The child had walked off with a minor fortune in the past two days. And yet his lordship could not shake from his mind images of the boy spending Christmas in a den of thieves, stripped of the coins that had been given him and sent out to beg or steal more. Or of the boy all alone, seeking warmth and comfort in an alley somewhere, waiting for people to come outdoors again once Christmas was over. Or of the boy dreaming of a family—of two sisters and a brother, and a mother about to give birth again.


  Of a boy lonely as he was lonely, except that the boy was only a child and should have had a right to love and security and a family.


  An address kept repeating itself in the earl’s mind, the street one he had never heard of, certainly one he had never traversed. He did not even know where the address had come from except that he could hear the boy’s piping voice reciting it.


  The Earl of Kevern did his shopping eventually and then waited restlessly until it was time to wander out close to Number Five Brook Street. But he was not in a good mood and snapped at his valet for handing him his gold-topped cane when he wanted the silver, and scowled at a footman who jumped to open the front door one second later than he ought.


  He was in a savage bad mood. He might have known that Christmas would open wounds that he had thought quite healed. He might have known that it would not be possible merely to laugh at the great myth. But it would have been possible too, he thought, if he had only ignored her standing before that damned jeweler’s window and walked on by. Had he done so, he would not even have seen the boy steal her reticule. And Charlie would have succeeded, and she would have been destitute.


  She was walking briskly along Brook Street, her head down, though twice she lifted it to look anxiously about her. The second time she saw him, and she paused and bit her lip.


  “Miss Bevan?” he said and raised his hat to her.


  She smiled, and her smile was like a soothing balm to his pain. He found himself smiling back.


  “Oh,” she said, taking the arm he offered, “you look quite different when you smile, my lord. You look human.”


  “I will not ask what I look like when I do not smile, then,” he said. “You smile all the time. Are you never bitter that your life has turned out as it has? You are the granddaughter of a baronet, and yet you must work for a living and put up with the insults of men who think themselves your superiors—and the even worse insults of women, I would not doubt, because you have the misfortune to be beautiful. You refused a marriage proposal because you have an aged and infirm grandfather and his retainers to care for. How can you smile?”


  “Because I am alive,” she said, “and enjoy good health and have people to love and be loved by. And I did not care for him a great deal, though he was a perfectly eligible gentleman.”


  “You are happy, then?” he asked.


  “My father used to say that happiness can never be achieved in this life,” she said, “except in brief moments. Brief glimpses of heaven he used to call them. There is always something else we want. Always something we yearn for even if we are not selfishly greedy persons. I believe he was right. I have yearnings just as you must. As everyone must.”


  “No,” he said. “Not me. Not for the future. I wish there were no future.”


  “Ah.” She did not smile when she looked up at him. “Something has hurt you. I have felt it from the beginning—was that only two days ago?”


  But he was saved from having to answer her. There was a group of carolers a little farther along Bond Street, and the merry sounds of singing caught their attention. They walked closer and stopped, as several other pedestrians and shoppers had done.


  If one were to paint a picture of perfect Christmas bliss, the earl thought, one surely could not do better than to draw a group of carolers, bundled up against the cold, their cheeks and noses rosy from the cold, their faces glowing with the happiness of the season and the birth of the child they proclaimed, their mittened hands holding the sheets of music for all of them to see.


  The only touch missing from this particular live picture was snow. The pavements were still quite wet and dirty. But even so the scene oozed sentimentality. Just two days before it would have delighted his satiric heart. But no longer? Had anything changed in two days?


  “Oh,” Julie Bevan said, and her head tipped sideways and almost touched his shoulder for a moment, “the nostalgia. It was what we used to do in the country every year on Christmas Eve when Papa was alive.”


  Her eyes, he saw when he looked down at her, were glistening with unshed tears, and yet she smiled. And then she fumbled with the clasp of her reticule. The carolers were collecting donations for a foundling hospital.


  “Put it away,” he said, touching her hand with his own before reaching into an inner pocket for his purse. He dropped a few gold coins into the hat upturned on the pavement, and they moved on.


  He might have brought his curricle. Not his carriage. She was a lady, however impoverished, and would not feel easy riding in a closed carriage, alone with a gentleman, but the curricle would have made the journey shorter and easier for her. But he had been too selfish to do so. He had wanted her company for as long as possible.


  And so their steps took them along Bond Street and past the jeweler’s shop window. Her steps lagged, and she turned her head, but she did not stop.


  “Ah,” was all she said, but it was more an expelling of breath than a word.


  “It is gone,” he said, “and has been replaced by a silver clock. Why did you like it so?”


  She looked up at him in some surprise. “The porcelain Madonna?” she said. “Have you been admiring it too, my lord? My father always placed one of carved wood at the front of the church at Christmas, though some people used to think it popish. When I first saw it in the window a week ago, it was Christmas to me and memories and home. And hope. I think it must have been wonderful for Mary to give birth to Jesus on Christmas Day. Don’t you?” She laughed suddenly. “Though of course it is Christmas Day only because she did so.”


  But he had swallowed and closed his eyes. And swallowed again.


  “What is it?” Her words were whispered.


  “Nothing.” The word sounded harsh even to his own ears. He had her hand clamped to his side with a rigid arm. “It is just all this talk of Christmas. It is merely a day in the year like any other. And yet one is asked to spend a fortune on gifts and to stuff oneself full of rich foods and liquor and pretend that human nature had been transformed and will remain so. We are asked to believe that nothing bad can ever happen at Christmas, only peace on earth and goodwill among men.”


  “Did something bad once happen to you?” she asked.


  But he would not answer her. He walked on, drawing her with him, reducing his pace when he realized that he was striding, but not talking. And he was sorry again that he had not gone to Buckland Abbey, and sorry that he had turned his head for a second look at her outside the jeweler’s shop two days before. And sorry for every incident that had led him to this moment.


  “I was sorry,” she said at last, when they were quite near her house, “not to see Charlie on Bond Street today. Somehow I expected to. Is that not absurd? I wonder what sort of a Christmas he will have. The family should at least be able to buy some food with the half crown you gave him.”


  “And with the money you slipped into his pocket yesterday,” he said. “Don’t believe too much in that family. Charlie is a street urchin.”


  “I have to believe in the family,” she said, “or my heart will break. He is just a child. I wish I knew where I might find him. I wish I had asked him.”


  “I believe I do know,” he said. “At least, an alien address keeps running through my head, and it repeats itself in Charlie’s voice.”


  Her face lit up. “Oh, do please tell me,” she said. “I shall go there. Tomorrow. I shall take more of Mrs. Stebbins’s cooking, and I shall see if I can find something to take as gifts for Charlie and the little children.”


  “Violet and Roddy?” he said. “Have you always been so gullible, Miss Bevan? But you must not go. It is doubtless a rough neighborhood.”


  “I shall go anyway.” She smiled up at him. “Oh, I shall look forward to seeing Charlie again and to wishing him a happy Christmas.”


  Leave well enough alone, an inner voice told him. Say good-bye to her now and leave well enough alone.


  “If you insist on going,” he said, “then I shall come too. I shall escort you there and watch your disappointment and disillusion when you find that the address is that of a den of thieves.”


  “Is that what you wish to find?” she asked.


  No. And damn the boy for pulling at his heart strings and twining himself about them. “I’ll take him home with me,” he said. “Doubtless my housekeeper can find him some tasks to do suitable to his age and strength and talents. Perhaps I shall train him to be my tiger. Would that satisfy you?”


  “Would you do that?” she asked. “For Charlie? Even if you are right and he is no more than a waif and a thief and a liar?”


  “He is a child,” he said irritably.


  “Yes.” Her smile was warm, though her cheeks shone scarlet with the cold. “Once he was like that little porcelain baby in Mary’s arms.”


  “I shall come for you tomorrow morning, then,” he said. They had come to a stop outside her house.


  “Won’t you come in for tea?” she asked. “Grandpapa would be happy to see you again. And you have a long walk home.”


  “No,” he said. “Not today.” But he did not immediately bid her a good day and turn on his heel as he ought to have done.


  There is always something we yearn for, she had said earlier.


  Not me, he had said.


  And yet he yearned now for he knew not what. He took her gloved hand in his, felt with his own glove the hole in the palm that she had concealed, and turned her hand over to look at the worn patch in the leather. And he lifted her hand to set his mouth against her skin.


  Well, he told himself with all the old inner cynicism, say it. He might as well become a part of it all just like everyone else so that he could jeer at himself as well as at the whole world. Why should he be the only sane one in an insane universe? The only one immune to the myth?


  And so he said it. He touched her cheek with his other hand, resting his gloved thumb briefly against her lips. “Happy Christmas, Julie,” he said.


  Her eyes grew bright with tears again before he turned abruptly away. “Happy Christmas, my lord,” he heard her say as he strode away.


  Christmas Day. It was the first thought to lodge itself in his mind when sleep abandoned him, even before he opened his eyes. The Earl of Kevern rolled over onto his stomach and burrowed his head beneath two pillows as if in so doing he could block out the knowledge and will twenty-four hours to pass in a moment.


  Two years ago. It had all started to happen already by this time, although it had continued on through the whole day and into the night. It had not put a dampener on anyone’s spirits. Quite the contrary. How very wonderful at Christmas, his family had said. How very appropriate. And even he, restless and anxious as he had been, quite unable to think of gifts or the Christmas dinner, had been excited and happy too. Christmas. The most glorious day of the year. The most glorious day of his life.


  The earl lay for a long time beneath his pillows before finally throwing them off. Even beneath the pillows he could smell Christmas—the mince pies and the plum pudding and the goose. And the greenery with which the house had been decorated the day before while he was out. There were things to be done, most notably the distribution of gifts and Christmas bonuses among his servants. There were smiles to be worn and jokes to be made and hands to be shaken.


  And then there was something else to be done. There was Julie to be called upon—when had he begun to think of her as Julie rather than Miss Bevan? he wondered—and that mad visit to be made to the house that might or might not be Charlie’s hideout. And to the mythical family.


  Lord Kevern looked with a wry smile at the packages lying on top of a chest of drawers across the room—scarves and mittens he had bought after leaving Julie the afternoon before for Charlie and Violet and Roddy, a shawl for Annie. And another longer parcel, which he had bought earlier, during the morning.


  He should walk straight to Bethlehem Asylum, he thought, and save someone the trouble of having to take him there to commit him in a few days’ time. For undoubtedly he had taken leave of his senses. And yet the very sight of the packages and the knowledge of the strange journey he was going to make later somehow made the day seem less impossible to face.


  He sat on the edge of the bed and ran his hands through his hair before ringing for his valet. His yearning of the day before had been for a nameless something. And yet at least one longing he had been able to identify even at the time. He had wanted to place his mouth against the lips he had touched with his thumb.


  He was glad after all that he had not gone to Buckland Abbey. Ah, he was glad.


  “Grandpapa.” Julie leaned over the old gentleman’s chair and tucked the rug more snugly about his waist. He had drawn it up over his feet so that he could look at the slippers she had given him for Christmas. “Lord Kevern and I are going out for a short while to visit Charlie, the little boy I told you about who rescued me the other day. It is time for your sleep anyway. When I return I shall play another hand of cards with you and read to you.”


  “Yes, go,” Sir Richard said. “Go, Julie, and give the boy my best regards.” He looked with some keenness at the earl, who had risen to his feet after sitting and conversing for almost half an hour. “Go, and have a merry Christmas of your own, girl. There is no hurry for you to get back. I am tired.”


  She kissed his cheek.


  “I have a basket to take,” she said, when she and the earl had left the room. “I shall run and fetch it.”


  It was the first time he had seen her in out of the cold. Her complexion was as delicate and creamy as he had expected it to be, though there was a flush of color in her cheeks. And her eyes shone with Christmas, even though there seemed to be precious little in her life to cause the sparkle—only three elderly dependents and a boy who would have stolen all her money if he could have got away with it.


  And himself. Was he a part of her Christmas? he wondered. Had she woken up that morning and remembered that she was to see him and thought that perhaps after all the day would be bearable?


  She returned wearing the gray-blue cloak and the plain bonnet and the worn leather gloves and carrying a covered basket only a little smaller than the one that stood on a seat of his carriage outside her door. She had declined his suggestion that she might want to take Mrs. Stebbins with her as a chaperon.


  “This is a sort of holiday for her too,” she had said. “Besides, my lord, I am past the age of needing chaperons.”


  Perhaps she would have changed her mind, he thought, if she could have known how his eyes had drunk in the sight of her on his arrival and whenever she had looked away to address a remark to her grandfather. Or how his raw, repressed emotions were soothed by the sound of her voice. He handed her into the carriage and climbed in after her.


  “At least,” she said, laughing when she saw his basket, “they will not starve, will they? I have brought handkerchiefs for the children, plain for Charlie and Roddy and embroidered for Violet and Annie. They are not very grand presents, are they? But I know how you noticed poor Charlie’s absence of a handkerchief at the pastry cook’s.”


  Her face was alight with warmth and happiness.


  “Julie,” he said, “don’t count on finding him. The address I have may not be his. It may not even exist. And it is very probable that the family does not exist.”


  “It is Christmas,” she said. “Only wonderful things happen at Christmas.”


  He turned his head to look out of the window. Already the streets were getting narrower and less familiar.


  “I am sorry,” she said softly. “Your face is shuttered again. It was a thoughtless thing to say. Something less than wonderful happened to you, did it not?”


  “It is only,” he said stiffly, “that I do not wish to see you disappointed.”


  “I will be sorry,” she said, “if we do not find him at all, because I wish to hug him and wish him well. I will be sad if we find him and there is no family, because he will have been deprived of what all children should have a right to. But the whole day will not have been a disappointment. For you have come out, though something has happened to make you hate Christmas, merely to find and to feed a young boy who should be quite beneath the notice of an aristocrat. A boy you would have beaten with your cane just three days ago although his only crime was being unwilling to starve.”


  “Julie,” he said, his eyes still directed to the drab streets passing by the carriage windows, “you are too sentimental for your own good, you know. He would have understood the thrashing far more than the hugs.”


  “Understood, yes,” she said. “He would have understood what he must expect of life. But you do not believe that the beating would have been better for him. I know you do not.”


  “Oh, well,” he said, turning his head again to look at her, “if you know what is in the depth of my heart, then there is no point in further discussion, is there?”


  But she refused to be cowed by the set-down. She set her head to one side and smiled at him. “Those cold cynical eyes,” she said. “But they do not fool me any longer. If your eyes denoted truly what was in your mind and your heart, my lord, you would not be seated in this carriage at this moment on this particular errand.”


  He pursed his lips. “I am on this errand,” he said, “in order to save you from certain attack by ruffians. Have you glanced out of the window yet? And to show you how foolish it is to be sentimental and to believe everything a thieving brat cares to tell you. I came so that I may say ‘I told you so’ as we ride back home again.”


  “And you came with a full basket.” She laughed. But she did not try to continue the conversation. She turned her head to look out through the window. And there was much to see that was shocking and even mesmerizing to someone unaccustomed to the slums of London. But apparently the carriage of the Earl of Kevern was as shocking and as mesmerizing a sight to the inhabitants of those streets.


  The address was certainly not a fictitious one, the earl discovered when his carriage slowed and eventually stopped outside a tall and gloomy rooming house in a narrow street of equally gloomy run-down buildings. Ill-clad men and women lounged in doorways and sat on steps despite the coldness of the weather, and ragged children, many of them barefoot, darted about the street. Most of them were darting in the direction of his carriage and then stopping, saucer-eyed, watching as if he had just dropped in from another planet.


  “The King of England lives two ’ouses down on your left, guv,” one wag yelled as the coachman opened the carriage door and, after one pained look of inquiry directed at his master, let down the steps.


  “An’ the Queen of England an’ all ’er maids lives on yer right,” someone else called out.


  The loungers made merry with the two remarks and embellished them with witty directions to the Regent’s house and those of all the royal dukes and princesses.


  “Could he possibly live here?” Julie asked, looking almost fearfully out through the door.


  But her question did not need answering.


  “Cor blimey,” a piping voice cried, “it’s the guv. Now I’ll prove it to you, Pa.”


  Charlie had been walking along the street with a small, wiry man, whose right arm was wrapped in ragged yet clean bandages.


  The Earl of Kevern stepped down from his carriage. A Daniel into the lions’ den, he thought. But Pa? Was he to be proved wrong after all? And then he closed his eyes briefly as the man sank to one knee. He did not even notice the loud jeers of the lookers-on.


  “Sir,” the man said, “I’ve already belted ’im one good, sir, though I ’ave only my left arm to do it wiv, sir. An’ tomorrow mornin’ sharp, sir, ’e was to bring it back and take the consequences, sir. But beggin’ your pardon, sir, ’e’s a good boy, sir, an’ ’as felt the burden of our troubles ’eavy on ’is young shoulders. Don’t tyke ’im to jail, sir. Don’t ’ang ’im. ’Is ma would grieve.”


