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Tension churned Alices stomach as the carriage rolled through Blatchfords familiar gates. Spending Christmas here was a mistake. Why hadnt she feigned sickness? More importantly, why had she accepted a position with the Westlakes, knowing that they always attended this house party?

But in the cold days of January, desperation had kept her from thinking this far ahead. Lady Westlake had offered her shelter, security, and the dignity of earning both. Even considering the consequences would have left her no choice. Returning to England had backed her into a corner with no other exit  hardly the first time that impulsive behavior had caused trouble. She had a long history of mistakes and poor judgment.

The worst consequence this time was Christmas at Blatchford. It had been ten years since her last seasonal visit. Ten years of anger, pain, grief, guilt, and loneliness. Returning brought her full circle, back to the scene of her first mistake  innocuous compared to later ones, but she dreaded meeting even these earliest ghosts. They could rip open deeper wounds.

Dont wake William yet, she murmured, staying seven-year-old Michaels hand as he reached for his young brother. Hell just fuss.

But Michaels voice died at the look in her eye.

We will not reach the house for at least a quarter hour. 

There goes a fox! Ten-year-old Elizabeth distracted Michaels attention. 

Where?

By that wall.

Already it was gone. Michael opened his mouth to complain, but his eye lit on another prize. Look! Theres snow in the ruins. His bouncing jarred William. Do you think well get more?

Perhaps. William whimpered in protest, but Alice did not notice. She was trying to steady her breathing. 

Snow in the ruins. The snow had been unusually heavy ten years ago, especially around the ruins. Few had ventured so far from the house, so the crypt had offered privacy impossible to find elsewhere.

I love visiting Grandfather at Christmas. Elizabeths voice cut across the memory. 

It is a wonderful house party, Alice agreed. My family always spent Christmas here when I was a girl.

I forgot. Elizabeth sounded uncertain for once, perhaps sensing her governesss distress. But she didnt remain subdued for long. Do you think Uncle Frank is here yet?

And Uncle George? Maybe hell let me ride his horse again.

Alice let them prattle. Anything was better than answering their questions. She hated Christmas. The pain was always worse then. Time had not eased it, for every time she began to heal, some new trauma would revive all the old ones. This year promised to be no different.

He would be here. 

Masons and Caristokes had married often. Thus the two family heads, the Earls of Blatchford and Pembroke, held combined Christmas house parties so no one had to choose which tie to honor. It was a tradition that dated back more than fifty years. This year Blatchford was the host, just as he had been ten years ago.

She shivered, then cursed herself. Allowing her discomfort to show would draw the very attention she wanted to avoid. Few had known about that holiday flirtation, so there should be no questions. And surely she had learned how to fade into the background. Since leaving England, she had traveled thousands of miles, seen much, done much, endured far too much…

She stifled the newer memories, though the embarrassment of her last visit remained. Even at seventeen, she should have known better. Her mother may have been Blatchfords third cousin and her father the younger son of a baronet, but that placed them firmly in the gentry. So why had she taken the attentions of Pembrokes son seriously? He had merely been amusing himself with a harmless holiday flirtation  harmless in his eyes.

No one will remember, she reminded herself sharply. Even he will have forgotten. He wont even know you are here. Do your job and put the past behind you.

The coach wheeled across the stone bridge that offered a spectacular view of the manor. They had met here more than once to talk, to admire the view, and to watch the water  it tumbled too quickly to freeze, its motion one of the few signs of life when snow draped the landscape. The willow that had sheltered their first kiss still stood sentinel on the far bank.

Stop this!

She raised her eyes to the house that sprawled across acres of hilltop. A thousand years old at its core, it loomed like something out of a nightmare. But that perception arose from her own distress. Despite its piecemeal construction, the facade unified the whole into an image many found welcoming. 

Can I explore the tower this year? demanded Elizabeth. The oldest courtyard was off limits to the younger children.

Ask your grandfather. 

Michael was again bouncing with excitement. She absently calmed him, but her thoughts remained mired in relentless memory. The carriage rolled past the ice skating cove where he had plied her with chocolate as they warmed themselves by the fire. Farther along was the grove that supplied Christmas greenery, including the mistletoe that hung throughout the house. That ancient oak had sheltered them from prying eyes. The lakeside folly, the sledding hill… 

Shrieks of ancient laughter echoed in her ears. She could almost feel the cold wind in her face and his warm legs wrapped around her hips. They had overturned into a drift, where he had landed on top, his mouth a scant inch from hers…

Enough!

She tucked the rug tighter around Williams legs. Reliving the past was pointless  and painful. She should have accepted his attentions in the spirit in which he had offered them. And if she had not been so stupidly naïve, she would have. It was time to put the past behind her. He was now nine-and-twenty, more than old enough to have set up his nursery. Thus her fears were groundless.

She ignored a wave of shudders, attributing them to the cold that had long since invaded the coach. His marital status was irrelevant. For her own peace of mind, she would avoid him, but that would be easy. Blatchford housed hundreds of guests during the Christmas season. Even when she brought the children downstairs, she could stay out of sight.

Unwillingly, her eyes returned to the window. The setting sun lit the house with a rosy glow, but it still offered her no welcome. A lap robe warmed her thinly gloved hands, but nothing could warm her heart. As always, the chill came from her soul.

William awoke as the carriage lurched onto the steepest portion of the drive, but even his fussing could no longer distract her. They were nearly there.

Please dont let him be in the hall.

Michael and Elizabeth jumped out the moment the carriage rocked to a halt. She barely prevented William from falling as he tumbled after them.

Uncle George! Michael shouted as Blatchfords oldest son, Lord Rufton, appeared at the top of the stairs.

Uncle Frank!

Grandmother!

The childrens voices rang out as Ruftons brother and parents appeared. Aristocratic reserve collapsed under excited greetings. But not until Ruftons eyes passed over her without pausing, did Alice finally relax. Rufton was his closest friend. If he saw only a governess, then she was safe. Thank God that the aristocracy rarely looked at servants. 

Yet pain tempered her relief. For the first time, she admitted that seeing him again was not her greatest fear. It was seeing his eyes slide past her with no sign of recognition.

* * * *

Jeremy Caristoke pulled his muffler tighter and swore at the snow swirling outside the carriage. Only a fool would press on in these conditions, but even a short halt would strand him. Christmas was in two days. It would be unbearably rude to miss the annual house party, especially since one of the guests was there by his invitation. He could only hope that continuing on would not prove fatal. 

Where were they?

This predicament was his own fault. He should have started home a week earlier, but he had been enjoying his stay with Thomass family. At three, his godson was curious as a cat  which often led to trouble  but Jeremy loved the boy like a son and could rarely stay angry at him.

He sighed. Would he ever have children of his own? 

It seemed an odd question for a man many considered a prime catch, but while Lady Luck had often smiled on him, providing health, wealth, and a host of good friends, his most cherished dream  a loving wife and family  remained beyond reach. 

He had first fallen in love while still at Oxford, but the girl had played him for a fool, disappearing without a word. It had been a portent for his life.

