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Chapter One
London England
The Countess of Wesingham’s mansion.
Lady Faith Throbsy, Countess Wesingham stood before the frost-lined windows in the front parlor. A wall of windows, the drapes back, showed another snow-laden day. She watched carolers as they ignored the falling flakes, their wool bonnets and coats already soaked from having traversed London’s fashionable streets this morning.
There was a stark contrast in the cold outside, the drear in spite of pristine and cheerful snow, and the elaborate mansion that surrounded Faith. Fires were glowing in large fireplaces, warming marble floors and glittering off silk-papered walls, graced with priceless art. Everything in Wesingham mansion represented the accumulation of wealth from three widowhood’s.
At twenty and nine, Faith had long since reached the status young girls scarcely dream of. With Lord Henry Sexton, who she had been wed to at sixteen, she was given status, wealth, and standing. With Robert, her last husband, she had already been a grand hostess. Her widow’s state only added to it. She was one of the (to be feared) matrons of the ton who gave the nod or shake to some newly presented deb.
Her gowns were one of a kind, today a bronze silk that flattered her mink brown hair and did wonderful things to her tawny eyes and warm skin. It would not have mattered had she been plain and stupid, Faith knew, because it was the wealth and the title that mattered. That had been her parent’s reason for wedding her to a much older man the first time and it had made sense the second time.
When she wed Robert, it had been for herself, for the first time—because she had thought, he was someone whom she could grow old with. A good companion. He had died a mere six weeks after their marriage, some three years ago, of a long threatening lung ailment she had not even known of.
The last three years—although she had nothing on the surface to worry about, her finances were secure, her standing and status so well established that she answered to no one really—had been the most empty. Faith admitted most of her life was, in reality. However, that was the price one paid.
Her mansion, for instance, was decked out for the holidays, swags and bows, holly and the like. Every room and stair rail, every window bespeaking a cheery anxiousness for the holiday. The servants knew the routine; to give coin to beggars, food and the like, whilst she dutifully wrote out drafts for charity—sure it would be announced in the papers, where all ladies of society depended on having their good deeds announced—whilst they wasted a hundred times more than they gave away—on a day’s shopping in Bond street.
It was not the lack of genuine care for others on her part, for she did care. It was not that, so much as it was everything, every day that was just a part of expected routine. For all she had every material thing and the status to do as she pleased, Faith felt utterly empty. It had not started recently. Nevertheless, it was felt more acute at the holidays.
She had no family, no children, no one to share the holiday with. Oh, behind her on a tray were stacks of invites to country estates, private suppers, and grand holiday balls. She had done that for years, the same predictable things that wealthy widows do. Faith used to amuse herself by wishing she had taken on some eccentric affection or the like, just to be or do anything unexpected.
Sighing she turned and looked around at the mansion’s high ceiling and walls, wondering that years ago she’d thought like her parents, that a string of grand homes, fashionable clothing and status would bring complete contentment and happiness. Faith was not sure what the word meant. She was not sure of anything as years passed and the holidays came and went the same as every other day.
Rubbing her arms, she strolled across the expanse and into the grand hall. Her heels clicked on the marble floors while she turned and gathered her skirts, heading up the stairs to her expansive private chambers.
Inside the gold and white rooms, she walked to the decanter and poured a brandy, sitting next in front of the fireplace, staring into it whilst considering the price of her choices. Looking down into the liquid, she smiled vacant and then raised the glass in silent toast and downed it. A million people would trade places with her. She had not met many people she could say the same about. In society, to be perfect at the game, one had to play the role to the hilt.
A discreet scratch at the door had her calling absently, “Enter.”
The maid did so, bringing her a missive. “This was stuck in the door, my lady. Most odd, but I thought I should bring it right away.”
Only minimally interested, suspecting it to be a late invite, Faith dismissed her and sat back to break the seal.
She was only a few lines into reading it, when she realized the missive was mistakenly delivered. It was not for her. Faith was so intrigued she read it anyway. It was signed “Remy” in bold and flowing script.
It read: Dear Lady, I regret I must again pass on your kind invitation. As you well know I have not only the responsibility of my brother’s two children, though now grown at eighteen and nineteen (Jamie is attending Edinburgh university and Matilda preparing to take up a position as companion to my great aunt, who will be travelling to India this spring.) But my own three as well. Robert, whom I call Robby, is at Eton. He is fifteen now. David who is 13 will join him next year, and Kate (my baby girl at 14) is still at the boarding school. David is, this holiday, off hunting with local lads—a friend he made when we moved here.
What excuse can I give other than the truth, since all the world and society was witness to the great scandal Katherine created with his Grace. I read in the papers, that since I gave her the divorce, they live lavishly on his various estates, whilst I—the fool, who too long believed I could keep her by fighting for her, have wisely faded from society these past five years. Nearly ruined, thanks to the duke’s determination to steal my wife. (Although Kate was certainly willing to be so.) I sold off my holdings in order to buy a cottage in the North and put enough away for the children’s future.