  Good Lord, the earl thought. At any moment he expected the man to try to kiss the hem of his greatcoat.


  “Charlie!” he could hear Julie saying. “Happy Christmas, sweetheart. Oh, how good it is to see you.”


  “I think there is some misunderstanding,” his lordship said. “Good heavens, man, get up on your feet. I have not come to take Charlie away to jail. I have come because Miss Bevan wished to see him and, er, hug him, and because I, ah, wanted to wish him a happy Christmas.”


  “See, Pa?” Charlie said, triumph in his voice. Then he turned an accusing glare on the earl. “Got me into trouble proper, you did, guv,” he said. “When I showed Pa the guinea an’ an ’alf, not to mention the lydy’s ’alf a crown, Pa wouldn’t believe that I come by them honest. Only glad I was that ’is right arm is bandaged up.”


  “Whatever ’e did for a guinea an’ an ’alf, guv,” one woman onlooker shrieked to the delight of the growing audience, “I’ll do double for a single guinea.”


  “For such an ’andsome gent, she’d do it for free, guv,” someone else said.


  Good Lord. The earl started to regret Buckland Abbey again. Did Buckland Abbey belong in the same world as this?


  “Charlie earned his guinea and a half,” he said to Mr. Cobban. “Miss Bevan and I have brought some Christmas cooking and some gifts for the children. Is there somewhere more private we can go for a few moments?” He glanced dubiously at the rooming house.


  Mr. Cobban smote himself on the brow suddenly at the same moment as a young girl of sixteen or seventeen, neatly though shabbily clad, appeared at the door and looked out anxiously.


  “Oh, Pa,” she said, “ain’t she with you?” And then she saw the carriage and the coachman and the earl and her eyes widened.


  “She couldn’t come, Annie,” Mr. Cobban said. “She ’ad gone somewhere else.”


  “Oh,” the girl said, still eyeing the carriage. “But there is no one else, Pa. What are we goin’ to do?”


  Mr. Cobban looked back to the earl. “Beggin’ your pardon, sir,” he said, “I can’t invite you into my ’umble abode, sir. The missus is ’avin’ another young ’un, sir, an’ ’er time ’as come. An’ there ain’t no midwife.”


  Lord Kevern felt suddenly as if someone were draining him of blood, starting at the top of his head and working downward.


  “I don’t know what to do, Pa,” the girl wailed. “An’ Vi’let and Roddy are cryin’ because they’re frightened.”


  “Lord bless us,” Mr. Cobban said, scratching his head. “Beggin’ your pardon, sir, but I’ll ’ave to go. An’ if Charlie didn’t steal that money, sir, I thank you kindly.”


  The earl would have handed his basket to the man and left without another word. He felt closed in by the narrow street and the tall buildings. He felt as if there were no air in the street. He had to have air. But Julie was speaking.


  “I have some little experience, Mr. Cobban,” she was saying. “I have worked with a midwife, though never alone. May I see what I can do to help?”


  No! He wanted to grasp hold of her, to pick her up bodily and bundle her back inside the carriage. He wanted to instruct his coachman to spring the horses. He needed air.


  “Lord love you, miss,” Mr. Cobban was saying. “Oh, Lord love you. Sent from ’eaven, you was, the two of you, to bless us for Chris’mus.”


  “Julie.” The earl caught at her arm as she turned toward the house. “This is not your responsibility. Come back home and I shall send a physician.”


  She smiled. “A physician come here?” she said. “No, no, I shall help. Annie looks like a sensible girl and will be an able assistant once there is someone to tell her what to do, I am sure. There is going to be a new child for Christmas. Is that not wonderful and appropriate, my lord?”


  His hand slipped from her arm.


  She looked searchingly at him. “Go home, my lord,” she said. “Thank you for bringing me here. I shall stay for as long as I am needed, and then I shall get Charlie to show me the way home. He will be an adequate bodyguard.”


  She turned and hurried inside the house.


  “If you go,” Charlie’s piping voice said from his elbow, “you’ll be a fool, guv. After ’elpin’ Ma, she’ll be glad of them soft seats an’ your shoulder to rest ’er ’ead on.”


  “Charlie,” the earl said, taking a deep breath and finding that, after all, there was air left in the street, “you have the head of an eighty-year-old on your shoulders. But your advice is unnecessary. Why should I leave Miss Bevan to your escort later on when she might have mine?”


  “ ’Xactly what I was sayin’, guv,” Charlie said. “What’s in them baskets?”


  It had to be the strangest Christmas of them all, the Earl of Kevern decided over the next two hours. Indeed, it had to be the strangest day of his life. He would perhaps have been amused by it all—very amused—if he had not been feeling sick at the thought of what was proceeding inside the rooming house.


  For two hours he held court in his carriage. He retired there after Julie had gone about her self-imposed duty as midwife, and Charlie climbed in behind him without invitation, curious to discover the contents of the two baskets. Mr. Cobban came inside by invitation, and soon afterward a tiny boy, ragged but immaculately clean, climbed the steps, using hands as well as feet, and raised two arms to be lifted into his father’s lap, where he snuggled up and proceeded to suck his thumb. And then a girl, two or three years older, appeared and sat down close beside Charlie and stared at the earl from solemn, soulful eyes.


  “What’s in the baskets, guv?” Charlie asked, though his father had warned him to watch his mouth when he had asked the same question on the pavement.


  “That basket,” the earl replied, indicating the smaller of the two, “belongs to Miss Bevan. This one contains a ham and some pastries and bread for your family.”


  “Lord love you, sir,” Mr. Cobban said.


  “And a Christmas gift for each of you children,” Lord Kevern added.


  Violet sat even more still and solemn. Roddy forgot for the moment to suck his thumb. His eyes swiveled sideways to regard the earl fixedly.


  “Let’s ’ave ’em, then, guv,” Charlie said, bouncing up and down on the seat and earning for himself another paternal warning.


  “Lord love you, sir,” Mr. Cobban said again five minutes later, when the parcels had been opened and scarves wound about chill necks and mittens drawn onto cold hands.


  “Cor blimey, guv,” Charlie said, his high-pitched voice sounding excited and more childlike than usual, “I’ll never be cold again.” He wormed his chin down inside the coils of the green scarf until only his eyes were visible.


  Violet touched her brother’s arm with a red mitten and smoothed it along his sleeve. “Charlie,” she said, her eyes shining up into his, “I got two presents for Chris’mus.” She looked shyly across at the earl and half hid behind her brother’s arm. “Charlie give me soap.”


  Roddy sat looking at his blue mittens, which were several sizes too large, and holding up his hands for his father’s inspection. Then he discovered that he had to remove one mitten in order to suck his thumb and nod off to sleep against his father’s chest.


  The earl found himself involved in a lengthy discussion of the strange tendency life displayed of having its ups and downs. At least, he supposed discussion was an inaccurate description of the proceedings since his own part in them consisted of strategically placed yeses and nos and other monosyllabic acknowledgements of the wisdom of Mr. Cobban’s observations of life.


  But one thing was very obvious. The Cobbans were currently living through—barely living through—one of the deepest of life’s downs. Mr. Cobban’s arm was not healing as it ought. The wound kept festering. And without a healthy right arm there was no working. Mrs. Cobban had chosen the worst of all possible times to decide to present Mr. Cobban with another young hopeful, though he generously acknowledged his own part in that inconvenient state of affairs.


  “The thing was, you see, sir,” he said with significant looks at the children, “that the deed was done, if you get my meaning, before I ’urt my arm.”


  The earl did indeed get Mr. Cobban’s meaning. He knew a thing or two about procreation.


  And then Annie Cobban had lost her job as a dressmaker’s assistant when the dressmaker’s niece arrived from the country in search of employment. And Charlie was a good boy, but just a lad of eleven, and his father worried about where his zeal to provide for his family might lead him.


  “I was sure when ’e come ’ome with a guinea an’ an ’alf yesterday that ’e ’ad stole it,” Mr. Cobban said. “An’ then when ’e ups and gives the little uns presents this mornin’, I was certain. I belted ’im a good un, I did, sir. Stealin’ was never the way of the Cobbans, sir.”


  The earl assured Mr. Cobban that such firm parental moral training was bound to have its effect in making Charlie and the other young ones honest citizens. Charlie stared at him the while, his eyes narrowed speculatively.


  “I ’ope so, sir,” Mr. Cobban said. “We might be poor, sir, and fallen on ’ard times, but we still ’as our pride, sir.”


  Mrs. Cobban’s labor had already reached an advanced stage before the earl’s carriage had arrived. Less than two hours later, Annie Cobban came rushing from the rooming house to announce the birth of another son.


  The Earl of Kevern sat in the corner of the carriage watching as the father, who half an hour before had been lamenting the imminent arrival of yet another mouth to feed, hugged his sleeping child to himself and wept with joy over the compounding of his problems. And he watched Charlie bounce on the seat again and explain to Violet that they had another brother. Violet looked up at him in silent wonder. Annie meanwhile was explaining in a fast, excited voice how she had helped the lady and watched the baby being born.


  Neither Mr. Cobban nor the children were permitted to enter the house immediately. Apparently the lady was still busy, and Annie had to return to help her. But soon enough they were summoned inside and wasted no time in scrambling out of the carriage to view the new Christmas arrival.


  “A son born on Chris’mus Day, sir,” Mr. Cobban said before he left. “Imagine that. My son an’ Jesus both.” He chuckled. “A man couldn’t arsk for a better gift, now could ’e?”


  No. A man could not ask for a better gift.


  He waited quietly until she came out a few minutes later, without her bonnet, her face flushed, one lock of hair come loose from her smooth chignon.


  “My lord,” she said, “I did not know until Charlie came inside that you had waited. It must have seemed a dreadfully long time. But I am glad my basket is still here. I forgot it earlier. Will you give me a moment to take it inside?”


  “Take mine too,” he said. “They forgot about the food in their excitement.”


  She hesitated and looked up into his eyes. “Come inside too,” she said. “Just for a moment. Come and see the baby and wish Mrs. Cobban a happy Christmas.”


  But he retreated farther into his corner.


  “Please,” she said softly. “I think you need to see that a child has been safely born.”


  Strange words. He would have liked to ponder them, but she had reached inside for her basket, and she was smiling at him—a smile full of the wonder of Christmas and the event in which she had just played an active role. And a smile that was directed right into his eyes, right into his heart.


  “I shall carry the basket inside,” he said. Good Lord and good Lord. He could be playing billiards now at Buckland Abbey.


  They had two rooms, poorly but neatly furnished. Clean. How could a family of six—now seven—live in two rooms? And with no steady income?


  He nodded to a tired Mrs. Cobban from the doorway between the two rooms and gazed down at the red and wrinkled new bundle of humanity that Mr. Cobban brought proudly for his inspection. Ugly. Life. Human life safely launched on its journey into the unknown. Beautiful.


  Annie was exclaiming over her shawl and thanking him profusely. And they were all unwrapping handkerchiefs, and Violet was running a finger over the embroidery on hers and telling Charlie, awe in her voice, that she had had three gifts for Christmas.


  Charlie was loudly demanding to know when they could eat. He already had the ham out of the earl’s basket.


  “Mr. Cobban,” Lord Kevern said as the man laid the sleeping baby beside his wife and came back out into the other room, “would you miss the wharves if you worked in a large house instead? Perhaps in the stables? Or even in the country, perhaps, in Dorsetshire? As a gardener? Would you care to work for me?”


  Mr. Cobban merely stared.


  “My lodgekeeper at Buckland Abbey is due for retirement in the spring,” the earl said. “Perhaps you would care for that job. There is a comfortable lodge in which to live. I am sure work could be found for Annie in the house there, or here if she would prefer to stay in London. And small jobs could be found for Charlie when he is not at school.”


  “School?” Charlie said. “Cor. I always wanted to learn to read, guv.”


  “Working in an ’ouse?” Annie’s hands were clasped to her bosom. “Oh, sir, I always dreamed of workin’ in an ’ouse an’ wearin’ one of them uniforms.”


  “Then you shall do so,” the earl said. “Mr. Cobban?”


  “Lord love you, sir,” the man said. “But me arm.” He held it up.


  “I shall have it tended to by a physician,” the earl said. “In the meantime my head groom and my housekeeper must find you duties that can be done with one arm. If you want the employment, that is.”


  “If I want the employment!” Mr. Cobban’s tone implied that there was no doubt about his wanting it.


  Lord Kevern was feeling embarrassed, and he was very aware of Julie, standing silently in the background.


  “Report to my housekeeper on Hanover Square tomorrow morning, then,” he said. “The three of you. She will be instructed to offer you immediate employment until such time as we can work out some permanent place for you.” He nodded dismissively and picked up his empty basket from the table. “Charlie knows the way. A happy Christmas to you all.”


  A chorus of Christmas greetings and blessings followed him from the rooming house. He handed Julie into his carriage and followed her inside. He sank into the seat beside her and closed his eyes with relief as his coachman put up the steps and shut the door. A few moments later the carriage lurched into motion.


  “Well,” he said after a few minutes of silence, “you are missing your chance. ‘I told you so’ would be a quite appropriate remark.”


  “I only feared,” she said, turning her head to look at him, “that perhaps the parents were uncaring and were deliberately driving Charlie into crime. But there is much love and much pride in that family despite their poverty.”


  “I suppose,” he said, “there is even a friend next door named ’Arry.”


  “You did a wonderful thing,” she said. “May you never turn those cynical eyes on me again, my lord, for I will not believe in them for one moment.”


  “Oh,” he said, “I rather fancy having a cockney lodgekeeper. Mr. Cobban should be a source of endless amusement.”


  They lapsed into silence again, and he stared unseeing from the window. Several minutes passed while he felt the weight of a great sorrow descending on him with the early dusk.


  “Tell me about it,” she said at last, her voice little more than a whisper.


  He did not ask her what she meant by it. He rested his head against the cushions and continued to stare out the window.


  “My son died on Christmas Day,” he said. “Two years ago.” He swallowed. “He died making the perilous journey from his mother’s womb to a world he never saw.”


  Silence stretched like a tangible thing.


  “My wife survived him by two hours,” he said. He closed his eyes and breathed in slowly and deeply. “It was Christmas. Even though she was upstairs all day moaning and occasionally screaming, everyone was in the best of spirits, even me for all my anxiety. Nothing bad could ever happen at Christmas. Only all that was good. The birth of my first child. What more appropriately joyous event could there be for Christmas than the birth of one’s firstborn son?”


  Still the silence.


  “My wife and my son died on Christmas Day,” he said.


  The pain was intense. It had all the rawness it had had when it was new. The rawness had never worn off, in fact. It had not been given the opportunity. He had very deliberately suppressed it. He had stopped thinking of them. He had refused to have them mentioned the previous Christmas and had put off his mourning for the day in order not to dampen the spirits of the rest of his family. His own mood had been determinedly festive. He had suppressed his pain and not suffered through it.


  Now the pain made it difficult to breathe.


  He turned his head sharply away when she took his hand in hers, carefully removing his glove before she did so. He could feel the hot tears on his cheeks and felt suddenly ashamed. Why had he felt compelled to burden her with his personal hell on this of all days?


  And then he closed his eyes again as she lifted his hand, and he felt first her lips against the back of it and then the softness of her cheek.


  “I am sorry,” she said. “I am so very, very sorry.”


  “And yet,” he said, turning his head to look at her a few moments later, “life goes on. It is the most atrocious of clichés, but I have been learning the truth of it in the past few days. There are other Christmases without pain. There are children born live into the world every day. Even on Christmas Day. That is what Christmas is all about, I suppose. Birth. Life. Hope.”


  “Yes,” she said. She was holding his hand against her cheek with both of hers.


  “Even happiness,” he said. “I have been happy today.”


  “Have you?” She smiled at him. “Did you notice the little one’s mittens, my lord? Each one of them was as big as his head.”


  He chuckled. “I did not realize he would be that young,” he said.


  “You did not even know he existed,” she said. “But I think you hoped he did.”


  He gazed into her eyes, their emerald darkened by the dusk. “I did not know it would be possible to live again and not just exist,” he said. “I did not know I could ever laugh again.”


  “You will do both,” she said. “Your period of mourning is over, my lord.”


  “I did not know it would be possible to love again,” he said.


  She took his hand away from her cheek and returned it to his side, though she did not release her hold of it. “You loved Charlie when he came into your life,” she said, “just as I did. And now you love his whole family.”


  “I did not know it would be possible to love a woman again,” he said.


  She was looking down at their clasped hands.


  “Will you take your Christmas dinner with us, my lord?” she asked, raising her eyes finally to his. “I am sure it is a foolish question when you must have a sumptuous feast planned at your own home or elsewhere. And I can offer no entertainment beyond my grandfather’s company and my own. I am sure there must be a grand ton party somewhere.”