Another sigh escaped as later interests paraded through his mind. Elizabeth had turned him down, wedding Wrexham barely a week after his own proposal. His next tendre had been for Thomass wife, though he had hidden his attraction and, in the four years since their marriage, had transformed it into friendship. Thomass sister Eleanor had accepted Captain Hanson before hed decided whether to offer for her. At least he was in good company over Millicent Avery, who had turned everyone down, preferring to remain scandalously single.

Which left Miss Victoria Havershoal. He had courted her during the Season and had added her name to the Blatchford guest list. But he could not make up his mind whether to make an offer  which was another reason he had dawdled. Did he care for her beyond casual friendship? Could he share a bed with her for the rest of his life? 

Even more than marriage, he wanted a family. He had a score of nieces, nephews, and godchildren  and loved every one of them  but they could never compare to children of his own. Every year the ache grew stronger, but never quite enough to push him into a marriage of convenience.

So he was back to Victoria. She was intelligent, possessed a good sense of humor, and also wanted a family. Her breeding was equal to his, her training impeccable, her looks far above average, her interests compatible. She would make a perfect wife, so why had he not already proposed? Was cowardice holding him back, or was there a deeper problem?

Caroline and Thomas hovered before his eyes. They were so very much in love, often reading each others minds and exchanging looks that were downright embarrassing to witness. He envied them, which contributed to his current dilemma, for he wanted that same connection with his wife.

Why had Lady Luck favored his siblings, yet ignored him? Even Harold, the oldest, who had entered a marriage of convenience to secure the succession, had found love with his wife.

He sighed. Five happily married siblings with eighteen well-loved offspring made family gatherings increasingly painful. No matter how much he enjoyed seeing them, he felt odd man out.

At least George was still single  the only person close to him who was. But that would not last long. As heir to Blatchford, George was under mounting pressure to secure the succession  which would give Victoria plenty of company. Lady Blatchford made sure that every gathering included candidates for George.

As the carriage skidded, he again berated himself for waiting so long. Blatchford might be more accessible in poor weather than Pembroke Park, but it was risky to remain on the road. Vicious gusts of wind were slamming into the door.

Tightening his muffler, he returned his thoughts to Victoria. Finding someone better could take years. Could he learn to love her? He must decide before he arrived. If he singled her out, he would have to propose. If he ignored her, everyone would assume she was another of Lady Blatchfords protégées. At least his family was not pressing him. Poor George.

The carriage again lurched, its lanterns briefly illuminating a folly. He let out a sigh of relief. They were nearly there. He would not die by the wayside after all. Pulling out a pocket watch, he was shocked to find that it was midnight.

You made it! exclaimed George when Jeremy staggered into the hall.

Barely. I should have left Thomass sooner. Rouse help for my coachman. Hes been through hell since this snow started.

Already done. How is our godson? 

Jeremy relaxed. More mischievous than ever. He upset a vat of milk in the dairy last week trying to dip out some cream for one of the barn cats.

Laughing, George led him to his room. Miss Havershoal has been here for two days. Are you still interested in her, or is she one of Mothers maidens?

I dont know, he admitted, sobering. Ive not seen her since July and cant make up my mind. Perhaps meeting her again will help.

Or perhaps not. Have you eaten?

He shook his head. I dared not stop. As it was, we barely made it.

Then Ill have something sent up. Most people have retired, though billiards and cards are still going.

Tomorrow. A light meal is all I need tonight.

George left him spreading numbed fingers above the fire. Now that he was safe, he was shivering harder than before.
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Did you see me knock off Uncle Franks hat? demanded Michael. His next snowball struck Mercurys ear, dropping fragments onto the statues winged foot.

You have excellent aim, agreed Alice.

Maybe, but Uncle Frank won, Elizabeth taunted. He threw you in a snowdrift. 

Thats not winning. I wanted him to, said Michael stoutly, aiming at a birds nest, then plastering a stone lion in the eye.

Alice smiled as she led the way back to the house. The storm had created a winter wonderland that few could resist. Children and adults had tumbled out, launching a resounding game of snowballs that eventually included half the guests. And their exuberance was catching. For the first time in years, the sight of snow did not make her cringe.

But the easing of one painful memory had little effect on the others. Or perhaps it had been her breakfast with the Caristoke governesses. 

Mr. Jeremy made it after all, Miss Anders had reported. Lord Welman had feared that the weather would keep him away, but he arrived at midnight. Welman was her employer, Jeremys oldest brother.

The children will be pleased to see their favorite uncle, said Miss Norris. Lady Wormsley was convinced that he would slide into a ditch and freeze to death.

So much had changed in ten years. Lady Wormsley was one of his sisters. Alice remembered her as a giggling twelve-year-old and had trouble picturing her five years wed, with two children of her own. Was Jeremy married? She had heard no disturbance during the night, but the Caristoke children were housed at the other end of the wing, so she could easily have slept through an arrival.

He will be relieved that Miss Havershoal arrived before the storm, said Miss Highwater. My lady was delighted that he invited the girl. It is past time that he wed. Of course, he should have made his offer last Season  hed courted her long enough. Miss Havershoal was heartbroken when he left town without a word.

Miss Anders sniffed, dismissing Lady Tewsports delight and Miss Havershoals megrims. Dont exaggerate. She had half a dozen suitors and favored none of them. But I expect well see a betrothal by Twelfth Night.

Twelfth Night! Lady Wormsley anticipates an announcement at the Christmas ball. If it isnt all but settled, he would not have brought her here.

Alice ceased listening. Jeremys plans did not matter. Whatever his intentions toward Miss Havershoal  and she was less credulous than these gossiping governesses, for she well knew his penchant for toying with female affections  she did not want to see him. But he was unlikely to visit the childrens wing. His late arrival explained why he had not joined the company for snowballs. She had journeyed through blizzards often enough to know how enervating it was.

But even if he paid a visit to his nieces and nephews, avoiding him would be easy. As an invisible servant, she could slip quietly away. When the company gathered greens after breakfast, she would stay in the background. He would never even notice her.

After helping her charges into dry clothing, she escorted them to the schoolroom for their breakfast. A three-year-old scampered across the floor and bumped into her leg. 

Josh! she gasped. 

The room swirled as she stared down at a cap of brown curls so familiar she nearly screamed. 

But when the lad turned his face up, it silenced her. 

Foolish woman! She willed her heart to stop pounding. Those blue eyes bore no resemblance to Joshs chocolate brown. This chin was weaker, the forehead wider, the lips thinner.

Josh was dead, she reminded herself, deliberately repeating the words as she pulled composure around her like a cloak. 

Idiot! You should have expected this.

Many children in this house would resemble him. She had often been mistaken for various cousins in her own youth, so she should have prepared for the likelihood. It was yet another consequence to accepting this position.

If only she wasnt a governess. Living with children kept too many memories alive. Four years hadnt begun to dull that pain.

* * * *

Jeremy glanced out the window while Stokes readied his shaving water. A flock of snow-caked children was straggling back to the house, chivvied along by a gaggle of governesses. One of the boys zinged a snowball into a statues head. 

He grinned. It looked like hed missed a whopping good time.

