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He pulled off the poultice and glared at her. Who are you?

She blanched. You dont remember me? The question held sardonic disbelief. My name is Emily. She leaned in, her gaze penetrating. Almost as if she were waiting for him to say something.

Hazy bits of the past shifted together. Emily Barrow. My God. He hadnt seen her in nearly ten years. What are you doing here?

I live here. With an over-bright smile, she added, Dont you remember your wife?

Her revelation stunned him into silence. His wife? What was she talking about? He wasnt married.

You must be joking. Stephen wasnt an impulsive man. He planned every moment of every day. Getting married to a woman he hadnt seen in years wasnt at all something he would do.

She crossed her arms over her chest, drawing his gaze towards her silhouette. The soft curve of her breasts caught his eye. The top button of her gown had come loose, revealing a forbidden glimpse of skin. The fallen strand of golden hair rested against the black serge, a coil of temptation, beckoning him to touch it.

Shed never been able to tame her hair, even as a girl. Hed helped her with hairpins on more than one occasion, to help her avoid a scolding.

Now the task took on an intimacy, one more suited to a husband. Had he truly married her? Had he unbuttoned her gowns, tasting the silk of her skin?
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Author Note

I have always loved antique cookbooks, and my grandmother owned over a hundred of them. I used to pore over old recipes and imagine the women who had baked pies, cookies, cakes and special meals for their families. From these recipes the character of Emily Barrow was born.

When she falls upon hard times Emily must cook for her own family, and she finds her escape in creating wonderful dishes. After she elopes with the Earl of Whitmore, Emily refuses to turn her back on her culinary pastime, no matter how inappropriate it might be for a countess.

I hope you enjoy Emilys tale, and try out her recipe for Ginger BiscuitsI made them for my own children this past Christmas. You can find more historical recipes and behind-the-scenes information on my website: www.michellewillingham.com. I love to hear from readers, and you may e-mail me at michelle@michellewillingham.com, or write to me at: PO Box 2242 Poquoson, VA 23662, USA.

Warm wishes.





Chapter One


When selecting poultry for cooking, choose a chicken with soft yellow feet, short thick legs, and a plump breast. First, kill the chicken by wringing its neck

Emily Barrows Cook Book



Falkirk House, England1850

Cool hands sponged his forehead. Stephen Chesterfield fought against the darkness that threatened to pull him into oblivion once more. Pain lashed his skull, ripping through him in violent waves. His mouth felt lined with cotton wool, and his body ached with vicious pain.

Drink, a woman said, lifting a cup of warm tea to his mouth. It tasted bitter, but he swallowed. Youre very lucky, you know.

Lucky? He felt as though someone had cracked his skull in two. He hadnt even the strength to open his eyes to see who was tending him.

How am I lucky? he managed to whisper. Lucky to be alive, shed probably say.

 Youre lucky I havent got any arsenic for this tea, she remarked. Or another poison, for that matter. Otherwise, youd be dead by now. A warm poultice dropped across his forehead, scented with herbs.

I beg your pardon? His knuckles clenched around the bedcovers, and he forced his eyes open. The room blurred, and he tried to grasp his surroundings. Where was he? And who was this woman?

The creature intending to murder him had the face of an angel. Her hair, the color of warm honey, was pulled back into a loose chignon. Long strands framed a face with tired amber eyes. Despite the hideous serge mourning gown, she was rather pretty, though her cheeks were thin.

She was familiar, but her name hovered on the out-skirts of memory. Like a childhood acquaintance, or someone hed known long ago.

You broke your promise. If it werent for you, my brother would still be alive. Anguish lined her voice, eroding the waspish anger. Her eyes glistened, but she kept her chin up.

She blamed him for her brothers death? There had to be a mistake. He didnt even know who she was, much less her brother.

He pulled off the poultice, and glared at her. Who are you?

She blanched. You dont remember me? The question held sardonic disbelief. And here I thought this day could not get any worse. With a clatter, she set the saucer down.

He had little patience for her frustration. Damn it all, he was the one whod been wounded. And each time he tried to reach back and seize the memories, it was as if they faded into smoke. What had happened to him?

 You didnt answer my question, he responded. What is your name?

My name is Emily. She leaned in, her gaze penetrating. Almost as if she were waiting for him to say something.

Hazy bits of the past shifted together. Emily Barrow. The Baron of Hollingfords daughter. My God. He hadnt seen her in nearly ten years. He stared hard at her, unable to believe it was true. Though her rigid posture proclaimed her as a modest woman of virtue, he remembered her throwing rocks at his carriage. And climbing trees to spy on him.

And kissing him when hed been an awkward, adolescent boy.

He shook the thought away,thankful that at least some of his memories remained. What are you doing here?

I live here. With an overbright smile, she added, Dont you remember your wife?

Her revelation stunned him into silence. His wife? What was she talking about? He wasnt married.

You must be joking. He wasnt an impulsive man. He planned every moment of every day. Getting married to a woman he hadnt seen in years wasnt at all something he would do. Unless hed gotten extremely deep in his cups one night, she had to be lying. And by God, if Emily Barrow thought to take advantage of him, she would be sorry for it.

I would never joke about something like this. She held out the cup of tea, but he dismissed it. He had no intention of drinking anything she gave him. His vision swam, and a rushing sound filled his ears.

Closing his eyes, he waited for the dizziness to pass. When the world righted itself, he studied the room. Heavy blue curtains hung across the canopied bed, while bookcases overflowing with books filled another wall. The pieces of remembrance snapped together as he recognised his bedchamber within Falkirk House, one of the country estates. For the life of him he didnt know how hed arrived here.