Do not pity me (for you know I cannot stand that emotion.) If I deserved it for anything, it was for the years I contested the divorce with the foolish belief that Katherine may at least love our children enough to reconsider. More the fool, I. We get on, as close families will, my children are happy and more self-sufficient than their peers—with ambitions beyond bloodlines and titles, knowing the truth of their mother’s choices. We have the better of it, to my mind. Our past holidays were joyous and warm in our little cottage. They have all written me this year with regret that no homecoming for the holidays can be arranged.
I come to the reason for my declining your generous invite to Bradley Park, I’m in residence at the Red Boar for the entire week, having no wish to stay at home and brood over the absence of the children’s high spirits and laughter, I have found a cure for that as well as making a bit of income (which always helps,) by driving patrons to the winter fair in York. My fine hand at the whip as well as use of my grays (which I kept for practical reasons) will serve me well.
Perhaps we shall visit in the spring when I may have my brood with me. Dear Anne, do enjoy your holiday at Berkley and give my regards to your family. Do not worry for us, for me, for I have long been at a place of contentment and feel blessed. I am oft glad I did not get my desires and wishes on the marriage, because my existence and theirs is better off without the chaos in it. I count myself fortunate that my children (and I include my brother Jacob’s in that too) not only have strong character’s, but are a joyful and lively bunch, never ceasing to amaze with their resilient spirit and capacity to love—both myself and each other. I am a better man, despite how odd that sounds, at having lost all that thought I desired. I gain more every day, every year, more substance and meaning. My identity of myself in the role they allow me to enjoy—in making my way in the world—that is so much more vast and meaningful too, than the society I was bred to please.
Have a blessed and Merry Christmas, “Remy.”
Oh dear. Faith let the letter fall to her lap, hand to her mouth whist she mentally sifted through seasons of scandals. After a moment, she arose and searched the small secretary, in the sitting room, unearthing a journal in which she kept names of families, and odd bits of information jotted down.
Going back several years, she traced her finger over the names, stopping at James Santon, Viscount Remmington and Lady Katherine.
Sitting heavily in a chair, she searched her memory and recalled the young and beautiful Katherine, now duchess indeed. “Remy” the viscount she vaguely remembered as swarthy, wavy raven hair—and green eyes. Men of the Santon stock were tall and dark, muscular. Her memory served to recall that the viscount’s family was north bred and physical, sportsmen and military.
She had been in mourning wear all that season but would not forget the shock that rippled through London, when that foolish Lady Katherine fell prey to the Duke of Huntington’s seduction. An affair of course, was one thing. Everyone had them, but it was swiftly obvious the pair intended to end her marriage and join themselves in wedlock.
Faith rubbed her temple recalling that, as one of the times her steel nerves and aloof reserve nearly failed her. She had not known the viscount inherited his brother’s children, the father having died at war and their mother of some fever, at that time—But she had known there were three born in swift succession upon his marriage to Katherine. To her memory, the Viscount was not well off as some, and Katherine’s dowry modest. Although, most were not as wealthy as his Grace, nor having his kind of power. Huntington was nearing sixty and had outlived several younger brides. He had a male heir, long grown. Today Katherine was still beautiful with dark eyes and hair, a woman who had numerous affairs with powerful men.
The scandal, and there were many every season, was all the more so because the young groom refused to grant a divorce, even when Katherine was more or less living with the duke. In reply, his Grace tried to ruin the man. It was an ugly and dirty little game. Most of the ton, fearing the duke and recognizing his power, sided with the couple. Faith had left midway in the season for her country estate in Warwickshire, having argued heatedly with other hostesses over the matter. Distasteful choices were a norm in such a pretentious society, but she had been appalled at Huntington’s tactics.
The divorce had gone through, the viscount, in the end, had faded from society. The next scandal had taken its place, and since then, Faith had grown used to seeing the duke and duchess at this or that assembly, reigning supreme at his own elaborate estates. She had not given a thought to the viscount, beyond wondering where he had gone.
Truth be known, sometime in that scandal, she had detested Lady Katherine. A bit amazed that any woman would spurn a man who obviously loved her, for one who wanted nothing more than a shiny new showpiece. She remembered the viscount as being a handsome man, strong obviously, to stand up to Huntington. Moreover, she remembered laying many nights wondering that a woman could give up her children. Envious—yes, of both the motherhood the wretched woman was given and the devotion of a husband who would take her back no matter how openly she had conducted the affair.
Of course Lady Katherine not only did that, she had worn gowns and jewels bought for her by Huntington, and she had behaved wantonly with him in theaters and parks—obviously sending a clear message to her husband.
She could understand the divorce under normal circumstances, there were loveless matches abound in society. She did not understand the mockery and cruelty the couple employed.
Faith recalled her own marriages and the empty gestures and playing of roles, duty and the like. Of course, she understood why some marriages did not work. She had never taken a lover—although it certainly crossed her mind—when between clubs and mistresses and amusements, her own husbands treated her a bit like a pet. One they found well trained and dutiful. One they pat on the hand now and again, and praised for her hosting skills. It was the best way to go on in a world of arranged marriages or wedding for other reasons.
That still did not mean the lack of passion—of any kind of passion—did not leave her feeling empty at times. It did not mean that being invisible in mind and body did not chafe either. Blood and titles made matches. Not people, really.