Breakfast could wait. Eighteen nieces and nephews would be wondering when he would arrive. It was past time to lay their fears to rest.

Shaving and dressing seemed to take forever, but at last he headed upstairs. Laughter led him to the schoolroom, where meals were always served during the holidays.

Harry, he called, spotting his sisters oldest the moment he opened the door. The lad was hugging a ladys knees but turned at the sound of his voice, then squealed and ran into his arms.

Unca Jemy! What did you bring me?

Laughing, he tossed Harry high into the air. Greedy little devil, arent you? But you must wait until tomorrow. No presents before Christmas.

The lady turned jerkily away and tripped over a chair. Still holding Harry, he lunged to catch her, then froze, unable to breathe.

It cant be! 

Without a word, she fled.

Ill be back in a minute, Harry, he mumbled, absently setting the boy down. Her flight proved she was no ghost. Lightheadedness weakened his knees. Someone should have warned him that she was back. 

Yet who knew he would care?

He raced after her and had nearly caught up when she dodged through a doorway. Jamming his foot in the opening, he pushed into the room, then jerked her around to face him.

It was her, all right. She might have pulled her hair into a ruthless knot, but her cap did not begin to conceal its blazing auburn. Green eyes glared at him. No one else had such clear color. All the old pain roared to life, choking him with remembered fury. How dared she return to taunt him?

Alice Walford. It really is you. I thought you went to America, or was that another of your lies?

My lies? She slapped his hands away, anger darkening those remarkable eyes. How dare you blame me for your own perfidy? I thought you despicable before, but this takes the cake. Was it a wager? How much did you win for my kisses?

What? Shock befuddled his mind. He loomed closer, trying to intimidate her into silence. I cant believe even you could twist the truth so badly. How can you live with yourself? 

She glared. I knew you were a cad, but I never thought your cruelty could extend this far. Have you no honor?

He hardly heard her through the buzzing in his ears. How many times had he wished she had chosen someone else for her holiday flirtation? How many nights had he lain awake fighting his hunger for her? What do you know of honor? You could at least have told me you were leaving the country.

How? You had already jilted me before Papa decided to go. Her eyes hardened. Not that it would have made a difference.

Of course not. She had deliberately used him. But her earlier words suddenly penetrated his mind. Jilted? You know very well I had no choice, Alice.

Mrs. McDougal, she corrected him stonily.

He flinched. Somehow he had never pictured her married. Was she up here visiting her children? Pain nearly doubled him over. Since when?

I married Malcolm aboard the ship that took us both to America, she said, chin held high. Not that its any of your business. There was no need to attack. I can hardly reveal your sins without calling my judgment into question for believing you.

Thats not what The pain exploding through her eyes paralyzed his voice.

So I feared, but youll not deceive me again, sir. I am not available for sport. If youll excuse me? 

Before he could respond, she was out the door. By the time he managed to follow, she was gone.

* * * *

Alice ducked into the tiny room she shared with Miss Parkenson, governess to one of the Mason cousins  with over two hundred guests visiting Blatchford, space was at a premium. She was lucky. The ladys maids were packed four to a bed in spaces smaller than this. Lower servants shared pallets in one of the attics.

Why had Jeremy arrived at precisely the instant she had been reeling with memories of Josh? At any other time, she could have melted away without notice. But back-to-back shocks had made her clumsy. 

She cursed under her breath.

His face looked much the same, though his body had filled out, broadening his shoulders. His hair still had a mind of its own, waving wildly around his ears and neck. His eyes had been hard today, but she knew they could soften with warmth  and with passion.

She shivered. Damn him. And damn her for still caring for him, despite everything. Malcolm had been a dear friend and a considerate husband, but he had never elicited the wild emotion Jeremy could raise with a single glance. And that had been good, she reminded herself sharply. He had protected her, physically and emotionally. Never in a million years would he have hurt her.

Memories assailed her. Jeremy had callously used her, his betrayal tearing her heart asunder, destroying her will to live. Such cruelty was unforgivable. 

Dont ever forget, she reminded herself again. Banish any sign of weakness. His sudden appearance had thrown her off balance, though she had quickly recovered, despite his unexpected fury  but she would not think about that. Her real danger did not come from him. It was in her. His touch still filled her with heat  and joy. 

To protect herself, she must remember the pain, remember the agony, remember that black moment when she had been poised to throw herself overboard and end it all. She could not survive a repetition of the past.

Tears stung her eyes, but she forced them back. I need your calm, Malcolm. She shuddered, but picturing his solidity soon brought her emotions under control. Dearest Malcolm. He had prevented her from jumping, then allowed her to cry out her distress on his shoulder. Under his quiet probing, she had bared the whole story. No one else knew about Jeremy, but Malcolm had caught her at a vulnerable moment. And he had understood her despair, for he had been trying to recover from his own blackness. 

But Malcolm was gone, and she knew Jeremy all too well. Her words had raised questions, so he would confront her again and again until he found satisfactory answers. He could charm the birds off the trees. Would he convince her that his desertion had been her fault? 

She shivered. 

For her own protection, she could not afford to lose her heart a second time. Never again would she ignore the gulf that separated them  a gulf far wider than it had been ten years ago. Governesses could not look to earls sons for anything but dalliance. Not even younger sons. She must not forget that truth. Avoiding him was the only way to retain her sanity.

* * * *

Jeremy returned to the schoolroom, though he barely registered the childrens exuberance. He listened to their tales with a corner of his mind and promised to join them on various expeditions, but most of his thoughts were mired in shock.

Mrs. McDougal. 

He shivered. 

Married aboard ship. 

Had she cared so little that she could turn to another within a month of leaving? His heart recoiled at the thought, yet he could hardly ignore the evidence. She had told him none of her plans, had left without a word, had immediately married another. Just as Elizabeth had done five years later. What was wrong with him that he commanded no allegiance  or even respect  from those he loved?

And now she had returned to England. Was her husband with her? Her children?

Stupid questions. I am not available for sport. Why else had she been in the schoolroom?

He glanced around as Harry handed him a ball, wondering which youngsters might be hers. Half a dozen were strangers, though that was not unusual. He knew most of the Caristoke relatives, but he had never bothered to seek out the more distant Mason connections  except Alice.

So which ones were hers? A girl in the corner shared her coloring. Another had her delicate build, promising to grow just as tall and slender. 

He grimaced, realizing the futility of the exercise. That last one was at least twelve years old. Any of the Masons were likely to resemble her since she had inherited many of the family features  as would half of the Caristokes. He had no way of knowing whether hers were even in this room. Children occupied this entire wing.

Giving up, he tackled his brothers twins, tickling them into giggling balls. A dozen others joined the melee, shrieking with laughter as they rolled across the floor. But his mind remained on Alice. 

In retrospect, his behavior had been abominable. Anger had blinded him from the moment he recognized her. His words had escaped without thought. Even if every one of them had been true, manners condemned him for speaking them aloud. And some of them had been false.

He had done her an injustice, it seemed. For ten years he had assumed that she had led him on, knowing that she would be leaving the country within a fortnight. Once she disappeared, he had suppressed all thought of her, never checking to see when the trip had been arranged.