How long have I been at Falkirk?

Two days.

And before that?

She shrugged. You left for London a week after our wedding. I havent seen you since February. Why dont you tell me where youve been?

He tried to reach for the memory, but nothing remained, not even the smallest fragment of a vision. Like a gaping hole, hed lost a part of himself. It frustrated the hell out of him, having pieces of his life gone. He could remember most of his childhood and adolescence. He even recalled working upon a list of accounts for one of the estates in January. But after thatnothing.

What day is it? he asked, trying to pinpoint the last memory he had.

The twentieth of May.

He clenched the bedcovers. February, March, April, almost all of Maythree and a half months of his life were entirely gone. He closed his eyes, trying to force himself to remember. But the harder he struggled, the worse his head ached.

Where were you? she asked. There was worry inside her tone, though he found it hard to believe she cared. Not after shed threatened to poison him.

I dont know, he answered honestly. But I certainly dont remember getting married.

You might not remember it, but its true.

Something was wrong, something she wasnt telling him. There was a desperate air about her, as though she had nowhere else to go. Likely hed caught her in the lie.

You are welcome to leave, he suggested. Obviously my return offended you.

Tears glimmered in her eyes, and softly, she replied, You have no idea what Ive been through. I thought Id never see you again.

She dipped the cool cloth back into the basin, wringing out the water. Then she set it upon his forehead, her hand grazing his cheek. The gesture was completely at odds with her sharp words.

Youre not my wife.

She crossed her arms over her chest, drawing his gaze towards her silhouette. A bit on the thin side, but the soft curve of her breasts caught his eye. The top button of her gown had come loose, revealing a forbidden glimpse of skin.

Yes, I am. She lowered her arms, gathering her courage as she stared at him. But her full lips parted, her shoulders rising and falling with a quickening breath. The fallen strand of golden hair rested against the black serge.

Shed never been able to tame her hair, even as a girl. Hed helped her with hairpins on more than one occasion, to help her avoid a scolding.

Now the task took on an intimacy, one more suited to a husband. Had he truly married her? Had he unbuttoned her gowns, tasting the silk of her skin? From the way she drew back, he didnt think so.

I want to see a doctor, he said, changing the subject.

Doctor Parsons examined you last night. Im to change your bandages and keep the wound clean. Hell return tomorrow. She lifted the lip of the tea cup to his mouth again, but he didnt drink.

The china clattered, revealing her shaking hands. Despite her bitterness, there was a look on her face that didnt quite match her words. He caught a glimpse of something moresomething lost and lonely.

He forced himself not to pity her. For Gods sakes, the woman had threatened to kill him.

At last, she gave up and set the cup down. I didnt poison this cup, she said with reluctance. There wasnt any arsenic to be had.

Laudanum would work, he advised. In large doses. Though why he was offering suggestions, he didnt know.

Ill remember that for next time. Colour stained her cheeks, but she didnt smile.

Why did I marry you? he asked softly.

She picked up the tray containing the teapot and cup. You should rest for a while. Ill be happy to answer your questions. Later, that is.

I want to know now. Sit down.

She ignored him and moved towards the door. He might as well have been ordering a brick wall to sit. If the unthinkable had happened, if he really and truly had gone off and married her, one thing was certain. He had lost more than his memory.

Hed lost his mind.

Emily fled to a nearby bedchamber and set the tea tray down with shaking fingers. The Earl of Whitmore was back. And he didnt remember a single moment of their marriage.

Damn him. Hot, choking tears slid down her cheeks, despite her best efforts to keep herself together. It was like having him back from the dead. Hed been away for so long, shed almost started to believe that he was dead, even though there was no body.

 Shed tried so hard to forget about him. Every single day of the past few months, shed reminded herself that shed meant nothing to her husband.

Her hand clenched, and she wept into her palm. Only a week after their wedding, hed returned to London. Hed gone into the arms of his mistress. While she, the naive little wife, tucked away at the country estate where she wasnt supposed to learn about her husbands indiscretions. It made her sick, just thinking about it.

Marriages were like that, shed heard. But she hadnt wanted to believe it. Such a fool she had been. Shed been swept away by his charm. Her fairy tale had come true, with the handsome Earl offering to marry the impoverished maiden.

But it had been a dream, hadnt it? Hed used her, wedding her for reasons she didnt understand, and had all but disappeared from her life.

Now that hed returned, her humiliation tripled. She knuckled the tears away, a chastising laugh gathering in her throat. He wasnt worth the tears. The sooner he left Falkirk, the better.

Emily forced herself to rise from the chair, suppressing the desire to smash every piece of china on the tea tray. Self-pity wouldnt get her anywhere. She was married to a stranger, to a man who hadnt kept his promises.

And if he annulled the marriage, she had nowhere to go.

The sound of a shouting child broke through her reverie. Emily gathered her skirts and rushed towards the bedchamber shed converted into a temporary nursery. Inside, her nephew Royce sprawled upon the floor, playing with tin soldiers.

Attack! he yelled, dashing a row of soldiers to the floor. The tin soldiers and a book of fairy tales were the only things he had brought with him after Daniel had died. She smiled at Royces boyish enthusiasm.

When he let out another battle cry, the shrill fussing of an infant interrupted. Royces face turned worried. I didnt mean to wake her up.

Its all right. Emily lifted the baby to her cheek. Her niece Victoria was barely nine months old. A soft fuzz of auburn hair covered the babys head. Two emerging teeth poked up from Victorias lower gums. The baby reached out to grab Emilys hair.