  “At Lady Lawrence’s,” he said. “I am invited.”


  “Ah.” She smiled.


  “Since it is Christmas,” he said, “I fully intend to avoid an evening of dullness at all costs. And it seems I have a choice. Boredom or certain entertainment—which shall it be?”


  She was smiling and nodding. “I understand,” she said.


  “Certain entertainment, I think,” he said. “If you are sure I will not be intruding.”


  She looked up into his eyes, and her lips parted.


  “I accept your invitation,” he said and watched light leap into her eyes and felt hope and joy leap into his heart.


  “Bring on Christmas, Julie,” he said, and he felt the unfamiliar sensation of smiling. “I am ready for it.”


  “He has fallen asleep,” she said very quietly when the old gentleman’s chin finally came to rest against his chest and the sounds of low snoring became unmistakable. “It has been a very exciting evening for him, my lord. But he tires easily, I am afraid. This is already past his usual bedtime.”


  “You do not have to sound apologetic,” he said as she rose to her feet. “I understand. Where are you going?”


  “To ring for Mr. Stebbins,” she said. “He will help me to get Grandpapa to bed.”


  “I shall help you when the time comes,” he said. “But does it have to be immediately, Julie? If your grandfather goes to bed, I shall have to take my leave since you have no chaperon.”


  She sat down again in the chair close to his own that she had just vacated. “It must have been a dreadfully dull evening for you after all,” she said. “I am afraid Grandpapa likes to reminisce about the old days. I do not mind because the stories are about my own ancestors and some people I remember. But you were wonderfully patient to listen so attentively.”


  “My grandmother died less than three years ago,” he said. “She could have outtalked your grandfather with no effort at all. I still miss her.”


  “You are kind,” she said. “And he was so very pleased to discover that you could play chess. I have never learned. But it was such a very long game. I thought a few times that he had fallen asleep.”


  “A good chess player likes to spend time thinking out his moves and picturing his opponent’s next move and his own next and so on,” he said. “Your grandfather was a worthy opponent. I barely defeated him.”


  “But I am glad you did,” she said. “He gets ferociously angry with me sometimes when he suspects me of deliberately allowing him to win at cards.”


  He smiled at her and watched the color mount her cheeks and her hands twist in her lap.


  “But it was kind of you to spend the evening with us when you might have been at Lady Lawrence’s,” she said. “Grandpapa was happy.”


  “And you?” he said.


  “And I was happy too,” she said and looked down to the absorbing task of smoothing her dress over her knees.


  “I have a Christmas gift for you,” he said. “All day I have hesitated to give it to you. It is not quite proper for single ladies to accept gifts from single gentlemen, is it?”


  Her eyes shot up to his, and she reminded him for a moment of Violet Cobban as she had appeared in his carriage earlier at the mention of Christmas presents.


  “Oh,” she said, “what is it?”


  He smiled at her. “If I had had advance notice of the invitation to dinner,” he said, “I might have brought wine with me with the greatest propriety, might I not? Will you accept a gift instead?”


  “Where is it?” she asked.


  “I remembered to put it in my greatcoat pocket,” he said, “before sending my carriage home. My greatcoat is in the hall?”


  She nodded.


  He brought back the long package a few moments later and handed it to her. Her eyes sparkled.


  “Oh,” she said, “it is heavy.”


  He watched her unwrap it carefully so as not to tear the paper and perhaps to prolong the anticipation as he and his brother and sisters had always done at Christmas many years before—long ages before. And then he watched the stillness of incredulity on her face before she caught her lower lip between her teeth. And he watched her raise her emerald eyes to his.


  “You bought it,” she said. “That was why it was missing. I could have cried when it was not in the window yesterday.” Tears sprang to her eyes as if to prove her point.


  “You gazed at it,” he said, “as if nothing in this dreary world mattered because there was Christmas and a mother and child.”


  She looked down at the porcelain Madonna and touched a finger to the chubby baby in its arms. Her finger was trembling.


  “Oh,” she said, “it is the most wonderful, wonderful thing I have ever owned. Thank you.” And he watched a tear fall onto the back of her hand.


  “Perhaps,” he said, “when you look at it, you will remember this strange Christmas and the happiness it brought to someone who had lost his faith in happiness.”


  She looked up at him, tears swimming in her eyes. “But I have no gift for you,” she said.


  “Ah,” he said softly. “Then you will have to pay a forfeit.”


  “A forfeit?” she said.


  “Why did you hang the mistletoe there?” he asked, indicating the sprig hanging before the fireplace.


  “Oh.” She laughed breathlessly. “It does not seem quite Christmas without mistletoe and holly. Grandpapa said to hang it there.”


  “Go and stand beneath it, then,” he said, “and pay your forfeit like the honorable gentlewoman you are.”


  She bit her lip again, and her cheeks grew pink. But after a moment’s hesitation, she stood the Madonna carefully on a table, got to her feet, and went to stand beneath the mistletoe. She turned to face the room.


  He framed her face with his hands, feeling her soft skin and her smooth hair. He watched her swallow, though her eyes did not flinch from his, and he lowered his head and kissed her.


  Softness and sweetness and subtle fragrance. And warmth. And happiness. And home.


  He lifted his head and smiled at her. “Happy Christmas, Julie,” he said.


  “Happy Christmas, my lord.”


  “Darcy,” he said. “It is my name. Nothing so ordinary as Richard or Robert or John when my mother gave birth to my father’s heir.”


  “Darcy,” she said.


  “I love you,” he said.


  She shook her head. “It is Christmas,” she said. “And it is the first one you have known for three years. It happens at Christmastime—warmth and happiness and love. It is wonderful, but it is not real life. Tomorrow you will feel differently.”


  “Now who is the cynic?” he asked.


  She stared mutely back at him.


  “I will not feel differently tomorrow,” he said. “You may ask me when tomorrow comes. I love you.”


  She shook her head again.


  “I want to marry you,” he said.


  She smiled and swallowed again and raised her hands to grasp his wrists. “You are an earl,” she said.


  “And so I am,” he said.


  “I am a clergyman’s daughter,” she said. “I work for a living.”


  “But no longer,” he said. “Your only task as my wife will be to make yourself and me happy, as mine will be to make you happy. Marry me, Julie.”


  She shook her head. “There is Grandpapa,” she said. “And Mr. and Mrs. Stebbins. I cannot abandon them.”


  “Oh,” he said, and he drew back the length of his arms, though he still held her face in his hands, and frowned down at her. “I thought we could just marry and forget about them, Julie. They are just elderly folk after all.”


  “You would take them on too?” she asked.


  “Of course I would take them on,” he said. “Who else am I to play chess with except your grandfather? You have confessed to me that you do not play.”


  She bit her lip once more.


  “Well?” he said, closing the gap between them again. “Julie, I cannot tell you all you mean to me. There are not words meaningful enough. I saw you gazing at the Madonna and had to cross the street to you. And then Charlie, bless his heart, chose that moment to attempt his quite inexpert theft and gave me the chance of a lifetime to speak to you. I have thought of you every waking moment since and dreamed of you every sleeping moment. I think you are the spirit of Christmas sent to release me from bondage. But I am greedy and want Christmas every moment of every day for the rest of my life. Don’t cry.”


  “I c-can’t help it,” she said, tipping her head forward to rest her forehead against his neckcloth. “I turned from that window and saw you holding Charlie and raising your cane to hit him, and I was horrified. And then I looked into your eyes—those lovely blue eyes—and I knew you were not cruel. And I think my heart turned over inside me at that moment. I thought I would never see you again after we came out of the pastry cook’s, but I knew I would dream of you for the rest of my life. And then the next day you were there again and coming to my rescue and insisting on walking all the way home with me.”


  “I think it is settled, then,” he said. “I would accept no for an answer, you see, Julie, only if you did not care for me. But you do.”


  “Yes, I do,” she said, lifting her head again and staring up at him in wonder.


  “The mistletoe must have been difficult to hang,” he said.


  “It was.” She looked up at it. “I had to balance a chair on a table. And grandfather and Mr. Stebbins kept giving me advice and declaring that they were the ones who should have gone up there. And Mrs. Stebbins had her apron up over her head and was calling on the blessed Lord to keep me safe. Which he did.” She laughed merrily.


  “Well, then,” he said, “it would be a shame for all that work to result in only one kiss, would it not?”


  She looked into his eyes and blushed rosily again. “Yes, Darcy,” she said, “it would.”


  He took his hands away from her face finally and set one arm about her shoulders and the other about her waist in order to draw her against him.


  “We had better put it to good and thorough use,” he said. “Do you think ten minutes, or even fifteen, would be sufficient to count for thorough use?”


  “Yes,” she said and laughed breathlessly. “I think ten. Or perhaps even fifteen.”


  He smiled at her, and the outer rim of his vision took in the mistletoe above her head and the log fire burning cheerfully at her back and the sprigs of holly decorating the pictures beside the fireplace and her grandfather nodding in his chair.


  Christmas! There was no time quite like it to make a person believe in eternal peace on earth and everlasting goodwill among men.


  “I love you,” he said, and he lowered his head and opened his mouth over hers before she could reply. But she did not need to say the words. He saw them in her eyes and felt them in her body and tasted them in her mouth. Her arms came about him and held him close.


  The old gentleman in his chair snored gently on and opened only one eye—and even that only partly and only for a moment—to satisfy himself that the silence meant what he thought—and hoped—it meant.


  Julie was having her happy Christmas, bless her dear loving heart.


  The Surprise Party


  Mary Balogh


  It was snowing halfheartedly. Not enough to make a picturesque scene of the garden below the nursery window. Not even enough to whiten the ground. Only enough to dust the edges of the lawns with white powder and to blow in thin white streaks across the path. Only enough to make the sky heavy and leaden so that it seemed more like early evening than midafternoon.


  It was not exactly the type of Christmas scene one dreamed of. But then Christmas was still three days away. Perhaps it would snow properly before then.


  “Enough to build a snowman with,” Rupert Parr said, frowning speculatively up at the sky through the window.


  “Enough to make snow angels with,” Patricia Parr, his sister, added, contemplating rather glumly the few thin flakes that were drifting slowly downward.


  Caroline Parr was kneeling on the floor, her elbows on the window ledge, her chin in her hands, gazing outward. “Will Christmas come soon, Rupert?” she asked wistfully. “Will it snow?”


  She remembered Christmas last year, when there had been goose and plum pudding to eat. But it had not been quite the happy day she had been led to expect. Nurse had been cross and Rupert and Patricia had been peevish. It had not snowed—Caroline could not really remember what snow was like. And Mama and Papa had not come home. They had had to go to an unexpected but very important meeting, Nurse had explained to Rupert, and would come home as soon as they could. They sent presents which arrived a week late.


  “Tell me about Christmas,” Caroline said now, addressing herself to her eight-year-old brother, whom she considered omniscient, though she did not turn her gaze from the outside world. “Tell me about snow.”


  But it was their nurse who answered. Caroline loved Nurse dearly, but she had been cross and sharp-tongued lately—even worse than she had been last Christmas.


  “There will be no talk of Christmas this year,” she said firmly. “And no talk of snowmen and snow angels either, Master Rupert and Miss Patricia. The two of you are old enough to know better. For shame, filling Miss Caroline’s head with ideas that are not proper. There will be other years and other Christmases to enjoy.”


  “I beg your pardon, Nurse,” Rupert said in the voice that always made Caroline want to hold his hand and rub her cheek against his arm for reassurance. It was his grown-up voice, not his real voice.


  “You must understand, Master Rupert...,” Nurse said.


  But Caroline stopped listening and watched the snow snakes slithering diagonally across the path, all going the same way. She watched for one going the other way, but there were none. They were all fleeing from a fierce dragon, she decided. The dragon was holding a beautiful princess captive. It was a bad dragon. Soon one of the snow snakes would turn back to fight the dragon and rescue the maiden and become a great hero. He would marry her and they would live happily ever after. She watched intently for the hero snake to slither back across the path, into the teeth of the wind.


  She only half heard Nurse, who was reminding Rupert and Patricia that with Mama and Papa so recently passed on—Caroline sometimes wondered where it was they had passed on to, but when she had asked, Nurse had said it was heaven with angels singing around the throne of God and she was not to ask so many questions—they must not even think about presents or mince pies or caroling or anything else that would make them forget they were in mourning.


  Patricia hated her black dresses, but Nurse would not let her wear anything else. Caroline did not mind hers. She never minded what Nurse put on her provided she was warm and comfortable.


  “What is to become of us?” Rupert was asking Nurse behind Caroline’s back. He was still using his grown-up voice. “Everything will be taken away, will it not? And the house sold. To pay Papa’s debts. And you will not be able to stay with us because there will be no money to pay you. We will be sent to the orphanage, Nurse, will we not? I don’t mind. I will look after Patricia and Caroline until they are grown up and married. I will go out and seek my fortune.”


  “And I will come with you, Rupert,” Patricia said eagerly. “We will leave Caroline in the orphanage because she is too little and come back for her when we have made our fortune. I am seven. I can cook for you and mend for you.”


  “Don’t talk silly,” Nurse said sharply. “You will frighten Miss Caroline. Of course you will not be sent to the orphanage. Your aunt or your uncle will come for you and give you all a home. They were notified. They will come for you any day. Now, I want you two to get out your books and read. Come, Miss Caroline.” Her voice softened somewhat. “Come and sit on Nurse’s lap, dearie, and I will read you a story.”


  Caroline did as she was told and listened to the story of a little girl to whom very good things happened because she was always a very good little girl. But Caroline would have preferred to stay at the window, weaving stories about the snow snakes and the hidden dragon and the beautiful princess. Or she would have preferred hearing from Rupert about Christmas or about snow.


  She wondered why they wore black and why there was to be no Christmas and no snowmen or snow angels and why they must go to the orphanage just because Mama and Papa had passed on. Mama and Papa had never come home anyway. She could not remember them much more clearly than she could remember snow.


  Who were her aunt and uncle? she wondered, pillowing her head on Nurse’s ample bosom and yawning loudly. She could not remember them either. Why were they coming?


  Lady Carlyle moved her head closer to the carriage window and peered anxiously up at the sky. Snow had been threatening for the past few hours. Was it about to fall in earnest? She shivered despite the fact that she was dressed warmly and her legs were covered with a heavy rug and the brick at her feet was still almost warm, even though it was two hours since they had stopped at an inn for luncheon and had it heated again.


  She hoped that at least she would reach her destination before it snowed. Not that she was traveling toward it with any great eagerness. She had never been very close to Adrian. She had been even less so in recent years. His children were strangers to her. All children were strangers to her. She had never had a child of her own despite seven years of marriage before her widowhood began two years ago. Not that there had been many opportunities...


  Her lips thinned for a moment and she buried her hands deeper inside her muff.


  She had no idea what she was going to do with three young children. The time had been when she had wanted a family of her own, but the desire had died during the first year of her marriage, and now she was quite content with her childless state. And with her widowhood. She liked being alone and independent. She liked being one of London’s most respected hostesses. She enjoyed the knowledge that invitations to her weekly drawing rooms were coveted among members of both the ton and the intelligentsia. She did not even mind the occasional label of bluestocking.


  What, in heaven’s name, was she going to do with three children? She could not possibly have them live with her. They would turn her home and her life upside down. They would drive her insane. She had earned her present very pleasant and peaceful life through seven years of a dull marriage.


  Adrian and Marjorie had led lives of selfish irresponsibility—and that was an understatement. They had lived almost all their married life in London, spending lavishly on expensive lodgings and fashionable clothes and costly jewels and amusing themselves by gambling away money they did not have. Even without the gambling they would have always been deeply in debt. Adrian’s small fortune and the property he had inherited from their father had been gone within the first year. But the most selfish thing they had ever done was to bring three children into the world, only to neglect them almost totally. They had died, the two of them, in a gamehell brawl. Lady Carlyle suspected that their deaths might have been arranged by the moneylenders to whom they were helplessly indebted.


  She felt a flash of the old anger against them, even though one was not supposed to harbor negative feelings against the dead. How dared they live so carelessly when they had had children to care for. And how dared they leave the responsibility of those children to her. Her anger was irritated by an accompanying guilt. She had been unable to grieve deeply for the death of her only brother. And she was unable to feel much sympathy for his innocent children who had been left behind. She was too aware of the fact that they had complicated her life, and selfishly—perhaps she was not so unlike Adrian after all—she did not want it complicated. And she resented the guilt that the knowledge brought with it.


  Poor children. They were her nieces and nephew. But she could feel no kinship, no love for them. She had never seen them. She and Adrian had been estranged since soon after his marriage.


  And why should she be the one on whom the children were to be foisted? Marjorie had had a brother—Viscount Morsey. He was a wealthy and influential man. He had more than one home. It would be easy enough for him to take the children and never really feel the burden of having them. But she would wager a fortune that he would ignore any appeal that had been made to him.