Shaking off her own thoughts of the past, Faith arose and tucked the letter into the journal, putting it back in the drawer. She paced a good hour and wanted to laugh or scorn her own impulsive thoughts. She had never in her life been impulsive. She always weighed and considered and calculated. No one in her high circles would ever describe the Countess of Wesingham as anything but aloof, haughty, sharp. One did what one’s role required, after all. And yet—
When in her ambitious life had she ever done anything selfless?
She stood at the frosted window looking downward with a hollow feeling in her stomach. How many scandals could she have used her power and influence to change? She could intervene for some deb, some not so lofty family suffering the scorn of higher ups to see their daughters and sons wed well. She’d felt pangs, embarrassment, that sort of ill feeling over the years, when her group of society matrons had ruthlessly cut someone, or taken the wrong side for the wrong reason. However, Faith had done nothing, telling herself that doing nothing meant she had no real hand in crushing a dream, destroying a life.
Her face burned. Although she had argued about accepting the duke and his stolen bride, she remembered a Lady Anne—likely the lady Anne that “Remy” had written to. Dear lord… Although of minor rank and income, of some matronly age then—the woman had requested private audience with her and she had grudgingly given it.
Utterly detached from the subject of the Viscount and his quarrels with the duke and his ex-wife by then, she’d politely refused to read a note from Viscount Remmington…something to do with “his children” not suffering the stigma and scorn of the ton upon their future entrée into society.
Guilt gnawed at Faith. Unaccustomed guilt. For she had the power to lessen the sting and prevent the ostracism of those involved and had done nothing. Oh, there were a dozen, more than that, more people—she had stood by and let suffer. Because of what even she knew were rules set by the upper crust that served only a favored few.
Society hostesses were sometimes petty, jealous and mean spirited. They could be spiteful, too. Faith had simply been—aloof and haughty—yes, the terrible truth was, she suffered the same resentments of those, wed for love, and happy couples the same envy for those who basked in motherhood. Even some envy for the independent females who scoffed at marriage and went on to make their own way, happy with less than the traditional expectations.
Groaning, Faith went her desk once more. She sat looking at a blank paper, before jotting off a note and bank draft to the University, then two to Eton. She paid for the Stanton male’s education. Where she to spend that amount every day for the next fifty years, she would not run out of funds. She’d never have such an expense for her own children—for she’d never have any. She next took out her book and with research, unearthed the family line. She did not know what to do exactly about Matilda, the brother’s eldest. In the end, she used one of her gilt cards and sent an invite to the Red Boar, hoping the viscount would get it. She wrote a small note, inquiring of the young woman and inquiring about the lack of a debut. She offered to sponsor her the next season and made up some tale about her three mourning periods having delayed her intent to do so. She generously offered to outfit the girl.
Literally shaking, Faith tried to imagine the stunned reactions of her peers if she did sponsor the duchess’s abandoned niece. Where she in another mood she may have laughed at such a thought. However, it suddenly struck her how she would be remembered, how she was thought of and what she had done with the twenty-nine years of her life—and in comparison, society did not matter, did it? They would recall her as a haughty and rich Countess whom served her role, herself, and left nothing of real substance behind…
Faith took another hour to decide about the younger girl…Kate. At fourteen and at school, it was much too early to bring the girl into society. She would in the future—if she had some success with the other, Matte. If—the viscount saw the advantage for the girl in allowing it, and did not have so much pride he would reject it out of hand.
In the end, she wrote in care of the Red Boar—all of this assuming it would be delivered to the child. Assuring her a debut and sponsorship in the future, and wishing her well at the girl’s academy. She named one of her northern estates she would be touring next year and invited the girl to visit. Assuming again, the viscount would bring her.
Done, Faith left her chambers long enough to hand the letters to the butler, instructing they be sent right away.
She ate a lone dinner, staring at the china and crystal, the long empty table; hearing the carolers outside and the echo of emptiness as the lamps were down in the mansion. She retired but could not sleep. An empty bed that though warmed by a pan—was large and cold. A chamber fit for a queen—which seemed yawning and barren.
She wept. The tears seeping out the corner of corners of her eyes. Palms flat on her stomach, skin warm under her satin gown, for the first time in her memory, the countess of Wesingham, cried.
Christmas… a time when people in her circle pretended to be generous, humble and—happy. How many had she spent at some crush simply to avoid listening to her thoughts, examining her life, looking at herself too closely?
Her parents taught her empty gestures, going off normally on holiday or out, they would leave a gift for her—later send them to the school—some bonnet or gloves with a formal note. There were no at home celebrations shared. They were distant, formal, expecting of their only child what she had delivered—good matches. Her mother and father had basked in her status until the day they died. Approving in that distant way of her rep and her title—her status.
Faith could not blame them for the last few years of her choices. She knew all too well that she could have used all that she had gained for better, more meaningful things. She had not.
Before midnight, Faith roused her maid to pack. If she were going to go in for a penny, she would be in for a pound. It was the wee hours of the morning when she, dressed in her fur lined hooded coat of sable, and a black silk gown, half boots, ducked into an unmarked coach her driver had brought round. They headed North, to the Red Boar.