As she extricated Victorias fist, Emily strengthened her resolve. Though her marriage was in shambles, she had her family. She would keep her brothers children safe, for she had sworn it upon Daniels grave. Now she had to gather up the shreds of her marriage and decide what to do next.

Aunt Emily? Royce stopped playing and drew his knees up to his chest. Has Papa come for us yet?

No, sweeting. Not yet. Like the worst sort of coward, she hadnt yet told Royce that his father was never coming back. How could she destroy her nephews safe world of hope? Royce would learn the truth soon enough.

She pulled Royce into an embrace with her free arm, holding both children fiercely. I love you both. You know that.

Royce squirmed. I know. Can I play?

Emily released him. The seven-year-old waged imaginary wars against the helpless tin soldiers, shouting in triumph when one soldier defeated an enemy.

She sat down in a rocking chair, holding the baby. Victoria wailed, her eyelids drooping with exhaustion. Emily patted the babys back, wishing she could join the child in a fit of howling. She almost didnt see the shadow of the Earl hovering at the doorway.

What are you doing here? She stood, clutching the baby as though Victoria were a shield. Youre bleeding. You shouldnt be out of bed.

His frigid gaze stared back at her. This is my house, I believe. Tight lines edged his mouth, revealing unspoken pain. His dark brown hair was rumpled beneath the bandage wrapped across his temple. He leaned against the door frame, thinner than shed last seen him, but he did not betray even a fraction of weakness. A rough stubble upon his cheeks gave him a feral appearance, not at all the polished Earl shed expected him to be.

And suddenly, she wondered if she knew him at all. Not a trace remained of the boy shed idolised as a girl. Gone was his lazy smile and the way he had once teased her. His eyes were a cold-hearted grey, unfeeling and callous. Even in his wounded state he threatened her.

Emily took a step back, almost knocking over the rocking chair. Your head took quite a blow. Youre not ready to be up and about.

That would be convenient for you, wouldnt it? If I were to stumble and bleed to death.

She kept her composure at his harsh words. Quite. But your blood would stain the carpet. Theres no reason to trouble the servants.

I pay the servants.

And your fortune would continue to do so after you are dead.

Why, oh, why did spiteful words keep slipping from her mouth? She wasnt usually such a harpy, but arguing made it easier to conceal her fear. He could make them leave.

I am glad to see I married such a docile model of womanhood. His sarcasm sharpened her already bad temper. Then his gaze narrowed on the children. Who are they?

Emilys defences rose up. Our children.

I believe I would have remembered, had I fathered any children.

They belong to my brother. You are their guardian.

Their guardian?

Emily cast him a sharp look, praying she could stop him from saying more in front of the children. It would break Royces heart to learn of his fathers death. We will speak of Daniel later.

Where is their nursemaid?

I dont want a nurse, Royce interrupted. I want Aunt Emily.

Royce, now, you see Emily tried to placate him, but he refused.

I dont want one! he shrieked, throwing a tin soldier on the floor.

Emily knew what was about to happen. Here. She stood and thrust her niece into the Earls arms. He took the baby, holding Victoria at arms length as though she had a dreaded disease.

She knelt down beside Royce, trying to reason with him. Shh, now. There, there. We wont be getting a nurse. You neednt worry.

Papa will come soon, Royce said, his face determined. He will take us away from here. With a defiant scowl towards Lord Whitmore, the boy let her comfort him.

The guilty burden grew heavier. She couldnt keep Daniels death from Royce much longer.

Emily There was a note of alarm in Whitmores voice. Immediately, she released Royce and went to the Earl. She took the baby just as Whitmores knees buckled and he collapsed against the door frame. He bit back a moan of pain, and blood darkened the bandage around his scalp.

Quickly, she placed the baby back in the cradle, ignoring Victorias wails of protest.

Help! she called out, hoping a servant would hear her. Someone come quickly!

She knelt beside the Earl, supporting his weight with her arms. The flicker of a smile played at his mouth.

So you decided not to let me die after all, he whispered.

His eyes closed, and she muttered, The day isnt over yet.

Stephen was not certain how much worse his life could get. He had a so-called wife who despised him, two unexpected children, and no memory of the past three months. This last aspect was the worst, and so he had summoned the butler Farnsworth to find the answers he needed.

He struggled to sit up in bed, though the effort made him dizzy. Farnsworth arrived at last, clearing his throat to announce his presence. The butler had a fringe of greying hair around a bald spot and his cheeks were ruddy and clean shaven.

Tell me what happened the night I returned, Stephen prompted.

My lord, I fear there is little to tell. It happened two nights ago.

Who brought me here?

It was a hired coach. He didnt know who you were. His instructions were only to deliver you to the door.

Did he say who had arranged for my travel?

You did, my lord. The coachman was an irritable sort, being as it was the middle of the night, and he insisted on being paid his fee immediately.

Obviously this chain of questions was going nowhere. What belongings did I have with me?

Nothing. Only the clothes on your back, such as they were.

What do you mean?

They were in tatters, my lord. Simply ghastly. They smelled of rotting fish, and I had them burned.

Had he been taken aboard a ship? He might have learned more if the butler hadnt incinerated his belongings.

Stephen controlled his temper and asked softly, Did you check the pockets before you destroyed the garments?

No, my lord. I didnt think of that.

Stephen ground his teeth and said, Thank you, Farnsworth. That will be all.

The butler cleared his throat and hesitated. My lord, about Lady Whitmore?

What is it?

Well, sir, the staff and I were wondering Farnsworth coughed, delaying his statement once more. Apparently there was some other detail the butler intended to share. Either that, or he was in dire need of some medicinal tea to treat the irritating cough.

Stephen clenched his fists in the coverlet. Get on with it.

Yes?