  Her lips compressed again. Yes, it would be just like him to do that, to assume that someone else would look after them. He was an arrogant, cynical, hardhearted man. She had learned that years ago. For years now she had avoided him, an easy enough task even though they were both frequently in London. He seemed just as eager to avoid her.


  Well, she would see to it that he did not shirk all responsibility for the children. She would confront him. She would demand that he do his part.


  But it was her Christmas that was going to be ruined, not his. She always enjoyed Christmas in town and its busy round of social pleasures. The chances were slim that she would be back in town in time for any of the celebrations. Especially if it snowed in earnest. Perhaps she would be incarcerated in the country for a week or more. She could think of no worse fate.


  Yes, she could—incarceration in the country for a week or more with three children, aged eight, seven, and four. The very real possibility was unthinkable.


  What on earth would she do with them? Apart from going insane?


  For the last several miles the carriage had been stopping and starting as her coachman asked directions. But finally, it seemed, they had arrived. Lady Carlyle peered out of the window and grimaced. Adrian had bought this cottage with a night’s winnings soon after losing his own property, her girlhood home. She had never seen the cottage before. It was no mansion. It was no hovel, either, but it had seen better days. There was an air of shabby gentility about it and to the garden before it. Clearly no more winnings had ever been spent on the upkeep of the property or on the hiring of servants to care for it.


  She drew a deep breath. “Well, this is it, Netty,” she said to her maid, who was beginning to stir from a lengthy nap in the far corner of the carriage. “A Christmas to remember.”


  But her carriage had not stopped at the garden gate, she realized suddenly, but some distance to one side of it. When she pressed the side of her face to the window and peered ahead, she could see the reason. Another carriage was blocking the way, and someone was descending from it—a tall, well-formed gentleman, whose already broad shoulders were made more so by the many capes of his fashionable greatcoat and whose hat hid thick hair of a rich brown, she knew though she could not at present see it. And whose handsome face was marred by its usual arrogant expression.


  Now her day, her Christmas, was complete, she thought irritably as he turned to look at her carriage. She drew her head away from the window in some haste. She would not have him believe that she craned her neck merely to catch a glimpse of him.


  A moment later the door opened.


  “Ah,” Viscount Morsey said in the well-remembered voice she hated. He always sounded almost too bored to draw breath. “I see that I would have lost my wager had I been unwise enough to make it with anyone. You came.”


  He had felt grief at the news. Perhaps not as intense a grief as one would expect to feel for a sister who had died violently before reaching the age of thirty, but grief nevertheless. His grief had stemmed from his memories of her as a child and young girl. Before she had met and become besotted with Adrian Parr. Before she had defied him and married the wastrel. Before love, or whatever it was she felt for him, had made her so blindly devoted to him that she followed him through all the follies of his short life. Before she had given birth to children she neither wanted nor cared for.


  Perhaps his grief lacked intensity because she had become a person he disliked, a person he had turned his back upon years ago after discovering that the money she had begged from him to feed her children with had all been gambled away.


  And it was all his fault. Unwilling guilt had weighed heavily on him after her death. If it were not for him and his early infatuation with a woman he now hated, Marjorie would never have met Parr. But he had shaken off the guilt. She had always been a silly, weak girl and difficult to handle. Perhaps she would have met Parr anyway or someone just like him. She had been immune to advice and even to commands. She had eloped with Adrian Parr when her brother had withheld his consent to the marriage.


  Well, it was all history now. Though not quite all of it. There were the three children. The viscount had seen the boy as a baby. He had not seen either of the girls. But they existed, the three of them—a millstone about his neck. He knew nothing about children. He did not want to know anything about children. He had no wish to get himself involved with these three. But they were his nephew and nieces and he was their closest relative, with the exception of Lady Carlyle, their paternal aunt.


  His nostrils flared at the very thought of the woman. Fortune hunter. Imposter—setting herself up as one of London’s most fashionable hostesses after scheming and elbowing her way to the top. Bluestocking. His lips formed into an unbecoming sneer.


  No, he certainly could not expect that Lady Carlyle would have the maternal instincts to cause her to rush to the assistance of three orphaned children. He would wager against it, in fact.


  Christmas, of course, had been ruined. There was the necessity, for very decency’s sake, of putting on mourning and of curtailing his social involvements. But he might have accepted the invitation to spend the holidays on Hinckley’s estate. There was to be congenial company there, including Hinckley’s daughter....


  But no. He was doomed to spend Christmas trying to settle the future for three children who were strangers to him. And from the look of the weather as his carriage drove closer to the cottage where they lived, he might well be trapped there with them for a number of days. What a delightful prospect!


  What the devil would he do with three children?


  He frowned at the cottage when his carriage finally stopped outside its gate. It was small enough, though larger than he might have expected, considering the fact that Parr and Marjorie between them had wasted both his property and small fortune and her considerable dowry and had got themselves deeply and irrevocably into debt. But it was a shabby enough place. Gloomy. Depressing.


  He felt rather sorry for the children. He wondered how deeply they mourned. Marjorie and Parr had been their parents, after all.


  He became aware as he jumped down from his carriage that another was drawing up behind it. And a glance in its direction revealed the face of Lady Carlyle pressed to the glass, peering out at him. She withdrew her face hastily enough. Of course. It would be far beneath her dignity to give the impression that she was in any way interested in him.


  He was annoyed. She had proved him wrong and he hated to be wrong. He would hate to think that she had an ounce of compassion for children in her soul. And the thought flashed through his mind that they would be at the house together. With Christmas approaching. And with a snowstorm imminent.


  Bloody hell! He allowed his mind the luxury of the expletive.


  Sometimes he hated the constraints placed upon him by the fact that he was a gentleman. He would have liked to ignore her presence and stride up the path to the cottage door alone. But he was a gentleman. He strode toward her carriage instead and opened the door. But he could not deny himself altogether the indulgence of bad temper.


  “Ah,” he said, looking into her beautiful, cold, arrogant face, so at variance with the vivid red hair visible beneath the brim of her bonnet. “I see that I would have lost my wager had I been unwise enough to make it with anyone. You came.”


  Her lovely wide mouth became a thin lin and her jaw became so hard that he imagined her teeth must be just about cracking from the force with which they were pressed together.


  “I came, my lord,” she said, her voice every bit as icy as the day, “because in my wildest imaginings I did not believe that you would. It seems that we can both occasionally be wrong.”


  He did not like having to look up at her. Yet there was no sign of her coachman approaching to put down the steps for her to descend.


  “Allow me, ma’am,” he said, and he leaned inside the carriage, pushed aside the blanket that covered her legs, set his hands at her waist, and swung her down to the roadway to stand in front of him. That was better. The top of her head barely reached his chin. Her waist, he noticed belatedly, was as small now as it had ever been. And she still wore the same perfume she had used to wear, a subtle scent that teased rather than assaulted the nostrils.


  “Thank you,” she said with curt sarcasm, “for awaiting my permission, my lord. Your hands?”


  He removed them and pursed his lips.


  “Ma’am.” He bowed with exaggerated courtesy and contemplated pleasurable ways of curbing her sharp tongue. “Will you take my arm so that we may approach the house in seemly fashion to meet our nephew and nieces?” He waited for her answer.


  “Thank you.” She elevated her chin and her nose—though both of necessity moved together, she succeeded in making it appear to be two quite separate motions. She set her arm lightly along his as if he were about to lead her into a dance and so saved herself from the appearance of having been bested.


  They proceeded through the gate and up the path in stiff silence.


  What a Christmas it was shaping up to be, Viscount Morsey thought. A shabby country cottage, an unwelcome snowstorm, three young children, a cold, haughty woman. Good God, what a Christmas!


  He wondered by what madness he had once imagined he loved the woman. And he wondered for what unknown good deed the powers above had rewarded him by saving him from marrying her.


  Two carriages. Not one, but two. They had all felt an almost sickening excitement at the sight of one drawing up outside the gate, especially since it was far grander than any carriage they had ever seen before. But when the second appeared behind it, they were saucer-eyed and ecstatic. Except that they were not allowed to enjoy the sight for long. Nurse whisked them away from the window and was soon scrubbing their faces with painful haste and changing the girls’ aprons for newer and cleaner ones.


  It seemed that their aunt and uncle had arrived.


  Rupert and Patricia, instantly alert, wanted to rush downstairs to meet the visitors. But Nurse said that neither the excitement nor the eagerness to leave the nursery was seemly. They must wait quietly where they were until their aunt and uncle had recovered from their journey and chose to call on them or summon them. And they must be on their best behavior.


  Children should be seen and not heard. Children should speak only when spoken to. Caroline recited the rules in her head, though they were unnecessary. She was glad they had not been allowed to run downstairs. She hoped her uncle and aunt would take a long time recovering from their journeys. She hoped she would remain unspoken to even after they had.


  They came very soon. Nurse had said that they would want to wash and change and have a cup of tea, but Nurse must have been mistaken. Caroline tried to hide behind her when they came into the nursery, but she was pushed firmly forward after Nurse had curtsied deeply, and so Caroline clung to her brother’s sleeve instead and stood half behind him, peeping around his arm.


  “Rupert,” her uncle said. “Patricia. Caroline.” He looked at them each in turn and inclined his head to them. Caroline ducked right behind Rupert when it came her turn. Her uncle was a stern-looking man and very tall. She thought he was taller than Papa had been, though she could not remember Papa very clearly. Papa had never bowed to her. She liked being bowed to. Princesses were always bowed to.


  “Hello, children.” Her aunt smiled at each of them in turn. She was a very pretty lady. She had hair like Patricia’s. Caroline had heard the servants say that Patricia’s quick temper came from having red hair. Though Caroline had not noticed that Patricia was bad-tempered. She wondered if her aunt was. Her aunt, she noticed, would like to hide behind her uncle’s sleeve as Caroline was hiding behind Rupert’s. Her aunt was feeling shy.


  “Good afternoon, sir. Good afternoon, ma’am.” Rupert was bowing, taking Caroline’s hand forward with him. He was using his grown-up voice.


  “Good afternoon, Uncle. Good afternoon, Aunt.” Patricia’s curtsy was one of the best she had ever accomplished. She did not lift her skirt too high or topple sideways. Nurse would be pleased.


  There was a slight pause and Caroline realized that it was her turn. Her thumb wandered toward her mouth, but she caught herself in time and lowered it firmly. Thumb-sucking was for babies. She moved in against Rupert’s back for reassurance and fixed the one eye that was not hidden against his sleeve on her aunt.


  “There are snow snakes,” she said.


  At first she thought she had said the wrong thing. Rupert and Patricia shuffled uncomfortably, and her aunt and uncle looked at her as if they did not understand. They were both looking at her.


  “Are there?” her aunt asked at last. “Where?”


  “Out there.” Caroline motioned with her free arm to the window, though she did not turn her head. “On the path. They are all going the same way.”


  “Caroline!” Patricia’s voice was agonized.


  “Caroline has an imagination, ma’am,” Rupert said, rushing to her defense. “She is only four. She will grow out of it. Did you have a pleasant journey?”


  “Thank you, yes,” their aunt said.


  But their uncle was talking at the same time. “Perhaps you would be good enough to show us, Caroline,” he was saying. And he had stepped forward and was stretching out a hand for hers.


  Caroline looked all the way up into his face. He was not smiling and he still looked stern. But there was something in his eyes, something that took away some of her terror. But she had been talking to her aunt, and she had not intended to show them the snow snakes. She had merely been making conversation. Nurse always said that ladies—and gentlemen—had to learn to make conversation. She reached out a hand tentatively and set it in her uncle’s large one. She left the sanctuary of Rupert’s back and led the way to the window. Her aunt came too.


  “There,” Caroline said, pointing downward. The snakes were still there, but there were more of them now and they were moving faster. She could not see them too clearly herself, though, because she was not kneeling down and leaning across the window seat.


  And then her uncle set his hands at her waist and lifted her up to stand on the seat. He kept his hands where they were so that she would feel safe. Caroline did not like to tell him that it was forbidden to stand on the window seat. She waited for Nurse to scold him, but she did not do so. Perhaps Nurse was being polite to guests.


  “They do indeed look like snakes,” her uncle admitted.


  “And they really are all going the same way,” her aunt said. “It is because of the wind, you know. They are not as strong as the wind and must go wherever it decides to blow them.”


  Caroline was encouraged to say more. People usually called her silly when she said such things. These days she usually kept them to herself.


  “One is going to go back the other way soon,” she said. “A hero snake. A prince. He is going to rescue the princess.”


  “Ah,” her uncle said. “Of course. Hero princes always rescue princesses.”


  “And marry them and live happily ever after,” her aunt added.


  “Miss Caroline is given to flights of fancy, my lord and my lady,” Nurse said quickly, her voice breathless and flustered. “If the children are a trouble to you...”


  “They are not,” Caroline’s uncle said. “They are our kin, Mrs. Chambers.”


  “Perhaps you would care to take the opportunity to go down to the kitchen for a cup of tea, Mrs. Chambers,” her aunt added.


  “The fierce dragon has taken her captive,” Caroline said. It was getting dark. It did not look as if the hero were going to slither back across the path today. Perhaps tomorrow. The princess would have to spend another night in captivity.


  “Dragons have a tendency to do that,” her uncle said.


  “I do believe it is starting to snow in earnest,” her aunt said. She did not sound too happy about it.


  “We are not to build snowmen,” Rupert said. He was talking in his own voice again. His own voice, but sad.


  “Or to make snow angels,” Patricia said. She sounded sad too.


  Caroline remembered last year and the dreams that had not come true. They were not going to come true this year either. “Or to have Christmas,” she said, forgetting about her snow snakes and staring into the gloom of the road beyond the gate. “Is there Christmas? Or is it just a story?”


  “We are in mourning,” Rupert said. He had changed voices again.


  “Our mama and papa have passed on,” Patricia said, “and we must wear black out of respect for them.”


  There was a silence.


  Caroline turned on the window seat and looked into her uncle’s face. It was not so far above her own now. He looked a little bit like a prince himself, only old, of course. She liked his eyes. They stopped her from feeling frightened of him. And she liked his embroidered waistcoat. Her eyes were drawn to the gleaming black button visible above his coat. She reached out a finger and touched it. It was smooth and ridged where the pattern was.


  “Is there Christmas?” she asked him. She suddenly felt very sad, expecting that he would say no, just as Nurse always said that there were no fairy godmothers and no elves at the bottom of the garden. And no dragons with captive princesses. She wanted desperately for there to be Christmas.


  His eyes—they were blue, like Rupert’s—changed and became quite noticeably kind. “Yes, there is Christmas,” he said. “There is always Christmas, every year.”


  “But not this year,” Rupert said. He remembered his manners. “Sir.”


  “And there is a story too,” their aunt said. “A wonderful story that comes true every year.”


  “Except this year,” Patricia said.


  “Mama and Papa passed on to heaven,” Caroline told her uncle, in case he had not heard Patricia or did not know the completion of their story. “They are with angels. And there is a throne.”


  “Yes.” Her uncle did something unexpected. He slid one arm down from her waist to the back of her knees and the other up about her back, and he lifted her into his arms. She was looking down at her aunt and at Rupert and Patricia. She liked being up there. She felt safe. And she liked the way he smelled. It was all snuffy and leathery and soapy. She set one arm about his neck.


  “Are we going to the orphanage, Uncle?” Patricia asked.


  “No,” their uncle said.


  “No,” their aunt said at the same moment.


  “Why did Mama and Papa pass on?” Caroline asked her uncle.


  His arms tightened about her, but he did not answer her question.


  “Oh, dear,” her aunt said, and Caroline could tell that she was pretending to be cheerful when she did not feel cheerful. “I think we had better ring for tea.”


  The tiresome butler—or, rather, the servant who performed the functions of butler, footman, groom, and probably gardener too—had placed them at opposite ends of a rather long dining table. He—Viscount Morsey—was at the head, of course. She was at the foot. She had thought of asking for a dinner tray to be sent to her room, but she would not give him the satisfaction of believing that he had driven her into hiding.


  She looked down the table at him while the servant was ladling out her soup. “They will not be sent to an orphanage, of course,” she said. “But I cannot be expected to be solely responsible for their care. I live in town, and neither the place nor my home is adapted to the upbringing of young children. You, on the other hand, have three homes, two of them in the country. You would not be inconvenienced by them at all.”


  “Except that I am a single man,” he said. “Children need a mother’s care.”


  “And a father’s,” she added, bristling.


  “Girls need a mother figure on whom to pattern their ways,” he said, spreading his napkin rather ostentatiously on his lap and picking up his soup spoon. He had changed into evening clothes grand enough for a court appearance—black, of course, she noticed, and wondered if he had dressed so immaculately in mockery of her. But then he had always dressed well and still did, if the occasional glimpses she had of him in town were anything to judge by. And he was handsomer now than he had been....Well, perhaps not. But his good looks irritated her.