Pride. His had taken a beating, so he had lashed out without thought or logic.

You had already jilted me before Papa decided to go. 

If that was true, he owed her an apology. After breakfast, the party would gather greenery. He must make peace with her. Christmas was a season for good will. Arguments  or even avoiding each other in the drawing room  would draw notice, leading to the exposure of a past neither wanted to reveal.

He headed for the breakfast room.

You look recovered, said George, meeting him on the stairs.

It took him a moment to recall his journey. Completely.

Hungry?

Starving.

George laughed. 

I ran into Mrs. McDougal in the schoolroom. When did she return to England? he asked lightly.

George looked surprised, then sighed. I forgot you wouldnt know. You didnt come up here last summer.

He shrugged. Estate problems had kept him in Sussex. He rarely came to Northumberland more than once a year anyway. Most of his family spent the Season in London. That and Christmas kept them in touch.

She turned up at Walford a little over a year ago, said George. Though she didnt get much of a welcome, since her grandmother had died back in 1811. He shook his head. Sir Edward has never forgiven her father, but he let her stay for the holidays before turning her off. She came here, and Agnes took her on as governess. She had references from a Boston family.

A governess. But he still owed her an apology. Rough life. I wonder what happened to her own family.

George shrugged. Her husband is dead, but I dont know how or when. She doesnt talk about America.

Jeremy fell silent. If Alice wasnt talking, then the story must be bad. She had always been open  something he should have remembered sooner. Only a disaster would close her off. What had she suffered?

But George had saved him from a faux pas. Asking after her family would be a mistake. And now he knew she would not appear for meals.

The breakfast room was nearly full. By the time he had filled a plate, the only seat left was next to Victoria.

Good morning, she said, smiling. Your journey must have been difficult. You arrived quite late.

Warnings sounded in his head. She was keeping track of his whereabouts. 

He had not yet decided what to do about her. Battling yesterdays storm had left him lethargic. His meeting with Alice had added to his mental confusion, distorting his impressions, and making intelligent decisions impossible. 

He hid a grimace. It wasnt Victorias fault that his mood was black today. But until he decided whether to make an offer, he must tread very warily.

We got in about midnight. And you?

Two days ago. I was disappointed that you were not already here.

This time the implication was clear. She wanted an offer, and he could hardly blame her. Her father had died two years earlier, leaving her mother in financial difficulty. That had never bothered him, but it put pressure on her to secure her future. So he had to make up his mind. Today. It wasnt fair to keep her hanging.

I was visiting friends.

Her smiled wavered. What activities can we expect during the holiday?

The usual. Since we have snow this year, that will include sledding, skating, and sleigh rides for those so inclined. With luck, we will have more outings than last year  it rained the entire time, or seemed to. The children nearly drove us to Bedlam before the weather eased.

Will you be sleighing? This smile was openly flirtatious.

I dont, as a rule. Not caring how he sounded, he focused on cutting his ham. 

The last time he had gone sleighing had been with Alice. Memories of those days still brought pain. Which gave him another reason to apologize. Perhaps making peace with her would ease his own heart. Once he closed the door on the past, he could decide what to do about Victoria.

Lady Blatchford led us on a tour of the house yesterday. It is a fascinating place, she continued brightly.

Did she include the secret passage?

Her eyes widened, but she shook her head. Where does it lead?

Which one? I know of half a dozen, though the exact locations were lost for nearly a century. Rufton, Hartford, and I discovered them the summer we were twelve. 

He chuckled at the memory. Thomas, now Lord Hartford, had used the secret passages to impersonate the legendary Blatchford ghost, popping out so suddenly that he had scared Georges sister Agnes into a swoon. They trotted out reminders whenever she grew too haughty.

How did Agnes treat Alice? He frowned. Agnes had a long history of castigating servants. Did Alice satisfy, or was this post her latest trial in an unhappy life? 

What had happened in America?

She had been so beautiful that Christmas. He had known her for years, of course, though never well. Technically, she had still been in the schoolroom, for she had not yet staged a formal come-out, but many boundaries relaxed during the holidays. She had even been included in the ball.

He nearly groaned at the memory of her kisses, at the way her body had fit so perfectly against his own, at the breathtaking smiles she had bestowed only on him. She had seemed perfect, sharing even his thoughts.

I beg your pardon, he said to Victoria, suddenly realizing that she was waiting for an answer to another question.

I merely wondered if you were joining the search for greenery. Pique sharpened her tone, flaying his conscience. If he wasnt careful, the decision would be taken out of his hands. No woman would tolerate being ignored.

Forgive me. I am not quite recovered from a grueling journey, he lied. But tradition requires every able-bodied guest to join the expedition.

She relaxed. 
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An hour later, Jeremy pushed his way through the crowd, looking for Alice. It seemed a hopeless task. More than a hundred adults were already gathered in the hall. He didnt try to count the children. The mass of people had spilled into adjacent rooms.

Jeremy! boomed a voice in his ear, diverting him from his quest. So you finally made it.

Last night. Roger Caristoke was a distant cousin closer to his fathers age than his own. He worked as steward for Sir Edward Walford, Alices uncle. Just the person he wanted to see. I ran into Mrs. McDougal in the nursery this morning. Is it true that Walford disowned her?

Roger nodded. For all practical purposes. He wants no reminder of her father. That last quarrel caused too much trouble.

Jeremy raised his brows as the company trooped down the steps and headed for the lake. What tale is this?

Mrs. McDougals father?

Exactly. I knew that he had taken his family to America, but no one mentioned a quarrel. 

It happened about the time old Pembroke died, so I doubt you would have known. Alfred managed Sir Edwards second estate, you might recall. But the brothers had frequent arguments over procedure. Alfred was a proponent of change while Sir Edward prefers tradition. His voice revealed some of his own frustration, for he was in a similar situation.

Sorry to hear that.

We manage to compromise, he said dryly. But I never understood why Alfred was running Tower House. The brothers had not gotten on even as children. And that worsened after Alfreds marriage.

Jeremy raised his brows.

Sir Edward considers himself superior to Alfred  an opinion that was hard to justify once Alfred married into Blatchfords family. His repeated invitations here and to Pembroke Park stuck in Edwards craw, so he found fault with everything Alfred did.

Jealousy?

Exactly. The title is Edwards only claim to fame. Few would heed him without it. Alfred often swore he would move to America if Edward didnt quit meddling, but few took it seriously  until ten years ago. No one knows exactly what happened, but one of their periodic arguments took a vicious turn. Edward wound up unconscious, with a broken arm and severe bruises. Alfred and his family disappeared before dawn.

Jeremy shivered. Fleeing retribution?

Or delivering it before leaving the country. At least one servant swears that Alfred attacked because Edward had assaulted one of his tenants  Sir Edward has a medieval view of landowner rights, especially when it comes to pretty girls. But no one really knows. Sir Edward swore vengeance on the entire family. When Mrs. McDougal returned, he only allowed her to stay because he was entertaining influential guests. He threw her out the moment they left.