To put it bluntly, my lord, your wife has been making severalchanges.

What kind of changes?

The agitated Farnsworth fidgeted with his hands. I have been a loyal servant to your household for over thirty years, my lord. I would never speak ill of the Chesterfields. But I fear she may have gone too far.

Stephen wondered if Emily had moved a vase in the front hall six inches to the left. Or perhaps shed poisoned the cat in a fit of vengeance.

Farnsworths paranoia seemed ridiculous under the circumstances. He couldnt recall the past three months of his life, and the butler worried that his wife had gone too far?

What. Has. She. Done? he gritted out.

Shes sacked Cook. And he lowered his voice to a whisper she says she wont hire another. Shes planning to do all the cooking herself.

Bloody hell. The woman really did mean to poison him.







Chapter Two


In the kitchen, a woman must keep the premises orderly and clean at all times. Husbands should also be thus managed.

Emily Barrows Cook Book



Later that night, his intense headache deepened into a dull throbbing. Sleep would not come. Eyes dry and nerves raw, Stephen pushed back the coverlet. His bare feet padded across the Aubusson rug before his knee slammed into a mahogany blanket chest at the foot of the bed. Cursing, he fumbled his way towards the fireplace.

A large mirror hung above a dressing table. He could barely make out his own features in the shadows. Lighting a candle, he studied the man staring back at him. At one time, he had a well-ordered, predictable life. Now, a haggard expression gazed back at him. An angry red scar creased a jagged line across his bare chest, a knife wound he didnt remember. The blow to his head was a recent wound, possibly from thieves or worse. Yet someone had saved his life and sent him here.

He didnt know himself any more.

The uncertainty unnerved him. Every time he searched his memory for a fragment of the past events, his mind shut down. He didnt remember his supposed marriage, or anything leading up to it. It was as though an invisible wall barricaded him from the truth.

He was about to retreat when his gaze narrowed on a black symbol edging the back of his neck. Turning, he tried to distinguish what it was. Though he could not see the entire design, he recognised it as a tattoo.

Why? When had he got it? Never in his life would he have considered such a thing. Now, the indelible ink marked yet another facet of the mysterious past.

He tried in vain to see more of the emblem, but from the awkward angle, he could not see the full pattern. Stephen stepped away from the mirror. He would find the answers he needed, regardless of the effort.

Emily held some of those answers. She was wary of him, and well she should be. Likely she had lied to him to protect the children, using him for a place to stay.

He simply couldnt believe that hed married her, even though they had been friends as children. More than that, if he were honest with himself. Like Eve, she had tantalised him with the sweetness of a first love. Then his father had found out and had forbidden him to see her again.

How had their paths crossed after so many years? And why couldnt he remember?

A fretful noise caught his attention. Stephen paused a moment, then opened the door to the corridor. The whimpering grew softer, then stopped. Was it an animal? He frowned, wondering what else had been brought into his house without permission.

As he passed down the hallway, he heard the sound coming from a bedchamber. He opened the door and inside saw a bundled shape beneath the covers. It was too small to be Emily, and as his vision adjusted to the dark, he recognised the boy he had met earlier. What was his name? Ralph? Roger? The childs face was buried in the pillow, his small shoulders shaking.

Stephens throat constricted, but he did not move to comfort the child. It was as though his feet were locked in place. He was not the childs father, nor his guardian, regardless of what Emily might claim. It was not his place to interfere. And it was better for the boy not to expect comfort or coddling from others.

His own father had taught him just such a lesson until he had learned how to suppress tears. The future heir could not cry or show any emotion. His father had beaten it out of him until Stephen had become a model of composure.

When the boys sobbing eased into the heavy breathing of sleep, Stephen took a step forward. He lifted the coverlet over the child, then left as silently as he had come.

The sun had not yet risen, but the sound of rain spattering against the stone house brought Emily a sense of comfort. The scullery maid Lizbeth lit the fire, and a flickering warmth permeated the room while Emily mixed the bread dough.

She knew the servants viewed her with a mixture of curiosity and discomfort. A barons daughter should never venture into the kitchen to work. But it was a deep need within her, to be useful. Giving orders to the household staff made her uneasy, for she had practically been a servant herself until recently.

She had done her best to keep the family together after Papa had died. Her brother Daniels business failings were a constant source of anxiety, but Emily had learned to suppress her criticism. None of their relatives would help them, not after

She closed her mind, not wanting to think of the devastating scandal. She had done what she had to, bartering at the marketplace after Daniel had gambled away their finances.

Hed been grieving for his wife, a man out of his head. Shed forgiven him for it, even if it meant sacrificing her own marriage prospects.

But now she was married.

Emily kneaded the bread dough, letting its rhythm sweep away her fears and troubles. The familiar yeasty smell eased her tension, and she let the mindless task grant her time to think.

Whitmore was going to get rid of her. She was torn apart, so angry with him for his infidelity and for abandoning Daniel. And yet, she needed his protection for the children. She rested her forehead upon a floured hand. Somehow, she had to make the best of this.

Silently, the scullery maid began frying sausages for the morning meal. With a plain face and a figure the size of a barrel, Lizbeth always had a cheerful smile. Emily had liked the maid from the moment shed met her.

Youve horrified him, you know, Lizbeth remarked as she flipped the sausage links. Mr High-and-Mighty.

The Earl?

No, my lady. Lizbeth blushed. I mean Farnsworth, the butler. Hes told the master that you sent Henri packing.

Good. Emily didnt care if Stephen knew about her dismissing the cook. The ill-tempered man had been robbing the household blind over the past few months, claiming ridiculous costs for food. They were well rid of him.