  “And boys need a father figure for the same reason,” she said. “This family includes both genders, my lord.”


  “Perhaps,” he said, his empty spoon suspended halfway between his mouth and his dish, “you would suggest that we split the family, my lady? You take the girls and I take the boy?”


  “Absolutely not,” she said tartly. “Did you not see how the little one depends upon her elder brother and how protective he is of both sisters? They must remain together.”


  “At one of my country houses,” he said, setting his spoon down altogether and gazing down the table at her with half-closed eyes. The bored look. The look she had found irresistible as a girl. To say that she had been head over ears for him was to understate the case. Foolish girl.


  “They will not be an inconvenience to either of us there,” she said.


  She cursed him silently for not making an immediate reply. Silence stretched and her words—her callous, heartless words—seemed to echo and reecho about the walls of the large and gloomy dining room. How could she have spoken them? Worse, how could she have meant them?


  “Just as they were no inconvenience here to Marjorie and your brother,” he said at last.


  She felt her cheeks grow hot and made matters worse. “Do not pretend that you want them any more than I do,” she said. “Both our lives are set on a course of childlessness.”


  “Not really,” he said, nodding to the butler to remove his dish and bring on the next course. “I am a viscount, heir to an earl’s title, and this year I reached that dreaded landmark for a single man of title and property, my thirtieth birthday. I will doubtless do my duty and marry and set up my nursery within the next few years.”


  She felt her blush deepen. They had once intended to set it up together. Four children, they had both agreed. They would do it in good order, he had said laughingly. Boy, girl, boy, girl—the perfect family.


  “Why did you never have children?” he asked.


  She looked up at him, shocked. “My lord?” she said.


  “I have often wondered,” he said. “You married him eagerly enough, less than a month after you ended our betrothal, as I recall.”


  She drew breath slowly. “My marriage and my childlessness are none of your concern, my lord,” she said. “None whatsoever.” She had had no children because after the first month of her marriage Carlyle had made it clear to her that he far preferred his men friends to her, and guessing at his meaning, she had kept her bedchamber door locked against him ever after. He had married her for respectability, she suspected—a suitable fate, perhaps, when she had married him for escape.


  “No. My apologies.” He glanced toward the window, across which the curtains had not yet been drawn. “This is the most damnable time for a snowstorm. We are going to be trapped here together for days, Ursula. And with three children. Over Christmas. Can you imagine a worse nightmare?”


  “No,” she said curtly. “Not even if you gave me an hour to think about it. And I would be obliged if you watched your language in my presence, my lord. And I have not granted you permission—lately—to use my given name.”


  “Lady Carlyle, ma’am,” he said—there was as much frost in his voice as there was snow outside, “do accept my humble apologies.”


  She tackled the veal course with as much appetite as if she had already eaten twelve hearty courses.


  “They have to wear black,” he said, “for parents they rarely saw. And they must behave as if they are in deepest mourning.” He sounded faintly angry.


  “They will not be allowed to play in the snow tomorrow,” she said, “though there will undoubtedly be plenty of it out there to tempt them. No snowmen and no snow angels. Or snowball fights. Or sliding on the paths. Or shrieking for the mere fun of it.”


  “And no Christmas,” he said. “No decorations, no presents, no goose or any of the trimmings, no caroling. Just perhaps a sedate attendance at a Christmas church service.”


  “The little one asked if there is such a thing as Christmas,” she said. “She is four years old. Surely she can remember Christmas from last year, even if not from the year before.” She had been disturbed by the question. She faced its full implications now. She looked up at him, her eyes troubled. “Have they never had a proper Christmas, Timothy? Were Marjorie and Adrian never here with them? Not even at Christmas?”


  She realized too late that she had used his name and hoped he had not noticed.


  “Christmas is a time adults are often most reluctant to give to anyone but themselves,” he said.


  His words stung as she remembered her own peevish irritation in the carriage earlier.


  “Myself included, my lady,” he said, with such emphasis on the last words that she knew he had noticed her slip of the tongue.


  “It is criminal,” she said at last. “If you and I miss Christmas, we merely miss a few parties. If children miss Christmas, they miss one of the magic elements of childhood. Have Marjorie and Adrian deprived these children of it in the past? Are they to deprive them again this year because they have died? Is it fair to make children mourn?”


  “For two people they scarcely knew?” He was not eating his pudding. He was leaning back in his chair and turning his spoon over and over on the cloth with one hand. “Is the making of snowmen and snow angels disrespectful to the dead?”


  “Who makes the rules by which these children live?” she asked.


  “Their nurse?” he said. “A competent, affectionate, unimaginative woman, by my judgment.”


  “In charge of at least one child of superb imagination,” she said, thinking with unexpected fondness of the snow snakes and the snake prince and the dragon and princess. “Should it not be you or I making the rules?”


  He pursed his lips and looked at her from those maddeningly drooping lids. “You want to give them Christmas?” he asked. “Do you know how, Urs—, my lady?”


  She thought. “It has been a long time,” she said. “But I can remember. I can remember the magic and perhaps what caused it. And you?”


  He too thought for a while. “Yule logs,” he said. “Holly, ivy, mistletoe. Stirring the pudding. Wrapping gifts. Unwrapping them. Singing carols.”


  “And the Christmas story,” she said.


  “Ah, yes.” He laughed softly. “Sometimes one almost forgets. So we are to break all the rules and sacrifice our own comfort and time in order to give our nephew and nieces a Christmas to remember—before they are incarcerated on one of my country estates. Snow is always an extra bonus at Christmas, of course. Are you prepared to acquire red and tingling fingers and toes—and nose, my lady, in the cause of entertaining three children neither of us really cares a damn about?”


  “Mind your language,” she said sharply, glaring at him. “And it is not true.” Her eyes wavered from his when she remembered that it was perfectly true, as she would realize when she had got past this madness of wanting to give them something they had never had. “It is not true. I felt something in the nursery earlier. Rupert is trying to be the man of the family. He is trying to be brave. And Patricia is trying to be worthy of him. The little one is simply adorable. Patricia has my red hair. Rupert has your blue eyes. Caroline is quite herself. They might almost be—”


  “Ours?” His eyebrows had shot up and his eyes had opened wide to reveal the full extent of their blueness. “Hardly, my dear ma’am. We have never bedded down together, even once, though we came close on that one occasion in Vauxhall when your mama allowed us to slip free of her chaperonage for almost a whole blissful hour.”


  He had kissed her hotly, with opened mouth and probing tongue. His hands had wandered all over her—on top of her clothing—as had hers over him. She had been pressed, and had pressed herself, hard enough against him and had known enough about life even then to realize how aroused he was and how easy and pleasurable it would be to couple there on the darkened path beyond the main thoroughfare. She was still not sure which of them had ensured that it had not happened.


  It was a memory she did not care to take out of the recesses of her brain with any great regularity.


  “It is just like you,” she said, “to have the vulgarity to remind me of that indiscretion.”


  “Is it?” he said. “Am I vulgar, ma’am? I suppose that to a bluestocking like yourself most activities that are not of the intellect appear vulgar.”


  “Touché!” she exclaimed, slapping down her napkin on the table and rising to her feet. “I shall leave you to your port, my lord.”


  “On the contrary, ma’am,” he said, getting up too and coming toward her in order to offer his arm. “We will adjourn to the drawing room in order to plan the Christmas we are going to give the children who could not possibly be of our own bodies. Do you suppose we can remain civil to each other long enough to make it happen?”


  “I always know how to be civil, my lord,” she said.


  “Except,” he said, “when you are ending a betrothal.”


  “I believe your memory is at fault, my lord,” she said. “I believe the ending of our betrothal was at least mutually agreed upon. I believe I was accused of being mercenary and conniving. Not quite the words of a man who valued his betrothal.”


  “And I was cold and tightfisted and hard-hearted,” he said. “Not quite the type of accolade a man expects of his betrothed.”


  “You were quite right,” she said. “This is a damnable situation we find ourselves in. I cannot imagine anyone in whose company I would less like to spend a few days. Even the devil himself would be preferable.” It was his nearness, the firmness of his arm muscles beneath her hand, the heat of his body, the smell of him, all so strangely familiar, that was doing it. She hated his nearness. She hated the thought that they must live in the same house for an indeterminate number of days, and sleep in the same house.


  Perhaps, she thought, one could hate so intensely only someone one had once loved with an equal intensity. It was not a comforting thought.


  “The question is,” he said, seating her in the drawing room and standing before her, his hands clasped at his back, “can we put aside this mutual antipathy for each other, my lady, in order to bring a little happiness into the lives of innocent children. I can. Can you?”


  “Yes,” she snapped at him. “Yes, I can. But we must find something a little less personal on which to converse, my lord. Shall we begin with the weather?”


  “It seems a topic on which there is much to be said at the moment,” he said, seating himself opposite her, taking a snuffbox out of his pocket, and flicking it open with his thumb in a well-remembered gesture.


  This was certainly not going to be easy.


  He stood at the window of his bedchamber, drumming his fingers on the sill and staring outward. It was as he had expected, only perhaps worse. The light of morning hurt his eyes, though the sky was still full of heavy clouds and there was not the glimmering of a sign of the sun. It was still snowing, in fact. His eyes hurt because there was nothing outside except whiteness. Nothing. Even the fence posts were laden with snow, and the branches of the trees. It was impossible to know where the lawn ended and the path began or where the road began and ended. The gate was hardly visible. It would be next to impossible to open it. At a guess he would say that at least a foot of snow had fallen during the night.


  Wonderful! All his predictions had come true. They were well and truly marooned in this house for days. For Christmas. He and Lady Carlyle and the three children. And he would not even have the dubious comfort of shutting himself in his room or in the bookless library downstairs with the few books he had brought with him and a decanter of brandy. Just last evening he had agreed to break all the rules of decency and propriety in order to allow the children to enjoy Christmas. He had not changed his mind, but he was realizing this morning that giving three young children a Christmas was going to involve some considerable exertion on his part.


  He could not expect Lady Carlyle to put herself out. It had not escaped his notice that she had avoided answering his question about her willingness to expose her fingers and toes and nose to the cold of the outdoors. Doubtless she would remain indoors, smiling encouragement through the windows. Perhaps even that would be too far from the fire for her.


  He scowled and his fingers drummed harder. He should have let her know that he was coming down here himself. She could have stayed in London. But, damn it, that would not have been fair. It was as much her responsibility as his to arrange for the future of their orphaned nephew and nieces. More hers than his—she was a woman, after all, and children were a woman’s domain. Though he had the grace to admit—irritably—to himself that there was little justice in that argument either.


  But he wished she had stayed away or that she had given him notice of her intention to come here so that he could have stayed away. It was not a large cottage. Their bedchambers were next to each other. He turned his head to glance at the wall between his chamber and hers. He had looked at the wall several times during a restless and almost sleepless night. He had even found himself idly calculating how many feet there must be between his bed and hers.


  And he had found himself remembering unwillingly the lithe, vividly beautiful, smiling, intelligent, witty girl she had been during her first season. And his own deep infatuation with her. And hers with him. They had been betrothed after two months, even though she was from an untitled family and had almost nothing for a dowry. For a month after that they had planned and dreamed and loved—innocently. The only real embrace they had shared was that one at Vauxhall.


  He had known many restless, almost sleepless nights in those days.


  And then her brother, whose unsavory reputation he had ignored because he loved her, had started paying attention to his sister, who at the age of seventeen had not even been brought out yet. And the two of them, who had been meeting behind his back, had soon declared their intention of marrying. They had driven Ursula and him apart. They had quarreled bitterly, each defending a brother or sister that each cast off just a short while later. But not soon enough to save their own betrothal.


  The viscount drummed his fingers faster yet. He had had a narrow escape. Before he had been able to gather together the shreds of his pride in order to go to her and apologize and patch things up, she had announced her betrothal to Carlyle and had married him almost immediately after. Such had been the depth of her feelings for him.


  He turned resolutely from the window and crossed the room to the door. He did not normally go without breakfast, but he did not feel like any this morning. He did not feel like being sociable or a prey to her sharp tongue. Not that she was likely to be up yet. Most ladies of his acquaintance, and even more so those who were not ladies, did not emerge from their boudoirs until close to noon. But he was not willing to take the risk. He turned his steps in the direction of the nursery. At least taking the children outside would give him a chance to escape from her altogether for a few hours.


  He turned the handle of the door quietly and opened the door slowly. Perhaps even the children were not up yet. But they were, and predictably they were clustered in front of the window with their nurse. No—their nurse was not slender. Neither did she have red hair.


  Damnation! His mind reached for—and found—a few far more satisfactory words with which to describe his feelings as he stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. The children’s nurse was curtsying deeply somewhere off to his right. He turned his head and nodded to her before giving his attention to the group by the window.


  “Good morning, sir.”


  “Good morning, Uncle.”


  A frosty inclination of a proud head.


  Big brown eyes staring silently upward from beneath soft brown curls.


  The way I spent my Christmas, he thought ruefully, returning the greetings and strolling across the room toward them.


  “An empty, white world,” he said, looking out over their heads. “I believe your snow snakes have been buried, Caroline.”


  She shook her head and pointed. When he looked down, he could see that sure enough, there were snakes—far longer ones—blowing across the top of the snow cover.


  “Ah,” he said.


  “They are going to the ice palace,” the child said. “Where the prince lives.”


  “I see. They are going to tell him so that he can go and rescue the princess,” he said. He had almost forgotten the magic wonderland of a child’s imagination, the world in which anything could be something else and nothing was impossible. He felt a sudden and quite unexpected wave of nostalgia.


  “Patricia is going to paint, sir,” Rupert said. “She is a good painter. I am going to practice my penmanship. I make too many blots when I write and my letters are different sizes.”


  “But he tries, Uncle,” Patricia said. “And he is getting better.”


  The viscount looked down at them, at the brave little eight-year-old boy who was trying valiantly to be a man and to ignore the snow beyond the window, and at the loyal little seven-year-old redhead, who would defend her brother in any way she could from an uncle’s possible wrath over a blot or a malformed letter.


  Something that felt very like his heart turned inside him.


  His eyes met Lady Carlyle’s and held them. She looked steadily back.


  “I left it for you,” she said. “Men are generally the rule-makers.”


  He looked down at the upturned faces of his nephew and nieces, faces without any hope, but with only a quiet acceptance of the way things were and must be.


  He clasped his hands at his back. “Do painting and penmanship sound more inviting than going outside into the snow to play and build snowmen and make snow angels and throw snowballs?” he asked. “If they do, we will forget about going outside. But I for one will be sorry.”


  The little one gazed up at him without a noticeable change of expression. An almost painful hope came alive in the eyes of the other two.


  “My lord—” The nurse sounded almost panic-stricken.


  He turned to look at her, his eyebrows raised. He shamelessly used his haughtiest, most aristocratic manner. “Yes, Mrs. Chambers?”


  “My lord,” she said. “The vicar. The Misses Hickman-Pugh. There would be a scandal.”


  He would have verbally consigned the vicar and the Misses Hickman-Pugh, whoever they were, to the devil, but he remembered the presence of the children and the two reprimands for his language he had received the evening before. “We will use the back garden so that no one will see and be scandalized, Mrs. Chambers,” he said. “If, that is”—he turned back to the children—“anyone wishes to accompany me outside. If not, I shall stay inside too. It is no fun playing in the snow alone.”


  “I’ll come, sir,” Rupert said hastily. “If it is not improper and disrespectful to Mama and Papa.”


  “It is not, sweetheart,” Lady Carlyle said quietly.


  Lord Morsey’s eyes flew to hers. She had called him that—twice—during the month of their betrothal. But she was smiling down at their nephew, something like tenderness in her eyes.


  “I’ll come too.” Hope sounded almost like agony in Patricia’s voice. “May we, Nurse? Please, please?”


  “With respect to Mrs. Chambers, Patricia,” Lady Carlyle said firmly, “it must be said that your uncle Timothy now stands in place of your papa, since your papa is—has passed on. If Uncle Timothy says you may play outside in the snow, then you may do so.”


  “Oh,” Patricia said, her eyes widening with longing.


  “I am going to make a snowman eight feet tall,” Rupert cried, his eyes beginning to sparkle, his voice sounding like an exuberant child’s. “And six feet broad.”


  Someone was patting one leg of the viscount’s pantaloons, just above the knee. Big brown eyes were gazing up at him. “Are you our Uncle Timothy?” Caroline asked.


  “The one and only.” He smiled at her. “And this is your Aunt Ursula.” He realized that the children had not even known their names. He should not have turned his back completely on Marjorie, he realized. He should have tolerated her, and the intolerable Parr, if only for the sake of the children. Children needed uncles and aunts. And cousins. He thought briefly of the four cousins—two boys and two girls—he and Ursula might have been able to present them with by now.


  “Nurse will bundle you all up warmly,” he said. “We will meet downstairs in ten minutes’ time. Are you coming too, Caroline?”