Chapter Two
James Santon, viscount Remmington, “Remy” was in the coach yard of the Red Boar, early morning. His team of six grays were getting pats and praise as he checked over the harness. The coach attached was designed a bit like a wagon, open with six bench like seats, lacquered hard top, and it was decked out for Christmas with wreaths and swags, the brass lanterns polished. Fur lap robes lay in the seats to keep the passengers warm on their trip to the fair.
A tall figure, some six feet and four, James was slightly amused at how many of the gentry and titled he’d carried back and forth yesterday never recognized him as anything but “the driver.” He dressed much today as then, in black trousers, polished boots, white shirt, a long ankle length wool coat with a bright scarf of green that Matilda had made for him—his fur lined gloves a gift from David and Robby, and the beaver hat, new, sporting a sprig of holly on the brim.
Of course, he did not miss being recognized since his years of separating himself from society. His wavy black hair was tied back, longer than he had worn it in youth, which helped. He sometimes donned tinted glasses in winter because of the glare of sun and snow. Like his departed brother and father, he bore the muscle and broad shoulders, long legs. Of Stanton men. Their bloodlines were of strong stock.
As he smoothed the silken gray hide of the lead mount, having brushed them down earlier, he mused it was an odd paring from the start between himself and Katherine. Nevertheless, he had mistaken her high energy and liveliness for what it was not. His head had been turned, his heart lost.
Katherine could have no more been faithful to him than she could have been a nurturer to their children. She was ambitious, selfish and incapable of having empathy. Once the raging fire from the scandal, that hellish two years, was put out. He’d let go and picked up the pieces of himself, taking time, busy with raising the children and walking away from the aftermath of the duke’s attempting to crush him—eventually seeing how fortunate he was and laying the bitterness aside.
Breath misting in the crisp air, there were minute flakes floating from a deep blue sky when he heard an oncoming coach. Recognizing the quality of the horses, despite the unmarked doors, he nodded to the driver and continued to pat the lead as he watched the lads run out and assist.
The driver stepped down and opened the door. James saw the ruffle of coat hem and rich black silk gown and petticoats, fur-lined half boots, before the woman, gloved hand to her hood in effort to buffer the light snow, stepped down.
Whilst the driver spoke to the stable boys and saw to the unstrapping of bags, the woman stepped back and then turned. Her warm ivory skin flushed and bones of the aristocratic fineness he expected.
Having been looking around, her gaze landed on him at the head of his team. He nodded even while experiencing some niggle of recognition, struck by her jasper eyes and a strand of mink hair having escaped the wide hood.
The yard was busy, growing noisy because patrons were exiting the stone and timber Inn, either heading to coaches or horses, some enjoying a cheroot as they awaited others he would drive to the fair.
She stared at him several moments before nodding back, and turned to the driver, speaking to the lads, then was walking toward the Inn, having to pass him as she did so.
James openly watched her, as did several males. He the more curious because he thought he should know her. She was handsome in that mature way, certainly confident and self-possessed. When she was within touching distance, she turned her head once more, face and hair rimmed by the rabbit fur hood. He saw the clear amber of her eyes, discreetly darkened lashes, and light pink lips. Her nose was proud, as was her chin. Overall not beautiful, but arresting. That skein of mink hair showing was glossy and silken. She was not particularly tall, but carried herself with the ease most blue bloods would.
“Good morning, Madam,” he murmured more to receive some response, thinking he would recognize her voice.
“Sir.” She nodded slightly and paused, looking at the grays and passenger coach. “You would be transporting passengers to the York fairs?”
“Yes. First trip is…” he reached in his coat for his pocket watch and checked it, putting it back, meeting her eyes as he supplied, “Half hour.”
Her gaze was going over him, over his face, and James relaxed for two reasons. One, if she knew him, knew the old scandal, he did not particularly care. Two, if she liked what she saw, he would know soon enough. He did not normally bed women of her ilk, but the impact of her stare, her looks, yes, he was instantly attracted. He had few and far between bedding at all in the last few years. Too busy being a father.
Her gaze moved and she looked away, murmuring, “Perhaps I shall be settled in time to make it.”
“There’s another this evening. I bring the first group back and—”
“Thank you.” She nodded and continued to the Inn. “I’ll endeavor to make the first trip.”
“Sir. Sir—”
James turned, seeing one of the teen-aged lads who came in to work a few days a week. Since he lived not five miles away, James was familiar with most everyone at the Red Boar. It served as Inn/Tavern and local meeting place for anything important. Good for a game of cards, a drink, and good company.
“The post, sir.” The boy handed him several missives.
“Thank you, Henry.” He tucked them in his pocket for reading whilst waiting at the fair and gave the lad coins. Later having filled his flask with brandy and coffee, he slipped it into the deep pocket of his coat and began handing up his passengers. Gentlemen and ladies, lads and their shy young ladies, exuberant country folk, all in High Holiday spirits.
He had just handed up a vicar and his wife, two of their daughters, when he turned and found his palm touched by supple soft Kid gloves and caught a whiff of subtle perfume.
“My lady.” He assisted the woman who had arrived this morning up. Noting she wore a black suede coat with gray fur trim. Her hood replaced by a matching round fur hat that fit over her ears and framed her face.