And you neednt worry about the cooking, my lady, Lizbeth added. Mrs Deepford and myself will take care of it until the new cook arrives.

Thank you, Lizbeth. Emily relaxed slightly. Her hasty offer to cook for the household was impossible, she knew, though she had enjoyed seeing Farnsworths look of horror. I am sorry to have caused you both more work.

Oh, no, its grateful we are. Henri should have been sacked long ago.

A small part of Emily worried that she had overstepped her bounds. The Earl might not appreciate her interfering with staff members, not with her own precarious position. She needed to apologise for her cross words earlier.

Have you heard anything else? Emily asked Lizbeth. From the Earl, I mean. Has he remembered anything?

No, my lady. Ive not heard that he has. Lizbeth cracked an egg into a bowl.

The bell sounded, and Lizbeth jumped up. Its his lordship. Hell be wanting his breakfast tray.

Ill take it, Emily offered. She wanted to speak with him about the children. The heaping platter of delicious food could improve his temperament while she explained why throwing their family out into the streets would be a very bad idea.

Her stomach grumbled, but she ignored it. She had eaten a slice of toasted bread and a cup of tea, which was enough for her.

By the time she finished climbing the back staircase leading to the Earls bedchamber, she was out of breath. The heavy tray made her arms ache, but she pressed onwards. Knocking lightly, she heard him call, Enter.

The Earl was seated in a wingback chair, reading The Times. He wore charcoal trousers, a dark blue frockcoat, pinstriped waistcoat and a white cotton shirt. His dark cravat was tied in a simple knot without any fuss. The shadow of a beard lined his cheeks, and his intense gaze rested upon her with interest.

His hair was wet, drops of water glistening at his temples. Hed taken a bath, she realised.

A slight shiver ran through her at the thought of him sinking into a tub of water, his muscled arms resting upon the edge. She had seen for herself the hard ridges of his stomach, the reddened scar across his pectorals.

A wicked image arose, of soap sliding over those muscles, of what it would be like to touch him. What it would be like, if he lowered his body upon hers, until she yielded to him.

Like before

An unbearable loneliness caught her. He had kissed her on the night hed left, as though he would never let her go. Now it was as if that man had never existed.

An invisible fist struck her in the stomach, the hurt rising. When hed arrived back at Falkirk, her first instinct had been to rush towards him, to hold him tight and thank God that he was alive.

But he didnt know her any more. Hed broken promises and betrayed her with another woman. She couldnt let go of that.

She blinked back the emotions threatening to spill over. Whitmore didnt feel anything towards her any more, and she didnt know if he ever would again.

Are you planning to set that down or continue staring at me?

Her face flamed, but she managed to lower the tray. Your breakfast, sire. She bobbed a false curtsy.

I would prefer my lord.

Emily had meant the address as sarcasm, but clearly the Earl did not recognise it. Her temper flared. Will there be anything else? Shall I bow down before you and lick your boots?

Perhaps later. The interest in his voice made it sound as if he didnt mind that idea at all. She whirled and marched towards the door.

I am not finished with you yet, he said. She sent him a look filled with venom, but his attention remained on The Times. He lifted a pair of spectacles to the bridge of his nose. She had never seen them before, never knew he wore them for reading. It reminded her that this was not a man who could be easily fooled.

Proper, stiff and steadfast in his beliefs, he had become every bit the shadow of his father, the Marquess. Her nerves coiled in her stomach at the thought.

Would you care for tea? she asked, fighting to keep her voice steady.

He lowered the paper and regarded her. Is it poisoned?

His overbearing attitude made her consider dumping the pot over his head. You wont know that until you are dead, now, will you? She smiled sweetly and poured the tea into a china cup. Milk and sugar?

I drink mine black. Theres less chance of you adding something to it.

Unless I already have, she dared, offering him the cup. Perhaps hed choke on it.

His expression remained neutral, and he refused to take the cup. You drink first.

I havent poisoned it, she insisted.

Drink.

The arrogant tone of his voice annoyed her, but she obeyed. The hot tea tasted of rich spices with a heady aroma. There. Are you satisfied now?

Not quite. The Earl set the newspaper aside and gestured toward the food. I want you to taste everything that is on the tray.

I am not hungry.

At those words, he sent her a look that said he knew she was lying. You look as though you havent eaten properly in weeks. Youre too thin. I wont have the servants believing I dont feed my own wife. If thats what you are.

I dont care what they think.

But I do. And if you wish to remain in this household along with the children, you will heed my wishes.

There. The threat was out. He really could make things worse for her, forcing her and the children to leave. And then where would she be? She could not support the children, nor give them a home.

Emilys cheeks flamed, but she stabbed a sausage with a fork. She wished it were one of his more delicate parts.

She took a bite of the eggs, savouring the flavor. Oh, sweet saints above. She closed her eyes for just a second, enjoying the food. Perhaps with a bit more salt or even chopped pieces of bacon, the eggs would taste even better. Ideas for cooking recipes swarmed through her mind as she enjoyed the taste of Elysium, courtesy of His Arrogance.

The sound of a ringing bell broke through her moment. Emily opened her eyes, but the Earl gave no hint as to why he had summoned the parlour maid.

I did not spit in your food.

His eyes held not a trace of humour. I never said you did.

She pushed the plate towards him, but the awkwardness continued, making her wonder what else he wanted. You may eat, she said. As you can see, I am still alive.

He made no movement towards the food. He stared at her, his gaze questioning. His eyes were the soft grey of a London morning, his mouth firm and stoic. She had thought him to be a handsome man at one time. His features were strong, as though carved from stone.