  She nodded. Her face was still tilted up sharply to him. How could any parents with three such children look for treasure elsewhere? he wondered, setting a hand lightly on her soft curls.


  “Can Aunt Ursula come too?” she asked him.


  “I believe your aunt would prefer the comfort of the indoors,” he said. “Grown ladies usually do.”


  “What?” He heard the indignation in Lady Carlyle’s voice before he looked up to see her nostrils flaring, her eyes flashing, and her hair glowing—he could remember teasing her that her hair seemed to take on more vivid color when she was angry about something. “I have never heard anything more ridiculous in my life. I am to be denied the fun of romping outdoors after a rare snowstorm merely because I am a grown lady and ladies usually are milksops? This one is not, my lord.” She turned in the direction of the door. “I shall see you all downstairs, suitably attired for the outdoors, in nine minutes.” The door closed none too gently behind her.


  “I think Aunt Ursula wants to go out to play,” Caroline whispered.


  The other two children whooped and squealed and snorted with glee at the idea of a grown lady wanting to go out to play, and Caroline giggled at the reaction her words had provoked. It was the first time the three of them had really looked or sounded like children since his arrival, Viscount Morsey thought.


  “She was bristling like a hedgehog when I suggested she might want to stay indoors, was she not?” he said. “Grown ladies have to be handled with kid gloves, you know.”


  His words threw the children into spasms of renewed hilarity.


  Viscount Morsey, deliberately avoiding looking at their nurse and her reaction, smirked and left the room.
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  It was wonderful. It was the most wonderful time she had ever had in her life. There was no doubt about it in Caroline’s mind. There was nothing else to compare to it—even the picnic the Misses Hickman-Pugh had taken them on last summer when they had got to ride in a landau and when she had got to hold Miss Olga Hickman-Pugh’s parasol and even to twirl it above her head until Miss Iola Hickman-Pugh had remarked that she might break it and Miss Olga had taken it back and kissed her on the cheek and called her a dear child.


  Even that had not been nearly as wonderful as the morning playing in the snow turned out to be.


  It started disastrously. Or what seemed to be disastrously. Caroline ran out the back door after Rupert into the deep white snow, skidded before she had taken three steps, and landed flat on her back. She did not hurt herself—there was too much snow and she was wearing too many clothes. But there was the shock of falling so suddenly and the coldness of snow under her collar and up her cuffs and on her cheeks and in her mouth. And there was the humiliation. Everyone laughed.


  Caroline might have cried, though she rarely did so. But no sooner had she fallen and everyone had started laughing than Uncle Timothy skidded quite clumsily and bellowed quite deafeningly and landed with a great thud on his back and roared with fury when the laughter was suddenly turned on him. Until Rupert took a step closer to see if Uncle Timothy was really hurt and their uncle caught him by his ankle and tumbled him down too. And when Patricia ran to help him up, Uncle Timothy reached up with both hands to catch her by the waist and roll her in the snow.


  And then they were all laughing, Caroline too. Except for Aunt Ursula, who stood with her hands on her hips and told them that she had never in her life seen four people make such spectacles of themselves. But Caroline noticed that her eyes were twinkling as she said it, so she did not mean it. And then Uncle Timothy stretched out one long leg and hooked his boot around one of her ankles, and she toppled down too.


  And they all laughed again. Aunt Ursula too this time. Though she threatened to get Uncle Timothy back. And she did too. After they had all got up and brushed themselves off and were wading away into the garden to find a good spot for building snowmen, Aunt Ursula lagged behind with Caroline, stooped down to pick up a handful of snow, molded it into a ball, winked at Caroline, and hurled it at Uncle Timothy’s back. It hit him on the neck, where the snow was bound to drip down inside his collar.


  Caroline giggled. She giggled even harder when Uncle Timothy whirled around and, faster than anyone could blink, formed a ball of snow of his own and threw it right into Aunt Ursula’s face. Which meant, of course, that Aunt Ursula had to get him back again. Soon there were snowballs zooming through the air, even though Uncle Timothy was roaring out that it was unfair they were all throwing theirs at him.


  “Children know how to defend a lady’s honor,” Aunt Ursula yelled back at him. “And this lady knows how to defend her own, my dear lord.”


  But Caroline knew that it was all in fun. That was what made it so wonderful. And Uncle Timothy only threw the littlest snowballs at her. He hit her every time until she was so helpless with giggles that she could not throw back.


  They finally made the snowmen. Or rather, Rupert and Uncle Timothy made a snowman, fat and round and tall. Caroline preferred to make a dragon and Aunt Ursula and Patricia helped her, even though Aunt Ursula at first declared that she had no idea what a dragon looked like or how they were to build one. Rupert said the dragon they built looked like a tired cow, but Uncle Timothy disagreed and said that their dragon definitely looked the type to run off with a beautiful princess. And then he disappeared into the house and came back with carrots and a few pieces of coal. He had left Cook with her jaw hanging, he told them, but no self-respecting snowman or snow dragon was complete without a nose and eyes and a few buttons.


  “Does a dragon have a nose?” he asked Aunt Ursula after he had finished with Rupert’s fat man. He was holding the remaining carrot in his hand.


  “Without a doubt,” Aunt Ursula said. “But not buttons, I suppose. Does our dragon have buttons, Caroline?”


  “He has fangs,” Caroline said. And she was allowed to put on the carrot fangs before they all stood back and laughed at their creations. Caroline thought that her dragon looked too lovable to kidnap a princess, but she did not say so. She did not want to hurt Aunt Ursula’s feelings or Patricia’s. She loved her dragon.


  “And now Patricia’s snow angels,” Aunt Ursula said. “Unless everyone’s fingers and toes are ready to fall off and everyone would prefer to go inside by the fire to drink chocolate.”


  “Coward,” Uncle Timothy said, which was a rude thing to say, but Caroline could tell that he was only teasing. “Shall we let Aunt Ursula go inside for her chocolate, children? Ladies are such delicate creatures, you know.”


  Aunt Ursula was the first to make a snow angel.


  Uncle Timothy and Rupert did not make any at first. They merely watched.


  “What is the matter?” Aunt Ursula asked. “Is the snow too cold for you, my lord?”


  “Snow angels always look distinctly feminine,” Uncle Timothy said. “I do believe making them is beneath our dignity, is it not, Rupert? Of course, we could make Lucifer angels. What do you say, my lad?”


  Lucifer angels did not look very different from real snow angels to Caroline, except that they were made with a great deal less care so that snow went flying and blurred some of the outlines.


  “Now,” Uncle Timothy said at last, slapping snow off his greatcoat, “what was it someone said a while ago about chocolate and a nice warm fire?”


  Caroline realized suddenly how cold she was. And how tired she was. She yawned without putting a hand over her mouth or silencing the sound. Nurse would have reproved her if she had seen and heard. Aunt Ursula merely smiled and stooped down to pick her up.


  “Tired, sweetheart?” she asked. “We have played hard. We will have you warm and dry in no time at all.”


  But Uncle Timothy was there beside them before Caroline could snuggle her head against Aunt Ursula’s shoulder. “Here,” he said, “I will take her. She is too heavy for you.”


  He reached out his arms and set them about Caroline, but before he lifted her against him and right inside his greatcoat where she could feel his warmth and smell that pleasant snuffy smell again, he looked into Aunt Ursula’s face and she looked back. They must have been cross-eyed, they were so close, Caroline thought. She did not know why they stared at each other so quietly or why both their arms went stiff about her. They did not say anything or smile or laugh. Caroline yawned once more.


  And then she was up high once more with Uncle Timothy and feeling thoroughly safe again. And warmer. And they were going inside for cups of chocolate.


  It was wonderful. It was the most wonderful time in all her life.


  She was feeling decidedly uncomfortable. Because she was feeling altogether too cozy and comfortable. A bewildering paradox.


  It was time to dress for dinner, but she had not made a move yet. Neither had he. And she felt the treacherous desire to prolong the moment and either be late for dinner—something she was never ill-bred enough to be—or else go down without changing, something she had never done, even when dining alone in her own home.


  She was sitting in a deep chair in the nursery on one side of the fire, Caroline cuddled in her lap. He was sitting in a matching chair at the other side of the fire, his arm about the waist of Patricia, who was sitting on the arm beside him, and his free hand on Rupert’s head as the boy sat on the floor in front of him, leaning back against his legs.


  It was an unbearably domestic scene.


  They had started as two groups. She was to read Caroline a story. The other children were talking to Timothy—to Lord Morsey—about anything and everything. But she had discovered that the only available books contained moral and dull tales intended for the improvement of children’s minds. And so she had closed the books and told a story instead—a story she had not realized was in her, all about wizards and witches and enchanted, animated forests and the inevitable prince and princess.


  Before she was very far into it, she was aware of silence at the other side of the fireplace and realized that she had an audience of three children. Before she had finished, a few glances across to the other chair revealed that the man too was listening, his head back against the chair, his lazy eyes fixed on her.


  It might have been their own home, she thought treacherously, and their own nursery. These might have been their own children and this might have been a regular daily ritual. He might have been her husband. Her companion. Her lover. When he had touched her outdoors earlier, his one arm coming about Caroline pushing beneath her own, his other arm brushing across her breasts, and when he had turned his head to look at her, his face a mere few inches from her own...No!


  “And so,” she said, “they lived happily ever after.”


  Caroline sighed with contentment.


  “That was the most beautiful story I have ever heard,” Patricia said with a matching sigh.


  “I liked the part where the tree reached down its branches and caught the wizard and tangled him up forever,” Rupert said.


  Viscount Morsey looked sleepy. And hopelessly attractive. Damn him! She was glad he had used the word the evening before. Just thinking it was a great relief to the feelings. And then he yawned. Perhaps, she thought, he had some reason for being tired. When she had returned to the nursery after an afternoon rest—an unaccustomed thing with her, necessitated by the morning of vigorous outdoor play—he had been down on all fours, an imitation horse being ridden by his two nieces. He had even been whinnying.


  She felt frightened suddenly. She had come down here to make some rational decisions about the future of her brother’s children, to take them back to London with her until some more satisfactory arrangement could be made. She had not expected Lord Morsey to come, but when she had seen his carriage and then him, she had expected that they would coolly and sensibly arrange things between them. She had hoped that he could be persuaded to house the children in one of his country homes and that her own responsibility to them would be reduced to some monetary assistance and the occasional visit.


  She had certainly not expected this. Even when they had decided last evening to give the children a real Christmas despite the fact that they were all in mourning, she had not expected this sense of personal involvement, this sense of—of family. She was feeling almost maternal. She had thought such feelings long dead. She would not have expected that she could feel fond of children, at least not to the extent of doing things with them.


  What could be more tedious than having to spend time with children? Or so she would have thought yesterday. And would think tomorrow, she thought firmly. Was she forgetting the thoroughly satisfactory life she had made for herself in London?


  “Tomorrow is Christmas Eve,” Viscount Morsey said.


  “What is Christmas Eve?” Caroline asked.


  “It is the day before Christmas, silly,” Rupert said. “The day after tomorrow is Christmas. But there is to be no Christmas this year. Nurse said so. It would be disrespectful to Mama and Papa.”


  The lazy contentment of the moment had been shattered. Rupert leaned forward, away from the viscount’s legs and hand. Patricia sat more upright on the arm of the chair, her shoulders hunched. Caroline was silent and big-eyed.


  “There is always Christmas,” Lady Carlyle said quietly. “It is the birthday of Jesus. Do you know the story?”


  “He was born in a manger,” Patricia said.


  “In Bethlehem,” Rupert added. “Nurse told us.”


  “There was a star,” Caroline whispered.


  Her aunt hugged her more tightly. “I will tell you the story again, tomorrow,” she said.


  “And tomorrow,” Viscount Morsey said, “we will go out and gather what greenery we can find in the snow to decorate the house. And your Aunt Ursula will talk to the cook about cooking a goose and baking mince pies. We will sing carols and go to church in the evening if you can all stay awake long enough. It would be disrespectful not to celebrate the birthday of Jesus.”


  “And presents?” Patricia’s voice was almost a wail.


  “Presents?” Caroline echoed her sister on a mere breath of sound.


  “Of course there will be no presents,” Rupert said, using the elder brother voice he tended to use when he was not forgetting himself and being the child, he really was. “Nurse said so. Besides, presents come from Mama and Papa, and they have passed on.”


  “I think Mama and Papa would want you to be happy on Christmas Day,” their uncle said. “And since they can no longer give you presents themselves, I believe they would be happy if someone else did instead. Perhaps someone else will. Shall we enjoy Christmas Eve tomorrow and hope that there will be presents on Christmas Day?”


  None of the children said anything. They merely stared at him. Lady Carlyle found herself swallowing hard more than once. They were children—innocent, vulnerable children, totally at the mercy of people and circumstances beyond their own control. And yet she had resented their existence when word came of the death of her brother. She had resented her own responsibility for them. She had hoped that they would conveniently be sent far away from London, where she would not have to concern herself with them beyond a courtesy visit once or twice a year. She still wished it. She did not want anything to change her life. She liked her life the way it was.


  He must have brought presents too, she thought. Otherwise he would not be raising the children’s hopes like this. He had talked of setting up his nursery within the next few years. Was it just a duty thing with him, the desire to have an heir to succeed him? Did he still want children? But if so, why had he waited nine years since their betrothal ended? Was this what he was going to be like with his own children?


  She felt slightly sick at the thought. Who would share them with him? Who would lie with him and take his seed? Who would bear them for him? Them? Would there be four, two boys and two girls? Would he sit thus in the nursery with his own children and their mother?


  She swallowed again and heard a gurgle in her throat that drew Caroline’s eyes. She smiled. “It is time for your Aunt Ursula to change for dinner,” she said. “And it is almost your bedtime.”


  The child scrambled off her lap.


  “When Mama was home once,” Patricia said, “she came to our rooms and tucked us in and kissed us good night. I remember. I’ll always remember. Caroline was only a baby. She would not remember. Mama was pretty.”


  Yes, she had been. Marjorie had been exceedingly pretty. Adrian, who had probably never spared a single thought to marriage, took one look at Timothy’s young sister and decided to pay her serious court. Or he learned of her large dowry and laid siege to her person in order to acquire it for himself. Which had it been? Lady Carlyle had never been sure. She still was not. For years she had not given him the benefit of the doubt on even one count.


  “After dinner,” she said, “I shall come up and tuck you in and kiss you good night. May I?”


  Patricia smiled eagerly at her. Rupert looked slightly wistful. Caroline gazed up at her and clung to a fistful of her skirt.


  “And I shall come too,” Viscount Morsey said, “to make sure that no corner of the blankets has been left hanging. We must be tidy about such things.”


  Rupert chuckled and the girls turned their smiles on him. Caroline giggled in the totally gleeful way that had quite turned Lady Carlyle’s heart over the first time she heard it outside.


  Lord Morsey was on his feet too. “My lady?” he said, offering his arm. “Allow me to escort you to your dressing room.”


  She wished it could have been avoided. She hated having to touch him. She had been wise to stay as far away from him as possible for so many years. Her heart had been at peace for many of those years. She wanted it to remain so.


  He bowed formally when they were outside her door, and released her arm. He moved on to his own room next door without a word.


  She wished his room did not have to be so close to her own. She had imagined the night before that she had heard his every movement in bed. And in her imagination she had pictured him there, warm, asleep, tousled. Male.


  She closed her eyes briefly and entered her dressing room. She was going to be very late for dinner if she did not hurry.


  They had scraped through dinner with the sort of conversation that was second nature to them both. They had both contrived to settle their eyes on the silver bowl of fruit in the center of the table when good manners dictated that they lift their eyes from their plates. Doubtless she had been as thankful as he that the table was rather long and that the butler had placed them at either end of it.


  She looked incredibly beautiful. Black was unbecoming on most women, sapping them of color and youth and character. With her red hair and the heightened color that several hours in the outdoors had brought, her black gown looked spectacular. She still had the figure and complexion of a girl, but age had added dignity and beauty.


  They had gone up to the children afterward. She had gone into the girls’ room while he had gone to bid Rupert good night. Rupert had been crying and had dived beneath the bedclothes when he saw his uncle coming. He did not know what was to become of them. He still thought they would be sent to an orphanage. He did not know how he was to make his fortune in order to provide for his sisters.


  Lord Morsey had had to resist the urge to take the child into his arms. It would have been the wrong thing to do. He had sat on the edge of his bed instead and agreed that they had a mutual problem, since they were the two men of the family. He could no longer provide for his sister, he had explained, but he could provide for her children and would do so for a time since he was a man already and already had a fortune. Perhaps Rupert could do his part by loving his sisters now, by learning his lessons well so that he could grow into an educated and informed gentleman, and by doing his part to settle his sisters well in life when they had all grown up.