He watched her take a seat in the first row, and handed two more up, before getting to his driving seat. As the journey commenced and someone began singing a holiday melody, he joined in now and then, admiring the pristine landscape, and brisk air, conscious of a pair of jasper eyes on his back often.
The group, kept warm by both coal fed braises and fur lap robes, laughed and jested, talked and sang, excited obviously and in a festive mood. He did not hear the woman talk at all, nor sing, but glanced back at some point, finding her watching the others and observing with a slight smile.
They arrived in a bit over an hour, James halting the team and nodding to the post boys hired to assist. There was general laughter and talk as people were let down, eyeing the fairyland before them and discussing what to do first.
Part of the grounds attached to an old castle. Its walls once encompassing city streets and land beyond. The area stretched far and wide and held decorated boots with foods, artisans and craftsmen. Tents with puppet shows, troops of actors. Along the way, fires and smoke wafted up the scents of roasting chestnuts, gingerbread and even fowl. There was beer and spirits, musicians of every sort, and sellers of every kind. The cheerful bustle of people, laughing and calling out, mingled with bells and flute.
Clothing; bright neck cloths and hats, ladies coats were rich against last night’s snow. Children ran hither and yon. Young bucks and farm lads with a maid on their arm, animals in one tent for both viewing and purchasing.
The lake beyond was already crowding with skaters. Bright ribbons fluttered from poles and tent tops, delicious sweet smells luring one to brave even the thickest crowds onward. Carolers strolled with their cups, collecting for orphanages and the like.
James finished securing the team and exchanged his driving gloves for a pair of warmer ones. Standing there, he was watching the woman who had taken a few steps but seemed to be merely looking around, not quite sure where to go or what to do.
He retied his scarf and tucked into the wide lapels of the coat and then headed her way. He intended to look around, spend the two hours amusing himself and then climb back aboard and read his letters until time to leave.
He reached her, his arm brushing her own, and gazing down and aside as she looked up.
“First time at the fairs?”
“Yes.” Her gaze went over his face and then she looked away. Murmuring next, “It’s a bit…overwhelming.”
“Not your usual holiday amusement.”
“No,” she admitted, confirming what he did not need her to. Minor gentry, a few country aristocrats enjoyed fairs, very few London ladies would.
“I’m James.” He turned further and offered his hand.
She looked at it, and then placed her own. “Lady…Faith.”
He raised his brow at that broken offering, but after shaking her hand offered, “I’d be glad to escort you, if it would make you more comfortable.”
“It would.” She laughed uncomfortably.
He took her hand and tucked it in his arm, leading her among the crowds. James enjoyed the atmosphere as much as anyone, breathing the scents and entertained by sights, interested in the offerings at stalls and booths, everything one could imagine and more.
But James found himself watching her face and gaze, more often than not, walking slow enough so that if she paused to examine something or look closer, he was still holding her arm or standing close enough to view her expression—hear her questions to the booth keeper.
“If you wish to buy anything—” He plucked one of the baskets from a stack and held it.
She bought two ivory carved angels, which the carver wrapped. They moved onward, James pointing out different things, attempting to put her at ease with some irony. He knew he had met her in London at some time in his past, and he gathered much from the fine cut of her clothing, her speech and manner, the way she carried herself. She was as out of place at the moment as a milkmaid would be at a debutante ball.
“Am I taking up time you would spend making your own purchases?” She glanced up at him at one point.
“Not at all. I’ll be back this evening, but I’ll buy a few things this trip.” His green eyes went over her face. “Relax and enjoy yourself. “ His grin was wry.
She drew in a breath and nodded, saying, “You are likely perceptive enough to wonder what a lady like myself is doing two days before Christmas—”
“If I am, my lady, ‘tis not enough to pry.” James knew then that she knew him to be more than just a driver. “How one spends one holiday, or any day, is one’s own affair. Outside certain circles and certain societies, people tend to have more on their minds than the affairs of others.”
Her face flushed but she nodded, and from that point James stopped trying to probe his memory and simply enjoyed himself. He let himself think of her as simply a handsome woman he was escorting about at a fair. He was attracted, enjoyed her scent, her voice, the things a man would in a woman’s presence. She was not shy. Much too sophisticated to be so. Nevertheless, a bit out of her element—which gave him an edge. He was still a man, after all. In addition, whatever changes his divorce, the scandal, and his new life brought him—that part of him did not fade. He had spent his share of nights struggling between his needs and his hard-learned lessons.
Mid-way through the tour, James threw his head back and laughed whilst watching from below a makeshift stage, the play amusing and entertaining. The Christmas fairies were in a mock duel with bungling thieves, but in the end Father Christmas dispensed with the lot by way of his sack, knocking several off the stage to the amused roar of the watching crowds.
He bought gifts for his children; a pen set for James, his namesake, and ribbons for the girls—a book he knew Matilda would enjoy. He had already sent Christmas gifts but there would be extra this year. He would bloody well miss them and their traditional Christmas dinner.
“What of this one?” Lady Faith reached him a beautifully bound book of fairy tales.
He examined it and then eyed her. “My daughter Katherine would enjoy it.”
“Allow me to purchase it.”