He was a statue now. A man with no feelings, who never revealed a trace of what he was thinking.

Why had she let herself fall prey to his promises? The Earl had rescued her from a crumbling, debtridden estate. Hed sworn that hed find her wayward brother and pay off Daniels debts. She had been so infatuated, she hadnt stopped to wonder why.

A knock sounded, but instead of a maid, the disapproving eyes of Farnsworth frowned down upon her. Emily sensed the butlers silent censure of her clothing and her mannerisms. She was supposed to behave like a Countess, not a servant. Emily straightened, though it would do nothing to change Farnsworths opinion of her.

Bring Lady Whitmore a plate of her own. And more tea, Whitmore added.

No, reallyI dont need a thing.

His dark glare silenced her. When the butler had departed, he folded his arms across his chest. We must come to terms on a few things. I give the orders, and you are to obey them.

Did he think he was the King of England? Yes, your Majesty.

He, apparently, found no amusement in her mockery. Furthermore, when Farnsworth brings up the tray, you are to eat every morsel of food.

And if I dont?

You wish for the children to eat, do you not?

At his implied threat that he would refuse them food, her fury exploded. You wouldnt dare starve innocent children on your own ridiculous whims.

They arent my children, he pointed out. And if you want me to house them, clothe them and feed them, you will obey.

Stephen saw the look of fear in her eyes and felt a trace of guilt for making the threat. Not too much, however. From the looks of it, Emily had not eaten a full meal in far too long. If a false implication would encourage her to eat, he had no qualms about exaggerating.

Her cheekbones stood out in a face so delicate, it could have been crystal. Her eyes were large, a haunting whisky brown. A stray tendril of golden hair rested against her cheek where a smudge of flour marred her skin.

They are your responsibility, she said.

Farnsworth returned with the tray a few minutes later. Emily ate, her eyes blazing with murder. And yet, he could see the desperation in her carefully controlled appetite.

I have some questions I want you to answer, he began. Starting with our wedding day.

She gave her full attention to the eggs, behaving as though she hadnt heard him. Stephen reached out and took her left hand. Upon her third finger rested the family heirloom ring. A large ruby glinted from the gold band. He rubbed his finger across the stone, her fingers cool within his palm.

I dont remember the marriage ceremony at all. I dont even remember giving you this ring. For all I know, you stole it.

She glared at him. Do you want it back?

Possibly. He stared at the ring, trying to piece the memory together. Emily struggled to pull her hand away, but he held it fast.

Tell me about our wedding.

It snowed that day, she whispered. The look upon her face was of a woman lost.

Did we have feelings for one another? he asked quietly.

At that, Emily choked. She covered it with a laugh, but he could see the shadow of hurt behind her eyes. You adored me. We married on impulse.

I mean the real reason, Emily.

She studied her breakfast again. I dont suppose I truly know the answer. I thought you cared for me. Pain silhouetted her words. I was wrong.

Did I compromise you? he asked, running his thumb over the edge of her hand. Her palms were rough, like a servants.

Emily jerked her hand away. No. And Id rather not talk about it, if you dont mind.

Why did you marry me? What was this sadness in her eyes? She kept up such strong defences, he couldnt see past the anger to understand it.

Emily set her plate aside, ignoring the remainder of the food. I had my reasons. Upon her face he saw veiled embarrassment. She had spoken of feelings between them. Had he ever claimed to love her?

She was pretty, as shed always been. Outspoken, with a tongue like a razor. And if shed married him on such a sudden whim, her impulsive behaviour hadnt changed.

I must return to London, he said, changing the subject. He kept detailed ledgers in his study. If there were answers to be had, he would find them there. As soon as I am healed, you will journey with me.

No! She caught herself and amended, That is, Id rather not.

The alarm in her voice alerted his suspicions. Why are you so afraid of London?

Your father wont want to see us. And the children need me here. She fumbled with her hands as though searching for a stronger excuse.

I will hire a nursemaid. In fact, I have already ordered Farnsworth to procure several for you to interview. I cannot believe the man has not already done so.

I hired a wet nurse for the baby. Anna takes care of both Victoria and Royce.

Royce needs a tutor, as well as a nursemaid. When she made no reply, he switched his tactics. Dont you think my family will wonder why I havent brought my wife with me?

Her cheeks turned scarlet. Her reluctance had to mean they werent married. He was sure of it.

But she startled him by lifting her chin. I dont care what they think. I wont go to London with you. Not now. Not ever. She rose to her feet and strode from the room. The door slammed shut behind her.

She was afraid. And unless he was very much mistaken, Stephen had a grave feeling that his wife knew far more about the night he had disappeared than hed suspected. It did not bode well for their future together.







Chapter Three


Cakes served at tea time must always be light and delectable. A hostess should smile and greet her guests with a gracious heart.

Emily Barrows Cook Book



Later that morning, Dr Parsons checked the bandages and nodded his approval. Your wife has done well caring for you, he remarked. The wounds are clean, and your bruises are healing nicely. I should think you will be back on your feet within days.

I intend to go to London, Stephen remarked. Three days from now, if possible.

My lord, I would advise against undue haste. If I may, Id ask you to wait another week before you go.

I do not recall anything of the accident, Stephen admitted. Nor what happened to me during the past three months.

Memory loss can occur with an accident. The doctor replaced the bandage, tying it off. I have seen it in many patients, particularly those with traumatic incidents. Often a mans mind will overshadow the event it does not wish to remember.

When will the rest of my memories return? Stephen demanded.

To be frank, they might not. In cases such as yours, it is difficult to say. Your head wound and contusions are recent, but I doubt if they had anything to do with your memory loss. The doctor added, I suspect that you were the victim of violence several months ago, judging from the knife wound. It may be that you wont want to remember it. But I can say with all confidence, your headaches and pain should be gone within a few days more.