  Rupert had dried his tears and they had shaken hands on their gentlemen’s agreement. One thing was clear, Lord Morsey had thought as he went to the girls’ room. He was not going to be able to abandon the children on one of his estates with only a competent nurse for company. Had he really ever intended any such thing?


  “In tears,” he had muttered to Lady Carlyle, motioning with his head in the direction of Rupert’s room. “Uncertainty about how he is to provide for his sisters. Treat him like a man.”


  “In tears,” she had murmured in reply, her eyes indicating Patricia in bed behind her. “Realizing that Marjorie is never coming back.” She had hurried from the room.


  The little one had been gazing up at him with her huge eyes. Patricia had been lying with closed eyes and composed face.


  “Good night, Caroline,” he had said softly, leaning over her and touching the back of one finger to her soft, plump cheek. Who knew what went on in the mind of a shy, imaginative infant? “You are going to be safe forever and ever. Uncle Timothy and Aunt Ursula are going to see that you are always safe.”


  She had not smiled or answered. She had yawned hugely.


  Patricia had not moved or opened her eyes when he turned to her. He guessed that Lady Carlyle must have said something to comfort her.


  “Your mama was the prettiest little thing when she was your age,” he had said. “She had Caroline’s hair and your face. She was my sister just as you and Caroline are Rupert’s. I loved her dearly.”


  Her eyelids fluttered and lifted. “Aunt Ursula said that Papa took one look at her and fell in love with her,” she had said.


  Or with her dowry. But who was he to know what had motivated Adrian Parr’s determined courtship of a giddy seventeen-year-old?


  He had smiled. “I remember a time...” He had told her childhood memories he had forgotten himself until he started to talk.


  And now they were sitting in the drawing room, he and Lady Carlyle, sipping tea and making conversation again like two civilized strangers. Except that the silences between topics were lengthening. Yet from the look on her face, he guessed that she was unaware of any awkwardness.


  “What is it?” he asked when she looked up at him with vacant eyes after one such silence.


  Her eyes focused on him. “Nothing,” she said.


  He should have left it at that. He did not want any part of her life. Not now. Not when it had taken so many years to purge her from his own.


  “It seems to be a night for sadness,” he said. “My guess is that we gave the children a happy day and released them from the deadness within that has been instilled in them over years of instruction on propriety. Tears at the end of what was to be a day of enjoyment. Did we do the wrong thing, do you suppose?”


  He thought she was not going to answer. She stared away from him, across the room. “No,” she said at last. “No. They had parents, however little they saw of them. They were an anchor, a source of security. If the loss of those things is left dormant inside them, it might do them irreparable harm. I think the tears were necessary. And perhaps healing. We can only hope so.”


  “I will take them,” he said abruptly, surprising himself. “You need not worry about having your way of life upset or about unwelcome demands being made on your time or your resources. I will have them to live with me, wherever I am.”


  “Oh, no, you will not.” Her eyes flashed at him and her hair glowed. He would swear it glowed brighter. “They are my nephew and nieces as well as yours, I would remind you, my lord. I will have them to live with me. You may visit them occasionally. And my resources are quite adequate to the raising of three children. I am a wealthy woman now, if you did not know it.”


  “Hm.” He leaned back in his chair and regarded her angry face. “Perhaps we will have to allow our lawyers to handle this matter, Ursula. But we will not wrangle over the children. They are people, not property.”


  “Precisely,” she said, but the anger died from her eyes and she visibly relaxed. Her eyes became vacant once more.


  “What is it?” he asked again softly.


  Her eyes came to his and lingered there. “I have been so judgmental,” she said. “I have allowed myself to stifle love in order to do what was right and proper.”


  His heart jumped uncomfortably until she continued. “He gambled away my childhood home,” she said. “I felt as if part of my identity had gone, my roots. I could not forgive him. And then he would come asking for things, begging loans. Always loans. And he ruined my life.” She bit her lip and closed her eyes, perhaps realizing what she had admitted. “He was always weak and wayward and careless and selfish. But I used to love him. He was my only brother. And maybe I was wrong about one thing at least. Maybe he loved her. Do you think he did?”


  “I have pondered the same question,” he said. “When I discovered that the money I had given Marjorie to feed the children—there were only two then—had been squandered across a gaming table, I told her never to come back. I told her my doors would be closed to her forever after and that any letters she sent would be returned unread. It was no idle threat. And they deserved such treatment from both of us—perhaps. But she was my only sister. I taught her to ride and to swim and to climb trees. As a very young child she had a giggle like Caroline’s. Did he marry her for her dowry? I thought so at the time, as did you, though you would not admit as much to me. Or did he love her? They were utterly selfish and they neglected their children. But perhaps they loved each other. They were always together, even at the end.”


  “I wish,” she said, “that I could go back and tell him that there would be no more money but that my door would always be open to both of them for friendship and comfort and love. I wish I had known their children from the start.”


  “We cannot go back,” he said.


  “No.”


  He was aware that she was crying only when she got sharply to her feet and turned in the direction of the door. But taking that direction would have brought her past his chair. She turned jerkily instead to stand facing the fire.


  “Oh,” She laughed shakily. “I must have got something in my eye.” She dabbed at it—and the other one—with her handkerchief.


  He got to his feet and took the few steps that separated them. He set his hands on her shoulders from behind. “I think you were right, Ursula,” he said. “I think the sadness of the evening has come from the happiness of the day. By deliberately stopping ourselves from mourning them in the conventional way today, we have realized their absence. And we have remembered that they were persons and that they touched our lives and that they gave life to those three children upstairs. Selfish and irresponsible as they were, it is right that they should be mourned fully at last. You need not be ashamed of your tears.”


  He expected that she would turn into his arms. And if she had done so, he would have held her there and comforted both her and himself. But he was glad when she did not. He did not want her in his arms. He did not want them to share grief that closely, that intimately. He felt her bringing herself gradually under control.


  “You are right,” she said at last. “Thank you.”


  But he could not quite leave it at that. His emotions had been rubbed raw. And she had once meant a great deal to him. All the world.


  “Why did you not wait for me to come back to you, Ursula?” he asked. “You knew I would have come. Why did you not come back to me?”


  She spun around, her eyes wide and watery and rather red. “Wait?” Her voice was incredulous. “You would have come back? You expected me...? I would have spat in your face.”


  “It was a love match with Carlyle, then?” he asked. It had seemed incredible, but he had always wondered. Not that he had ever really wanted to know the answer. Not until recently. It could no longer hurt now.


  “Of course it was a love match,” she said, but her eyes slipped slightly lower than his. “Of course. What did you think?”


  “And it was a good marriage?” he asked. Carlyle had moved in different circles from his own. He had never liked the man—perhaps because he was Ursula’s husband. He could not put a finger to any other reason for the antipathy he had felt for a man who had appeared to be perfectly amiable.


  “Yes, it was a good marriage,” she said. “It was very good. The best. It was wonderful. It was the best thing I ever did.”


  Her eyes were haunted. Because Carlyle had died and the wonderful marriage was at an end? Or because she was lying? If it had been so wonderful, would she not have told him to mind his own business?


  “Not that my marriage is any of your concern,” she added.


  “No,” he said. “Since it is not also my marriage, it is none of my concern. I must be thankful for that at least. Two more days and then, weather permitting, we can think of leaving here. I will take the children and you can return to the life you enjoy so well. Can we remain civil for two days, do you suppose? I think we have done rather well today.”


  “I have never found civility difficult,” she said stiffly. “And they will be returning with me. You may arrange for your lawyer to call upon mine in London, my lord. But I warn you of a stiff battle ahead.”


  “On which amiable note I shall offer you my arm, my lady, and escort you to your room,” he said. “I would hate for us to prolong the evening only to find that we spoil the day by quarreling.”


  “An admirable idea,” she said, taking his arm almost vengefully and fairly marching in the direction of the door.


  The trouble with Ursula, he thought ruefully, was that she was always temptingly desirable when she was angry. Yet somehow he was going to have to get himself a good night’s sleep in a bed that must be only a few feet from her own. It was a good thing, at least, that there was a thick wall between those two beds.


  A very good thing.


  They left the baby sleeping in his cot in the nursery. Nurse was going to look after him, in case he woke up and cried while they were gone. They would not be gone long. It was important that they be back soon so that he would see that he had a mama and a papa and a brother and two sisters and so that he could know that they would never be gone from him for long. Especially Mama and Papa. They would always be there for him when he went to sleep and when he woke up. They would always make snow dragons with him and laugh with him and keep him warm inside their greatcoats and tell him they would keep him safe forever and ever.


  And she would tell him the same things. She was his elder sister and she would look after him. He would never have to wake up, as she had sometimes done, to wonder where Mama and Papa were. They would be there, in the house. The baby had red hair, like Patricia’s, and blue eyes, like Rupert’s. His hair curled like her own. And he sucked his thumb. That was not a bad thing to do. She knew it brought him comfort. When he was older, she would explain to him that only babies sucked their thumbs and he would stop. But now he was a baby.


  His name was Jesus.


  They were going to get a surprise party ready for him. That was what they were doing now. That was why they had had to leave him sleeping in the nursery. It was to be tomorrow, a birthday party, though he was a very tiny little baby.


  Christmas Day was his birthday.


  She was riding up on top of the world, far above Rupert and Patricia and even Aunt Ursula. She was riding on Uncle Timothy’s shoulder, her arm firmly about his head. She was pushing his hat so far forward that he laughed and told the others to lead him by the hand because he was a blind man.


  And then they came to the holly bushes, and she was set down with the others while Uncle Timothy cut some bunches of it for them to take back to the house for the party. Only the holly leaves were sharp—she should have warned him but did not think of it until it was too late—and he yelled out that he had pricked his finger and might well bleed to death. He put his finger in his mouth and sucked on it after pulling off his glove. Aunt Ursula told him not to be so foolish, that he was frightening Caroline. But she was wrong. Caroline knew that he was only pretending.


  And then they trudged over to the evergreens and Uncle Timothy cut down some of the smaller boughs that they could carry back with them.


  “Not too many,” he said, “or we will destroy the trees—or else make them look so lopsided that someone will take pity on them and chop them down.”


  Rupert, with spread arms and bent back and crossed eyes and lolling tongue, became a lopsided tree and staggered about as someone tried to chop him down. Nurse would have told him sharply to mind his behavior and to act his age. But Uncle Timothy chuckled and Patricia became another lopsided tree. Caroline tried it too. It was fun. It was even more fun when Uncle Timothy joined in and actually toppled over into the snow as he was felled.


  “Really,” Aunt Ursula said, her hands on her hips, “I have never witnessed such undignified behavior in my life.”


  But there was something in her face that Uncle Timothy must have seen too. “You cannot scold and laugh at the same time, my lady,” he said. “The effect of the scolding is immediately nullified.”


  And so Aunt Ursula laughed and said she had some strange, strange relatives and they must get it from his side of the family. Uncle Timothy said that it was fortunate, then, that everything had not come from her side, and for a moment Caroline was puzzled. There was something behind the words and the laughter that she did not quite understand. But it passed almost before she could think it. Aunt Ursula threw a snowball that knocked his hat sideways, and the fight was on again. Only this time they did not throw snowballs at Uncle Timothy but jumped on him while he was still on the ground—all except Aunt Ursula—and tried to roll him in the snow.


  They all got rolled in the snow instead. Caroline giggled so hard that she thought she was not going to be able to catch her breath.


  “Enough,” Aunt Ursula said at last. “You are the unruliest child of the lot, Timothy.”


  Uncle Timothy turned his back on her as he slapped snow off himself and pulled a face at them so that they giggled all the harder.


  And then he thought of mistletoe. Christmas would just not be Christmas without mistletoe, he declared, and so they went tramping off to find some, leaving the holly and the fir boughs on the ground to be picked up later. But mistletoe was not easy to find. It did not grow by itself, like holly and fir trees. Caroline grew anxious and took Aunt Ursula’s hand when it was offered. They must find some if it was so essential for Christmas. The party tomorrow must be perfect.


  But all was well. Aunt Ursula herself spotted some on two old oak trees that grew side by side, and Uncle Timothy and Rupert climbed up—Caroline had to hide her face against Aunt Ursula’s cloak for fear they would fall—in order to gather some. It was a relief when they were down again, but they had the precious mistletoe with them, so the baby’s birthday party would not be ruined after all.


  Uncle Timothy looked at her and grinned. “The trouble is,” he said, “that not all mistletoe is Christmas mistletoe. I will have to try it out to see if it works.”


  She felt instant anxiety again. If this was not Christmas mistletoe, where were they to find some that was? Uncle Timothy stooped down on his haunches, raised his arm above her head with some of the mistletoe in it, and kissed her lips. Caroline gazed at him. His nose against her cheek had been cold.


  “Yes,” he said. “It works perfectly.”


  Caroline breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Of course,” he said, turning his smile on Patricia, “it is as well to be quite sure. A man has to be able to kiss ladies beneath the mistletoe, you see. Let me see if it works with Patricia too.”


  It did. It really was Christmas mistletoe, then. But perhaps they should be quite, quite sure. She tugged on Uncle Timothy’s greatcoat and tipped her head right back so that she could gaze up at him.


  “Try it on Aunt Ursula,” she whispered.


  She should have kept quiet. She could see from the expression on his face as he looked back down at her that he did not want to try it on Aunt Ursula, and she could see when she looked across at her aunt that Aunt Ursula was looking quite dismayed. And if it had worked on both her and Patricia, it must be Christmas mistletoe.


  “A good idea,” Uncle Timothy said. “One must be thorough about such important matters.”


  Aunt Ursula had backed up against one of the trees, her hands behind her on the trunk. Caroline had the impression that she would have liked to press right through the tree, but it could not be done. Uncle Timothy stepped up close to her, raised the mistletoe, and kissed her. He took rather longer doing it than he had done with her and Patricia, and when he had finished he did not immediately move back or say anything. Neither did Aunt Ursula. They stared into each other’s eyes, and Caroline started to worry again. Maybe the mistletoe did not work after all and they would have to keep hunting. But Uncle Timothy turned and grinned when first Rupert and then Patricia snickered and giggled.


  “Well,” he said, “that settles that. It certainly does work. There is no doubt about it—this is Christmas mistletoe.”


  But his voice was breathless and Aunt Ursula’s lips were trembling and she looked as if she might burst into tears at any moment. There was something Caroline did not understand, but it was not a bad thing, she was sure. And the mistletoe had worked.


  They started back for the house then, carrying as much of their decorations as they could. Uncle Timothy was going to come back for the rest. They were going to decorate the drawing room. All of them, Caroline too. Aunt Ursula said they would pick her up so that she could help deck the mantel and the pictures with holly. They did not tell her, as Nurse often did, that she was too little and would be in the way and that it would be quicker to do things while she stood back and watched.


  She thought her Aunt Ursula and Uncle Timothy were the most wonderful people in the world. She loved them.


  She was glad they were the baby’s mama and papa. She was glad they were her mama and papa and Rupert’s and Patricia’s. She was glad they were one family and would all live together forever and ever.


  “Amen,” she whispered.


  She was searching for sanity. Only two days ago she had been traveling down from London and she had been entirely herself. She had been confident and contented—except that she had had a problem to deal with. She had known who she was and she had been happy with the way her life was developing. Two days ago she had lived her life according to reason rather than feelings. Living on one’s emotions was a dreadful way to live. She had stopped living that way years before and she had been happier for it.


  Two days ago she had stepped out of her carriage and found herself in a different world. Perhaps in a different universe. She was no longer certain of anything and her mind was in too much of a turmoil for her to be contented. She was no longer sure that her former life—former! As if it were all years or eons ago—was not dull and barren. In this world, in this universe, she was living very much on her emotions; and there was something dreadfully unsettling about it. And something rather wonderful too. She had discovered that she liked children after all. She had discovered that she loved these three children. She could not bear the thought of being separated from them again after Christmas, and yet she was sure that he would fight her for them.


  She would fight him tooth and nail.


  She had been so sure that no man could ever arouse her feelings again, so sure that she could never desire a man again. And she had liked it that way. Life had been peaceful for a number of years, especially since Carlyle’s death.


  But he had kissed her beneath the mistletoe outdoors in full view of the children, and even this new universe had tipped upside down. Throughout the walk home and the couple of hours they had spent decorating the drawing room and the extra couple of hours it had taken to fashion and paint a large wooden star to hang beside the mistletoe in front of the fire because Caroline had asked about a star with an irresistibly wistful look in her eyes—throughout all that, she had been intensely aware of him, of his attractiveness, of his maleness. And her body was reacting to him in a way it had not really reacted since Vauxhall. Even on her wedding night it had not reacted so.


  She wanted him. She wanted to feel his mouth on hers again. She wanted to feel his body against her own. She wanted his hands on her. She wanted him inside her body. She wanted him there even though her only experiences with intimacy—during the first month of her marriage—had been disappointing at best, distasteful at worst.