Jeremy made a mental note to find Roger a better position, for his stronger ties to the aristocracy made his situation worse than Alfreds had been. Turning the conversation to more pleasant topics, he mulled Rogers information. 

Alice had claimed that her fathers decision to leave the country had been unexpected. He had to believe her, which meant that his condemnation had been unwarranted. Had he sought to assuage his pain by casting blame elsewhere? How juvenile.

If only he had known she was going. They still would have parted, but at least he could have bidden her farewell. She had felt jilted, which must have hurt badly. He definitely owed her that apology. 

Leaving Roger, he worked his way toward the back of the crowd. Unless she had changed drastically, she would be hiding out there. But within moments, Victoria grabbed his arm, demanding his support down a slippery slope and asking questions about this relative or that. Her flirtatious chatter annoyed him, as did her efforts to become separated from the group. By the time he was free of her, he was nearly ready to abandon his tentative courtship. He didnt like pushy females.

* * * *

Alice stayed well to the rear as the party set out to gather greens. A ridiculous surge of loneliness engulfed her, making her frown. Why should she feel lonely when people jostled her from all sides?

But a moments thought solved the conundrum. She no longer fit into the world of the Masons. Accepting a post as governess placed a wall between her and the others. She had not noticed it until now only because the children usually kept her too busy. 

But that was no longer true. Today they were reveling in adult attention. William rode atop Lord Westlakes shoulders. Michael was already tossing snowballs at his uncles. Elizabeth chattered with her mother.

Which left her alone  and far too aware of another figure striding toward the lake. Despite the mass of humanity that separated them, she knew exactly where Jeremy was  and with whom. Miss Havershoal clung to his arm. As they reached the foot of the hill, she slipped, flinging herself against him with a girlish shriek.

Pretense, of course, but he didnt seem to mind.

And why should he? He was poised to wed the girl. Alice had to admit that they made a charming couple. Miss Havershoal was beautiful, her blonde hair and peachy complexion providing a perfect foil for his golden brown. Her breeding was good, her manners faultless, and no one knew anything derogatory about her character.

Deliberately turning away, she concentrated on the job at hand. Which trees would yield the best greens? How much could she cut before one of the children demanded attention? She hoped one would arrive soon, though that was unlikely. With two uncles to play with and parents to watch their antics, they would not need her.

Elizabeth was already clipping holly, her fathers leather gloves protecting her from thorns. Michael sat on Ruftons shoulder so he could reach the best branches. William squealed as Frank dumped snow on his head.

Watching all that affection was bittersweet. She missed her own family. Accepting that loss had been far harder than taking a post as a governess. Never again would she play with Josh, teach him, feel his childish hugs. She could no longer look forward to watching him grow, crying at his wedding, receiving visits from grandchildren. 

And just as well, whispered her conscience. You are unworthy of such happiness. 

Alice Walford! exclaimed a voice. I havent seen you in years.

Ten years, she confirmed, turning to face one of her cousins. Though one would never guess it to look at you. I swear you must still be seventeen.

Sylvia giggled. Flatterer. Three children put that to the lie.

Who did you wed? You were making sheeps eyes at Cousin Harold the last time I saw you.

Richard Caristoke  Sir Reginalds youngest. 

So here was yet another tie between the two families. Richard had missed that last Christmas. As secretary to a government official, he had no time to journey all the way to Northumberland. Sylvia must have met him again during the Season.

She listened to tales of Sylvias children, surprised that they raised neither envy nor pain in her heart. Either she was finally getting over Joshs death, or Sylvias warmth overwhelmed everyone in the vicinity.

Are those yours? Alice asked, nodding toward Sir Reginald.

Sylvia laughed. They do love their grandfather. Three youngsters were happily burying the man in a snowdrift. Do you remember the year we attacked Lord Rufton?

And then discovered he had half a dozen friends to defend him.

But we had nearly twenty on our side.

Which is why we managed to bury them.

Ill never forget how they retaliated.

Alice shook her head. The boys had lured the girls into the ancient tower, locked them in, then terrorized them with ghostly noises and spectral manifestations. Only afterward did she learn that a secret passage had allowed them to enter and leave unseen.

That was the Christmas she had formed her first tendre for Jeremy. He had been fifteen.

Sylvia giggled, recalling other incidents from the past. Alice basked in her amity for several minutes before Sylvias children called her away to witness some daring feat. It had been years since she had been treated as an equal. Even the other governesses were wary of her, unsure whether she was one of them or one of the family.

Her plunge back into loneliness was bleaker than ever, but she shrugged it off. It did no good to dwell on a life that no longer existed. To keep her mind occupied, she joined a group of children who were building snowmen. It didnt take long before their ranks swelled.

Elizabeth tugged on her skirts. Judith says shes way too old to build snowmen, she reported, her bottom lip trembling. Am I too old?

Judith was twelve  and was so anxious to grow up that she distanced herself from anything the younger children enjoyed. 

Ill tell you a secret, Elizabeth, Alice whispered in her ear. You are never too old to have fun. I built snowmen in this very park when I was seventeen, and I built them in America when I was three-and-twenty.

Both memories hurt, though less than usual. Perhaps the renewed sparkle in Elizabeths eyes assuaged her discomfort. Or maybe facing Jeremy had been good for her. 

He had had been shocked at her accusations. That reaction could not have been faked. Every vestige of color had drained from his face as he choked jilted? Was there more to the story than she had known? Maybe his words of love had been true.

But such thinking was dangerous. She could not risk loving him again, especially when he was poised to wed another. 

Answering Elizabeths questions about winter in America kept her thoughts occupied. And though she had not willingly discussed her life there since returning to England, the pain was mild. Closing the circle had touched her frozen heart with warmth as this familiar trek to gather greens recalled the love and excitement that had permeated the holidays in her youth. Anything that offset the barrenness of more recent years was welcome.

Yes, it got very cold where we lived, she confirmed. With deep snow. Christmas in Boston is celebrated much like it is here, but on the frontier, it is not a season for parties. Most people do not have family nearby. Winter travel is nearly impossible, and even church is held only when the circuit preacher comes through.

But doesnt God punish you for not attending weekly services? asked Elizabeth hesitantly.

God knows what is possible and what is not, she said gently. We said our prayers each day, just as you do. And we rejoiced when the preacher arrived.

Her answers were simplistic, of course, due as much to the season as to the age of her audience. Informal gatherings had occurred more frequently as the population grew. But discussing the hardships of the frontier would dampen their joy in the holidays. As it was, Elizabeth was shocked to learn that the wilderness had no holly. 

Boston society kept the English Christmas traditions alive, just as they clung to many other English customs. It set them apart from the country folk, many of whom were descended from Puritans and still condemned the pagan influences found in the traditional celebrations. Neither attitude affected the frontier. Life was simply too hard to waste time on tomfoolery. 

But she kept her recital light, describing brilliant red birds with cocky crests that brightened snowy winter days; friendly black-capped chickadees, similar to English willow tits, that had foraged for seeds in her flower plot; pretty black-and-white animals rather like fluffy cats, who sprayed a foul-smelling liquid if annoyed; and the herd of deer that always wintered near their cabin.