He argued. She won. Then having it wrapped, she gazed up at him and said ruefully, “I’ve never played the role of Fairy God Mother. It feels quite nice.”
Moving on after the book was added, James murmured, “You are wed, have children?”
“Widowed thrice. No children.”
He stopped and gazed down at her. “Countess—”
“Yes. But call me Faith.” She was acutely uncomfortable and it showed. She looked anywhere but his eyes. “And please, the morning has been so pleasant. Do not let my—whatever you know of me, spoil it.”
Now he recalled everything. Glimpses of her in ballrooms aligned with other ton dragons. Even young she had that haughty and aloof look. Gowned in lavender or black, in his memory—having that stance of detached power.
“And you, of course, recognize me?”
“Yes.” She was looking over to the right, her face flushed but voice steady. “You’ve changed little, aside from maturing better than most and….”
“And—” Now he was simply intrigued. A dozen questions as to why, why was she here, why—
“I am impressed.” She finally met his gaze. “As rude as this could sound, I sense a confidence and contentment in you that few the dissipated and cynical lords in London display. And, to be sure, you are more fit that your peers. Although ‘tis ruder still to bring up a past you may well like to forget, I think the Lady Katherine was a fool on several accounts. But then, she has her despot of a duke and a string of equally weak and wastrel lovers…and has what she deserves.”
He could not help but mutter, “I seem to recall no such opinions voiced when it would have mattered.”
“No,” she did not deny it. “Regardless of what anyone in society knows, has known for a hundred years, the hypocrisy and power plays, the pettiness—I am answerable for myself. I have no excuse other than one plays one’s own hand to win—however shallow the prize. In some sense, one becomes oblivious or immune to what others think or feel.”
“I’ve no regrets. They are a waste of time.”
She smiled sadly. “I have many. Too much time. Too much of everything that somehow means nothing.”
After probing her gaze, they moved onward, James indeed not wasting thoughts on the past. He instead found himself mentally shaking his head at the fact that a woman as powerful, as wealthy, as known as the Countess of Wesingham was on his arm. Here at a winter fair, in the rustic north. Here voicing—regret?
Keeping up with the papers, having known who was whom back when he’d brought his wife to London and into society, he knew she’d wed three men. The first years older, rich and powerful. The second in his fifties—some rich lord also, who was political minded and influential. The last he knew less about, though he was sure fit the mold of the others.
“How old are you?” He blurt, too into his thoughts to consider the rudeness of inquiring.
“Twenty nine.”
He watched her then, amid the crowd, making a few purchases, nibbling chestnuts and sipping warm mead—watched her with a kind of curiosity. Because for all he knew why matches were made, how power was attained, kept, and hers was the perfect example of how to do it right, he had that image of her aloof and detached—and wondered though he shouldn’t, at what sacrifice she’d gained it.
Having been there himself, he guessed the obvious ones. Nevertheless, here, seeing her outside her comfortable box, he was damned curious.
“Are you here by accident?” He asked as they stood later, watching skaters on the lake.
“No. More like impulse.” She had her gloved hands clasped before her, a snowy breeze lifting a strand of her hair. “More like a desperate attempt to prove to myself life is not as empty as it sometimes feels.”
“You’ve no family at all?”
“No.” She shook her head, then laughed and glanced at him wryly. “But I’ve a thousand acquaintances. My trays overflow with invites.”
His gaze remained steady. “You were aware I was here—how?”
“I intercepted, by accident, a letter you intended for someone else. I instead wrote you—”
He reached in his pockets, half-drawing out the letters before she stopped him, her hand over his own. “Please. Read them later.”
She shook her head, her eyes imploring. “Though it could seem I am doing you a favor—the opposite is true. You shall be doing so for me. You have already, today. I am likely to never have children, and I shall not wed again, for what is the point? My income, my status, my life is secure. If I go through it, going through the same motions, fulfilling my role and duty as always, there is nothing-meaningful left behind. It is no one’s affair but yours, and mine. I depend upon your character to indulge me in my requests and actions, for this holiday, this Christmas, I beg of you, try.”
He drew in a breath and released it. Nodding, to he knew not what, and eventually they turned, strolling back. It was nearing the return trip.
Before the other’s gained the coach, he helped her up and regarded her where she sat, also looking at him. “My home is not far from the Red Boar. I should have brought others and returned by the dinner hour. Would you like to join me for a meal?”
“I would love to.” She nodded.
He grinned slightly, shaking his head but busy afterwards attending passengers.
Chapter Three
Faith had been unable to secure the best rooms at the Red Boar and had a small common chamber with a few drafts and comforts, but she did not particularly care. By dim lamplight and noting the frosted over windows, she stripped and washed, eyeing her unbound hair, just past her shoulders and warm cream skin that covered in chills.
Nipples erect and pale, body slim and lithe, she struggled mentally between a certain humility that had descended this holiday—, one that grew as she spent her morning in the presence of Viscount Remmington—observing his confident manner, his easy laugh and unaffected strength—and an attraction that was utterly unexpected.