  She wanted him. But she could not want him. When she was back, in her own world—within the next few days—she would no longer want him. Her life would return to normal.


  But she wanted babies of her own. Her body ached for the experience of motherhood as it had not for almost nine years. But she was seven-and-twenty already. It was too late. She would never be a mother.


  She wanted his child. He would make such a wonderful father.


  And so she searched for sanity as they set out for church during the evening. They walked, since the distance was not great and the snow was still deep. Rupert and Patricia held her hands while Caroline rode in Timothy’s arms, his greatcoat wrapped about her for extra warmth.


  If she did not hold very firmly to sanity, she thought as they took their seats in a pew close to the front and admired the Nativity scene set up before the altar and listened to the bells ringing from the bell tower—if she did not keep very firm touch with reality, she was going to start imagining that they really were a family. Caroline had been transferred to her lap. Patricia was at one side of her; Rupert was at one side of Timothy. But they were next to each other, their shoulders almost touching. She could feel his body heat. She could smell the snuff he used and the soap.


  Christmas had always been an enjoyable time because it was a time of heightened social activities and extra feasting. Church attendance had always been pleasant because everyone who had stayed in town was there, most of them at the same church, and they always lingered to talk afterward. She had always enjoyed the holiday.


  She had never realized fully until now that it was a holiday for families. That it was about birth and parenthood and love. And about hope and commitment. She realized it tonight.


  And sanity disappeared without a trace.


  By the time the service ended, Caroline was asleep against her bosom, her mouth slack about the thumb she had sucked, and Patricia was sleeping against her arm. Rupert was leaning against Timothy’s, but he was awake and sat up valiantly.


  “Can you carry her?” Timothy asked, turning his head, only inches away from her own, and nodding down at Caroline. “I’ll take Patricia.”


  And so they walked home side by side, each carrying a child, while Rupert trudged along between them, firmly denying that he was tired. And they carried the girls up to the nursery, and she stayed to help their nurse undress them and put them to bed. She kissed them and smiled tenderly at them, even though they were both more than half-asleep.


  “Good night, Aunt Ursula,” Patricia murmured.


  “The party is tomorrow?” Caroline asked sleepily. She yawned. “The baby will be surprised. Won’t he, Mama?”


  She touched the backs of her fingers to the child’s hair and wondered what dreamland she was in. Something ached in the back of her throat.


  “Wonderfully surprised,” she said before going into Rupert’s room to wish him a good night and to assure him in answer to his question that yes, she really believed there might be presents in the morning for his sisters. And maybe for him too.


  She met Timothy in the hall outside the bedrooms and took his offered arm. But he led her toward the stairs instead of to her room, late as the hour was.


  “Christmas punch,” he said, “before we retire for the night.”


  She allowed him to lead her downward without protest. But there was a decision to make, she sensed. Soon. Sanity or madness. She tried to tell herself to be strong and to remain sane.


  But she wanted to be mad. Mad now and ever after.


  She had hurt him badly once. Very badly. He had even wondered for a while if he would survive, though he had realized even at the time that the thought was rather ridiculous. One did not die of a broken heart. And the fault had been in large measure his. He had lashed out at her when Marjorie had eloped with her brother with accusations that could almost make his hair stand on end in retrospect.


  The difference was that with him it had been merely temper. With her it had been actual dislike and indifference. She had turned to another man as if their relationship had never been and had married him and presumably lived happily with him for seven years.


  He did not care to recall the pain she had left him in. It was a pain he had vowed would never be repeated. He would never allow himself to love again.


  Just two days ago the mere sight of her had irritated him. He had wanted nothing to do with her. And the two days had progressed anything but smoothly. They had been civil to each other for the sake of the children, but hostility had poked through the thin veneer of civility on occasion.


  He must keep his lips firmly buttoned up until they could get away from each other within the next couple of days. He would be able to see things clearly enough once he was back in his own world—with the children. There was no way on this earth she was going to take the children away from him.


  He loved them.


  Why the devil had he brought her downstairs for punch, he asked himself, when it was after midnight and he did not wish to be alone with her? He retrieved his arm when they entered the drawing room, forgot all about the punch, which was warm and inviting in a bowl on the sideboard, and crossed the room to stand unconsciously beneath the mistletoe—and the Christmas star—and rest an elbow on the mantel. He stared into the flames of the fire.


  “They need parents, Ursula,” he heard himself say. “Not a mother. Not a father. Both. Parents. Plural.”


  “Yes,” she said softly from somewhere behind him.


  And he knew that he had stepped irrevocably into the unknown.


  “You and me,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  His hand opened and closed against the mantel. “Not for a few months with one and then a few with the other,” he said. “With both of us in one house all the time.”


  “Yes.”


  What the devil was he saying? What the devil was he doing? But whatever it was, it was too late now to go back. He could think of nothing more to say except the final words. The final question.


  But they hated each other, did they not?


  He turned his head and looked at her. She was standing in the middle of the room, her arms at her sides. Her face was pale. Her eyes looked haunted.


  “Ursula,” he asked her, “why did you marry him?”


  “I don’t know.” He watched her swallow. “There was scandal. There might well have been ostracism. You were gone. There was so much pain. And he asked me. It—it seemed like a good idea.”


  “Poor devil,” he said, though he could still feel nothing but intense dislike for her late husband.


  “I believe he used me too,” she said. “We deserved each other. It was not—well, not really a marriage. Not after the first few weeks. There were no children. There was not really”—she flushed—“not really the possibility.”


  In seven years Carlyle had bedded her for only the first few weeks? Why?


  “We rubbed along well enough together,” she said. “We both had what we wanted out of the marriage, I believe.”


  “What was it you wanted?” he asked her.


  “Peace,” she said. “I wanted to stop feeling. Feelings hurt. Love hurts.”


  “Yes,” he said.


  Her eyes were filled with pain suddenly. “You said you would have come back,” she said. “Would you?”


  “Of course I would have come back,” he said. “I loved you. I suffered hell on your wedding night.”


  “Ah.” She covered her face with her hands.


  “Did you really believe it was all over?” he asked her.


  “Yes.” Her voice was dull and low against her hands.


  “What were your feelings?” He had picked up her agony.


  “I did not want to live,” she said. “I did not know how I was to drag myself through another fifty years or so of living.”


  There was a long silence, which he had no idea how to break. She stood where she was and kept her hands over her face.


  “Ursula,” he said at last and waited for her to look up at him with suffering eyes. He reached out his free arm. “Come here.”


  She came slowly and did not stop until her body rested against his own and her face was nestled in the folds of his neckcloth. He felt her draw in a deep breath and let it out slowly through her mouth. He closed his arms about her.


  “If we do what you suggest for the children,” she said, “it will be just for their sakes. Will it not?”


  He understood the uncertainty behind the question, the need for reassurance. The need for him to say the hardest three words in the language to string together. Though he had had no problem with them once.


  “The children are more important than you or I,” he said. “Their need for love and security and parents to lean on is almost a tangible thing. We can supply that need, and we must.”


  “Yes,” she said.


  He lowered his head to rub his cheek across her hair. It was as soft and silky as he remembered it.


  “They will be our family,” she said. “Almost as we planned it. But—”


  “But?” he said when she did not continue.


  Her hands clutched the lapels of his coat. Tightly.


  “I wish I had waited for you to come,” she said. “I wish I had known that you would come. We might have loved and had a family of your own. It is too late now.”


  “Too late?” He took her by the upper arms and moved her back far enough that he could look down into her face. “How old are you, Ursula? Seven-and-twenty? Eight-and-twenty?”


  “Seven,” she said.


  “I was unaware,” he said, “that a woman’s fertile years are over so soon. And I have not noticed any tendency to impotence in myself even though I have passed my thirtieth birthday.”


  She blushed and her hands reached for the top button of his waistcoat. Just like Caroline. Her eyes watched her hands.


  He lowered his head close to hers. “Maybe we should try,” he murmured to her, “and find out if even at our advanced ages we can produce a child of our own. Shall we?”


  She bit her lower lip.


  “Or children,” he said. “Shall we be really clever and try to produce two? Or four? Boy, girl—”


  “—boy, girl,” she finished for him and laughed softly, though her eyes and her hands were still on his button.


  “Don’t twist too hard,” he said. “My valet will be inordinately cross if I take a waistcoat upstairs with me minus one button.”


  Her hands stilled and she set her forehead against them.


  “Timothy,” she said, “these two days have been the happiest of my life.”


  He listened to her in some surprise. But she was right. They had been the happiest of his too. And that included all of the three months between his first meeting with her and the breaking of their betrothal.


  “And of mine,” he said. There was a short pause. “Shall I say it first?”


  “Yes, please,” she said. “I will feel foolish if I say it first and it turns out that you were not about to say that at all.”


  “But it is all right for me to make an idiot of myself,” he said. He rubbed his chin across the top of her head. “I love you, Ursula.”


  “I love you, Timothy,” she said so quickly that they finished almost together.


  “Will you marry me?” he asked. “Do you want it on one knee?”


  “No,” she said. “How foolish. And yes. No for the bended knee, that is, and yes for marrying you. Will we regret it, do you suppose? When Christmas is over and we are back home and all this is a memory?”


  “The children will not be gone when Christmas is over,” he said. “And my love will not be gone. Or yours. It never did die, did it, just as mine did not.”


  “No.” She sighed and lifted her face at last to look at him. Oh, so close. “It never did. The only way I could deal with it was to kill all feeling in myself. And convince myself that what I felt—or did not feel—was peace and contentment. I never stopped loving you. I never will.”


  He swallowed. If this was unreality, he never wanted the real world back. He closed the gap of a few inches between their mouths.


  They moaned in unison and then had to pull back in order to laugh together. And to gaze into each other’s eyes.


  And to return to the serious business of embracing.


  A long time later he raised his head and sighed. “I believe we had better go up to bed,” he said. “Separately, though doing so may well kill me and you too if I am reading the signs correctly. But it would be in bad taste to take to the floor here—a notion that has crossed both our minds during the past several minutes. And in bad taste to share the same bed in our nephew and nieces’ house. Can you wait until our wedding night?”


  “How long?” she asked.


  “Approximately twenty-four hours after the soonest moment we can return to London,” he said.


  “Will you spring your horses?” she asked.


  “Actually,” he said, “I am going to get them to spread their wings.”


  He touched noses with her and they both laughed at the absurdity.


  “We will make love for the first time on our wedding night,” he said. “Sleep now and for the next few nights while you can. I shall be keeping you busy once we are married.”


  “Will you?” She buried her face against his neckcloth briefly once more. “How wonderful that sounds. Promise?”


  He chuckled and hugged her tightly to him before releasing her and offering his arm.


  “Propriety, my lady,” he said. “Propriety.”


  “Yes, my lord,” she said meekly, laying her arm along the top of his.


  They walked upstairs in silence. He kissed her outside the door to her room and reluctantly stepped away from her. Her eyes were shining so with love that for a moment he felt weak-kneed.


  “Happy Christmas, Timothy,” she said.


  “Happy Christmas, Ursula,” he said, making her a half bow. “The mistletoe works quite superbly, by the way.”


  “Sweetheart.”


  “My love.”


  They laughed quietly. Their laughter sounded little different from the children’s giggles earlier in the day. They were being childish. It felt wonderful. He blew her a kiss. She blew one right back.


  He opened his own door and stepped inside.


  “Enough,” he said.


  “Agreed.”


  She closed her door before he did.


  Nurse had helped them dress and had brushed her curls and was combing Patricia’s hair more carefully. She was telling Patricia not to squirm, but she was saying it in her kind voice. Patricia was too excited to sit still. Caroline was excited too, but she could keep excitement deep inside herself so that people would not call her silly.


  And then Rupert came into their room. He was dressed and washed and combed and he was bursting with excitement too. He was usually not allowed to come into the girls’ room. It was not proper, Nurse always said. But nothing was said today. Nurse even smiled at him as she bade him good morning.


  “Do you think, Rupert?” Patricia asked him, her eyes meeting his in the mirror. “Do you think?”


  “I am not sure,” Rupert said. He switched to his man’s voice. “I do not care as long as Caroline gets at least one. And I hope there is one for you too, Patricia.”


  “Oh, but I do not want one unless there is one for you,” she said. “Caroline is the important one. She is only four.”


  Caroline knew they were talking about presents. But she did not really care if there were none. It was not her birthday, after all, but the baby’s. And they had decorated the drawing room downstairs for him as a surprise. They were going to take him down there afterward and they were all going to wish him a happy birthday. And they were all going to kiss him and coo over him. She was going to spin the Christmas star for him to look up at. And Mama and Papa were going to be there, and he was going to feel safe.


  She was going to feel safe. She already did. Papa had said he would keep her safe forever and ever. But the baby had not heard him.


  “Aunt Ursula said she was almost sure there would be,” Rupert said. His voice was his own again, and it was trembling so that Caroline knew that he very badly wanted for there to be presents. “For all of us.”


  “Oh,” Patricia said on a sigh. “Do you think, Rupert? Do you think she is always right?”


  “I think maybe she always is,” Rupert said carefully.


  And then the door opened again and Aunt Ursula and Uncle Timothy were there, hand in hand and smiling. Nurse left the room quietly.


  “I think,” Aunt Ursula said after they had all exchanged greetings, “you had better all come down to the drawing room. There are some strange parcels down there. And each of your names seems to be on more than one.”


  Patricia shrieked.


  Rupert jumped up and down three times on the spot.


  “Of course, if no one is interested...” Uncle Timothy said. He was grinning.


  Rupert and Patricia collided in the doorway and disappeared from sight. Aunt Ursula laughed.


  “Come, sweetheart,” she said and reached out a hand to Caroline.


  But Caroline hung back. “I have to go to the nursery,” she said. “You go on and I will come after.”


  Both Aunt Ursula and Uncle Timothy looked closely at her. They were still holding hands, Caroline noticed. It looked nice.


  “Very well,” Uncle Timothy said. “We will hold back the troops downstairs until you come.”


  And so Caroline went to the nursery and tiptoed inside and leaned over the cot. The baby was looking up at her, his little fists waving in the air. She smiled at him and lifted him carefully into her arms. She carried him all the way downstairs, her arms held out carefully in front of her. She took the stairs slowly, one at a time, so that she would not trip and fall. They had left the door of the drawing room open for her.


  “Here she is,” Uncle Timothy said. He was standing by the fire, under the mistletoe. Aunt Ursula was beside him.


  “Caroline. Look.” Patricia’s voice was still almost a shriek.


  “Presents,” Rupert cried in his dearest boy’s voice. “For all of us, Caroline.”


  But Caroline stepped carefully into the room and looked neither to the right nor to the left.


  “What is it?” Aunt Ursula asked gently.


  “You have hurt your hands?” Uncle Timothy asked, a look of concern on his face.


  “I have brought the baby,” Caroline said.


  “The baby.” Aunt Ursula looked as if she did not understand. She glanced at Uncle Timothy and he glanced at her.


  “It is his birthday party,” Caroline said. “We decorated the room for him. Look, he is awake. He wants Mama.”


  “Mama?” Uncle Timothy looked puzzled for a moment longer, but only for a moment. Caroline could see that he understood then as she had known he would. And Aunt Ursula too. She leaned down and stretched out her arms.


  “You had better hand him to me, then,” she said. “My, what a beautiful baby.” She took the baby carefully into her own arms and smiled down at him and rocked him. “Look at him, Timothy.”


  “He does not know that he has a mama and papa and that he will be kept safe forever and ever,” Caroline explained. “But now he will know.”


  She was surprised when she saw that Aunt Ursula was crying and that Uncle Timothy was blinking his eyes. But they were not sad tears. She could feel that.


  “Yes, now he will know,” Uncle Timothy said. “He will know that he has a mama and papa and a home where they will always be with him until he is a man. And that they will love him every day of his life. And his brother and his sisters too. His mama and papa are going to be married and live together always so that his family can always be together.”


  “We are really going to live with you?” Rupert said. “Always? There is really to be no orphanage?”


  “We are going to be with you and play with you every day?” Patricia asked.


  Aunt Ursula nodded and smiled. She would have wiped her tears away, Caroline knew, if she had not been holding the baby.


  “What is the baby’s name?” Patricia asked politely.


  “Why, Jesus, of course,” Aunt Ursula said before Caroline could open her mouth to speak.


  “Under the Bethlehem star,” Uncle Timothy said, glancing up, “where one would expect to find him.”


  “Caroline has such an imagination,” Rupert said fondly but apologetically. “She will grow out of it.”


  “I hope not,” Aunt Ursula said with a smile.


  “And since this baby is too small to open presents or even appreciate them,” Uncle Timothy said, “how about you children opening your parcels instead?”


  Rupert and Patricia darted over to the window ledge and the parcels with whoops of delight. Caroline waited a few moments to watch Uncle Timothy smile into Aunt Ursula’s eyes and lean carefully across the baby to kiss her on the lips.
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