While they talked, they built a snowman. Judith was gazing longingly in their direction. The girl wanted to join the fun, but couldnt let go of her pride long enough to admit she had been wrong.

Elizabeth fetched her parents so they could admire her creation. Alice was looking for another activity when a voice sounded just behind her.

Walk to the lake with me, Mrs. McDougal.

Why? she demanded, facing Jeremy. I need to watch the children.

They are fine  and busy. You could disappear for hours and no one would notice.

It was true  at least until it was time to put William down for his nap. A glance showed that George was helping Michael untangle a branch of mistletoe from a shrub.

Come with me, Alice, said Jeremy again. I owe you an apology, and I would rather forego the audience.

Very well. If he realized that his anger had been unwarranted, he would not leave her alone until she accepted his apology, so she had no choice. But once they clarified the confusion of ten years ago, they could go their separate ways. Surely she could tolerate five minutes at his side.

She headed for the lake, refusing his proffered arm. Snow covered much of the surface, but a portion of the skating cove had been swept clean. Hills rose on the other side, their frosted trees glistening in the sunlight.

Jeremy stepped in front of her, blocking the view. I should have asked what happened instead of throwing accusations at your head this morning, but you caught me by surprise. I meant every word I spoke to you all those years ago, so it hurt when you disappeared without warning.

She raised her brows. I would have expected tales of Fathers confrontation with Uncle Edward to keep the neighborhood entertained for months. The servants reported that Uncle suffered a broken arm and that a suspicious fire consumed the stables.

I knew none of it.

He looked sincere, not that it mattered. Too much water had flowed under the bridge for it to make a difference. Yet curiosity prompted her own questions.

If you meant your words, why did you leave so suddenly?

He sighed. Surely you knew about my grandfather.

His grandfather? Had the old earl forbidden further contact? It was a possibility she had never considered, but Jeremy had been dependent on the man for his allowance, so he would have been susceptible to pressure.

I waited at the folly until after dark, but you never came, she admitted. I could hardly ask where you were without revealing our assignation, but I overheard one of the grooms say that you had left the day before. He didnt mention why. The most obvious conclusion was that you had finished with me and moved on. Within the hour, Father announced our departure. We were gone by morning.

He passed a hand over his eyes. How you must hate me. I returned from our last meeting to learn that my grandfather had fallen gravely ill. He had gone to York after Twelfth Night, and with the weather so bad, it had taken the messenger more than two days to reach us. Fearing it was already too late, my parents left immediately. I followed the moment I heard. I should have told you, but fear drove all else from my mind. Not until I arrived in York did I think to send word. When my groom reported that you were gone, it was a greater blow than Grandfathers death. 

If he knew we were gone, he should have known why.

You knew I was gone, yet didnt know why. He never asked. 

She kept her face rigid, though his words softened her heart. So it had been no more than a comedy of errors.

Jeremy turned away to stare across the ice. Knowing how anxious I was, he returned immediately to York. The shock nearly killed me.

His statement recalled that black night aboard ship. She cringed. 

All I could do was try to get on with my life, so I left for Oxford, he continued. And I spent that summer with Thomas. It was nearly a year before I came north again.

Another layer of ice melted from around her heart, but she refused to relax. It was time to leave, before her control slipped. Twas fate, then. And just as well. I apologize for cursing you all these years, and I wish you good fortune in the future.

Not yet, Alice. She hadnt taken two steps before he blocked her way. Have you forgotten that we are betrothed?

Alarm exploded through her head. That was naught but childish foolishness, she reminded him. And negated by my marriage in any event.

I loved you. Can you honestly say you did not love me?

Jeremy She bit her lip until she could steady her voice. Whatever we felt ten years ago is irrelevant. We were young  little more than children. We let a holiday flirtation get out of hand, but it could never have led to marriage. We were too far apart in station, and you were still in school. They would not have allowed it.

I could have talked them around.

That is beside the point. She interrupted him, desperate to keep distance between them lest he inflict further pain. We cannot return to the past.

True, but we can look to the future.

Her jaw hardened. Was this a quixotic way to atone for abandoning her? He didnt understand the agony his words already caused. She had to drive him away. Succumbing to temptation would destroy them both.

Dont try to resurrect the past, Jeremy. Marriage would never have worked. I only accepted you because I was desperate to escape from home. Father had been going queerer for some time. Both he and my brother wanted to throw off Uncle Edwards dominance, often threatening to drag us off to America. The idea terrified me, so I jumped at the chance for security. Somehow she kept her voice cool, twisting truths without a qualm. She had accepted him out of love, of course. But she could not wed him now. Causing him a little pain was better than revealing a truth that would devastate them both.

Yet you went with them in the end.

What choice did I have? Uncle would never have taken me in. Blatchford might have allowed me to stay, but only if Father had asked. You know that girls have no control over their lives. Besides, once you jilted me, there was no reason to stay.

I didnt

True, but I didnt know that then.

So you married McDougal. Was that an escape as well?

In part. 

Pain flashed in his eyes. 

She turned away. Studying his face might explain this new pain, but it would also expose her own thoughts. He had always been good at reading her, and she could feel her control slipping. 

He paced to the shore and back. Did you love him?

He was a good man.

But he is gone, and we are no longer children. There is nothing to bar reinstating our betrothal. 

Pain clenched her heart. He didnt believe her. Even claiming to have used him hadnt swayed him. Stubborn idiot. Now what? You are forgetting Miss Havershoal.

What?

Do not treat me like a fool. Everyone expects you to wed her.

His eyes widened. Who is everyone?

Your brothers and sisters, according to their governesses. Your hosts. Probably most of the other guests. The only disagreement is whether you will make the announcement at tomorrows ball or on Twelfth Night.

They are wrong. I have no intention of offering for her. She is a nice enough girl, but not for me.

Then why is she hanging on your arm?

It is true that I escorted her several times last Season, he admitted, his eyes darkening in anger. But no more than half a dozen other gentlemen did. And you must know that she is only one of many unattached females invited this year. Blatchford wants George to marry and secure the succession. There is only one lady I want, and thats you.

Perversely, her opposition had made him dig in his heels. Perhaps reason would work. Somehow, she must convince him to leave her alone. You are dreaming, Jeremy. Your parents would have been appalled at a match ten years ago, for we were too far apart even then. That is now worse. Earls sons do not wed governesses. Nor do they wed women whose experiences make them unfit for society.

You have always put more space between us than is really there, he said with a sigh. You once claimed that your father would never approve my suit.

Which was entirely true.

He glared.

Think. No caring father would have accepted your suit. You were a nineteen-year-old younger son without prospects. How could you have supported a wife?

My uncle left me an estate and fortune.

When?

His shoulders sagged. Eight years ago.

Did you expect it?

He reluctantly shook his head.

You see? I spoke the truth. She turned to leave. And I still do. I appreciate the chance to straighten out our misunderstanding, but further conversation is pointless.

Hardly. I want you.

She backed away, fearing his intensity. He didnt know what he was saying. No, Jeremy. Leave me alone. For once, will you listen to me? I am not available for dalliance, and I am unsuited for any higher position. I can no longer fit into English society.