Pain was the least of his concern. He was tempted to ask the doctor about the strange tattoo hed found on the back of his neck, but decided against it. For all he knew, he had done something rash.

Like marry a woman he hadnt seen in ten years.

After Dr Parsons departed, Stephen thought about his earlier conversation with Emily. He had not questioned her caring for the children, but her claim that he was now responsible for their welfare troubled him.

He decided to speak with the boy. If he could not obtain the answers from his wife, he would get them elsewhere. He summoned Farnsworth and ordered him to fetch the boy. Minutes passed, and no one came.

He waited longer, pacing across the carpet. Someone should teach the boy discipline and how to be prompt. It was never too early to learn good manners. When five more minutes passed, he opened the door to the hallway.

Come now. Farnsworth leaned down, holding out a sugar biscuit as bait. A sullen-faced lad gave the butler a defiant glare, but he took a single step forward. Its all right. Come here, please, the butler crooned.

Good God, Farnsworth. The boy isnt a dog. Cease treating him like one. Stephens patience had reached its limit.

My lord, he wont listen. The butler straightened, and predictably the boy disappeared behind a door.

I shall handle this. Stephen strode towards the bedchamber. When he tried the door handle, it was locked.

The key, if you please, Farnsworth.

My lord, I am terribly sorry. I shall have to fetch it. The butler scrambled off, grateful to escape.

For a moment, Stephen listened outside the door while pondering his next move. Treating the boy like a child would not work. Instead, he knocked.

Go away!

That was to be expected. Any proper opponent would be foolish to simply surrender. But he, of course, had the proper incentive.

You wish to leave my house, do you not?

A pause. The strategy was not a move the boy had anticipated. Yes.

I suggest an exchange of information. You tell me what I wish to know, and I will see to your departure. He did not mention where, but school was a likely prospect. The boy needed an education, after all.

A longer pause.

The door clicked and opened slightly. Stephen hid his smile of victory. It would not do to upset the balance just yet. He needed answers, and he was counting upon the childs honesty to get them.

Stephen entered the room while a pair of young suspicious eyes watched him.

Roland, is it? he began.

My name is Royce. The boy sent him a hard look and crossed his arms. And I dont like you.

Stephen shrugged. I cant say as I like you much either.

His response seemed to meet with Royces approval. The lines had been drawn, the enemy lines established.

Sit down. He gestured towards a footstool, but Royce refused. Stephan began with, How long have you been living here at Falkirk?

Since February. The boys attention moved to the door as though he were planning an escape.

Your aunt brought you here?

The boys face softened at the mention of Emily, then grew defensive. She sent for us, yes. He fidgeted, looking down at his hands. Youre very tall, he said suddenly.

Do not change the subject. Stephen resumed his interrogation. Why did your aunt marry me?

Fear swept across Royces pale, thin face. I dont know.

I think you do. Youd best tell me the truth.

The boys attention lowered to the floor, and he clenched his fists. I want my papa.

Stephen gentled his tone. I was sorry to hear about your father. He reached out to the boy, but Royce bolted for the door.

Stephen caught him before he could flee. The childs shoulders trembled, and he broke into sobs. I want Papa. Tears ran down his cheeks, and Royce fought to free himself.

It was useless. He should have known better than to demand answers from a child.

What have you done? The door flew open, and Emily swept into the room. As soon as she saw Royce, she bent down and gathered him into her arms. Youve made him cry.

Like a furious mother lioness, she released the full force of her wrath. Hes only a boy.

I asked him a few questions, Stephen admitted. He felt sheepish, for the idea had not been a good one.

Emily mustered a smile for Royce. Go and see Lizbeth. She has a slice of cake waiting for you.

The promise of cake was all that was needed to send the child dashing from the room. When Royce had gone, Emily unleashed her fury. You are heartless. What did you say to him?

There was true fear in her eyes, not just anger. I asked him a few questions. He took a step closer, watching her tremble. What are you so afraid of, Emily?

He doesnt know his father is dead.

Why not?

A deep weariness edged her expression. The rage grew calm as she gathered her composure. Its my fault. I couldnt bear to hurt him. He lost his mother when Victoria was born. And now his father.

Stephen took her wrist, feeling her pulse quicken. Her hands were warm, and he smelled the light fragrance of vanilla near her nape. Like the sugar biscuits, he realised. And he found himself wanting to draw nearer. Hiding the truth wont make it go away.

And sometimes no one will believe the truth when it is spoken. She held his scrutiny, jerking her hand away. Go to London. Youll find the answers you seek there.

Her icy demeanour had returned. With her honey-gold hair tucked neatly into black netting, her face scrubbed clean, she appeared a paragon of virtue. She had changed her dress into an older gown, a dull black bombazine. Its hemline was frayed and it had been remade more than once.

He grew irritated at her martyrdom and seized both wrists. Taking her left hand, he gripped her palm so that the wedding ring pressed into her skin. Stop sniveling and answer my questions. What happened to your brother?

His creditors killed him while you were visiting your mistress, she spat. He bled to death.

I dont have a mistress, Stephen contradicted. Emily tried to break free, but he refused to let go. Do you truly believe I would let a man die if I had the power to stop it?

No, she admitted. Even so, doubts clouded her face.

He moved closer, hoping to unravel her lies. But when his hand slipped around her waist, he saw the genuine grief in her eyes. Beneath the bombazine, the heat of her skin warmed his palm. His fingers touched one of the tiny buttons upon her gown, toying with it. Who told you I was with my mistress?