She recalled him dark, but not quite so. His hair raven, but not that blue black. She recalled him strong and tall, but the impact of standing next to a man, virile, muscled, in his prime, was different. His voice deep and smooth. His eyes—dear lord, such intense jade eyes. After the satin and velvet dandies, the oiled and padded lords of the ton, he was simply quite earthy and compelling.
He had dimples. Yes. The bloody man had a beautiful white smile, and dimples. His hair was shoulder length she would guess, just wavy enough. His brows straight, nose Roman—lips, ah…what lips. It was likely a good thing he had vanished from the ton, for young girls would be breaking their hearts for him. It would not matter his divorce and scandal, his lack of income. James Santon, viscount Remmington would have his pick of brides.
For all she felt flushed, silly, not herself at all, Faith resigned to be outwardly her usual confident self. She dressed first in white stockings, tying them mid-thigh, then a camisole of white lace and tying a petticoat at her hips that was two layers of silk and lace. The gown she buttoned up was low bodice, pushing up her orange sized breasts, and falling straight from the pearl band under those breasts. It allowed the lace and satin to show an inch. Her feet she slid into leather shoes, high heeled and matching the topaz gown. She put pearls in her ears and combed her hair, bringing it up with combs before applying subtle cosmetics.
Faith looked at her image in the mirror, not seeing her haughty expression, nor actually the detached sophisticate. She knew her gowns fit her to perfection, that the style was unique and fabric rich. She drew on elbow length gloves of white silk and regarded her heightened color, her more intense eyes. This was the Faith she had never met. Heart thudding, skin flushed, blood flowing too quickly.
Turning she picked up the amber cloak with white fur and drew it on. She fretted that she should have dressed less lavish. Her stomach tensed from it. However, in the end, she walked below to await him, seeing no point in pretending—though sad, somehow that she had reached this age, this position, and never before been this anxious for anything in her life. Not her marriages, not a ball or meeting some crown prince. Nothing—like anticipating a meal with a scandalized and divorced viscount.
Faith reasoned that she’d had no real childhood dreams, fairy tale aspirations, because she had known her parent’s expectation of her. She had known her husband’s too, and been trained to do her duty. Yes she had thought too, that power and status, would somehow make her feel—something—fulfilling. Perhaps children would have given her another identity—something as intimate as “mother.” Yet reflecting on her husbands, their need for society wife and hostess, her place in the ton, she would have likely had the same distant and formal relationship her parents had with herself.
There was nothing—absolutely anything—of a personal identity in her existence. If she had ever known “Faith” the person, with thoughts and dreams, with wants and feelings, she had long, long ago, before marriage even, lost her.
The common room was noisy and crowded when he entered. Night having fallen, and snow blowing in, though still minute and wet. Faith watched as he removed his hat and looked around, the sharp air having made his cheeks more ruddy, but his green eyes more jade.
He nodded and she stood, making her way through the arriving patrons, some seating themselves. Others, standing and talking. His gaze followed her progress, moving over her in ways that did nothing to help her flush. She should have worn a plain wool gown and—
“Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
He gave her his arm, settling his hat and soon led her out the door.
“Don’t you want to warm yourself?”
“I normally enjoy and evening at the Red Boar but after a noisy day, and it is crowded in there, I’ll admit I’m looking forward to my own hearth.” He helped her up into a buggy with mismatched horses. As he closed the door, obviously intending to drive them, he gazed at her and offered, “You look lovely, countess.”
“Thank you.” It sounded tight and when he was atop and driving she scolded herself. She received that polite comment often, but knew it was seldom genuine. It was something polite that people offered.
Sighing, Faith rested her head back and relaxed, hoping he was not too cold considering he had been out all day. Later, she would not know how long the drive took. Because she was in a muse the entire journey, and still just a bit shocked she had followed her impulses. Shocked that she—the countess of Wesingham—was here, with no real plan, no real idea what role she was playing, or how to go on, really.
But arrive they did, and when he opened the door, Faith took his hand, stepping out in the bricked drive of a quaint stone house, amber lights glowing inside and wreaths on the windows. It was like a miniature country manor, with lampposts and neat snow covered lawn, hedges and low stone wall. Two chimneys puffed smoke up to the dark sky and scented the snow tinged air.
“I’ll just see to the horses,” he said.
She turned watching him head toward a stone stable, hearing some young voice greet him. She was walking towards the front door, a polished one with red ribbon and bells, when it opened.
“Bless me. You look like a Christmas angel, you do.” A plump woman with white hair stood in the doorway beaming.
“Not quite.” Faith nodded to the woman’s curtsey.
“This is countess Wesingham,” came James’s deep voice as he caught up with her. “Faith, this is Mrs.Wilchon. Our housekeeper.”
“How do you do.”
“Fine, Madam. Please come in, warm yourselves. My goodness this is wet weather. I have a nice meal prepared…”
Faith let herself be bustled through and led to a warm stone fireplace in the great room. High beams and comfortable furnishings, a bit rustic, but that made it all the quaint. The mantle was decorated, as was a table in the corner.
“Excuse me whilst I change.” The viscount met her gaze and she nodded, watching him go round and up a set of stairs.
“I’ll bring you some nice tea,” The housekeeper said hurrying to the other side, an open room with dining table and wall of windows, chandelier glowing warmly.