You have always underrated your talents, Alice.

Her temper shattered. Damn you! Quit living in the past! You dont know me! Forget that schoolroom chit you courted ten years ago. You cant begin to imagine the life I have led since then. I am not even suited to be a governess. Which was true. Anyone who studied her past would never trust her with their children.

I dont believe that, Alice. Whatever hardships you endured have not changed the essential you.

Hah! Such drivel seeks to hide pity. Dont subject me to that. She leaned wearily against a tree. Dear God, make him go away.

What happened?

His implacable will was terrifying, but other memories steadied her. Patience had never been his forte. He would lose interest if she stood firm. Alice Walford is dead. Accept it and get on with your life.

What happened, Alice? 

The quiet question tore at her heart. He sounded concerned, even supportive, but only because he didnt understand. And she couldnt explain. She would rather return to their mutual misunderstanding than reveal the truth. He would hate her. And that was something she could not endure.

Wrestling her face into a stoic mask, she turned to meet his eyes. They bore into hers, demanding answers she could not provide. 

You dont want to know, she vowed. Remember our holiday diversion with fondness if you must, but that girl is dead. Her grave lies on the banks of the Maumee River. 

She left him standing on the shore. A circuitous route offered time to fight back her tears before she had to face anyone else. This was not the time to indulge in emotion. She had a job to do. 

But it took several minutes to regain her composure. Nothing to bar reinstating our betrothal. He was Satan incarnate, dangling temptation before her eyes. But it was impossible.

Would she never be free? She stared at her hands, able to make out every callus, every scar, even through the gloves. Hands that had built a home and harvested fields, healed the sick and buried the dead, done a thousand and one chores every day that he could never imagine. These hands had condemned her to hell. How many penalties were left to pay?

Joining the group around the fire, she lifted her voice in a familiar carol that brought tears to her eyes. For her, peace on earth was an unattainable illusion.

* * * *

Jeremy frowned as he watched her leave. He shouldnt have teased her, especially after she had resolved his turmoil so easily. 

Her assumption that he would wed Victoria had cleared his confusion. What he still felt for Alice was far stronger than any emotion Victoria raised. No woman deserved a husband who wanted another. At the first opportunity, he would tell her that he was not interested. The decision thrust Victoria from his mind.

Dear Alice. Her suffering was obvious, the pain in her eyes filling him with a burning desire to assuage it. Whether she accepted him or not, he must do that much for her.

Could he convince her to wed him? Instinct shouted that she had been lying to keep him at a distance, an idea supported by her unwillingness to look him in the eye. They had always been able to read each others faces. It was a memory that fury and pain had suppressed after her disappearance. 

Her stubbornness hadnt mellowed at all in the last decade. But she had changed. At seventeen, she had laughed and teased, her eyes always sparkling with mischief. Now she was quiet, solemn, staid  and very unhappy. Did she ever smile? He couldnt tell. Their two meetings had been laced with anger and recrimination. But he doubted that she did. Her mouth had fallen into a permanent frown  suitable for a governess, he supposed, but it did not resemble the Alice he remembered.

So what had happened? No one but Alice knew, and she would not reveal it even to him. Her reluctance made a difficult task seem impossible, giving him no place to start. How could he fix a problem he didnt understand?

Sighing, he helped Miss Wallace load greens into the wagon. She was one of Lady Blatchfords protégées. Spreading his attentions evenly among them would protect Victorias reputation when he failed to come up to scratch.

From the wagon, he headed for the fire, where he joined Miss Higgins in singing carols. Warm cider removed the bite from the morning air. Squealing children added to the holiday spirit. But he had trouble feeling festive. 

Something had scarred Alice beyond the events he knew about  abandonment by the man she had loved, leaving for America, marriage to a near-stranger, her husbands death.

The Maumee River… Was that where she had lived? The name sounded familiar, but he could not recall why.

He had studied America in recent years. Now that his anger had dissipated, he could admit that learning about her new country had been a way to stay in touch with her memory. But all his books were at home, so he couldnt check out her hint.

She was making snow angels  and demonstrating that she hadnt lost her touch with children. Why did she have none of her own? Had her marriage proved barren? And where was the rest of her family? She had returned alone to England. Why?

* * * *

Alice concentrated fiercely on her charges, fearful that her control would snap if she allowed her mind to wander. After four years, she should be used to suppressing the past, but Jeremys questions made it harder than ever.

And making snow angels was a poor choice of activities, recalling the day she had taught Josh. She was returning to the fire when Duncan Mason joined her.

Welcome home, he said in greeting. Weve missed you. Nobody else tells such good stories.

She laughed. Duncan had been thirteen when shed left, one of a group of cousins she had often entertained with ghost stories. Surely you could have asked Rufton. I learned most of my tales from him.

But he rarely visited the childrens wing.

Nor would I have, she pointed out. Had I stayed, I would have made my bows the following spring. I might never have spent another Christmas here.

He laughed. I doubt that. Masons always return. And you would have called on us. Christmas is a time to relive ones youth  except for poor Rufton, he added, nodding to where that gentlemen stood in close conversation with Miss Havershoal. Blatchford presses harder each year.

I thought she was slated for Jeremy Caristoke. She had to work to keep her voice steady, which annoyed her. Jeremy had denied the connection, but she had assumed he was teasing. His family had never been delusional. If they expected a betrothal, then he was all but committed. 

Christmas is a time to relive ones youth.

She hoped he had not fallen into that trap. They had no future together. Jilting Miss Havershoal so he could renew their flirtation would hurt an innocent girl, leave him disappointed and possibly discredited, and add to her load of guilt. She didnt need that.

Duncan snorted. Hardly. Shes another of Lady Blatchfords candidates. Caristoke joined her court last Season, but he was no more serious about her than any of his previous inamoratas. He enjoys escorting the ladies, but few believe he will ever marry.

Alice turned the subject as the company tramped back to the house. Duncans attention tugged at her. Here was another who was treating her as family rather than employee. The seasonal blurring of boundaries made it difficult to remember her place.

And that continued when she carried William upstairs for a nap. She had hardly tucked him into bed when the other governesses all but pushed her downstairs so she could help with the decorating. They, too, claimed that she was family.

The servants had piled the greens in the great hall. Michael helped his father hang apples. Elizabeth worked on kissing boughs under her mothers instruction. Alice joined a group weaving evergreen ropes.

Conversation buzzed around her. People raced in and out, whisking away the finished ropes to hang on mantels, walls, and banisters. Others carried off kissing boughs and bunches of mistletoe. Blatchford decorated every public area, from the smallest sitting room to the great hall where the Christmas ball would be held.

Alice Walford, exclaimed a man, sitting at her side. I only just heard of your return.

Mrs. McDougal. His face was familiar, but she couldnt recall his name beyond recognizing him as a Mason. That stocky build and square jaw was unmistakable.

You dont remember me. He sounded chagrined.

Its been a long time, she reminded him.

He nodded. Allan Mason.

The vicars son. She smiled. How is he?

He died last year.

My condolences.

It was for the best. He had been ailing for years. I have the living now.