The men who brought Daniels body to me. She tried again to pull away, but he held her captive. Regardless of the means, he would have his answers.

And who were they? His hand moved up her spine, tracing the dozens of tiny buttons until he reached one at the nape of her neck. With the flick of a thumb, he revealed a bit of skin. He wanted to gauge her reaction.

II dont know, she stammered. I thought they were your solicitors or from your father. They were looking for you.

Her hand clamped over his when he grazed her skin. Dont touch me.

He ignored her, loosening another button. Why not?

Because you dont mean it. You dont want me. Any more than I want you.

A sudden flash of memory took hold. Emily stood before the fireplace in his bedchamber at Falkirk, her hair hanging down. Her fingers moved to unbutton his frockcoat, and her face was flushed with desire.

He dropped his hand away from her when the fleeting vision faded. Where had it come from? Was it real? Had they been lovers? Frustration clawed at his mind when the emptiness returned.

He leaned in close, so his face nearly touched hers. Tell me why I married you. With her so near, he could smell the fragrance of vanilla. Her clear eyes were confused, her cheeks pale.

She gripped her hands together so tightly her knuckles whitened. With a light shrug she met his gaze. You said you wanted to take care of me, to help our family. And like a fool, I wanted to believe you loved me.

He studied her a moment. She looked so lost, so vulnerable. Behind her mask of bitterness he caught a glimpse of the girl hed once known. Shed been his best friend, long ago. And now she was his wife.

The lost three months felt like a lifetime.

How did it happen? he asked. Had he courted her? Was it an impulsive move, or had he been forced into it?

It was just after St Valentines Day, she remarked with a hint of irony. In Scotland. I have the marriage certificate, if you want to see it.

Perhaps later. Documents of that nature could still be forged. He preferred to send a trusted servant to see the parish records.

He suspected that he would not get an honest answer from her, not when she was desperate to protect the childrens welfare. It had to have been an arrangement between them, a bargain of sorts.

But for her, there had been more.

Emily tried to pull away, but he refused to let her escape. She was so fragile within his grasp, like a glass about to shatter.

Were there feelings between us? he asked. He leaned in so close he could feel her breath upon his face. If he moved his mouth to the side, it would graze her lips in a soft kiss. He waited for her to push at him, to curse him for touching her.

She gave him no answer. Instead, her body seemed to conform to his. Her hands rested upon his shoulders while he idly traced a path up her spine. The years seemed to fall away until she was once again the young girl hed practised kissing in a stable. Only now, he held a woman in his arms. A beautiful, hot-tempered woman who made him lose his sense of reason the moment he touched her.

He didnt kiss her, though he wanted to. There were too many unanswered questions.

When he stepped backwards, Emily grasped her arms to shield herself. Are you going to annul our marriage?

The fear in her eyes made him hesitate. He wanted to say yes. Instead, he answered truthfully, I dont know yet.

He traced the outline of her face with his thumb. I am going to find out what happened to me, Emily, he told her. Stay here until I return from London.

Her broken smile bothered him. Where else could I go?

Sweet Christmas. Christine Chesterfield, the Marchioness of Rothburne, covered her heart with her palm when she saw Stephen. He embraced his mother, and she squeezed him tightly just before her fist collided with his ear.

I should have you horsewhipped. You frightened me to death. I thought heathens had kidnapped you and taken you off to some forsaken island in the middle of nowhere.

Stephen rubbed his ear and managed a smile. For all he knew, his mother might have been correct concerning his whereabouts. I sent word before I arrived.

You should have contacted me long before then. You left Lord Carstairss ball, which made Lady Carstairs extremely cross, by the by. And then you vanished since February. Even the servants couldnt tell me where you were.

Lady Rothburne guided him to sit down, and poured a cup of tea. Now, you simply must tell me everything thats happened since you left.

There isnt much to tell, he admitted. He did not possess enough memories to offer an honest accounting, so he gave her what truths he could. Ive been convalescing at Falkirk House in the country.

You were injured? Immediately she reached out and patted the ear shed boxed. Forgive me, Stephen. I didnt know. But youre well now?

Better. I have little memory of what happened. I came to London to look for the answers.

Lady Rothburne took a deep sip of the tea, and worry lines edged her mouth. I dont like the thought of some ruffian doing you harm. I shall call upon Lady Thistlewaite and ask for her assistance.

At the mention of his mothers dearest friend, Stephen suppressed a groan. Lady Thistlewaite had her sources of gossip, like most women. Her methods, however, left much to be desired. He could envision it now, a stout matron knocking upon an unsuspecting mans door with her parasol, demanding, Are you the barbarian who clouted Lady Rothburnes son upon the head?

And, his mother continued, I think you should attend the Yarrington musicale next week. It will take your mind off matters. She put on a bright smile and took his hand. Your father and I insist.

At the mention of the Marquess, a gnawing irritation formed in his gut. Mother, I really dont think

Oh, pish posh. I know exactly what you need. A lovely young woman at your side, thats what. Someone to share your troubles. And Miss Lily Hereford has missed you quite dreadfully. Why, the two of you make such a good pair. I have my heart quite set upon you marrying her. In fact she leaned in close as if imparting a great secret your father and I have already begun drawing up the guest list for your wedding. Miss Hereford would make you the perfect wife, after all. She is a woman of impeccable breeding.

At his mothers assertion, Stephens mouth tightened. Married?

His mother laughed. Well, of course, Stephen. If anyone is one of societys most eligible bachelors, its you.

She was serious. Blood roared in his ears as his mind processed what she had said.

It seemed Emily Barrow had lied to him after all.
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