Removing her outerwear, Faith laid them on the chair back, then took off her gloves—something not done in society, but she felt terribly overdressed. The housekeeper returned with tea, and Faith thanked her.
“I’ll just finish setting the table.”
When she had gone, Faith walked around the open room, seeing several heirlooms that must have been in the viscount’s family for years. She went to the far wall and spied a family portrait, not long ago done obviously— for the Viscount looked not a day different.
All of the children, five of them in the painting, two oldest standing behind and a son each by his knee, a young girl seated on a footstool in front.
James was in a black velvet jacket and black slacks and boots, a white shirt but no cravat. His hair was loose, waving like silk to his shoulders, his strong bones handsome and gaze direct. She looked at what must have been his brother’s children, James with deep auburn hair and hazel eyes, quite handsome and tall. Matilda blond, shapely and blue eyed. A pretty young woman. Robert and David both black hair and green eyed, tall and looking very much like their father. The youngest girl Kate would be a striking woman someday, her handsomeness there, but needing growing into. She had the coloring of her brothers. There was a hint of dimple in her smile.
They looked—natural, happy—and very much the perfect family despite the absence of a mother. The children’s personality she could almost see from the expression, the twinkle of an eye or hint of grin.
Hearing the tread of footfalls, she turned, holding her cup, feeling a bit knee weak as James came into view. He wore dove gray trousers, very snug and a white shirt and dove gray jacket to his hips, high polished boots. His hair was down, still a bit damp, but when his gaze found hers, she was unsettled by his jade stare.
“I’ve read your missives,” he began and paused as the housekeeper brought him coffee. He thanked her and when she departed came over to stand by Faith, gazing up at the portrait whilst he sipped. He brought with him the warmth of male skin, soapy fresh scents and some wintry mint smell.
James said, “Matilda can make her own decision, to accept or decline your offer.”
“I hope she will accept. I would be more than happy to have her stay with me—”
His gaze turned on her, probing. “Why is that? Why my family—”
“Because the opportunity came.” She admitted, “I don’t know how else to explain. I know it is not like me. I know it seems out of my character. I am not known to be generous above what’s required.”
She flushed again. “I accidentally got that letter. I was already—in a mood. And well, I am taking advantage, hoping you will see the genuine desire to do something heartfelt, instead of having other motives.”
She looked away and took a sip from her cup, then turned again finding he was watching her still. Faith sighed. “Women like myself do not admit weakness or regret. We should be ashamed to have any, for we have everything—enviable by others. I admit that other than this time of year, I ignore whatever pangs I may have quite nicely—for another year. This year, I cannot. I don’t want to.”
He turned to face her, his swarthy fingers on the earthen mug. He looked so dark, so tall and strong to Faith, that she found herself wondering if she was mad, to be here, to have done what she already had…
“I am not prepared to answer yet. I thought on your offer to Matte, and to Kate. I consider myself a fair hand at reading people and sense there is more no doubt, you want. I had the trip back and whist I refreshed, to ponder it.”
His lashes dipped a tad. “I knew of you, remember you somewhat, that aloof character—that was absent— pleasantly so, today. I do not have to explain to you my reluctance to keep company with women of your society. I say that, owning up to mistrust and perhaps an aversion to the whole ideal of your sort. You see I have raised my children, the girls, both of them feel as daughters to me, and my sons. I am protective of them, of our close family bonds. I have long considered it a blessing my marriage to Katherine did not work.”
Faith braced herself whilst he took a sip of his coffee.
He went on, “In many ways, however, my children are independent, free to think and dream for themselves. Free of the rules that so misguide us as young adults into thinking we must wed a certain type, for certain reasons—and truth and loyalty, love does not matter above pretences…and the approval of women such as yourself.”
Her face flushed further, but Faith used her long learned composure to appear the listener without reactions. Nonetheless, she guessed he read her well enough.
Finishing his coffee, he set the cup down and attending Mrs. Wilchon as she announced dinner. He offered Faith his hand.
She took it, allowing him to seat her at the table. Murmuring thanks when Mrs. Wilchon served her. It smelled wonderful and was served on fine china, wine and coffee both at her elbow, and aside from fish and fowl there were winter vegetables, bread an array of pies and sweets.
After eating a few bites, and when the housekeeper left, James drew her attention again. Forearms by his plate and gaze holding hers, while he said quietly, “I have decided to consider that you are an attractive woman whose company today has been interesting and enjoyable. My curiosity aside, and I am, by this whole encounter, I found myself not quite ready to reject your presence.”
He sat back and his fingertips touched his wineglass, eyes going over her face. “Not in a thousand years would a man of my history amid the ton, be sitting at a table with the Countess of Wesingham. Even had I stayed amid society.”
“That is true,” she acknowledged.
He took a sip from his glass and then set it down, his gaze still on her. “I discovered once, that women are not always what they seem. That promises and oaths are easily cast aside. That we can be misled by our own wants, blinded by different emotions. Should I consider the reverse can be said—that you may be more than my impression of you, more than the character so well known in upper circles, that you are heartfelt and genuine, I should give you the benefit of the doubt.” Softly he finished, “For you see, Countess, here is my world, my territory, and my power to accept or deny—anyone.”
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