You? She laughed. I have trouble imagining you as a vicar. Arent you the lad who led a midnight foray onto snow-encrusted battlements?

You do remember me. Not one of my better ideas. But I saved you from falling.

After making me slip to begin with. She had been eight that Christmas. I hope your punishment was suitably severe.

A caning and an exorbitant amount of Latin translation. He made a face.

For the next half hour, they enjoyed a nostalgic review of childhood Christmases. But his repeated commiseration over her widowhood made her wary, and when he decried the difficulty of doing parish work without a wife, she decided that he had an ulterior motive for seeking her out. He was not the least confused about her position. A governess could make an admirable vicars wife  and many would welcome the improvement in their lives.

But not this governess. Leading the conversation onto neutral topics, she pondered his timing. Was approaching her his idea? Or had someone noted Jeremys interest? Linking her with Allan would keep her away from Jeremy, prevent him from making a cake of himself over a mere governess, and preserve his courtship of Miss Havershoal.

She was interested in neither of them. Finishing the rope, she excused herself to check on her charges. Both were happily helping their parents, of course, but it gave her a chance to slip upstairs.

Two minutes later, she swore under her breath. Escape from the great hall was impossible. People were pouring through the entrance, ready for another Blatchford tradition  the raising of the largest kissing bough. Rufton would have the honor this year, and it looked like Jeremy was going to hold the ladder for him.

She worked her way around the periphery of the crowd, trying to keep from being swept away. It was slow going. Laughter soon signaled that the kissing bough was in use. She caught a glimpse of Jeremy and Miss Havershoal in a passionate embrace and turned away to hide her pain. 

She should be feeling relieved, she reminded herself. He had believed her after all  which confirmed that his offer had arisen from pity. Now that she had turned him down, he was concluding his rightful business. She wished him luck  or would as soon as she got her emotions under control.

In the meantime, she would avoid him.

* * * *

Jeremy dutifully laughed at his uncles latest tale, wishing he had a few minutes alone to plan his next move with Alice. But like every other gentleman in the house, he was climbing ladders to hang garlands, apples, and kissing boughs as fast as the women could fashion them. Blatchford was enormous. The quantity of decorations they managed to hang every year amazed him, as did Lady Blatchfords ability to organize it all.

But they were finally done. He held the ladder in the great hall while George attached the largest bough to a chandelier.

Try it out, Caristoke, called someone from the crowd  probably his brother Harold. He gritted his teeth.

But raillery was part of the season. Why not? he called back before realizing that the nearest lady was Victoria. Damn! It was too late to back down. He swept her into a dramatic kiss, feeling not the slightest spark from her willing embrace.

Devil take Harold! He hated being pushed. Unless he turned this into a game, he would find himself backed into a corner.

Whos next? he called, laughing. Making an even greater show, he kissed Miss Higgins, Miss Wallace, then his cousin Emily. 

Whew! He furiously fanned his face. I need air. Georges turn. Shoving his friend into position, he turned to leave  and spotted Alice heading for the door.

Recklessness overcame caution as laughter erupted behind him. This chance was too good to pass up. As usual, a sprig of mistletoe was attached to the doorjamb. He rapidly worked his way through the crowd. 

Ahah! Caught me another one, he murmured when he reached her side.

But his grin died the instant his lips touched hers. Oh, God! Sparks exploded through every part of his body. Heat pooled in his groin, recalling countless dreams that had tormented his nights. Nothing had affected him like this in years. 

They fit together even better than before. And despite her words by the lake, she was not indifferent. She shuddered as his arms closed around her. Tremors dug her fingers into his waist.

Allie, he whispered into her mouth, but she pulled away with a soft cry.

Dont, she begged. Your teasing will ruin my reputation and cost me my job.

For a moment he had forgotten everything, wiping the last ten years from his mind. But she was right. Until he convinced her to accept him, she was a governess. Despite the easing of social boundaries during the holiday season, overt attention would ruin her. Her status as a Mason would count for little if her honor was called into question. 

Somehow he pulled himself together and grinned at those nearby. This one works, too. He must not have held her too long because no one seemed shocked. Fleeing the ballroom, he sought the sanctuary of his room.

Allie. She hadnt changed where it counted. Somehow he must convince her of that. But it would be difficult. She had been right to suspect his motives. 

He frowned over that confrontation by the lake. Until he had faced her, he had not planned to renew his offer. He had teasingly reminded her of their betrothal only to keep her from running away, then persisted in an effort to counter the devastation he saw in her eyes.

But her pain ran far deeper than their ancient parting, and the years had made him doubt his impressions. Did she still care? Could he read her face like before? Ten years was a long time.

Now doubt had fled. Her response to his kiss was unmistakable. He ran his fingers through his hair.

No wonder he had failed to find a wife. None of the ladies he had courted raised even a fraction of the heat that Allie could generate with a single glance. She was the woman he wanted, the woman he needed if he was to find happiness.

But it wouldnt be easy. She was as stubborn as a mule when she got an idea in her head. It had been hard enough to convince her to accept him the first time. Even then she had insisted that she was not good enough for him. Now it would be worse.

George rapped on the door, letting himself in without waiting for an invitation.

Would you care to explain that scene with Mrs. McDougal? he demanded.

Did I make a cake of myself?

He sighed. No. I doubt anyone noticed except Miss Havershoal. I had just finished bussing her  had to do every one of the chits to keep any of them from getting ideas. When you grabbed Mrs. McDougal, she stiffened. That was no Christmas kiss, Jeremy. Do I have to warn Agnes that you are stalking her governess?

Yes  no  I dont know. He paced the room in silence for several minutes, trying to decide how much to tell George. What do you know about her years in America?

No more than I already told you. She married. Her husband died. She worked as a governess in Boston for two years. When the war ended, she returned to England. Why?

She accepted me ten years ago, though her father fled to America before I could speak with him. My feelings havent changed, but she wont give me the time of day now. Something happened over there.

George collapsed into a chair, shaking his head in shock. Ten years ago? You were only nineteen.

I know how old I was.

But

I never told you because she disappeared before we could make it official, and the circumstances made me wonder if shed been playing me for a fool. He explained their mutual confusion. But that no longer matters. I cant lose her again. I love her as much as before  perhaps more.

She doesnt act like she agrees with you, he said quietly.

She does. She was just as affected by that kiss as I was, but she has some bee in her bonnet about being unacceptable  and not just because she is working for Agnes. Ive got to find out what happened. The details dont matter, but how am I to convince her of that if I dont know what they are?

So what do you want me to do?

Find out what Agnes knows. And spread the word that Miss Havershoal is one of your mothers protégées.

He laughed. Dear Mother. She never gives up. But I refuse to get married until I find someone I love.

Thomas has had a profound influence on both of us. At least you understand my position.

I hope you havent pushed the Havershoal thing too far.

Jeremy shook his head. I havent seen her since the end of the Season. Ive hardly spoken her here, and were in your house. She cant realistically expect anything.

He nodded. Ill talk to Agnes, and perhaps I can find someone to distract Miss Havershoal.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   







Ops/images/img1.jpg
Christmas Collection

Allison Lane





